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ABSTRACT 

This study explores the variety of understandings of literacy, or conceptions of 

literacy, that exist among graduate instructors in the fields of English literature, rhetoric 

and composition, and creative writing in their first semester of teaching and what the 

implications are for having these conceptions, particularly with regard to their teaching.  I 

collected two kinds of data from seven participants who were enrolled in a fall 2010 

composition practicum at a large, public university in the Northeast.  The data I elicited 

included interviews of participants in which they examine their own writing, an 

assignment ranking activity, observations of participants as they teach composition, and 

field notes I collected from the Practicum course meetings.  I also collected artifacts from 

their work in the Practicum course and their teaching, including two drafts of a literacy 

autobiography that they wrote for the practicum and marked-up student paper drafts from 

the composition course they were teaching.  Following the work of Michael W. Smith 

and Dorothy Strickland, I parsed the data by content units.  Using Peter Goggin’s 

categories for defining literacy from Professing Literacy in Composition Studies, I coded 

data using the qualitative data management system Atlas.ti according to seven 

conceptions: literacy for personal growth, literacy for personal growth, social/critical 

literacy, critical activist literacy, cultural literacy, functionalist literacy, and instrumental 

literacy.   

My analysis of the data reveals that graduate instructors came to their first 

semester of teaching with powerful preconceptions about why people read, write, and 

engage in other literacy activities and that these positions deeply affected their teaching.  

I also contend that although all of the graduate instructors had complex, multifaceted 
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conceptions of literacy, each graduate instructor had one primary conception, which 

acted as a kind of lens through which every other conception was viewed and filtered.  

This primary conception functioned as the graduate instructors’ terministic screen for 

viewing literacy, even when other conceptions were at play.  Finally, given the fact that 

all of the graduate instructors received the same syllabus for the composition course they 

were teaching, the extent to which each one of them was able to inscribe their own ideas 

about teaching and literacy onto the course was surprising and points to the power of 

these literacy orientations, even in the face of competing conceptions communicated to 

them in their practicum. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
INTRODUCTION 

In his now iconic Writing Instruction in Nineteenth-Century American Colleges, 

James Berlin argues that in “any social context, . . . there are usually a number of 

rhetorics competing for allegiance” (1).  I would argue that the same is true for 

conceptions of literacy – that various, often conflicting, forces have given rise to a 

number of different understandings of what literacy is, what it is for, and what it should 

be.  

The purpose of this study is to explore the variety of understandings of literacy 

that exist among graduate instructors in their first semester of teaching and what the 

implications are for having these conceptions, particularly with regard to their teaching.  

As a research population, graduate instructors in the fields comprising English studies, 

including literature, rhetoric and composition, creative writing, are an interesting and 

generative group because their decision to attend graduate school reflects a deep 

commitment to reading and writing. Understanding this group (new graduate instructors) 

is especially important given that they teach almost a quarter of composition classes, 

according to a study done by Anne Ruggles Gere of 643 writing programs in the 2008-

2009 academic year (4).  Tina Lavonne Good and Leanne B. Warshauer found similarly, 

through a survey of journal articles in composition that most composition courses are 

staffed by graduate instructors, adjuncts, or graduate instructors as adjuncts (x).  In this 

study, I examine the conceptions of literacy of seven graduate instructors enrolled in 

graduate programs in English literature, rhetoric and composition, and creative writing 

who are teaching their first semester of composition at a large, public university in an 

urban area in the Northeast. 
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The study arose out of questions that I had about how ways of valuing literacy 

shape pedagogy when I was working with pre-service education students in a writing 

center for middle grades students that I helped to set up in a local elementary school.  

Each group of pre-service education students worked in a cohort with two or three other 

pre-service educators to develop lesson plans for their sixth, seventh, or eighth graders, 

who they would see once a week.  Because they saw their students so infrequently, I 

emphasized to them that they needed to create lesson sequences to encourage transfer of 

ideas between sessions.  However, I was often surprised at the choices these pre-service 

educators’ were making about what to teach.  As soon as I began asking them how they 

decided to teach what they were teaching, I recognized that the pedagogical choices they 

were making reflected different ways of valuing literacy and that my hesitance about 

some of these choices reflected differences between how I conceived literacy and they 

did. 

For example, one of the pre-service instructors I worked with, an older student 

who I’ll call Connie who had worked in instructional technology in a library at high 

school for ten years, opened her lesson by writing on the easel we were using as a 

chalkboard, “Today we are all writers.”  She passed around a sheet of stickers to the 

students with smiley faces and phrases like, “Awesome Job” and “You’re special!”  

When I asked her about this later on, she recalled a high school student she knew at the 

school where she worked asking her, “Why don’t teacher’s give out stickers anymore?”  

Connie completed the thought, telling me that, “we all like to be rewarded.  We all like to 

know we’re doing a good job.”  Connie’s lesson was on choosing a personal event for 

narrative writing, but the strategy she was teaching seemed almost secondary to the 
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purpose of building her students’ esteem.  “Kid spelling is okay today!” she wrote on the 

easel before the students came in. 

Connie, in other words, made increasing her students’ self-esteem an integral 

aspect of her lesson.  I was initially skeptical about her decision to pass around stickers 

with such clichéd and, I thought, infantile reminders of each student’s inherent self-

worth, thinking that this group, mostly seventh graders, would dismiss her lesson as silly 

or babyish.  My objection had to do with the fact that making the students feel good about 

themselves, at several points, often seemed to take precedence over what I considered the 

more important goals of improving their ability to talk about texts and ideas critically.  I 

was surprised, however, when the students really got into what she was saying and began 

the writing activity she constructed, which involved brainstorming to find a personal 

event to write a narrative on, with an enthusiasm that I had not seen from them during 

previous sessions.  Connie told me later, “Personal narrative lets you get to know your 

students.  It’s so important to get to know your students on a personal level.”  For Connie, 

personal reasons for writing took precedence. 

After I talked this lesson over with Connie, I found out that her reasons for 

constructing the lesson so closely around personal reasons for writing was that she herself 

was feeling insecure about her return to school after so long.  She worried in particular 

about a Victorian poetry class in which her professor had asked her to rewrite a paper on 

Tennyson three times.  Connie’s professor had told her that she had to stop writing about 

her feelings and instead focus on taking apart the text – essentially, Connie heard from 

him that her feelings didn’t matter.  Consequently, in her lesson she was giving her 

students the very thing that she felt had been taken away from her.  Observing and giving 
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feedback to Connie and her peers involved not just that I recognize where these 

constructions of literacy came from but also how my own conception of literacy shaped 

how I prioritized certain lessons and encounters with literacy in my teaching. 

These questions continued into my own teaching practice, especially once I began 

to lead teaching circles in evaluating student papers and portfolios together.  For 

example, during one teaching circle, another composition instructor proclaimed that she 

would give a “D” to one of my student’s papers, which I had brought in as an example of 

a B-range paper.  As we discussed the reasons for such disparate views of the same paper, 

I began to recognize that her evaluation stemmed from some punctuation errors, a few 

comma splices and misused semicolons, and the student’s use of past tense in reference 

to texts, all of which I had deemed relatively minor.  This instructor, in other words, gave 

much more precedence to what I would label as surface-level, and consequently 

superficial, issues with language correctness than I had in my evaluation.  When we 

chatted about it further at the end of the semester, she told me frankly that it was not that 

she cared so much about these errors in and of themselves but recognized that others 

would and that students would be judged on the basis of not just their ideas but how they 

presented them in accordance with these standards.  Encountering a differing conception 

of literacy from my own forced me not only to think about where these views came from 

but also to reevaluate my own views on literacy, recognizing them as ideological and as 

coming from my own past and my own ways of valuing certain dimensions of literacy 

above others. 

As this last statement reflects, this study is also a personal journey for me, into 

examining where my own understandings of literacy come from and how I have 
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channeled them into my teaching and scholarly practice.  Many of my realizations about 

the ways in which my own literacy background and experiences have shaped me 

occurred in parallel with discussions with the graduate instructors who took part in this 

study and in my analysis of their data. 

 

Conceptions of Literacy – Definitions and Theoretical Background 

The understanding of literacy as ideological and as constructed within a social-

historical context comes from most notably from the work of the New Literacy theorists, 

James Paul Gee and Brian V. Street.  Gee and Street both argue for a focus on literacy as 

socially situated, multimodal, and multifaceted.  Gee contends “that the focus of literacy 

studies or applied linguistics should not be language, or literacy, but social practices” 

(525).  This view marked a shift from the dominant paradigm, which saw literacy as skill 

that worked the same way regardless of context and could, consequently, be lifted 

unproblematically from one context to another.  Street describes this view of literacy as 

the “autonomous model of literacy,” which “conceptualize[s] literacy in technical terms, 

treating it as independent of social context, an autonomous variable whose consequences 

for society and cognition can be derived from its intrinsic character” (431-432).   

Street sees literacy instead as ideological and thus “as inextricably linked to 

cultural and power structures in society” (433).  This study, like others grounded in New 

Literacy theory, examines the assumptions graduate instructors make about literacy by 

looking at the social and cultural practices associated with reading and writing in their 

lives.  Literacy scholars cannot study literacy apart from its context, nor can we see 
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literacy as occupying some neutral space.  Rather, literacy always involves questions of 

power and hierarchy, history and ideology. 

This notion of literacy as social and ideological provides a useful lens for 

studying the definitional debate surrounding literacy.  Sylvia Scribner, in “Literacy in 

Three Metaphors,” frames her central argument in similar terms when she argues that 

despite the need, in many contexts, to set some parameters for defining literacy to 

account for the multiple ways in which literacy is constructed and construed, because of 

the social nature of literacy, no universal definition of literacy can ever account for the 

various ways in which literacy is practiced, valued, or described.  Most ways of defining 

literacy, Scribner contends, assume that literacy has an “essence” that can be defined and 

described, a view similar to the autonomous model of literacy that Street describes (7).  

However, Scribner’s research on the Vai people of West Africa counters many common 

assumptions of literacy, destabilizing the argument that there is an essence to literacy or 

even “one best” way of defining it (7).  “Literacy,” Scribner contends, “has neither a 

static nor a universal essence” (8).  It is “a many-meaninged thing” (9).   

Just as there are multiple ways of defining literacy, there are multiple perspectives 

on why literacy is important and what its ultimate ends are.  When I refer to these literacy 

perspectives, I will call them conceptions of literacy.  When describing the social, 

ideological, and contextual nature of literacy, Gee explains that it “is not just what you 

say, but how you say it” and, further, “it is not just how you say it, but what you are and 

do when you say it” (525).  He continues, “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” (525).  Gee thus describes a 
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Discourse as a “saying (writing)-doing-being-valuing combination” (526).  It involves, in 

other words, a kind of social performance of identity that has to do with much more than 

just the words that are said and, as such, enacts a certain ideological position on the 

world.   

A conception of literacy is a way of seeing these linguistic performances.  It is a 

set of values and beliefs about literacy that colors one’s way of viewing language and, 

consequently, the world.  A conception of literacy is, therefore, no small thing; it is our 

subjective lens on the world or, to use Kenneth Burke’s term, a terministic screen.  For 

Burke, a terministic screen consists of the set of symbols we have for interpreting the 

world.  Burke argues that we do not experience reality directly; that, rather, the world is 

always mediated by language, which itself is a reflection of reality that we use for 

selection and deflection (45, emphasis his).  A terministic screen always involves an 

element of sifting through, of choosing certain ideas or experience and of deflecting 

others. Burke says that one’s terministic screen necessarily “directs the attention to one 

field [of language] rather than another” (50).  Similarly, a conception of literacy directs 

our attention to particular dimensions of literacy rather than to others.  Although I like 

Burke’s metaphor of the “screen” I also think that this might need some updating, given 

that we now gaze primarily at screens rather than through them.  Consequently, I will 

refer to a conception as a lens, similar to a bifocal or trifocal lens, in which the subject 

gazes primarily through his or her primary literacy conception but, depending on the 

situation, might also look through another part of the lens, which could represent another 

literacy facet.  (See figure 1 below.)  By dimensions, I mean those aspects of the literacy 

experience that exist in the world, including the individual dimension of the literacy 
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experience, the social, the text, and the view of literacy in terms of production.  A 

conception, then, is a way of choosing, consciously or not, certain aspects of our 

experiences with language. 

Figure 1: A Conception of Literacy 

 

When we profess literacy, then, we make choices about what to teach and how to 

teach it, choices that reflect our ideas and attitudes about what literacy is and what it is 

for, and these choices do not just come from our own school-based literacy practices, 

although these are undoubtedly influential.  Instructors in the field of composition are 

also influenced by the kinds of texts, written, visual, aural, and electronic, that they 

engage in, and their familial and cultural literacy practices, which influence the kinds of 

literacy practices they value and want to see replicated.  A graduate instructor who grew 

up watching French films and reading New York Magazine may value different kinds of 

literacy practices than one who participated in online, feminist writing communities.  

Taken together, these texts, practices, and beliefs about literacy represent a set of 

background assumptions about the purpose of literacy that I call a conception of literacy. 
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Kirk Branch, in Eyes on the Ought to Be: What We Teach When We Teach About 

Literacy argues that “all educational practice, simply because it has in mind a future for 

students, projects a vision of the world as it ought to be” (8).  Branch borrows from Paolo 

Freire’s idea that teaching is inherently political, in that it involves an element of world-

making.  This invokes, too James Wertsch’s idea of telos, which contends that literacy 

programs always have in mind some sort of end-point for society (37).  Similarly, James 

Berlin contends that to “teach writing is to argue for a version of reality, and the best way 

of knowing and communicating it” (“Contemporary Composition” 766).  As Berlin 

further argues, “all composition teachers are ineluctably operating in this realm, whether 

or not they consciously choose to do so” (“Contemporary Composition” 766).  Berlin and 

Branch both make the case for examining closely these assumptions about literacy in 

order to better understand our curricular decisions.  If, as literacy instructors, we are 

responsible for presenting to our students a version of reality and, moreover, a view of 

the world as we think it ought to be, then our responsibility to examine our own 

conceptions of literacy and where they came from is crucial. 

 

Defining Literacy in the Scholarship 

It could be argued that all scholarship dealing with literacy is defining it, even if 

the definitions are implicit. However, the field narrowed when I began to look for explicit 

attempts to classify different conceptions of literacy.  Perhaps the most familiar and often 

cited classifications are those of James Berlin, who in his twin volumes Rhetoric and 

Reality: Writing Instruction in American Colleges, 1900-1985 and Writing Instruction in 

Nineteenth-Century American Colleges created a taxonomy for literacy, though he refers 
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to his categories as rhetorical theories, whereas I use the term conceptions of literacy.  

Berlin’s taxonomies have had such an influence on the field of composition that certain 

ones among them, like current-traditional rhetoric, scarcely need defining.  Nevertheless, 

a brief look at the two conceptions of Berlin’s that are relevant to the context of this study 

will establish the ways in which we have differentiated these conceptions within the field 

of composition. 

Berlin’s first category is current-traditional rhetoric, which he also refers to as 

neoclassical rhetoric, a revival of the eighteenth-century rhetoric that is based around the 

theories of Richard Whately, George Campbell, and Hugh Blair and that achieved 

prominence as the theoretical basis for most ways of teaching writing in the university at 

the end of the nineteenth century.  Berlin explains that current-traditional rhetoric is 

based on the faculty psychology of eighteenth-century rhetoric, taking its “most 

mechanical features” and making “them the sole concern of the writing teacher” (Writing 

Instruction 62).  His take on current-traditional rhetoric, a term he coined and which is 

still often referenced to refer to any approach to writing instruction that emphasizes form 

over content, is, of course, not complimentary.  For Berlin, current-traditional rhetoric 

“removes ethical and all but the most elementary emotional considerations from the 

concern of rhetoric” (Writing Instruction 63).  It is the “manifestation of the assembly 

line in education” (Writing Instruction 62).  Despite his reservations about this 

conception, Berlin argues that this conception “clearly dominates thinking about writing 

instruction today” (“Contemporary Composition” 769). 

 In contrast to this objective view of literacy, Berlin posits an understanding of 

literacy as subjective or “expressionistic” (Rhetoric and Reality 145).  This view of 
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literacy, which Berlin argues was the most common subjective rhetoric of the sixties and 

seventies, has its roots in what he calls the Romantic Rhetoric of the nineteenth century 

(Rhetoric and Reality 145, Writing Instruction 42).  This rhetoric, according to Berlin, is 

based on the belief “that reality is a personal and private construct” and that, for the 

expressionist, “truth is always discovered within” (145). 

In this study, the scholar whose literacy classifications were most important in 

developing my own categories for coding the data of the graduate instructors I studied 

was Peter Goggin who, in Professing Literacy in Composition Studies develops the most 

detailed coding system for looking at what he calls, alternately, “notions of literacy” or 

“definitions of what constitutes literacy” (13, 11).  Although others have described and 

defined these literacy categories, Goggin is the only scholar to operationalize them, 

making his work especially important in the context of mine.  However, Goggin also 

relied on the taxonomies of Berlin, as well as the work of psychologist Sylvia Scribner 

and compositionist C.H. Knoblauch.  In addition, I also consulted the work of Russel 

Durst in Collision Course, in understanding these definitional categories.  

In her study, Scribner proposes three metaphors for literacy, which I would argue 

could also be seen as conceptions: literacy as adaptation, literacy as power, and literacy 

as a state of grace.  Literacy as adaptation is most similar to Berlin’s current-traditional 

rhetoric, although Scribner’s category is much broader because she is looking at ways of 

seeing literacy rather than the more specific historical rhetorical theories that have 

undergirded pedagogy in the university.  Current-traditional rhetoric is just one 

pedagogical practice of many that might be included as approaches that come from this 

view of literacy.   
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Scribner argues that the metaphor of literacy as adaptation “is designed to capture 

concepts of literacy that emphasize its survival or pragmatic value” (9).  Also termed 

vocational or functional literacy, this conception argues for the necessity of equipping 

people with the literacy skills needed to survive in daily life or in their careers (9).  

Knoblauch and Goggin both have a similar category for literacy, which Knoblauch calls 

the “functionalist perspective” (Knoblauch 76).  This view, Knoblauch says, presumes 

“that the ultimate value of language lies in its utilitarian capacity to pass information back 

and forth for economic or other material gain” (76).  This conception is at odds in many 

ways with the social/critical perspective, which I will discuss in a moment and which 

underlies one of the main assumptions of this study: that literacy is social, context-based 

and, thus, ideological.  In his study, Goggin ends up adding a twin classification to 

functionalist that he calls functional literacy, which is, in his view, a more “reflective and 

critical” approach to literacy that attends to functional concerns while still maintaining “a 

multiliteracy view in which the acquisition of discrete learning skills can contribute to 

various forms of learning” (72).  

Although I maintained the distinction between Goggin’s two categories, 

functional and functionalist, in my study, I call the more “reflective and critical 

approach,” which Goggin terms functional, “instrumental literacy” in order to prevent 

confusion between this and the functionalist view.  In doing so, I draw on Durst’s concept 

of “reflexive instrumentalism,” which he describes as accepting the “pragmatic goals” of 

much literacy instruction which emphasizes the importance of “the world of work and 

career advancement” while also preserving “the intellectual rigor and social analysis of 
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current pedagogies” (174, 178).  This conception, then, “cultivate[s] a critical aspect 

within this instrumentalist framework” (178). 

Scribner’s second category, literacy as power, is based on literacy’s potential for 

uplift in its emphasis on the “relationship between literacy and group or community 

advancement” (11).  Citing Paolo Freire, Scribner describes this conception as one that 

looks to literacy “as a means for poor and politically powerless groups to claim their 

place in the world” (12).  In other words, literacy, in this conception, is a means for 

analyzing one’s condition, through what Freire calls “critical consciousness” in order to 

engage in fundamental social transformation (12).  Knoblauch includes a comparable 

category that he calls “critical literacy” (79).  Knoblauch argues that this conception can 

often be seen as a dangerous one because of its goal of disrupting the status quo (79).  He 

states, “at stake, from this point of view, is, in principal, the eventual reconstituting of the 

class structure of American life, specifically, a change of those capitalist economic 

groups that assist the dominance of particular groups” (79).  Indeed, if we use Freire as 

the exemplar for this particular perspective, it is often, as Knoblauch argues, “strongly 

influenced by Marxist philosophical premises” (79).   

However, perhaps because of the tendency of the field of composition to accept 

challenging hierarchy as part of our mission, this conception has become relatively 

mainstream to scholars of composition.  In recognition of the strong pull of this and other 

social views of literacy within composition, Goggin ends up creating three categories, all 

of which recognize literacy as a social and context-based.  The first, social/critical 

literacy is most similar to Scribner and Knoblauch’s literacy as power and critical literacy 

in that literacy is seen as a means for questioning existing power structures or ways of 
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doing things.  For Goggin, social/critical literacy argues that literacy is always socially 

situated and questions autonomous models of literacy (70).  Critical activism literacy is, 

for Goggin, a more specific classification of critical literacy, which argues that “a literacy 

of critical activism will bring about radical political reform” (69). The difference, in other 

words, is primarily in praxis.  I saw critical activism literacy and social and critical 

literacy as occupying the same ideological category or as existing on a continuum, with 

critical activism literacy emphasizing a higher degree of community involvement and 

requiring students to take part in their community, rather than just writing to respond to 

social and community issues.  However, I still used different codes for the two categories 

in order to see whether any of the graduate instructors in the study would support the kind 

of radical pedagogy critical activism literacy promotes. 

The third of Goggin’s three social categories was literacy for social growth, which 

emphasizes social construction but, unlike the other two social categories, “tends to avoid 

direct activism and maintains the status quo by creating an illusion of self/social 

determinism” (68).  For this reason, Goggin saw this category as being similar to literacy 

for personal growth, which I will discuss in another category.  However, in Goggin’s 

formulation, “this perspective holds that language expresses the power of the collective 

imagination rather than the individual imagination” (67).  In preparing to code the data, I 

created I separate code for this conception, but because it was so similar to another code, 

cultural literacy, I ended up using it only in one specific instance: when a participant 

viewed literacy as contributing to social growth in its potential for empathy.  An example 

of a current perspective in composition that emphasizes the role of literary texts in the 

development of empathy is Carol Jago’s work, which cites the transformative power of 
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reading literature and argues that it lets students in on the common web of human 

experience.  According to Jago, “Literature represents the human condition.  Reading 

about heroes like Janie Crawford and Huck Finn who must fend for themselves helps put 

our own experiences into perspective and sometimes gives us the strength to carry on” 

(2).  In reading about these characters “students discover that they are not alone” (2).   

Scribner’s third category, literacy as a state of grace was most useful in terms of 

understanding the conception that I will call cultural literacy.  Scribner describes this 

metaphor as “the tendency in many societies to endow the literate person with special 

virtues” (13).  To be literate, in this conception, is to exist in a special sphere of society.  

Central to this conception is, as Scribner relates, “the concern with preserving and 

understanding scripture . . . at the core of many religious traditions, Western and non-

Western alike” (13).  Scribner’s connection between this tendency to endow the literate 

person with a certain almost religious aura and the emphasis on scripture, or, what I 

would call more broadly the text, provides a way for understanding the conceptions of the 

three literature PhD students in this study. 

Knoblauch has a similar category called cultural literacy, which he contends sees 

language as “a repository of cultural values and to that extent a source of social cohesion” 

(77).  Like literacy for social growth, this view sees literacy as social, but unlike the 

social visions of literacy, which allow for multiple views and multiple literacies, cultural 

literacy strives for a unified culture.  Scribner’s description of literacy as a state of grace 

was the most helpful for me in realizing the centrality of the text in this conception.  

Knoblauch refers to this as well when he “advocates of cultural literacy say citizens must 

. . . read great books, where the [official version of] culture is enshrined” (77).  Using 
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Knoblauch’s characterization of this conception and E.D. Hirsch as the exemplar, Goggin 

agrees that cultural literacy is “an ideology that conceives certain texts as having stable 

and timeless values” (68).  However, as I will note in chapter four, this way of seeing 

cultural literacy does not fully capture either Hirsch’s assumptions or the way in which I 

saw cultural literacy in the participants of this study.  Although I used cultural literacy as 

one of the categories I used to code the data of the participants, the way in which the 

graduate instructors conceived cultural literacy, though it focused on the text, was much 

different from the way in which Knoblauch and Goggin describe it.  

Knoblauch and Goggin also add another category of literacy that Scribner does 

not mention, literacy for personal growth, although it could be argued that this category 

has some similarities to literacy as a state of grace in its emphasis on the transcendent 

power of literacy.  This conception has similarities to Berlin’s Romantic or Subjective 

Rhetoric, and, indeed, I will be drawing connections between this vision of literacy and 

some of the Romantic views of writing that arose in the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries.  Knoblauch characterizes this conception, saying, “the assumption of a literacy-

for-personal-growth argument is that language expresses the power of the individual 

imagination” (78).  Consequently, adherents of this conception advocate, in some cases, 

“expressive writing, personalized reading programs, whole-language curricula, and open 

classrooms” as “symbols of self-determination” (78).  Goggin’s category is similar but 

adds that it emphasizes the view of writing “as a mysterious process and a means to an 

internal truth” (67). 
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Modifying the Conceptions 

 Goggin’s study was particularly important to this study because he not only 

further developed and operationalized the categories I just set forth but also applied them 

to a sampling of articles from 1994 to 2004 on computers and composition from the 

journals Computers and Composition, College Composition and Communication, WPA: 

Writing Program Administration, JAC, Composition Studies, and Kairos (xv).  Pointing 

to the contested nature of the term “literacy” and the myriad ways of defining it both in 

education and the public forum, Goggin argues that his work aims to create a “literacy 

map” that shows “us where we and others are located in the varied landscape of literacy 

ideologies” (xii).  He describes his study as a “hermeneutical approach to map how 

literacy is theorized in composition studies” (xiv).   

Goggin’s is the only study that I know of to apply these definitional categories in 

a qualitative study.  Because of this and because he spent the most time on elaborating on 

criteria for each category, I used Goggin’s categories, literacy for personal growth, 

literacy for social growth, social/critical literacy, critical activism literacy, cultural 

literacy, and functionalist/functional literacy as the starting place for coding my data, 

with the modification of substituting Durst’s term and using “instrumental literacy” in 

place of functional literacy to avoid confusion between the two similar categories.  In 

addition to most clearly operationalizing and applying these categories, Goggin’s work 

also seemed to make the most sense in the context of the kinds of statements about 

literacy that I had already observed from my colleagues and the pre-service educators I 

had worked with.  Nevertheless, I also used and will continue to refer to Knoblauch, 

Scribner, and Durst’s descriptions in formulating the criteria I would use in coding for 
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each category.1  Scribner’s literacy as a state of grace was particularly important in 

understanding the cultural literacy conceptions of the participants for this study because it 

enabled me to see this category not just as representing an E.D. Hirsch kind of curricular 

approach but also as a way of seeing literature and the text with the same reverence with 

which one might approach religious scripture. 

My study is also different in several ways from Goggin’s.  First, Goggin analyzed 

journal articles for his study, whereas my work would deal with what Institutional 

Review Boards call “human subjects,” in this case, the graduate instructors I recruited 

from the Practicum course at Public University.  Consequently, although Goggin’s study, 

like mine, included an ethical responsibility to respect and accurately interpret the views 

of the individuals expressed in the articles he was analyzing, he was more distanced from 

the views of the people who were expressing them because he was analyzing published 

texts rather than interacting with human participants.  In this way, he was dealing with 

carefully articulated, theorized views of literacy, rather than the somewhat messier, 

nascent views of graduate students as they were experiencing a first semester of teaching.  

In addition, I expected the conceptions of literacy of the participants to be more complex 

and multi-faceted than the ones Goggin was analyzing because they were being 

articulated as they were being experienced by the participants themselves.  Because each 

participant would be telling me about his or her background and narrating events that 

were important to them in two versions of a literacy autobiography written from the 

Practicum class, I had the opportunity to see not only what the conceptions were but also 

where they came from and how each participant was living them.  Consequently, this 

study departs from those of Berlin, Scribner, Knoblauch, and Goggin, a well as others, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Goggin also uses Scribner and Knoblauch’s categories in formulating his own. 
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like Gerald Graff or Thomas P. Miller, who have studied these conceptions in the context 

of their historical origins, in that it adds a human perspective to the definitional debate 

surrounding literacy.  In other words, by getting the graduate instructors to talk in 

detailed and reflective ways about the kinds of literacy practices they engage in, the 

practices they would like their students to engage in, and why they think literacy is 

valuable, I add a specific, human dimension to the ongoing debate on defining literacy. 

 

Expanding Definitions of Literacy: Dimensions and Institutional Sponsorship 

In the context of my study, it also made sense for me to see each of the six 

categories as attending to a particular dimension of literacy.  As I discussed when 

defining conceptions of literacy, in Burke’s discussion of terministic screens, he argues 

that, as ideological visions of the world, each individual’s screen “directs the attention to 

one field [of language] rather than another” (50).  In many cases, when examining a 

passage of a participant’s data, I had to make distinctions between two similar ways of 

seeing literacy.  For example, as I pointed out above, literacy for social growth and 

cultural literacy are similar in that both see literacy as the vehicle for a shared, cultural 

vision.  However, whereas literacy for social growth privileges the social dimension of 

literacy, cultural literacy privileges the text.  Similarly, although both cultural literacy and 

literacy for personal growth see literacy as the means for transcendence, for cultural 

literacy, and understanding of the text is end result, whereas in literacy for personal 

growth, it is an understanding of one’s self.  Consequently, in analyzing the participants’ 

data I had to ask to what dimension each one seemed more oriented.  Literacy for 

personal growth privileges the personal, social/critical literacy, critical activist literacy, 
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and literacy for social growth privilege the social, cultural literacy privileges the text, and 

functional literacy (which includes functionalist and instrumental literacy) emphasizes 

production.  Considering these dimensions was particularly helpful when trying to 

identify content units that were not typical of a particular conception as it has been 

described in Goggin or other literature but that were nevertheless part of the theoretical 

orientation. 

It is important to also distinguish between the two ways in which I will be 

referring to conceptions of literacy.  On the one hand, a conception of literacy is a 

historical construct, which is a way of seeing literacy that we can contextualize within a 

historical moment or moments, like the Scottish Enlightenment or the Romantic period.  

These conceptions are more complex than what can be encapsulated by looking at a 

certain movements or key figures and have changed and evolved over time, but also have 

had surprising staying power in our public consciousness.  They are ways of seeing and 

valuing that reflect particular zeitgeists from the field of composition’s heritage.  On the 

other hand, individuals also have conceptions of literacy, which may incorporate or reject 

these historical conceptions, creating one’s unique, hybrid vision of literacy.  In the case 

of my study, all of the participants’ conceptions of literacy were marked in some way by 

several of the historical conceptions that I used to code their data.  This is in part because, 

as Goggin notes, citing Clancy “actual literacy practices are less contained than theories 

of literacy” (74).  Although, in order to understand the conceptions of literacy, I had to 

create categories for them, operationalize them, I also had to accept the possibility that 

some participants’ conceptions might not align with the conceptions as scholars have 

described them or might cast the conception in a new light.  In the context of this study, 
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this was particularly true of the cultural literacy conception, which enabled me to see this 

conception as encapsulating a way of seeing literacy that was much different than the one 

represented by E.D. Hirsch.  Nevertheless, some of the most interesting results occurred 

when participants’ conceptions aligned well with the conceptions as they have been 

described in the literature. 

Literacy is also always defined within the framework of a particular institutional 

reality.  In looking at the conceptions of these participants, I had to consider that the way 

in which the graduate instructors conceptions could be influenced by the graduate 

practicum or the graduate program in which they were enrolled.  As instructors, we are 

never alone in communicating these conceptions of literacy to our students.  We are 

always operating within a particular instructional context, be it the suburban public 

school, the large research university, the community literacy center, the prison, the 

church literacy program, and the programmatic goals of these contexts embody different 

conceptions as well, and in many cases they are conceptions that are at odds with the 

instructors teaching within them. 

Indeed, the fact that all of my interviews and observations took place within the 

institutional reality of the university could encourage the expression of certain 

conceptions, or the particular way in which a conception was expressed, and discourage 

the expression of others.  Consider, for example, the following exchange between Garrett, 

a literature PhD student who was one of the seven focal participants, and me after I 

observed his second class, which took place in the spring semester, the second semester 

in which Garrett was teaching: 

ME:  So what, I guess, did you want to accomplish with your students this 
semester? 
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GARRETT:  [Pause.]  I don’t . . . know.  On an individual level, I think I 
can say, if only yada yada just did this, her papers would be so much 
better. 
ME:  What about themes that come up in the course, things you really 
want to stress? 
GARRETT:  I feel like I have an academic goal, but it’s not so much my 
goal for them.  It’s more institutional.  I want them to read well, write 
well.  I don’t really care about nouns, pronouns, that stuff.  I want them to 
write seriously, read seriously.  I want them to read with effort to get 
something out of it and writing something.  I want them to get something 
for themselves.  I just want them to push a little bit harder. (Teaching 
observation interview, 27 Apr.)   

In this passage, Garrett struggles between what he sees as the “institutional” goal of the 

course he is teaching and his own personal goals for them.  He sees the institutional goal 

as being much more functional – it is about “nouns, pronouns” and more mechanical 

skills – “if only yada yada just did this, her papers would be so much better.”  In contrast, 

his own goals for his students are much more personal and cultural; he wants them to 

“write seriously, read seriously” and, through such sustained effort, through the difficulty 

of their undertaking, to finally “get something for themselves.”  

The contrast between personal and institutional goals for the first-year writing 

course has been documented in numerous studies on conflict and resistance in the 

training of college writing instructors.  However, what I want to argue is that these 

institutions also play a role in the identities of the graduate instructors, even when they 

resist them.  In other words, institutional conceptions of literacy imbed themselves within 

and inform individual conceptions.  Garrett demonstrates this in the passage above when 

he says, “I feel like I have an academic goal, but it’s not so much my goal for them.  It’s 

more institutional.”  Although he is, in a sense, distancing himself from what he sees as 
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the more pragmatic, instrumental goals of the first-year writing program, he is also 

implicitly accepting their definition as one of the guiding values for the course.   

In their studies of literacy and institutional sponsorship, Deborah Brandt and Eli 

Goldblatt make the claim that in understanding the various ways that the uses, demands, 

and understandings of literacy have evolved, we must also look to its sponsors, which 

Brandt describes as “who or what underwrites occasions of literacy learning and use” 

(19).  Literacy sponsors, then, are “any agent, 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” (Brandt 19).  In the context of this study, the 

university, the graduate programs in English, and the Practicum course itself all served as 

powerful sponsors, in addition to the past sponsors, figures like parents, teachers, or 

peers, with whom each graduate instructor had interacted. 

As both Brandt and Goldblatt demonstrate, these sponsors are powerful in terms 

of the difference they can make in individuals’ literacy conceptions and development.  In 

his study of three high school students, Goldblatt brings this idea of literacy sponsorship 

to education and authorship.  He argues that “authors derive their authority from 

identification with institutions that sponsor writing,” and, further, that “To become 

authors, all writers . . . must learn to derive authority from public institutions like the 

academic disciplines or the work world” (4).  I would argue that the same is true of 

becoming a teacher of writing.  These new graduate instructors found themselves having 

to perform the identify of the college teacher or composition in front of a class of 

undergraduates, and, in order to do so, they had to claim authority in some way from the 

institution that was sponsoring them – more broadly, the university, but more narrowly, 
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their academic disciplines, their seminar courses and professors, and the Practicum 

course.   

For the graduate instructors, though, the institution of the university could send 

them mixed messages about literacy.  Goldblatt contends that “a university is a complex 

of institutions as well.  Hundreds of competing and overlapping institutions are initiating 

new members into their ranks . . . , while at the same time universities substantiate the 

very existence of the member institutions themselves” (30).  Garrett, for example, might, 

consciously or not, infer the idea that difficulty should be an important aspect of the kind 

of literacy he was teaching in the composition course from his work in his seminar 

courses.  If literacy is, for Garrett, about understanding the work of Immanuel Kant, a 

goal that is supported by his seminar professors, he might pass on this notion of literacy 

as difficulty to his students.  However, this notion of literacy might come into contrast 

with what he believes, based on public discussion of literacy, to be the institutional goal 

for the first-year course, which, as he expresses it in the passage above, is more about 

mechanical or “how-to” instruction in the basics of reading and writing.  This could even 

come into conflict with a third aim for literacy, which is more personal, and which 

Garrett possibly learned from his grandmother’s support of his early literacy when she 

read to him and bought books for him.  Garrett wants students to be able to “get 

something for themselves” at the same time they are fulfilling the requirement demanded 

by their institution.  Even though this third aim comes from an individual rather than an 

institution, it nonetheless demonstrates the way in which various entities can sponsor 

literacy, and by extension, conceptions of literacy. 
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What I hope this demonstrates is that conceptions of literacy of individuals are 

enormously complex, arising from various sponsoring forces and taking on different 

meaning within the different contexts within which the graduate instructors find 

themselves.  Goggin recognizes the inherent hybridity of these conceptions in his own 

study, pointing to the “fuzziness and leakiness of classification” (76).  Nevertheless, in 

coding the articles he examined, Goggin makes the case for only assigning one 

conception of literacy to each article, arguing that “although the competing discourse 

features may occupy the same space, the ideological discourses themselves cannot” (76).  

In other words, Goggin saw the articles he examined as only able to reflect one of the six 

classifications he used.   

I did not find this to be the case in the context of my own study.  For the graduate 

instructors, literacy sponsors came in the form of various individuals and institutions, 

and, consequently, each graduate instructor’s conception of literacy was not only 

complex but also situationally dependent.  A graduate instructor might make different 

kinds of statements about literacy in the Practicum course, and in his or her writing for 

this course, than he or she might make in their other seminar courses.  The way in which 

they express their conceptions of literacy might also be different at home, in a bar, in the 

classroom, or on the subway.  Consequently, there is a situational as well as an 

institutional component to each of the graduate instructors’ conceptions. 

At the same time, based on the data I gathered and my interpretation of this data, I 

will also make the case that each of graduate instructors had one primary conception, 

which acted as a kind of lens through which every other conception was viewed and 

filtered.  This primary conception functioned as the graduate instructors’ terministic 
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screen for viewing literacy, even when other conceptions were at play.  In some cases, it 

also limited their ability to enact practices based on other conceptions, even those other 

conceptions that acted as facets of their literacy conception, which I will define as those 

aspects of their conceptions that were not the primary conception but that still influenced 

their views of literacy.  For example, Jordi’s primary conception was cultural literacy, but 

social/critical literacy also came up frequently in her data and represented a huge area of 

inquiry for her in her teaching.  However, as I will argue, the way in which she viewed 

social/critical literacy was always inflected and delimited by her understanding that 

literacy was primarily about texts. 

Whereas the graduate instructors’ primary conceptions appeared relatively 

enduring, acting as a kind of “home” conception, some of the facets of their literacy 

conception could be more situationally dependent.  For example, although, as I will 

discuss in chapter four, none of the graduate instructors had functional literacy as his or 

her primary conception, this conception influenced all of the graduate instructors within 

the context of teaching the first-year course.  This was the result of their adoption of an 

institutional perspective of the first-year course as one that would teach reading and 

writing “basics” and that would be functional for their students in terms of future courses 

they would take, as well as their careers.  This conception of the first-year course reflects 

the same kind of “lore” that Sidney Dobrin notes as surrounding the practicum as well: as 

the only “practically focused class” in a curriculum focused on theory (17).  Whether or 

not the graduate instructors in this study were correct in this assessment of the purpose of 

the course matters less than the fact that this demonstrates the power that a conception of 

literacy, in this case informed more by lore and public perceptions of literacy than by the 
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curriculum of their actual practicum course or the first-year course they were teaching, 

can have in a given context.  At the same time, many of the graduate instructors resisted a 

view of their own literacy as functional, even though, ironically, many of the literacies 

they had learned in college were actually more functional for them in terms of serving 

them in their later careers than they might be for their students.  In this case, this 

functional facet of literacy was not their primary way of viewing literacy but was 

nonetheless an influential and integral component of their larger conception of literacy. 

 

Definitional Arguments – Potentials and Pitfalls 

Studies like this one that examine ways of defining and conceiving literacy are 

important because definitions have material consequences.  In “Literacy’s Verb: 

Exploring What Literacy is and What Literacy Does,” Lesley Bartlett argues, 

“Definitions of literacy are not innocent: they incorporate beliefs and assumptions that 

have political implications” (739).  Further, as Scribner puts it, 

The definitional controversy has more than academic significance.  Each 
formulation of an answer to the question “What is literacy?” leads to a 
different evaluation of the scope of the problem (i.e., the extent of 
illiteracy) and to different objectives for programs aimed at the formation 
of a literate citizenry.  Definitions of literacy shape our perceptions of 
individuals who fall on either side of the standard (what a “literate” or 
“nonliterate” is like) and thus in a deep way affect both the substance and 
style of educational programs. (6) 

The ways in which universities define literacy have significant effects on the literacy 

curriculums they put into place.  If, for example, Public University defines literacy in 

more social/critical ways, it might be more likely to enact curriculums that examine the 

social context of writing, the ways in which institutional forces encourage and restrict the 

flow of certain ideas, and encourage collaborative environments in the classroom.  By 
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contrast, a university that is pressured by stakeholders to institute a more functionalist 

literacy curriculum might find itself privileging efficiency and production over other 

values and hold its composition classes in large lecture halls, using lecturing as the 

primary means of disseminating writing.   

This is true of individuals’ conceptions of literacy as well.  Knoblauch contends 

that the labels literacy and illiteracy “are grossly or subtly, sociocultural judgments laden 

with approbation, approval, disapproval, or pity about the character or place, the 

worthiness and prospects, of persons and groups” (74).  For the graduate students in this 

study, the way in which they defined literacy, or the way in which they delineated what it 

meant to be literate and what this included, had significant effects on how they chose to 

teach reading and writing in their composition classrooms.  For example, for Lily, one of 

the focal participants and a PhD student in rhetoric and composition, this way of seeing 

literacy was so powerful that she took a day off in the curriculum for “poetry day” (21 

Feb.).  On the other hand, for Max, a creative writing MFA student, studying the 

sociopolitical aspects of literacy was most important, so that in a unit on nonviolence, he 

spent a substantial portion of a class period showing students the role of social media in 

the protests that occurred during the Arab Spring. 

Definitional arguments are powerful tools for making sense of complex social 

phenomena, but they have a danger as well. The taxonomies for literacy our field has 

already created have been useful tools for scholars because they created categories and a 

vocabulary for articulating a range of different philosophies and historical approaches.  

As David Gold argues in his recent article in CCC, “Remapping Revisionist 

Historiography,” they “give shape” to a “previously . . . fragmented intellectual history” 
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and enable us to “recognize the role of ideology in pedagogy,” two goals that are, as 

Street and Gee point out, important in the study of literacy (20).  At the same time, Gold 

argues that we have to beware of the tendency for these classifications and stories of our 

heritage to become “totalizing narratives” (19).  Although it was necessary to use 

categories to code and make sense of the data I collected, my study also seeks to 

challenge these very taxonomies and resist replicating reductive, narrow visions of the 

conceptions of literacy I was studying.  Accordingly, in each chapter I will present one 

historical conception of literacy to contextualize it and to demonstrate how this 

conception is often conceived.  However, I will also use the data I collected to interrogate 

these classifications, pointing out ways in which these historical ideological positions 

sometimes do not reflect the ways in which these conceptions are experienced by the 

individuals in this study. 

 

Conflict and Resistance in the Training of College Writing Instructors –  A Literature 

Review 

 Scholarship on training programs for graduate students who are teaching 

composition often foreground the notion of conflict: first-time graduate student 

instructors come to the teaching of writing with preformed, though often subconscious, 

notions of what it means to be literate and what value literacy has for individuals’ careers 

and lives both within and beyond college, and these conceptions of literacy (though none 

of these articles employ this term) often conflict with the conceptions advocated by the 

composition program at their university.  As Nancy Welch describes it, training in 

teaching composition often “asks teachers to participate in a range of identity-changing, 
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ideologically-situated assumptions about language and learning, about the relation 

between individuals and institutions, about the construction of knowledge and the 

construction of self” (388).  Because of their liminal position within the university 

“graduate student identities” are “conflicted,” according to Marcy Taylor and Jennifer L. 

Holberg in their 1999 article in CCC, “‘Tales of Neglect and Sadism’: Disciplinarity and 

the Figuring of the Graduate Student in Composition” (624).   Similarly, in his 1993 

article “Teachers as Students, Reflecting Resistance,” Douglas Hesse describes the 

resistance of graduate instructors in practicum courses to the new discourse community 

of composition theory (225).  Finally, Sidney Dobrin, in Don’t Call It That: The 

Composition Practicum, alleges that the practicum itself is a “contested space” that 

“confuses student/teacher identities” (28). 

Some of the earlier articles on mediating these conflicts focused on the necessity 

of converting the new graduate instructor’s way of thinking about the course so that it 

would be in line with departmental or disciplinary standards.  For example, in his 1963 

article in College Composition and Communication, “Training Graduate Students as 

Teachers at Pennsylvania State University,” John S. Bowman notes that often new 

graduate student teachers of composition come into conflict with their mentors when he 

or she wants “to teach the course with his own substance and in his own way” (75). 

However, for Bowman, as in much early scholarship on teacher training, these conflicts 

are treated as impediments to be removed rather than opportunities for development.  

Bowman states,  

When we see that this is happening, we search for the cause and try to 
remove it. Usually we can, but not quite always. At times the cause is the 
graduate assistant's understandable impatience to teach the course with his 
own substance and in his own way. He is quickly told that he has not yet 
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earned the right to the professional’s respect for his judgment in these 
matters. (75) 

In this particular passage, the ideas about literacy, teaching, and the composition course 

that new graduate instructors have are treated as either beside the point or problematic.  

The goal of the practicum becomes that of norming: that is, making sure that all graduate 

instructors are teaching the course according to the department’s philosophy. 

 However, articles have since argued against the idea of simply removing, as 

Bowman says, the source of conflict.  Welch, borrowing from Wendy Bishop’s concept 

of “convergent theory” in Something Old, Something New, argues that programs that 

advance the view that the role of the practicum is to instantiate some “right” view of 

teaching and literacy are examples of the conversion model of the teaching practicum, in 

which “through orientation, the teaching seminar, and weekly meetings with established 

teachers, the new graduate students were introduced to images of the ‘ideal’ first-year 

writing classroom and encouraged to convert to that ideal” (388).  This experience of 

conversion is portrayed by both Bishop and Welch as a religious experience; using the 

words of a colleague who was watching graduate instructors presentations at the end of a 

two-semester teaching seminar, Welch describes how “one by one, . . . [the graduate 

instructors are] standing up, telling us how once they were lost and now they’re found” 

(388).  As a co-observer of Welch’s puts it, “These are confessionals we’re listening to, 

testimonies about conversions” (388).  Welch describes the goal of her article to “make 

visible and problematic the assumptions and aims of any teacher-training program that is 

grounded in an understanding of learning as conversion” (388).  Describing her own 

experience of resisting the culture of instead of asking graduate instructors to convert to a 

given model, Welch argues, programs should encourage them to identify and question it, 
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and, in the process identify and question their own “taken-for-granted assumptions . . . as 

assumptions, as historically situated and politically informed ways of constructing and 

understanding teaching and learning” (398-99).  

In Changing the Way We Teach: Writing and Resistance in the Training of 

Teaching Assistants, Sally Barr Ebest also takes up the subject of graduate student 

resistance in the practicum course, arguing that even constructivist approaches in 

seminars that train graduate student instructors can lead to resistance. Although 

constructivist classrooms focus “instruction around the students’ interests and 

experiences . . . [they might] also raise the resistance level of students used to ‘getting 

by’” (67).  In addition, Ebest argues that most graduate students instructors were 

successful in traditional classrooms that make heavy use of lecture and view the goal of 

learning as the transmission of knowledge from teacher to students.  They might, 

consequently, rebel against decentered classrooms and feel frustration with students in 

the classes they are teaching who have different learning needs.  These studies, then, 

demonstrate that the conceptions of literacy that graduate student instructors bring to their 

first occasions of teaching and their seminars on teaching composition are often so 

grounded in graduate student instructors’ past experiences and self-concepts that they 

produce strong resistance on the part of the graduate student instructors. 

As a slightly updated version of Ebest’s study, Barb Blakely Duffelmeyer, in “Not 

Just Showing up to Class: New TAs, Critical Composition Pedagogy, and 

Multiliteracies” focuses on the extent to which new graduate instructors adopt the critical 

pedagogy they learn in their teaching practicums. Duffelmeyer suggests that new 

teaching assistants “tend to lean heavily on more familiar but less progressive, current-
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traditional notions of teaching writing,” a claim which is also consistent with Ebest’s 

claim that new TAs can feel uncomfortable with the decentered classroom (35).  

Duffelmeyer’s work, in particular, concentrates on what happens when new TAs 

incorporate critical pedagogy and a multiliteracies curriculum into their into their 

composition classroom.  Her work, consequently, focuses on the way in which these TAs 

exhibit and respond to only one ideological perspective, which I call social/critical 

literacy.  My study, by contrast, focuses on multiple ways of viewing literacy and how 

these perspectives interact and come through in the classes that graduate instructors 

teach. 

Taylor and Holberg offer another take on this conflict, by viewing it in terms of 

the materiality of conditions under which these graduate instructors labor. They contend 

that graduate students are often silenced by an administration that essentially uses them 

as cheap labor and that, further, tales of their subjugation reify the construction of 

graduate students as victims.  Consequently, Taylor and Holberg argue that training these 

new graduate students to teach is “represented as an act of keeping graduate assistants ‘in 

their place’ - literally ‘disciplining’ them through imposed curricula/policies and 

structures of surveillance” (620).  Like Welch and Bishop, Taylor and Holberg point to 

danger in treating new graduate instructors as “academic others” to be normed and 

surveilled (621-622). 

Consequently, as Taylor and Holberg, as well as others, have pointed out, it is 

important that the graduate instructors themselves get to tell their stories, often in order to 

disrupt both the easy narratives of progress and the disquieting “Tales of Neglect and 

Sadism” that only serve to reconstruct graduate students as powerless.  In In Our Own 
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Voice: Graduate Students Teach Writing, Tina Lavonne Good and Leanne B. Warschauer 

respond to this call by recognizing that because “most composition courses are staffed by 

graduate students” it is time “for the graduate-student voice to be recognized as 

authoritative and useful in the field of composition studies” (x).  What follows are, 

among others, essays on “graduate instructors’ struggles with personal identity and 

professional agency,” developing classroom communities that facilitate discussion, and 

the place of the textbook in the composition classroom, all written by graduate students at 

universities across the country (21). 

 As a recent addition to this body of scholarship, Jessica’s Restaino’s 2012 First 

Semester: Graduate Students, Teaching Writing, and the Challenge of Middle Ground 

covers new ground by examining the role of novice graduate student instructors using 

Hannah Arendt’s concept of labor.  Offering new perspectives on both the scholarship on 

new graduate instructors and Arendt, Restaino argues that for the new graduate instructor 

“The first semester is more of a day-to-day keeping afloat than it is a carefully 

constructed, planned course” (1).  In casting this first semester experience in terms of 

labor, Restaino points to the peculiar position of teaching a course while simultaneously 

learning how to be a teacher.  Restaino points out that at “a fundamental level . . . the new 

teacher must simply strive to create a legitimate class” (24).  While acknowledging the 

familiar view that the purpose of the practicum is a space for reflection, Restaino argues 

that “the opportunity for reflection may not emerge during the first semester” (24).  She 

explains, 

In the world of first-year composition, the task of “thinking what we are 
doing” is far more monumental than it seems.  Staffing issues, a divide 
between theory and practice (particularly because those doing the theory 
and those doing most of the teaching can be quite separate), and the 
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overwhelming number of undergraduate students who need to meet the 
first-year writing requirement make critical reflection crucial but also 
sometimes secondary to daily concerns. (106-107) 

As a partial solution to this conundrum – the simultaneous necessity for and impossibility 

of critical self-reflection – Restaino offers the possibility for the practicum to allow for a 

kind of “middle space,” a term she adopts from Arendt.  Restaino argues that this middle 

space enables graduate students to “hitch their teaching approach to the very fact of their 

studenthood” so that their first semester does not devolve “into Arendtian laboring alone” 

(114).  The middle space offers graduate instructors a shelter from the necessary but 

dangerous public exposure of teaching by offering both protection and “encouragement 

to experiment” (114).  In this way, the practicum enables graduate instructors to “operate 

in what Christopher Higgins calls the ‘gray zone’ between action and work, initiating 

change through the revision of the durable ‘stuff’ of the field: teaching philosophies, 

curricula, assignments, research, and scholarship” (Restaino 114).  In other words, the 

critical role of the practicum is to facilitate graduate instructors’ roles as active creators of 

the composition course. 

Restaino’s concept of the practicum and, indeed, of the students themselves 

operating within this kind of middle space was especially helpful to me in terms of 

thinking about the perspectives of the graduate instructors in the study.  Following 

Restaino’s argument that the opportunity for reflection, or what Arendt calls “thinking 

what we are doing” often does not emerge in the first semester, my argument is that, 

because of this, graduate instructors’ conceptions of literacy are often not consciously 

realized in their first, or even second, semester, even though they are significantly 

influencing the work they do in the classroom.  The graduate instructors in this study 

showed signs that they were grappling with both the institutional conceptions that they 
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had about the role of the composition course and their personal conceptions of literacy 

during their first semester.  However, as Restaino states, reflection and understanding 

may come, for many of these graduate instructors, much later.  And, it was in the very 

kind of work that Restaino describes above, in their revision of the “durable stuff of the 

field” that the graduate instructors did for their final project in their graduate practicum, 

that this self-reflection began, preliminarily and unsteadily, to emerge.  

 Finally, Dylan B. Dryer’s “The Imagined Undergraduate Writer of Ten Novice 

Composition Instructors” provides a revised look at the conflict experienced by graduate 

instructors in their first semester of teaching.  Dryer points out that graduate instructors 

often feel ambivalence and anger towards the very academic writing conventions they are 

teaching in their composition courses.  Dryer argues that in in his study “the GTAs [or 

graduate teaching assistants] . . . expressed considerable anxiety about – and frequent 

hostility toward – academic writing conventions and then projected disconcertingly 

reductive versions of these anxieties and writing practices onto students” (421).   In 

particular, Dryer points to the tendency for the GTAs in his study to discuss their own 

struggles with academic writing but then efface the same struggles for their students, 

attributing the composition students’ struggles to laziness or lack of initiative, an 

observation Hesse also makes in “Teachers as Students Reflecting Resistance” (432, 

437).   

This points to the fact that many graduate instructors identify with their students, 

a point also made, as Dryer notes, by Elizabeth Rankin who, in Dryer’s words, “observed 

that teachers are drawn to (or repelled by) particular students in whom they see some 

version of themselves” (qtd. in Dryer 431).  At the same time, Dryer contends, these 
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students are gazing “at a mirror, darkly” in that they often do not recognize these 

connections.  In other words, Dryer says, “The teachers described here excepted 

themselves from their projected students by identifying the lack of purpose in those 

students’ essays – a ‘real’ motive for composition” (436).  This tendency that Dryer 

describes also showed up in the graduate instructors in this study, especially in the way 

they dealt with functional literacy perspectives in their teaching.   

Dryer calls on the practicum to provide a reflective space for graduate instructors 

as they settle into their identities as teachers, to the extent that this, as Restaino would 

argue, can even happen within this fraught first semester.  However, unlike Restaino who 

describes the practicum as more of a protective space, Dryer calls on it to be “disruptive” 

as well, bringing the work graduate instructors are doing in their graduate seminars and in 

the composition classes they are teaching “into productive tension” (442).  Perhaps more 

importantly, though Dryer points to the fact that compositionists have essentially, as a 

field, over-corrected for their earlier versions of the practicum as a space for conversion 

from one kind of teaching identity or philosophy to another by claiming that the 

practicum should not engage in identity formation at all.  Dryer contends, on the other 

hand that “we may need to move past skittishness on the question of teacher identity” 

(424).  My study works, in part, to answer this call by making the ideological positions 

that the graduate instructors hold on literacy central to my investigation. 

As in the scholarship I just described, I witnessed various forms of resistance and 

conflict during the semester in which I observed these new graduate instructors.  

However, instead of foregrounding the conflict in the course, my study instead takes the 

fact of this conflict as evidence of the ideological positions of the graduate instructors as 
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well as the practicum courses and departments in which they’re teaching.  What I want to 

argue is that the positions themselves deserve more investigation.  Consequently, my 

study seeks, like Restaino’s, to tell some of the stories of these graduate instructors, with 

a focus on the particular ideological lenses with which these graduate students are 

viewing literacy and teaching, where these lenses came from, and how they impacted 

their teaching.  

In this way, my study also differs from previous studies that were more concerned 

with the environment and goals of the practicum course itself.  Although my study cannot 

help but touch on some of these concerns, more central will be my examination of the 

conceptions of literacy within the context of the experiences the graduate instructors 

describe from their past and the literacy practices I observe in the first-year composition 

course that they teach. 

 

The Study and Participants 

This study examines four women and three men enrolled in graduate degree 

programs in composition and rhetoric, literature, and creative writing at a large state 

university. The participants were enrolled in a graduate practicum course that was aimed 

at guiding the graduate instructors through their first semester of teaching. All of the 

participants were European American, which represented the demographic of the class.  

My research questions were: 1) what are the conceptions of literacy that graduate 

instructors bring with them to their first semester of teaching composition, and 2) how if 

at all, do these conceptions of literacy influence their pedagogical decisions?   
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I recruited participants from the fall 2010 Composition Practicum course, 

hereafter simply “the Practicum,” taught by one of the co-advisors for this study, who I’ll 

call David.  Of the eighteen practicum students, ten were enrolled in the Master of Fine 

Arts program in Creative Writing.  The remaining eight were enrolled in the PhD 

program in English.  Of these, six intended to pursue degrees in literature, with the 

remaining two interested in rhetoric and composition.  The fact that only two out of 

eighteen students identified with the field of rhetoric and composition impacted the 

culture of practicum course.  Although all of the students were engaged in the subject 

matter of the course and many looked to David, the Practicum instructor, for guidance 

even beyond the basics of teaching in their first semester, the preponderance of graduate 

instructors did not identify the subject matter of the Practicum as their primary field of 

study.  

 My initial intent was to recruit six participants, a man and woman from each of 

the three fields comprising the Practicum. My decision to balance the participants in 

terms of gender is also derived from feminist scholarship in composition that has argued 

that women may favor different, more personal models for writing.  Gender has been a 

concern in composition ever since Elizabeth Flynn’s “Composing as a Woman,” in which 

Flynn argues that men and women compose and express themselves differently (245).  

Flynn argues that the then “emerging field of composition studies could be described as a 

feminization of our previous conceptions of how writers write and how writing should be 

taught” (243).  Indeed, the work done by composition teachers is often stereotyped as 

women’s work, a view discussed by Kelly Ritter, who argues that because of the 

historical association between teaching literacy and women, composition has often been 
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seen as “women’s work,” a view that “is counterproductive to the discipline of 

composition studies” (390).  Ritter cites the work of Eileen Schell who discusses how 

women are overrepresented among the adjuncts, graduate instructors, and other part-

timers who comprise the bulk of composition instructors (7).  

Clearly, gender plays a significant role in the way in which compositionists as 

well as others outside of composition think about the teaching of literacy.  Following 

contentions made by scholars like Flynn, Ritter, and Schell, I wanted to make sure that 

men and women were represented as equally as possible in the study to account for 

gender differences in ways of seeing literacy.  I should note that gender has not been a 

major concern in the scholarship on graduate teacher training and mentoring programs.  

One of the exceptions is Ebest’s study, which began as an investigation of how “small-

group work benefitted female graduate students” (10). Ebest’s plan changed when she 

noticed how outwardly her graduate students resisted collaborative learning, but her study 

still retains an attention to gender, with some references to how it impacted graduate 

students’ feelings about pedagogy and voice (10).  

I also hypothesized that disciplinary differences could affect the graduate 

instructors’ ways of seeing literacy.  Again, this has only been a small component of 

investigation in the studies of graduate teacher training programs, but its impact has been 

noted.  Dryer, for example, found that “The creative writers have a hypertrophied sense 

of themselves as writers . . . [and] the literature students seem reluctant to characterize 

themselves as readers and writers of anything but literature or research about literature” 

(445).  Although Dryer does not discuss conceptions of literacy per se, he notes the 

impact that disciplinary identifications can have on the graduate students’ identities. 
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My plan to balance the number of participants between the genders and 

disciplines would give me a number of different perspectives and enable me to account 

for any disciplinary or gender differences in the data.  However, I altered this initial plan 

slightly when I realized that the only two rhet/comp graduate instructors were women.  

Accordingly, I added a third, male PhD participant.  This happened partly by chance 

when Blake, one of the male PhD students I had asked to be in the study initially, did not 

respond, so I added Garrett.  When Blake later told me he would be willing to participate 

as well, it helped me to even out the gender balance.  I ended up recruiting Lily and 

Karen, both first-year PhD students who intended to focus on rhet/comp, Jordi and 

Garrett, two third-year PhD in literature students who were taking the Practicum because 

it was the first semester they would teach, Blake, a first-year PhD in literature student, 

Max, a first-year creative writing MFA student specializing in poetry, and Barbara, a 

second-year creative writing MFA student specializing in fiction.  

 

Lily 

 As a brand new graduate student in her mid-twenties, Lily gave off a mix of 

enthusiasm and trepidation that often belied the fact that she actually had a great deal of 

experience with teaching and tutoring and that she had studied pedagogy.  Lily attended 

high school at an award winning public school in a suburban area close to Public U 

(Interview, 15 Oct.).  She went to college at a private, liberal arts school in the northeast 

and finally attended a well-known school of education, also in the northeast.   

 After Lily earned her master’s degree, she started teaching high school English 

but found that it wasn’t for her.  She describes this briefly in her interview, saying, “I 
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guess I just felt like I wanted to do more of my own reading and writing.  And have more 

me time” (15 Oct.).  Pursuing a doctoral degree in English was consequently an 

immensely personal quest for Lily in that she was looking to it as an opportunity for self-

exploration. 

 Lily was also a devout student of yoga, having lived at a yoga ashram in Western 

Massachusetts for six months.  Yoga was a defining part of her that clearly transferred to 

her pedagogy and classroom practice.  She wrote her master’s thesis on how, in her 

words, “concepts of meditation and yoga would affect reading and writing,” using both 

her middle school students and the adult learners she worked with at a writing center at 

her graduate school that offered opportunities for adults in the surrounding community to 

get help with their writing (Interview, 15 Oct.).  Meditation and yoga also affected Lily’s 

conception of literacy in significant ways.  She referenced yoga often in my 

conversations with her and even in the composition classes that I observed, in particular 

focusing on how what she described as the “three facets of yoga” aligning “what you 

think, feel and do,” transferred into writing (Interview, 15 Oct.).  Lily was thrilled that the 

first two units on the standard syllabus for the first-year course she and the other graduate 

instructors would be teaching focused on Gandhi’s writings on nonviolence.   When I 

asked her if she talked about yoga during these units, she replied, “Oh, yeah.   Oh my 

god, yeah.   I didn’t want to talk about politics at all [laughs].  We just talked about the 

Bhagavad Gita and not being attached to the fruits of your actions.  It was cool” 

(Interview, 15 Oct.). 

 Lily’s very personal, individual understanding of literacy was perhaps also 

influenced by her parents, both of whom had pursued careers in psychology, her father as 
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a school psychologist and her mother as a psychiatric nurse.  Lily herself majored in 

psychology as an undergraduate and thought about going to graduate school.  When we 

discussed one of her poems in our initial interview, and I asked her what she thought it 

would tell her reader about her, she replied, “I guess like a kind of introspective person.  

Psychologically, um, focused” (15 Oct.).  This background undoubtedly influenced Lily’s 

conception of literacy, which I will discuss in the chapter on literacy for personal growth. 

Lily was the first of my participants with whom I developed a real connection.  At 

the beginning of our first regular practicum meeting (after the orientation), before I had 

interviewed Lily or gotten to know her, she sat next to me and immediately began talking 

about her first week of class.  “After this first week, I started to get nervous about the fact 

that I signed up for the study,” she told me.  “Someone’s going to have to observe this 

disaster!”  Immediately friendly and self-effacing, she talked about how hot her 

classroom was (explaining in an endearing way how she was sweating and hoped her 

students couldn’t see it) and how she was worried that her students were bored when she 

caught them looking at the clock.  As this first exchange demonstrates, Lily was 

continually willing to lay herself bare, revealing personal details about herself and her 

history.  At the same time, she was also extremely self-critical. 

When we met for of our first interview, Lily asked me a number of questions 

about myself before we began, including how I balanced work and school life, whether I 

got along with other graduate students in the program, and how old I was when I started 

in the PhD program (it turned out that we were both twenty-six when we started, which 

seemed to comfort Lily.)  As I got to know Lily, I began to understand her willingness to 

both share her own personal decisions and to ask me about mine as evidence that she 



	   44 

wasn’t sure whether she belonged in the PhD program.   She told me about the six 

months she spent at the Kripalu Yoga Center when she was twenty-two and her 

reservations about some of the program’s requirements (especially the lengthy list of 

books and articles she would have to read for her comprehensive exams).  Lily reminded 

me that she, like many other students in the first semester of a PhD program, was looking 

for evidence of whether or not she measured up to her peers.   

This particular exchange, during our first interview, demonstrated to me that 

whereas Lily was willing to share intimate details about her literacy life with me, she was 

also scared about how I might react to them.  In this part of the interview, we were 

talking about the poem Lily had sent me as one of her writing samples and her interest in 

the New York School poets and Kenneth Koch: 

LILY:  In my teaching.  I always feel like, it’s such a good way to, I really 
like to find something that relates to what they’re reading and then come 
in and pass out a poem and have them respond to the poem in the context 
of your reading, or, I give them a question.  But, yeah, I love to have them 
read poems right when I walk in. 
ME:  You should talk to David about that because he’s a poet, too, 
LILY:  Oh, I thought you were going to say, I knew he liked poetry, but I 
thought you were going to say you should talk to David about that because 
you might not be allowed to do that.  [Laughs.] 
ME:  [Laughing.] 
LILY:  I’m used to working in high schools, where it’s like that.  (15 Oct.) 

Lily’s worry about surveillance by both the graduate program and the first-year writing 

program (David, the instructor for the Practicum was also the program director) made her 

frequently second-guess herself as she described her pedagogical decisions in the 

interviews after I observed her classes.  Lily often seemed to fear that her understanding 

of literacy did not match the program’s philosophy.  In other words, even as she 

attempted to derive authority from the institutional backing of the first-year-writing 
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program, she also worried that she might be somehow breaking the rules or working 

against institutional goals. 

This fear was also linked to her background in education.  Lily, more than any of 

the other participants, was able to tie her explanations of decision-making in the 

classroom, as well as her own literacy practices, to pedagogical theorists, like Louise 

Rosenblatt and Lucy Calkins.  At the same time, she was afraid that this background 

marked her as intellectually inferior.  Lily explains what she views as a hierarchical 

relationship between the two disciplines, saying, “when I was applying to graduate school 

last year a friend of mine, or not a friend, a woman I used to work for, um, is an art 

history professor, and she said, ‘absolutely do not mention that you went to a school of 

education, they look down on that.’  And I was like, okay, why?” (15 Oct.).  

Consequently, Lily began the program with the feeling that she could not reveal a 

background that had been a rich source of experience and pedagogical training. 

 

Karen 

 Karen, a first-year PhD student in her early forties, ended up, like Lily, 

specializing in rhetoric and composition, making her and Lily the only two rhet/comp 

students in a practicum class of eighteen.  Unlike Lily, she did not come to the program 

knowing that she wanted to specialize in rhet/comp and intended, at first, to pursue a 

literature focus.  However, she developed a connection with David, the Practicum 

instructor, over their shared history of working with high school students. Karen brought 

ten years of experience at a private boarding school in a rural area to her first semester of 

teaching, more teaching experience than any of the other practicum students. 
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 Before she taught high school, Karen had attended another large, public university 

a few hours away from Public U as an undergraduate.  She then tried out various careers, 

including a stint in business and job as a park ranger before turning to teaching.  These 

careers, which included a stint as a corporate trainer for five years, in which Karen “did 

management, development training and technological training programs, and . . . wrote . . 

. technical manuals” was perhaps influential for Karen’s literacy conception, although 

Karen admitted that she “hated” writing the technical manuals (Interview, 19 Oct.). 

Karen explains the irony of eventually turning to teaching in her interview, 

saying, 

both my parents had career changes, actually.  My parents both started out 
as teachers.  My dad was a high school mathematics teacher . . . and, um, 
he didn’t like it, and eventually he became a family therapist. So, he 
changed careers around age forty.  Uh, yeah.  [Smiles.]  I know, ironic.  
Not really, though, because I’m not really changing careers.  And then my 
mom started out as an English teacher and really hated it.  My dad did it 
for like twenty years, and my mom did it for two or three, went from 
public to private and then said that she didn’t really want to teach. (19 
Nov.) 

Karen continued to explain, “both of my parents are like, you don’t want to teach.  

Teaching’s horrible!” (19 Nov.).  Nevertheless, Karen ended up teaching high school 

after her husband got a job there and stayed at the school for ten years, until enrolling in 

the PhD program at Public University.  She ended up going back for Master’s in 

Education and finally, after the environment at the school she worked at became stifling 

as the result of its new “autocratic” headmaster, deciding to go back for her PhD in 

English (19 Nov.).  Karen describes her final decision to go to graduate school, saying, 

I had always wanted to go to get my PhD.  It was an idea that I wanted to 
teach at the college level.  . . .  I never got around to doing it, and, then, 
even when I was in graduate school . . . a lot of the professors would say 
to me, you’re not going to like just teaching high school.  You’re going to 
get bored. . . . And after a while, it did become that. . . . I did look into 
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other high schools, and I . . . was kind of wavering between the two for a 
long time.  But I was uncomfortable going to another, going to a public 
school because I wouldn’t have the control over the curriculum then.  So 
that was, that was really important to me, to have control.  You know it 
was one of the only things, not the only things, but one of the things that I 
liked about teaching. (19 Nov.) 

Karen thus brought a very frank and experienced perspective to the Practicum course.  

Perhaps because of her many years of experience, she was not afraid to share her 

viewpoints with the class, and many of the other graduate instructors sought out her 

guidance on issues in the classroom.   

At the same time, Karen also made it her goal to familiarize herself with the 

relatively new and alien field of composition, something that proved challenging to many 

of her prior perceptions about literacy.  I will discuss this in the chapter on social/critical 

literacy. 

 

Barbara 

 Barbara, a second-year student in the creative writing MFA program, was in her 

late twenties and an aspiring fiction writer who was on the verge of discovering a new 

love for teaching.  I first talked to Barbara when she stayed behind during one of the 

Practicum sessions to ask David what she should do about one or two students in her 

class who weren’t attending class or turning in paper drafts on time.  Because David was 

still talking to another practicum student, I told Barbara, “Give them a failure warning.” 

When I noticed the shock register on her face, I elaborated, “You’re not being mean to 

them – they need a kick in the rear, especially if it’s happening this early in the 

semester.”  After this initial exchange, Barbara frequently sought me out for advice about 
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her teaching, and we developed a relationship where she seemed to feel comfortable 

sharing her ideas and anxieties about teaching and coursework.   

 Barbara had the longest history at Public University because she had earned her 

undergraduate degree there.  Before that she had attended high school at a Public School 

about half an hour southwest of Public University.  She then attended a community 

college before enrolling at Public University, despite her initial resistance to attend.  She 

describes her journey to graduate school, saying the following: 

I graduated from Public in 2006.  It took me five years to graduate.  Uh, I 
had an English degree.  I put no thought into jobs, whatsoever.  Um, no 
one really asked me about it until my Dad’s business was failing, and then 
my parents got anxious about supplementing my income and were like, 
“What are you going to do?”  And, um, I didn’t have a lot of confidence.  I 
just went to a temp agency and got a job at an office, where I had to make 
calls and persuade people to perform services for my company of doctors 
for less money than they wanted to get, and I hate talking on the phone 
anyway.   So, it was a very bad experience, and I hated working in an 
office, which I hated before college too, so I could have known that.  Um, 
so then I started thinking about being a teacher and, um, I decided to take 
a Public U course in teaching English in Prague because I wanted to try it 
out before making a commitment to go back to school.  And initially I was 
just thinking about going back to get certified in maybe the certification 
slash Master’s of Ed program, but then I went to talk to one of my old 
professors here, and he said, he said, well, you know, you like to write, 
too, you want to be a writer, what about a creative writing program 
because then, you know, you could teach, and you could write.  So, um, I 
guess that sold me on the idea, and . . . I moved back to live with my then 
fiancé, and I had been enjoying teaching in Prague, and I had only been 
staying there for five months. . . . Um, so I guess it was part wanting to 
move towards being a teacher and part of it just wanting to delay the 
inevitability of the job search.  [Laughs.] (22 Oct.) 

 The semester of my study, Barbara had taken on a lot.  She was working part-time 

at a finance company to make ends meet and, because she had started the MFA program 

not taking a full load of courses, she was taking three courses in addition to the Practicum 

and teaching composition for the first time.  Nevertheless, when I saw her she always had 

a smile on her face and was willing to chat. 
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 The most important thing for Barbara in her quest to become a better fiction 

writer and teacher was feeling like part of a community of other writers and teachers.  

She, more than any of the other graduate instructors in the study, sought out help when 

she needed it.  She also told me about an online writing community she had joined before 

graduate school, where she could share her writing and get a sense of how her audience 

might respond to it.  Barbara looked for guidance from the professors teaching her 

graduate seminars, although at some points he felt rebuffed by them.  In short, Barbara 

was trying hard to make graduate school and teaching, both of which could be isolating, 

into supportive, communal experiences. 

 

Max 

 A creative writing student in his early twenties, Max had an easy-going, quirky 

personality, often chiming in during class discussions with comments that made David 

and the other graduate instructors laugh.  In contrast to many graduate students who 

seemed perpetually stressed and struggling to keep their heads above water, Max always 

seemed to be enjoying himself.  Perhaps because of this jovial personality, Max took to 

the classroom and the experience of having students with ease. 

 Max was from a suburban community in the Midwest.  His mother, at the time of 

the interview, was not working but had taught preschool and then worked at a health 

club.  His father had been self-employed since Max was in kindergarten and worked in 

finance.  Before that, though, his father had worked as a pipefitter before going back to 

college and eventually earning a Master’s degree in geography.  Max himself did not 

know about his father’s prior careers until recently, especially the fact that he had held a 
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blue-collar job.  He told me in his interview that finding this out “was strange.  I didn’t 

even know that about him for a long time, that he was a pipefitter for a few years.  He 

told me that kind of recently, and, um, yeah, it’s like interesting” (25 Oct.). 

 Max had attended a public high school, which he described as “the rotten apple of 

the good school district bunch” in that, even though it was one of the highest paid 

districts for teachers, his particular school consistently underperformed (Interview, 25 

Oct.).  He went to college at a state school in the same state where he grew up.  Max 

explained, “I wasn’t really sure if I wanted to go to college at all, so I just kind of chose 

there because it was so close, and it would be convenient if I were to drop out” 

(Interview, 25 Oct.).  Max’s initial ambivalence about college led him to be more 

accepting of students who had the same reticence about education in his class and also 

led him to consider majoring in English Education before opting instead for a major in 

“English studies” (Interview, 25 Oct.). 

 Max describes his decision to go to graduate school, saying,  

I always really enjoyed creative writing. . . . And then I found out that you 
could get a Master’s degree in creative writing, which I didn’t even know 
before. . . . So then that was when the idea kind of got planted in my head, 
but I was still kind of on the fence about whether I actually wanted to do 
it.  And then, as I took more creative writing classes, I decided more and 
more that I wanted to go graduate school. (Interview, 25 Oct.) 

Max was specializing in poetry with a focus on mixing genres between poetry and 

nonfiction.  In the poems he gave me for his non-school piece of writing, he played with 

issues of documentation, textual borrowing, and appropriation, which he said were some 

of the new “struggles” in the field of poetry, by including citations for some of the lines 

he included in the poem but scattered throughout the page, rather than including them in a 
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traditional place according to a particular documentation style. Intertextuality was also 

particularly important to Max in his creative work and his conception of literacy. 

 Max also talked about doing work with images and even writing a paper on 

graffiti, making his literacy perspective the most multimodal of any of the participants.  

Perhaps because of this varied literacy background, which also included some experience 

as a journalist working for the school paper in college, Max was the most difficult of any 

of the participants to pin to a particular literacy perspective.  His comments often 

surprised me, mixing personal, social, and cultural ways of seeing literacy in the same 

breath.  In this sense, Max was the wild card participant, the exception to the rule of 

many of my arguments about the conceptions.  However, because of this, Max also 

brought a richness to the study.  He is the only participant who I will discuss in all four 

data chapters. 

 Max was also one of the youngest participants in the study, at twenty-two, an 

issue he discussed with me after the second time I observed his class.  However, unlike 

other young teachers who might try to overcompensate in their claim to authority in the 

classroom, Max embraced the fact that he felt he could identify with his students because 

of his closeness in age.  The second time I visited Max’s classroom, he was playing 

music, Ani DiFranco, which he told me was something he frequently did and that he had 

even asked his students to make CDs that he would play at the beginning of class.  When 

I prompted him further about the role of music in his classroom, he said, “Well, I think 

it’s also one way that I have of relating to them.  I think I can still relate to them on the 

level of music.  I’m only twenty-two, so I’m only four years older than some of them.  I 

can talk about music with them as a way of getting them engaged.  You know the kid 
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who came in really late? . . . Well, he actually had some performances downtown that he 

was telling me about” (21 Apr.).  Max made connecting with his students on a personal 

level a priority.  

 

Garrett 

 A third-year PhD student in literature, Garrett projected a relaxed but focused air 

that translated to his demeanor in the classroom. His students seem to enjoy their time in 

class, with Garrett giving them film recommendations and asking them about books they 

were reading after class.   

Garrett was originally from the small town in the Midwest and was very much 

invested in the notion of community in this small town and how it had shaped his literacy 

development.  In his autobiography, he spends the most time discussing not his parents 

but his grandparents, both “retired lifetime educators” who he described to me as “pillars 

of that community” (Literacy narrative 1, 10 Sept.; Interview, 20 Oct.).  His grandfather 

taught the fifth and sixth grades before becoming the principal of the public elementary 

school Garrett attended and his grandmother taught as well before becoming “some sort 

of early education coordinator for the state,” which, to Garrett, “always seemed like a big 

deal” (Literacy narrative 1, 10 Sept.).  Because of their role in his school district, Garrett 

argues that “because of my grandparents and the size of the school and the surrounding 

community, my place at the school always felt connected to them” (Literacy narrative 1, 

10 Sept.).  Garrett’s way of valuing literacy was, consequently very much connected to 

his grandparents’ roles as educators and the cultural capital he perceived these roles as 

giving them. 
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 By contrast, Garrett’s parents were largely absent from his literacy autobiography 

and our interviews.  In his autobiography, Garrett briefly explains, “Because my parents 

worked crazy hours at their jobs and because they did not have money for childcare, I 

spent a good deal of time at my grandparents’ house growing up” (10 Sept.).  Garrett 

actually had a bit of trouble describing his parents’ jobs to me in our interview, perhaps 

because he felt more connected, as an aspiring English PhD, to his grandparents’ careers 

in education.  He told me, 

my mom worked for, well, for most of the time she worked at the personal 
service for a processing company in Kansas City, Missouri. . . . Oh, and 
my dad he, uh, is kind of a, I don’t know, a multi-purpose service person 
for a propane company in the town where I grew up. (20 Oct.) 

Garrett’s grandparents' careers are, by contrast, glamorized in his literacy autobiography, 

perhaps leading him down his eventual career path. 

 After leaving his small town in the Midwest, Garrett attended a large university in 

the Midwest before he got activated into military service and did distance learning.  He 

eventually finished college at a small Jesuit school in the Midwest.  He describes his 

decision to go to graduate school, saying, 

I hated the military with a passion I cannot describe, and so, anyway, I 
decided that that wasn’t going to be anything I wanted to do, and so, 
anyway, I really liked books, I guess.  So anyway, whenever I went to 
Whitecliff, I did English and was pretty much thinking graduate school 
most of that time. (Interview, 20 Oct.) 

Garrett’s love of texts, which he attributes to his grandmother’s reading to him as a child, 

also shaped his conception of literacy.  Although Garrett often argued for a more 

democratic, inclusive conception of literacy, he struggled with this understanding because 

he also saw literacy in terms of high culture.  He loved literary classics and especially the 

work of Immanuel Kant; both pieces he gave me of his writing before our first interview 
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were literary critical pieces exploring Kant’s theories.  Notably the tension I describe 

here, which I will explore in the later chapters featuring Garrett, is also present in Kant’s 

work because of the complex politics of the classical liberal project.  

Garrett was in many ways not a typical English PhD student.  He was not afraid to 

admit to “fearing” the official literacy he saw the academy promoting, though he did not 

seem timid at all in the Practicum, often coming up with interpretations or ways of 

reading an article that no one had suggested (Literacy narrative 1, 10 Sept.).  Garrett 

describes his feelings about texts most eloquently in his literacy narrative, when he 

discusses his competitive relationship with his friend Quinn,  

Since then, I have felt caught between my consciousness of what is 
defined as *good* reading and writing.  I am continually trapped between 
my desire to equal my projection of the Quinns of the world and my desire 
to not establish that hierarchy.  Though I try not to judge my grandmother 
for reading detective fiction, I do.  Of course, she sits on some imaginary 
level above people who do not care to read at all but this imaginary level 
is still an ethical failure on her part.  The irony, of course, is that my 
grandmother taught me to like reading and Quinn taught me to fear it. (10 
Sept.)   

Consequently, although Garrett privileged texts in his descriptions of his literacy past, he 

also acknowledged the more personal aspects of his literacy development, including his 

relationship with his grandmother, who taught him to love books.  He was one of the 

most reflective graduate instructors in the study, showing a willingness to critique and 

problematize what he had often taken for granted. 

 

Blake 

 A first-year PhD student in literature, Blake gave off a mixture of confidence and 

trepidation that I have come to see as one of the hallmarks of the first-year experience.  

However, in Blake’s case, this mixture was particularly pronounced because of his 
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assertiveness during the Practicum class discussions.  Blake was one of the more vocal 

and determined students in the Practicum course, often making comments that would 

change the direction of the conversation and which surprised me and the other graduate 

instructors in the course.   

I first began to think deeply about Blake’s conception of literacy during a 

conversation in the Practicum after the graduate instructors had collected their first batch 

of student papers.  Responding to a journal entry at the beginning of the Practicum that 

asked the graduate instructors to reflect on their conception of teaching at the beginning 

of the course compared to how it was now, Blake said to the rest of the class, “I’ve found 

that their actual writing, the grammar and so forth, isn’t really the issue.  Most of them 

have a decent grasp on that.  But I’m a bit concerned with their souls.  They make their 

arguments solely on pragmatic grounds.  None of them are using ethical arguments” 

(Field notes, 24 Sept.).  Blake continued, “I mean, the best thing I can say about these 

essays is that they’re written in intelligible English.  They’re not seeing the values they’re 

basing their assertions on” (24 Sept.).  Blake made this comment, and others like it, with 

such confidence and bravado that I came to look forward to what he would say in the 

course.  When he volunteered an observation, I knew it would be both interesting (if, 

sometimes piquing) and assertive.  His confidence and intelligence made him a favorite 

among his seminar teachers and someone whose views would often be discussed among 

the other graduate instructors. 

 As I got to know him better, though, I came to understand that Blake’s apparent 

boldness often masked a fear that he did not really belong in a graduate program in 

English at all.  He told me during our first interview that most of this first semester would 
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be figuring out if this was something he could even do, which struck me as odd given his 

air of confidence in the Practicum. 

 Blake was also an interesting subject because of his educational background; he 

was the only one of the focal participants who had been home schooled, an experience 

that lasted for him until he attended college at a large state university a few hours away 

from Public U.  He describes his homeschooling experience in the following excerpt from 

our first interview: 

I was home-schooled.  Um.  Let’s see, at, in sixth grade I started attending, 
um, there were sort of high school level classes, or, there were definitely 
high school level classes for home-schoolers, where a group of home-
schoolers would get together once a week and they would find teachers to 
come and teach various classes that the parents did feel prepared to teach 
themselves. . . .  every week we met, and I took history and philosophy 
and literature classes and math classes away from home, but six days a 
week I just did all my school work at home, under my parents’ 
supervision. . . . This one guy was working on his PhD in church history, 
and he taught philosophy and history and Latin and Greek and a whole 
bunch of other things.  He was working on his graduate degree.  Um, so it 
was very informal to begin with, there was no administration.  . . . I have a 
transcript that I actually typed up myself, then that my parents reviewed, 
and then the president of the board, who happened to be the pastor of the 
church where the school met, had this stamp, and he stamped it. (1 Nov.) 

Although this is just my speculation, part of Blake’s air of confidence could have come 

from the fact that he had to be so independent in his learning.  Having to type up one’s 

own transcript demonstrates a remarkable kind of self-direction.  I should note, however, 

that Blake also had incredible literacy sponsors from an early age, including teachers for 

the “Thursday school” who held higher degrees and taught him subjects like philosophy, 

Latin, and Greek, as well as a mother, who spent much of her days supervising his 

learning and who he describes as “a stay-at-home mom in a kind of superhuman sense of 

the word” (Interview, 1 Nov.).  Consequently, although his schooling was in a way 
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unconventional, it also is also very conventional in the sense that it instilled the kind of 

values associated with the broad learning characteristic of a liberal arts education. 

 Also significant to Blake’s background was the strong religious background 

instilled by his parents.  When I asked him why his parents chose to homeschool him, 

Blake replied, 

I think partly it was a religious thing.  You know, they were concerned 
about – I come from a pretty strict, conservative Presbyterian background.  
They were concerned about things like, like, um, I don’t know, sex ed and 
evolution and things like that.  And then, I think they just figured they 
could probably do a better job, which is very much my reasoning.  My 
wife and I are planning on homeschooling our son.  Um, just because we 
feel that we could probably do better than teachers who don’t know him 
and don’t have time to get to know him. (Interview, 1 Nov.) 

This religious background impacted his conception of literacy in that he viewed his 

experience of coming into literacy in terms of a religious conversion.  Secular texts, for 

Blake, also took on sacred import.  In his second, revised literacy autobiography, Blake 

describes the relationship between his Protestant upbringing and his reverence for texts: 

Considering that Protestantism was originally a movement away from the 
traditions of the Roman Catholic Church toward a more strict adherence to 
a piece of literature, it is not at all surprising that understanding the written 
word should be of particular importance to Protestants.  Not only is the 
Bible a piece of literature, but it is also understood by Protestants (among 
others) as placing significant emphasis on language, both spoken and 
written.  Christian theology does not consider it an accident that in the 
book of Genesis, God creates by speaking, or that the Hebrew scriptures 
are filled with references to the ‘word of the Lord’, and such phrases as 
‘thus says the Lord’.  Protestantism attaches great significance to the first 
chapter of John, where God is understood to be identified not only by his 
word, but, particularly with respect to Christ, as his word: “and the Word 
was God” (John 1.1). (1 Nov) 

This religious upbringing had a clear influence on Blake’s literacy conception.   

 

Jordi 
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 Of all the participants, Jordi, a third-year PhD in literature student in her mid-

twenties, had the most similar home background to my own.  Like mine, her father was 

an English professor, which brought her both guidance and anxiety as she pursued a 

similar career.  In her final literacy autobiography, Jordi describes this, saying that 

although she resisted his influence at first, “my dad’s insider’s tips have been especially 

helpful since I've entered graduate school” (Literacy narrative final, 10 Dec.).  She 

continues, “I can see now how essential his influence -- in both my rejection and 

acceptance of it -- has inspired and shaped my literary career from the beginning” (10 

Dec.).   

Jordi’s family, like mine, was a transplant to the region she grew up in, for her, 

the southwest.  Her mother and stepfather were both lawyers but as Jordi describes it “by 

second profession” (Interview, 26 Oct.).  Her mother taught English in high school and 

her stepfather was a psychology professor.  Jordi’s upbringing, then, was particularly 

academic, in that she seemed to have internalized the traditional institutional goals of the 

English department to a greater extent than any of the other participants.  As a second 

generation academic, Jordi projected a particularly polished scholarly air, often voicing 

her views with confidence.  Although all of the graduate instructors in the Practicum 

were good students, Jordi’s preparation for the Practicum meetings and for the 

composition course she was teaching always seemed to go above and beyond. 

 After attending high school in what she describes as a “one of the two top public 

schools” in the state, Jordi attended the same prestigious, private institution in the 

southeast where her father had attended graduate school.  There, she wrote an honors 

thesis on T.S. Eliot’s “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,” an experience that she 
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describes, in her literacy autobiography, in terms of an initiation into the academic 

community.  She describes her decision to go to graduate school a follows, 

Um, so I ended up, I ended up somehow getting a job in advertising, um, 
which was awful.  And I did that for a year, and then I went the other 
extreme.  Like, that was incredibly cold and uninteresting to me, um, so 
then I went, and I worked for Americorps, which was very warm.  And, 
uh, like really work, but it was good.  But then I took those kind of 
extremes and realized that both of them were too extreme and kind of 
rationalized that college professorships combined the two in my mind.  
Like, I didn’t ever talk to anybody in advertising; I didn’t ever deal with 
anybody.  It was all numbers, um, and like charts and stuff, versus in 
Americorps, I was dealing with people like all day long.  And so my 
conception of a professorship is that you have your alone time with your 
books, in your office by yourself, and then you have your interactions with 
your students and your colleagues and everything.  So I just thought that it 
would be kind of a happy medium and decided on grad school based on 
that. (Interview, 26 Oct.) 

This description reflects the two dimensions of literacy that, I will argue, were 

particularly important to her: texts (“your along time with your books, in your office by 

yourself”) but also social, human interaction.   

 

The Setting – Public University 

 As a study grounded in theories of the New Literacy studies as well as Brandt and 

Goldblatt’s idea of sponsorship, context became a particularly important part of 

interpreting the actions and motivations of the participants.  Public University is a large, 

research-intensive, public university situated in an urban area on the east coast.  The 

English department at Public University is a large one, with over thirty tenure-track 

faculty, thirty-five non-tenured faculty, and over sixty adjunct faculty.  Of the tenure-

track faculty, around six teach graduate creative writing courses and identify as creative 

writers and only three teach and identify as scholars in rhetoric and composition.  The 

fact that the faculty in rhetoric and composition and the first-year writing program were 
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both part of the English department meant that Public University’s department was still in 

a sense a very traditional English department, maintaining a heavy literature emphasis. 

 The literature core of the department is also reflected in the curricula for the 

Master’s, PhD, and MFA.  In a typical semester, students still in coursework in all three 

programs would have their choice of among six graduate-level literature courses, one 

creative writing course, three creative writing workshop courses (two in fiction and one 

in poetry), which run concurrently and are only open to creative writing students, and 

only one course in composition or rhetoric.  For the fall semester, this is often the 

Practicum, leading students who intend to specialize in rhetoric and composition to look 

outside the department for courses.  It is important to note, too, that Public University did 

not offer a degree in rhetoric and composition per say, but that this was one possible area 

of specialization for students enrolled in the PhD in literature program.  Significantly, 

creative writing students had to take at least one literature course, out of a typical load of 

three courses per semester, and students intending to specialize in rhet/comp might find 

themselves taking two or even three literature courses, in order to meet the requirements 

for the literature degree.  This often led to complaints from rhet/comp students (myself 

included) who would insist that they needed not more literature courses but more courses 

in rhetoric and composition.   

 At the same time, the rhet/comp faculty at Public University strove to make the 

experience of graduate students specializing in this field worthwhile.  These students 

often found themselves working at Public University’s writing center, which was funded 

and run separately from the English Department.  David, the Practicum instructor, 

worked hard to create and fund organizations that gave both graduate and undergraduates 
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the opportunity to work in the community writing programs that attempted to bridge the 

gap between Public University and the surrounding community.  The department at 

Public University was, like many large departments, multivocal in the messages it sent to 

its students about literacy, thus providing a rich context for studying this population of 

graduate instructors. 

 

The Practicum 

The heavy literature emphasis of Public U’s English department is important in 

the context of the study because it reinforced the sense of the Practicum as a contested 

space, existing within but also on the outskirts of the graduate students’ curricular 

requirements.  For many students, it would be the only exposure they would have to 

theory in rhetoric and composition.  This is not meant as indictment again Public 

University.  Indeed, as Albert Kitzhaber argues, the graduate practicum has historically 

been viewed as existing in the shadows of “the headier regions of the teaching of 

literature” (11).  Dobrin contends that this course has always been a subject of contention, 

citing scholars who have argued that it should either not have any place in the graduate 

curriculum at all or exist only tangentially.   

One instance of this that Dobrin cites is a 1951 article in CCC by Robert S. 

Hunting, in which Hunting argues that the practicum should not be a credit-bearing 

course.  Hunting argues that “A graduate school of liberal arts is not, and should not 

pretend to be, a trade or professional school.  To give credit for training in a trade or 

profession would betray its purpose.  Such training must always be a felicitous, but 

incidental, increment to graduate studies” (15).  This idea continues today in graduate 
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programs in English, where professors of graduate seminars and their students often view 

professionalization with ambivalence.  For example, Restaino notes that “Many, if not 

most [new graduate students hired to teach writing] do not plan on careers in the field [of 

rhetoric and composition] and so are easily stressed by the idea that the practicum may 

add extra work to their graduate pursuits” (12).  In his study, Dryer notes both a similar 

sentiment and a similar departmental context, saying, “The literature students seem 

reluctant to characterize themselves as readers and writers of anything but literature or 

research about literature” (445).  For Dryer, this “strong tendency to describe themselves 

as readers of literature and writers of research on literature reflects their investment in 

their new status as post-graduate ‘English’ students (and the program’s fifteen-credit 

literature core)” (445). 

Like at many other universities, both the Practicum and the first-year writing 

program at Public University had a strong social/critical emphasis.  At its inception, the 

first-year writing program based its curriculum on David Bartholomae’s notion in 

“Inventing the University” of writing as socially constructed within discourse 

communities and of the university as comprising several discourse communities, each of 

which students would have to learn to appropriate by “assembling and mimicking its 

language” (4-5).  The first-year courses, then, acknowledge the contextual nature of 

academic writing and seek to authorize students to claim their space within these 

discourses by imagining themselves as “insiders” to “an established and powerful 

discourse” (10).  While recognizing academic discourse as a “privileged” discourse that 

seeks, like other such discourses, to maintain its hegemony, the program states that the 
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aim of its two-course sequence is to “introduce students to academic discourse” (Public 

University, “First-Year Writing Website”). 

To accomplish these goals, the current course description in the handbook 

designed for first-year writing instructors emphasized cross-curricular approaches to 

teaching writing, critical reading and writing, and instruction in rhetorical strategies. 

Although experienced instructors in the first-year writing program are invited to design 

their own syllabi, the program also creates, each year, a “common” or standard syllabus 

for its first-year courses, which include four total courses, two levels of composition, as 

well as ESL sections of each of these two courses.  Most students entering Public 

University as undergraduates place into the second of these courses, which the graduate 

instructors in the Practicum taught and which I will refer to as College Composition.  In 

the fall of 2010, the syllabus for College Composition was designed to have first-year 

students explore ideas such as non-violent protest, through the teachings of Gandhi and 

his followers, the legacy of Westward expansion and historical rhetoric surrounding the 

American “frontier,” as well as slavery through the lens of science fiction.  By comparing 

past and present, this curriculum encouraged students to adopt a critical view of present 

cultural ideas by viewing them through the lens of the past. 

The program and the common syllabus, which the graduate instructors in the 

Practicum were required to use, thus communicated a particular way of seeing literacy as 

social and contextual.  The curriculum asked instructors and students to examine current 

cultural ideas, such as individualism, and question them, make them strange, and 

contextualize them within the values emerging from specific historical movements.  The 

course also required students to enter a dialogue with these historical and critical sources, 
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thus substantiating Bartholomae’s view of the first-year course as entering a discourse 

community, as well as an understanding of writing as social and dialogic. 

The readings in the Practicum also emphasized this social/critical view of literacy, 

although readings on process theory and more personal understandings of literacy were 

present as well.  For example, a chapter on “Teaching Invention” that the graduate 

instructors read made heavy use of theories most associated with Peter Elbow and Ken 

Macrorie, that discussed how writers establish their “voice,” and students also read a 

chapter by Wendy Bishop on peer writing groups.  However, the preponderance of 

readings, by individuals like David Bartholomae, Peggy McIntosh, Jacqueline Jones 

Royster, and Susan Jarrett, were more solidly in the social/critical camp.  These readings 

reflected the dominant paradigm of composition studies, which is much more 

social/critical.  However, Public University’s first-year writing program, like many 

others, also made use of teaching and assessment tools associated with process theory.  

For example, peer review was part of the common syllabus and course schedule, and the 

Practicum instructor, along with the two graduate students who assisted him in mentoring 

and observing the graduate instructors, led lessons and discussions on how to conduct 

effective peer reviews.  In addition, the first-year writing program used portfolios to 

assess undergraduates’ writing in both of the first-year courses.  

Like the practicum course that Sidney Dobrin describes in Don’t Call It That, the 

Practicum course at Public University sought not so much to think “about how to teach, 

but about how they think of themselves as teachers and as writers” (20).  David facilitated 

this throughout semester, but in particular through in-class journal entries, such as one 

during orientation week that asked the graduate instructors to “write about an influential 
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teacher” (Field notes, 25 Aug.).  Perhaps the most significant contemplation of 

themselves as teachers occurred in the literacy autobiographies the graduate instructors 

wrote as an assignment for the Practicum course, one shorter one that they turned in early 

in the semester and another one that they turned in as part of their final, teaching 

portfolio, which would be revised to reflect what they learned about themselves during 

the semester.  David met with each of the graduate instructors to ask them questions 

about the first literacy autobiography and to prompt them to think critically about the 

experiences they described.  The fact that these two assignments composed a large part of 

the writing they would do for the course sent a message to the graduate instructors that 

the experiences they brought to this first semester of teaching were significant and that, 

moreover, reflecting on these experiences would be essential to their growth as teachers 

and scholars. 

The Practicum at Public University was designed not as means for converting the 

graduate instructors enrolled to a particular literacy ideology but for enabling them to 

begin to view their prior assumptions about literacy and teaching through a critical lens.  

Despite this “open” view of the practicum course, though, it was nonetheless an 

ideological course.  As Dobrin argues of the practicum courses he taught, “the course, 

despite its open intentions, paints a particular picture of what teaching is, of what writing 

is, and of what composition is, no matter what reading is assigned” (26).  Consequently, 

the graduate instructors could feel authorized by the institution of the course, embedded 

within their graduate program and then within the university, to express certain 

conceptions of literacy over others. 
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Dobrin argues that even courses that do not seek to be ideology-changing should 

recognize the role of practicum as the primary means for disseminating the cultural 

capital of rhetoric and composition within graduate programs. According to Dobrin, 

We must recognize that the manner in which the practicum disseminates 
cultural capital is a means of control . . . By professing a particular cultural 
capital through the practicum, the program itself is able to maintain 
control over what can and should be taught not just in FYC classes but 
also in any other class students then teach.  The very curriculum of the 
practicum course initiates new teachers into the realm of what might even 
be considered “pedagogy” and provides them with the vocabularies with 
which to name their pedagogical worlds.  Certainly, new teachers rely 
heavily on previous classroom experiences such as modeling on past 
teachers, but the practicum takes those experiences and does more than 
name them for the student teachers; those courses codify, critique, and 
validate what can be considered good teaching methodologies.” (25) 

However, one of the findings of this study is that despite the power of the practicum to, 

as Dobrin says, “maintain control over what can and should be taught” the conceptions of 

literacy that the graduate instructors brought with them to their first semester of teaching 

were both persistent, even in the face of competing ideas about literacy from the 

Practicum, and influential on what got taught in the individual composition courses.  

Given the fact that all of the graduate instructors received the same syllabus, the extent to 

which each one of them was able to inscribe their own ideas about teaching and literacy 

on the course was surprising.  The difference between, for example, Blake’s composition 

course and Lily’s was remarkable, especially considering that both were working from 

the same syllabus and were taught in the same practicum course.  This attests to the 

power of the conceptions of literacy they already held.  Nevertheless, as Dobrin says, the 

Practicum did have a definite pull on the graduate instructors, which is demonstrated in 

the fact that codes for social/critical literacy increased over the course of the semester, a 

finding I will discuss in chapter two. 
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My Role as Participant Observer – Wearing Two Hats 

 I should also include an additional word about my role in the Practicum, as well 

as the involvement of the Practicum’s instructor, David, in my research.  When I sat in on 

the Practicum and conducted my study in the fall of 2010, I was not a disinterested or a 

neutral observer.  I had been a graduate instructor in a similar practicum course four years 

earlier, so I had experienced the kind of semester these graduate instructors were about to 

have relatively recently, and I empathized with their undertaking.  David had also been 

my practicum instructor, so I was familiar with his philosophies about teaching and 

writing and even some of the lessons he was about to deliver.  Even more significant, 

David was also one of the co-advisors for this project, and I had worked with him over 

the past four years in my coursework, collaborated with him on conference presentations, 

and taken my dissertation qualifying exams under his tutelage. 

 Because of David’s double role as my advisor and the instructor of this course, I 

stipulated in my Institutional Review Board application for approval and communicated 

to the participants in this study that I would not show him any of the raw data from the 

study until the end of the semester, after grades had been turned in.  David also left the 

room when I presented my study to the graduate instructors in the course and asked for 

volunteers.  In order to ensure that they would not feel obligated to take part in the study, 

I passed out consent forms but instructed them to simply leave them blank or write that 

they did not want to participate, if they did not wish to do so.  Despite the measures I 

took, though, it would be naïve to presume that my role as one of David’s students or as 
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someone representing the new and somewhat alien field of rhetoric and composition had 

a neutral impact on the study. 

 My role in the Practicum sessions was that of a participant observer, which 

Michael Quinn Patton describes as combining “participation and observation so as to 

become capable of understanding the program as an insider while describing the program 

for outsiders” (207).  As an observer, I spent a great deal of time honing my ability to 

take accurate descriptive notes and make observations that went beyond “ordinary 

looking to systematic seeing” (Patton 202).  However, given the fact that I was, like the 

graduate instructors, also a graduate student, it would have felt strange for the graduate 

instructors and for me to have limited my role in the Practicum course to that of observer.  

Patton writes, “The ideal is to negotiate and adopt the degree of participation that will 

yield the most meaningful data about the program given the characteristics of the 

participants, the nature of staff-participant interactions, and the sociopolitical context of 

the program” (209).  Reacting to the context of the Practicum, I participated in group 

work, offered occasional comments during class discussion, and gave graduate instructors 

advice on lesson plans, dealing with problematic students, and even writing seminar 

papers.  I even modeled a lesson plan on teaching rhetorical persuasion that the graduate 

instructors could use in teaching their composition classes. 

 In a sense then, I was both a member and an outsider to the community of the 

Practicum course, an experience that Jacqueline Wade describes in “Role Boundaries and 

Paying Back: ‘Switching Hats’ in Participant Observation.”  Like Wade, I found myself 

switching hats between observer and participant in my interactions with the participants.  

Wade acknowledges that when interviewing her subjects, she found herself “responding 
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instinctively to the student’s need to be heard in a manner well beyond the research 

purpose” (216).  Although I strove, in my interactions as a researcher, to view the data 

and the participants’ responses with as much neutrality as possible, Wade’s study speaks 

to the need to acknowledge, rather than suppress the unalterable fact of my subjectivity.  

As Wade boldly asserts, “[t]o present oneself as an unalterably neutral character in the 

course of the subjects’ life events courts an impression that the observer is gullible, 

amateurish, inane or uncommitted . . . and, thus, unworthy of subjects’ attention and 

time” (219).   

Following the Institutional Review Board’s requirement, I did not offer 

participants compensation for participating in this study because it would have been 

coercive.  However, I did respond, once the study was underway, to participants’ requests 

for recommendations and advice.  I felt that not to do so would have been inhuman, 

especially given the fact that my role in the class positioned me especially well to act as a 

mentor to these graduate instructors.  Consequently, I wrote letters of recommendation 

for Barbara, sent assignments I’d designed to Blake, and gave frequent advice to the 

rhet/comp students, Karen and Lily. 

In accounting for my own role in this study, I also want to say a few more words 

about potential biases towards the participants.  Because of similarities between my and 

Jordi’s background, I often put more emphasis on both Jordi’s accomplishments as an 

educator and her shortcomings in reflecting on her own literacy experience.  Since she 

had been raised by an English professor, I expected her to be more able to critically 

examine her literacy background in light of her new role as a professional in the world of 

academia.  At times, I am unable to hide my disappointment when this is not the case.  
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Jordi’s willingness to try on social/critical ways of theorizing literacy and put them into 

practice in the classroom made her, in my view, one of the most effective teachers of any 

of the graduate instructors I observed.  However, I also had reservations about her views 

that reflected the more conservative, and what I see as potentially more problematic 

conceptions. 

I make this admission in order to emphasize the fact that even as I am examining 

the literacy conceptions of these seven participants, I was also continually reflecting on 

my own background and literacy conception.  As someone who taken the same practicum 

course with the same practicum professor four years earlier, I wondered what a researcher 

might have made of my literacy conception at that time.  As the daughter of a British 

Romanticist, I probably had traces of the cultural literacy conception I will discuss in 

chapter four.  My mother, who worked as a school media specialist and later in a public 

library also emphasized what I call literacy for personal growth, in her emphasis on 

reading for enjoyment.  Books and academia played an influential role in my 

development.  As a child, I was often tailing behind my father on campus with my three 

younger siblings or wandering the rows of books at the university library.  The implicit 

messages about literacy that I learned from my childhood formed conceptions of literacy 

that I had to think about more critically when I entered graduate school with the intention 

of pursuing a career in rhetoric and composition.  As it was for many of these graduate 

instructors, the social/critical emphasis of rhetoric and composition was largely alien to 

me when I began my program.  Consequently, even as I talk about the effacement some 

of these graduate instructors experienced when they saw versions of themselves in their 
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own students, which Dryer discusses in his study, I also see a degree of effacement in my 

own discussion of these graduate instructors, and particularly in my discussion of Jordi. 

 Given my complicated role in this study, I expected that some of the participants 

might have felt reticent or wary about sharing their experiences with me.  I was, after all, 

one of David’s doctoral students, and I presented myself indirectly as someone who was 

expert in the discourses in rhetoric and composition that they were only beginning to 

encounter.  What I discovered was the opposite.  I was overwhelmed with the extent to 

which these seven participants laid themselves bare to me, opening up about their 

experiences and aspects of their literacy experience and admitting to insecurities about 

their role as graduate students and as instructors that I did not expect them to own.  Their 

generosity throughout this study was overwhelming.  They are responsible for the rich set 

of data I was able to include in this study. 

 

Data Collection 

My goal for the study was to collect data that would give me a detailed depiction 

not only of the conception of literacy each participant held but also some of the possible 

influences for this conception. Literature on graduate instructor training programs has 

demonstrated the importance of soliciting participant responses through multiple data 

types, involving a combination of narrative response, interviews, teaching observations, 

and artifacts from practicum courses.  For example, in her study Ebest collected 

“portfolios containing all of . . . [the participants] drafts peer-response sheets, and final 

versions of their seminar papers” and additionally “tape record[ed] their interactions of 

their peer response groups” (15).  Accordingly, I collected multiple types of data, 
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including interviews, observations of participants in the graduate seminar and the 

composition classes they are teaching, and literacy artifacts such as graduate student 

instructors’ writing. These multiple data sources enabled me to balance my data among 

the three “three core techniques in qualitative research,” which Gary L. Anderson, 

Kathryn Herr, and Ann Sigrid Nihlen call “interviews, observations, and archives and 

documents” (108).  By looking across multiple types of data, I was also able to check my 

suspicions about a participant’s conception of literacy in one kind of data against another.  

Finally, multiple data sources allowed me to see how fixed someone’s conception was by 

determining if it appeared to hold across a variety of data types and occasions.  This 

study received approval from Institutional Review Board at the university where I 

conducted it. 

One particularly important piece of data was the literacy autobiography, which 

was a required assignment for the Practicum.  In examining these narratives of the 

participants’ literacy experience, I hoped to encounter particularly rich descriptions of 

past encounters with and ideas about literacy that would help me put together the 

complicated puzzles of each participant’s literacy conception.  In using narrative accounts 

as a data source, I draw on research in the field of education and particularly that of 

Michael W. Smith and Jeffrey D. Wilhelm, who, in Reading Don’t Fix No Chevys: 

Literacy in the Lives of Adolescent Men, argue that in order to research someone’s 

experience, one has to “elicit their stories” (59).  In addition, as Anderson, Herr, and 

Nihlen argue, the use of narrative has been documented as an effective way of allowing 

participants to tell their own stories, outside of the structure of an interview, in which the 

interviewer controls the format and important perspectives may be lost (121).  Similar 
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narrative data sources have also been used in studies on graduate instructors.  For 

example, Duffelmeyer collects her participants’ “educational autobiographies” in her 

study (37). 

David, the Practicum instructor, had also used the literacy autobiography in the 

past as a tool to elicit reflection in the Practicum course, so he offered to build this 

particular component into the course.  The assignment, written into the Practicum 

syllabus, was as follows: 

Following the theme of conceptions of literacy, I’ll ask you to write a brief 
literacy narrative for the September 10 class and a longer literacy 
reflection paper due on the last day of class.  In the shorter narrative (3-5 
pages), please detail an experience, an interaction with another person, or 
a memory that is emblematic for you of your attitude toward reading and 
writing.  This first paper will serve as a starting point for your 
contemplation of literacy as a force or a phenomenon in your life. I will 
not grade this paper but I will respond to it extensively, noting possible 
themes to explore.  I’d like you to return to the topic in your longer 
reflection paper (7-10 pages), and be sure to consider BOTH reading and 
writing as you come to a more articulated understanding of what literacy 
means to you in your life and work.  In that last paper you should discuss 
explicitly how your personal attitudes affect, shape, or complicate your 
approach to teaching writing. 

These two narratives gave me a glimpse not only into the experiences with and ideas 

about literacy that the graduate instructors brought with them to the practicum course and 

their first semester of teaching but also how, if at all, they changed throughout the 

semester.  Accounting for this change was particularly important in my examination of 

social/critical literacy, which I will discuss in chapter two. 

Although the literacy autobiography gave me a wealth of interesting data, I did 

not want to rely solely on written accounts of the graduate instructors’ literacy 

experiences.  I also wanted to be able to ask the participants specific questions about their 

literacy experiences with an open-ended, semi-structured interview.  The interview has 
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also been used as a tool in much of the research on graduate instructors in their first 

semester.  Dryer, who also uses the semi-structured format with a focus on participants’ 

“academic literacy histories,” says that profiles of his participants were “reconstructed 

through close interviews with the GTAs about their reading and writing practices to 

better see the ‘cultural history’ each student ‘bring[s] to their writing’” (425).  At the 

beginning of each interview, I asked each participant a series of questions to elicit 

information about their parents’ careers and education and the participants’ own 

educational backgrounds. I did so both to establish a kind of demographic profile for each 

participant and to see whether differences in schooling or parents’ schooling could have 

contributed to differences in ways of seeing literacy.  I based this on Goldblatt’s 

understanding of sponsorship, which contends that writing must “be seen in the social 

framework of power relationships and cultural institutions” (25).  Accordingly, this series 

of questions also enabled me to see sponsoring influences on participants that I might not 

otherwise have seen.  For example, it was in the course of asking Blake where he went to 

high school that I discovered that he was home schooled, an experience that, I argue, 

played a huge role in shaping his literacy conception, even though he did not discuss it in 

his first literacy autobiography.  (It did, however, play a key role in the late 

autobiography.)  The semi-structured nature of the interview allowed me to prepare 

questions in advance while still maintaining the flexibility to ask follow-up questions 

when a participant said something that needed further explanation.  I used Patton’s 

Qualitative Research & Evaluation Methods to construct questions that were open-ended, 

called on participants to be descriptive, and would be easy for participants to answer.  I 

also avoided dichotomous, or “yes and no” questions and questions that asked “why,” 
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since such questions, according to Patton, are difficult because they require participants 

to make causal inferences (313).  Of course, my goal in this study was in part to get a 

sense of the causes for their literacy conceptions, but I tried to phrase my questions to 

make them easy to answer and asked follow up questions in order to get at causality.  

Following Patton, I periodically asked questions like, “Can you tell me a bit more about 

that?” in order to elicit more information and signal to the interviewee that they could 

break conversational norms and keep elaborating on the idea or experience they were 

describing (325-326).  Dryer too describes using “one or more ‘probe’ questions to 

encourage informants to elaborate on their initial responses” (427).  I also occasionally 

asked for clarification, using phrases like, “I just want to make sure I’m getting this right” 

to signal to the interviewee that problem was in my understanding and not his or her 

description (Patton 326). 

Similar to Dryer, I also employed the technique of stimulated recall in the 

interview.  I asked participants to send me, in advance of our interview, two pieces of 

writing, one which they wrote for school and one written outside of school.  The purpose 

of the stimulated recall was to give the participants something specific to reference when 

answering my questions and to give me an object for asking questions, in order to elicit 

more concrete responses.  For example, Karen sent me two pieces of writing, one a 

narrative piece about when she first met her husband’s family that she had written for a 

graduate course in English on autobiography, which she took for her master’s in 

education, and the second a seminar paper from a course that semester.  When I asked her 

to contrast the two pieces of writing, she expressed her disdain for the seminar paper, the 

guidelines for which she saw as being overly formulaic and constrictive and her 
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preference for the creative, autobiographical piece, which she described as “easier” and 

“interesting” (Interview, 19 Nov.).  She told me, “I just wrote it in the back of a book.  I 

was inspired by something that I wrote down that it came to me all at once.  And um, and 

then the rest of it I just sit down and write” (19 Nov.).  This piece of data helped to paint 

a more detailed description of how she envisioned the composing process. 

Some of the participants asked me for more specific guidelines for this, but I told 

them they could interpret my instructions however they wished, in part because the 

choices they made about what to send me were, in themselves, evidence of their literacy 

conceptions.  Garrett, for example, confessed that, as a third-year PhD student, he simply 

had not done any other writing apart from the writing for his seminar courses and sent me 

two seminar papers, both heavily featuring Immanuel Kant. 

I also checked participants’ conceptions using a ranking activity that I constructed 

and then administered during one of the Practicum meetings.  This activity was inspired 

by a ranking activity by Smith and Wilhelm, in which they asked participants to rank the 

literacy activities that they most enjoyed (27).  In designing this activity, I theorized, 

based on the contentions of Goldblatt and Brandt, that literacy conceptions are not 

contained and would influence the kinds of assignments the participants chose.  For the 

activity, I wrote six assignments, with each assignment matching one of the conceptions I 

was examining and coding for.  In the Practicum, I had all of the graduate instructors rank 

the assignments from 1 to 6, with one being most likely to assign this kind of paper and 6 

least likely.  I also asked them to briefly discuss their rational for their rankings and told 

them they could also make notes in the margins to explain their decisions.  Once the 

whole class was finished, we discussed the assignments as a class.  This discussion gave 
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me a good reading on how the class was interpreting the assignments and whether the 

assignments were good measures of the literacy conceptions.  However, I understood in 

designing the assignments that the most important part of the activity was in the talk it 

elicited, rather than the rankings themselves.  

In addition to describing the conceptions held by the graduate instructors, my 

second research question asked how these practices and beliefs influence (or do not 

influence) what the graduate instructors decided to teach.  I tested this by observing the 

composition classes the graduate student instructors were teaching and then interviewing 

the participants after the class.   I observed each of the seven focal participants twice, 

once in the fall of 2010 and then again in the spring of 2011.  For the interview portion, I 

used a technique called stimulated recall that has been popular in the field of education as 

a means for eliciting more concrete data and responses by presenting participants with a 

teaching or literacy artifact to discuss.2 Following a dissertation study by Anne 

D’Antonio Stinson, Why Beginning English Teachers Do What They Do, after each 

classroom observation, I presented participants with handwritten field notes I had taken 

as I observed them teaching their College Composition class, immediately following the 

class meeting (28).  Together, we examined the notes, as I said back to the participants 

what I had observed, asking them to identify decisions they had made in their teaching 

and discuss them with me.  Much of the time, it took little prompting for the graduate 

instructors to describe to me in detail what they were trying to accomplish.  In general, 

the participants appreciated having this time to reflect on what they had done and to ask 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 For more information on stimulated recall, see Anne DiPardo.  “Stimulated Recall in Research on 
Writing: An Antidote to “I Don’t Know, It Was Fine.”  Speaking about Writing: Reflections on Research 
Methodology.  Ed. Peter Smagorinsky.  Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 1994.  163-181.  Print.	  
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me for advice on other activities they could incorporate into the classroom.  I audiotaped 

and transcribed these interviews. 

Finally, I attended all of the Practicum class meetings with the exception of one to 

take notes on participants’ comments and participation in class and to be able to describe 

the context of the Practicum.  In order to make my appearance less intrusive, I did not 

tape record these sessions, but I did take detailed field notes, making sure to get down as 

much of what was said as possible, especially when a focal participant was talking, and 

then typing up and taking notes on what I had witnessed immediately following each 

practicum session.  Although these field notes elicited less data in analyzing the 

conceptions than the others I just described, I will refer to them occasionally in the 

chapters. 

 

Data Analysis 

 In order to investigate the content of the data I gathered, following Michael W. 

Smith and Dorothy Strickland, I parsed the data into content units, which Smith and 

Strickland define as “segments of discourse designed to make a single point” (150).  I 

then coded the units in the qualitative management system software Altas.ti, using the 

seven categories I discussed above: literacy for personal growth, literacy for social 

growth, social/critical literacy, critical activist literacy, cultural literacy, functionalist 

literacy, and instrumental literacy. 

 Once I coded the data, I grouped data according to data type (interviews, literacy 

autobiographies, etc.) and then used the query tool in Atlas.ti to look for trends by 

searching each data type for the code I wanted to investigate.  For example, when I was 
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looking at literacy for personal growth, I looked through each data type group for the 

code “literacy for personal growth.”  The advantage of using the software was that I 

could perform each search quickly, thus gaining a global sense of each conception as it 

appeared in the data, but also examine the context surrounding each place in the data I 

had coded as literacy for personal growth.  Once I had identified and taken notes on the 

trends that appeared most often and the participants who seemed to have the most content 

units for a particular code, I would begin drafting the data analysis portions of the 

chapters.  Often in the course of discussing the data as I drafted each chapter, I gained 

new insights about the data and the conceptions.  Consequently, I left myself open to 

revising my observations as each chapter unfolded and yielded new insights into the 

participants and the nature of these conceptions. 

 

Chapter Overview 

 The following chapters are organized by the conceptions that I studied, with some 

of the similar conceptions grouped together into the same chapter.  I ordered the chapters 

according to how often each conception showed up in the data.  In Chapter Two: Literacy 

for Personal Growth, I discuss this most individually oriented conception.  Although 

individual conceptions of literacy have been popular in American culture, they have been 

forced out of the mainstream of composition studies, which is why it is particularly 

interesting that this is the conception that showed up the most frequently, in terms of the 

number of content units, in the data I studied. This could, in part, be because 

social/critical ways of viewing literacy are largely alien to newcomers to the fields 

comprising English studies.  This is the focus of Chapter Three: Social/Critical Literacy, 
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which examines the graduate instructors’ initiation into the discourse of composition 

theory, with its heavy emphasis on social/critical ways of viewing literacy.  

Chapter Four: Cultural Literacy discusses the primacy of the text for the graduate 

instructors in this study and its implications for their teaching practice.  In Chapter Five, I 

look at the two functional literacy conceptions: functionalist literacy and instrumental 

literacy and discuss the way in which the graduate instructors related this conception to 

the goals of the first-year course.  Finally, in the final, concluding chapter, I point to some 

of the implications of these findings, both for our training of graduate instructors and the 

future of the field of composition. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
LITERACY FOR PERSONAL GROWTH 

Ever since I was a little girl, I’ve thought that there was something noble and mysterious 
about writing, about the people who could do it well, who could create a world as if they 
were little gods or sorcerers. 

-‐ Anne Lamott, Bird by Bird: Some Instructions on Writing and Life, xxxvii 

In this chapter, I will be examining conceptions of literacy that view literacy 

primarily from the perspective of the individual.  This view was an important one for the 

field of composition as it was defining itself in the 1960s and 1970s, and I would argue 

that it continues to be an influential conception of literacy today for a few reasons.  First, 

in composition, a focus on what individuals actually did as they composed gave birth to 

the process movement, which continues to shape pedagogy in composition and related 

fields today.  Second, views of the writer as autonomous and agentive and as striving for 

both a unifying truth and individual recognition have become a cultural motif, prevalent 

not just within English departments and creative writing camps, where they remain 

attractive reasons for devoting a life to writing, but in conceptions of literacy in society at 

large.  The idea of literacy as a means to personal attainment is particularly attractive 

within a society that values individualism and self-determination.  For this reason, I 

would argue that literacy for personal growth is a defining part of American culture.   

This particular conception of literacy also makes apparent the fact that literacy 

necessarily involves questions of subjectivity, of who is speaking from what position and 

using what discourse.  Literacy for personal growth assumes a unified subjectivity, a 

view that is popular in a society that, as I said, places the autonomous self at the center of 

discourse.  At the same time, first-person and personal writing is often criticized in 

scholarly circles, which tend to privilege more depersonalized, logos-centric writing.  
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Consequently, although this literacy conception was the most popular one among the 

graduate instructors, it also garnered mistrust at many points. 

 

Goggin’s Definition of Literacy for Personal Growth 

In Goggin’s classification system, “literacy for personal growth,” includes 

“assumptions of literacy that were motivated by emphasis on the transcendence and self-

determination of the author” (67).  This conception of literacy views literacy as valuable 

for individuals because it enables personal fulfillment and attainment.   I coded the 

following content unit, from one of Barbara’s Blackboard posts, as literacy for personal 

growth because it emphasized reading for personal enjoyment: 

when school is out I defiantly return to reading “solely for pleasure,” i.e. 
without making a single pencil mark on the page. Some professors have 
said that when literature became their job, they lost the ability and desire 
to read for pleasure. I think that holding on to that part of myself - the 
“curled up by the heater on a Friday afternoon deep into the latest library 
book” part - must be very important to me.  (10 Dec.) 

In this passage, Barbara elevates reading or pleasure above another kind of reading, 

which I would associate more with cultural literacy.  Her description of being “curled up 

by the heater on a Friday afternoon deep into the latest library book” is a useful metaphor 

in thinking about what this particular conception might look like.  It is a largely solitary, 

individual view of literacy, which elevates the aesthetic or pleasurable aspects of reading 

and writing. 

A pedagogy based on this approach may emphasize the needs of individual 

learners, rather than the group.  It may also encourage teachers to institute programs 

geared to individual student interests, such as personalized reading programs in which 

students either select their own texts or have some amount of choice and options geared 
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to different interests.  In this way, literacy for personal growth differs from cultural 

literacy, which might mandate that all students should read canonical texts, or texts that 

inculcate a shared cultural experience and ideology.  This aspect of literacy for personal 

growth is apparent in the following passage from Karen’s first literacy autobiography, in 

which she describes the freeing experience of being able to choose her own texts in 

college.  She says, “College provided the opportunity to relish my feminine connections 

and access voices of difference that allowed for self examination, introspection and a 

reigniting of my creative flame” (10 Sept.).  What Karen shows here is essentially a 

literacy that is ultimately a quest for self, although, admittedly, that quest also appears to 

happen with and through others (she relishes “feminine connections and “voices of 

difference”).  What distinguishes this passage from a more social/critical view of literacy, 

however, is that the ultimate goal for her is a personal one; she craves “self-examination, 

introspection, and a reigniting of . . . [her] creative flame.” 

I will also demonstrate that literacy for personal growth has powerful staying 

power as a conception of literacy because of the many teaching strategies associated with 

it.  Even the graduate instructors, like Jordi, who were initially skeptical about 

encouraging students to make personal connections to what they were writing found this 

to be a pedagogical strategy that she could use to engage her students, particularly when 

they were not interested in the reading or wondered how a curriculum focused on 

historical ideas related to their own lives.  This is particularly poignant in an era that has 

again begun to question such strategies as being indulgent and counter-productive.3  For 

the graduate instructors, though, utilizing pedagogies that encouraged students to connect 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 See, for example, statements made by David Coleman, the new president of the College Board, which I 
discuss on page 314. 
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personally with what they were writing became an easy way in to addressing other 

literacy goals.  Consequently, even the graduate instructors who did not hold this view as 

their primary conception of literacy often made the practices associated with it, such as 

starting class off with a journal response connecting a reading to an aspect of their 

personal experience, part of their teaching practice. 

 

The Historical Roots of Literacy for Personal Growth - Expressivism and Romanticism 

Goggin suggests that the group of theorists most associated with this conception 

of literacy are the expressivists, who view literacy as a “mysterious process and a means 

to an internal truth that may be arrived at through subjective analysis” (67).  In using this 

term, I am conscious of the ways in which scholars have used it as a pejorative for other 

scholars.  As Wendy Bishop, one scholar who has been labeled as an expressivist, 

contends “key-expressivists (so-called, not self-labeled) are frequently cast as convenient 

straw-men, as now-aging, no longer compositionally-hip, and therefore slightly 

embarrassing advocates of a 1960s touchy-feely pedagogy from which professionals in 

composition are currently trained to distance themselves” (10).  This is why I prefer and 

will use Goggin’s label, literacy for personal growth, when referring to the conception.   

However, I will sometimes invoke the term expressivist because it has been such an often 

mentioned term in the field of composition that it is difficult to avoid when discussing the 

camp represented by theorists like Peter Elbow, Wendy Bishop, and Donald Murray and 

characterized by Romantic ways of viewing the composing process.   

Winterowd and others have argued that the expressivists are best understood as 

neo-Romantics because of the ways in which their thoughts on composition have drawn 
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on Romantic philosophy.  In particular, the notion of writing as organic, as drawing 

inspiration from some infinite whole, as unified, is in much Romantic thought.  In 

Nature, Ralph Waldo Emerson describes this Romantic sense of unity, saying, “A leaf, a 

drop, a crystal, a moment of time is related to the whole, and partakes of the perfection of 

the whole” (42).   In Emerson’s description, perfection comes from the whole, or the 

Over-Soul, his term for the divine spirit, and this perfection can be accessed through 

one’s divine connection to nature.  At the same time, the individual is, for Emerson, the 

most important unit of society, and it is through inward searching, rather than empirical 

study, that one gains access to the Over-Soul.   Thus, the Emerson of Self-Reliance 

declares, “To believe in your own thought, to believe that what is true for you in your 

private heart is true for all men, - that is genius” (121).  Unity and perfection exist within 

each person, but the individual has to quiet the voices of society and conformity in order 

to access them.   

Emerson was heavily influenced by Immanuel Kant and Samuel Taylor Coleridge 

(as well as Kant through Coleridge), whose description of Milton, in Biographia 

Literaria as “listening to the music of his own thoughts” is similar to Emerson’s advice in 

Self-Reliance to “listen to the voices which we hear in solitude” (394, 122).4  Both ideas 

draw on Immanuel Kant’s metaphysics and, specifically, his rejection of David Hume’s 

empiricism.  Kant’s idea that knowledge can exist a priori facilitates Coleridge and 

Emerson’s adherence to rationalism and the ability to know God through the intellect.5  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 Both Coleridge and Emerson, at different points in their writing, use musical terms to describe the 
experience of listening to nature, rather than attuning to the artifice of society.  This seems connected to 
their sense of writing as connected to the internal voice of nature. 
5 Coleridge and Emerson differ from Kant in that he, despite arguing that we cannot know God only 
through empiricism, or a study of the world using the senses, asserts that neither can we know God only 
through reason.  Kant thus rejects both pure empiricism and pure rationalism. 
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Consequently, the individual in Coleridge and Emerson achieves primacy because it is 

through individual contemplation that one knows God or the Over-Soul.  Drawing on the 

German idealists Johann Gottlieb Fichte and Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph Schelling, 

Coleridge argues for the centrality of “the SUM, or the I am,” saying, “In this, and in this 

alone, object and subject, being and knowing, are identical, each involving and supposing 

each other” (Biographia Literaria 475).  For Coleridge, being involves an act of self-

creation through knowing.  Because of this, the imagination is also central to 

Romanticism. 

Many of the theorists who I would place in the literacy for personal growth camp 

borrow this notion of the individual as connected to the whole in their descriptions of 

invention.  Elbow sounds particularly Emersonian in his description of why freewriting 

works: 

in those portions where your mind has somehow gotten into highgear and 
produced a set of words that grows organically out of a thought or feeling 
or perception . . . the integration of meanings is at a finer level than you 
can achieve by conscious planning or arranging.  Sometimes when 
someone speaks or writes about something that is very important to him, 
the words he produces have this striking integration or coherence: he isn’t 
having to plan and work them out one by one.  They are all permeated by 
his meaning.  The meanings have been blended at a finer level, integrated 
more thoroughly.  Not merely manipulated by his mind, but, rather, sifted 
through his entire self.  In such writing you don’t feel mechanical 
cranking, you don’t hear the gears change.  When there are transitions they 
are smooth, natural, organic.  It is as though every word is permeated by 
the meaning of the whole. (9) 

This description of freewriting has much in common with Emerson’s theory of 

“spontaneous impression” (Self-Reliance 121).  Just as Emerson thinks that one can 

access the divine spirit by quieting the voices of society, Elbow thinks that by quieting 

the voices of our internal editors, of teachers, of anyone who doesn’t believe in us, we 

can produce good writing.  In addition, the passage above is striking in the way that it 
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borrows from Romantic conceptions of organic unity.  Because of this unity, meaning is 

“sifted through . . . [the freewriter’s] entire self” and “every word is permeated by the 

meaning of the whole” (Elbow 9).  Moreover, this permeation is “smooth, natural, 

organic” rather than mechanical – you “don’t hear the gears change” (Elbow 9).  By 

freeing oneself, the writer accesses what Emerson calls the “preestablished harmony” 

inherent in the “divine idea that each of us represents” (Self-Reliance 121). 

Also central to this Romantic view of composing is the realization of the self in 

writing, which Elbow calls voice.  He describes what he means by voice, saying, 

In your natural way of producing words there is a sound, a texture, a 
rhythm – a voice – which is the main source of power in your writing.  I 
don’t know how it works, but this voice is the force that will make a 
reader listen to you, the energy that drives the meanings through his thick 
skull. (6) 

Voice here implies the notion a writerly presence behind the text.  Although Elbow 

argues that he does not “know how it works,” some of the Romantics connected voice 

explicitly to nature.  Jean Jacques Rousseau, for example, says in Emile that the 

conscience “speaks to us in the language of nature” (359).  However, as Emerson would 

later say, few hear this voice because people attend instead to the voices of society.  

Nature, consequently, becomes something that we access internally, often in the absence 

of others.  As Joseph Harris argues in A Teaching Subject: Composition Since 1966, the 

presence of voice in writing also implies that voice is “what makes writing honest, 

authentic, personal, original, human” (24).  This notion of voice as authenticity was 

particularly evident in Lily’s data. 

This idea that in order to produce effective prose, we need to quiet the voices of 

society relates to another key part of Elbow’s approach in Writing Without Teachers, 

which is that in order for instructors to teach students to write effectively, they have to 
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get out of the way.  As Elbow argues, “I came to sense something deeply wrong with an 

educational system that made people who were smart think they were stupid” (xiv).  

Elbow and others thus explored the possibility of decentering the classroom and making 

the individual student, rather than the teacher, the center of the composing process.  In 

doing so, they hearkened back to the growth model, posited by British scholars in the 

famous 1966 Dartmouth Seminar.  According to Harris, for growth theorists, “schools 

and teachers tended to be seen as getting in the way of growth that would otherwise occur 

naturally” (15).  They looked at the real work of the teacher as being “supportive and 

nurturing, as working with rather than challenging what her students have to say” (15).  

These ideas hearken back to Romantic, organic views of literacy. 

For the growth theorists, part of this nurturing process involves believing in 

students’ natural ability.  Elbow demonstrates this most clearly in his descriptions of the 

believing game and the doubting game.  For him, the believing game as a way of 

balancing the doubting game, which he argues is the dominant mode of critiquing 

writing.  In the doubting game, you “seek truth by indirection – through seeking error” 

(148). This view might be associated with the current-traditional or functionalist ways of 

seeing literacy that dominated writing instruction before the 1970s.  Elbow argues, with 

validity, I think, that “the doubting game gets some of its monopoly through the success 

of natural science since the seventeenth century” (150).  With post-positivism comes the 

idea that everything should be doubted and that, moreover, theories can be disproven but 

never proven.  Elbow pulls instead for a way of balancing this tendency through the 

believing game in which one, instead, believes “all assertions” (148).  As I will discuss in 
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the section on the relationship between this literacy conception and women’s ways of 

knowing, this idea is connected to a nurturing view of teaching. 

At the same time, Elbow’s thought differs from the Romantics I have been 

discussing in a few important ways.  For him, free writing may liberate us from the 

constraints of the critics we have internalized, but it does not necessarily produce an out-

flowing of good prose.  We have to free ourselves, too, of the pressure to produce a 

perfect first draft and acknowledge that much will have to be thrown away.  Thus, 

Coleridge’s notion, which he relates in the preface to Kubla Khan, of the whole poem 

arriving to him in a vision during a “profound sleep” does not jibe with Elbow’s idea that 

“If you do freewriting regularly, much or most of it will be far inferior to what you can 

produce through care and rewriting” (181, 9).  Writing “garbage,” in Elbow’s example, or 

“shitty first drafts,” in creative writer Anne Lamott’s, is both a way to get started and 

produce good prose and a way to get rid of all the bad prose clogging up the works.  

Elbow asserts, “there is garbage in your head; if you don’t get it out onto paper, it really 

will infect everything else up there” (8).  As Elbow notes in his introduction to Writing 

Without Teachers, mixed in with his advice is a therapeutic model of writing that he got 

from his research in the field of cognitive psychology and his experience in group therapy 

(xxx-xxxi).  Elbow says of his experience “as a member of a therapy group” that 

“Because it was enormously helpful to me in learning to live a more productive and 

connected personal life, I know I internalized a lot of important lessons and applied them 

to my outlook on teaching and learning” (xxxi).  In particular, Elbow’s emphasis in 

Writing Without Teachers on peer writing groups as an important part of the writing 

pedagogy demonstrates this influence. 
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Elbow also mitigates some of the concerns of theorists with more social views of 

writing that Romantic conceptions of literacy make invention a mysterious process and 

thus something that presumably cannot be taught.  Such ideas would assume that good 

writing is the product of genius or, at least, talent, and some people have it and some do 

not.  No special “writing faculty,” exists, Elbow argues, and neither is writing simply a 

matter of inspiration in which “some god or muse comes down and breathes into you” 

(13).  Although Elbow does not advocate this view of the writing process as inspired or 

mysterious, it would show up in the literacy conceptions of some of the participants, 

particularly Karen and Jordi. 

Indeed, several Romantic theorists have argued that this understanding of genius 

as individual and divinely inspired among some of the key Romantic figures actually 

belied the very social, political nature of their work.  For example, in Multiple Authorship 

and the Myth of Solitary Genius, Jack Stillinger demonstrates that, although Romantic 

conceptions of literacy privilege ideas like originality and creative genius, which we 

would usually associate with conceptions of literacy that are more oriented to the 

individual than to the group, many works of literature, and, indeed, many works by the 

Romantic poets, are collaborative productions, involving multiple authors.  Stillinger 

points, for example, to William Wordsworth and Coleridge’s collaboration on Lyrical 

Ballads, despite the fact that the text referred to a singular, though anonymous, author in 

its first edition and then used only Wordsworth’s name in the three subsequent editions 

(70).  A similar argument could be made about Percy Bysshe Shelley’s additions and 

amendments to Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein.   
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Similarly, Jeffrey N. Cox, in Poetry and Politics in the Cockney School, contends 

that although the second generation of Romantic poets, known as the Cockney School 

and including the “visionary company of Shelley, Byron, Hunt, Reynolds, Smith, Hazlitt, 

and others,” have often been considered as a “a temporal gathering of distinct voices,” 

they were “defined both internally and externally as a group working to reform culture 

and society” (4-5).  This statement complicates our notion of the Romantics as champions 

of individualism, who composed privately, crediting genius or inspiration as the source of 

invention.  It also reminds us that the countercultural ideals put forth by this group were 

sometimes intended not as an excuse to isolate oneself from society but rather to reform 

it.   

My larger point in invoking Stillinger and Cox is that the conception of literacy 

expressed by the nineteenth-century Romantics is much more complex than a simple 

privileging of the self-reliant genius.  Indeed, differences among the Romantics 

themselves complicate a monolithic view of this group.  However, what I am most 

concerned with is how the Romantics’ legacy has been felt in society and the English 

department.  In other words, it is not so much the conceptions of literacy that the 

Romantics held but how English departments and the larger society have used or 

construed this group.  The influence of Romanticism on literary studies, as a field, has led 

to a focus on self rather than group advancement.  As Stillinger, argues, “widespread 

discussion of such topics as inspiration, originality, creativity, and genius” during the 

Romantic period continued through the Victorian period and “became a large element in 

the formal study of literature when English departments and curricula were instituted in 

colleges and universities toward the end of the nineteenth century” (7).  Consequently, 
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although some of the Romantics articulated more social and political views of literacy, 

their legacy has resulted in a concentration on the individual. 

Winterowd comments that the Romanticism of members of literature departments 

is “tacit but pervasive, like the cultural values inherited from one’s home” (9).  This tacit 

understanding of literacy was also apparent to different degrees among all of the 

participants in the study.  This indicates that this view of literacy is widespread, 

communicated to these participants in subtle and overt ways by teachers from high school 

to graduate school and reinforced by a societal view of literacy that values autonomy 

above collaboration. 

 

Cognitive and Process Views of Literacy 

Within composition, theorists who belong in the “literacy as personal growth” 

camp also sought a departure from views of literacy that focused on product, which I will 

discuss in the chapter on functionalist literacy.  In this way, we can also see literacy as 

personal growth as a reaction against the functionalist literacy that became the dominant 

paradigm in teaching composition from the late nineteenth through the early to mid-

twentieth century.  In 1970, Donald M. Murray argued for an “interior view of 

composing,” which he saw as a departure from earlier “exterior views” centered on the 

end product of composing (“Interior View” 21).  This view, Murray argues, is “frankly 

personal” and “reveals that writing is an individual search for meaning in life” (“Interior 

View” 21).  While this led Murray and others to explore the uses of personal and 

narrative writing, the process theorists turned to cognitive psychology.  In 1981, Linda 

Flower, along with psychologist John Hayes, made important advances in cognitive 
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research on writing by charting what happens in someone’s mind as he or she is 

composing.  Flower and Hayes posited that the best way to understand writing was as a 

set of “basic cognitive processes or thinking skills” (276).  Because they were attempting 

to capture what they saw as an interior process, they used thinking aloud protocols to 

“capture a detailed record of what is going on in the writer’s mind during the act of 

composing itself” (277).  Critics of this view of writing have argued that the protocol 

does not fully account for the social nature of composing.  Other than the mention of 

“Audience” in what Flower and Hayes call the “Task Environment,” Flower and Hayes 

depict the composing process as a solitary one, even with the added presence of the 

investigator (277).   

Elbow, like Flower and Hayes, was influenced by movements in cognitive 

psychology.  However, Elbow differs from the cognitivists in that his approach to 

studying writing was to rely on introspection, something that Flower and Hayes argue is 

unreliable.  In other words, although Flower and Hayes’ work was introspective, it relied 

on a different methodology than Elbow’s.   

 

Literacy for Personal Growth and the Work of Women 

The relationship between personal understandings of literacy and feminine 

models of composing is supported by the contention made by some feminist composition 

theorists that the reaction against product, which shaped the field in its early years, is also 

associated with a feminization of our conception of writing.  For example, in 

“Composing as a Woman,” Elizabeth Flynn argues,  

The emerging field of composition studies could be described as a 
feminization of our previous conceptions of how writers write and how 
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writing should be taught.  In exploring the nature of the writing process, 
composition specialists expose the limitations of previous product-
oriented approaches by demystifying the product and in so doing 
empowering developing writers and readers. (243) 

In other words, Flynn contends that in the reaction against product, or what I will call 

functionalist models of composing, the new field of composition affirmed a commitment 

to “the ideal of the committed teacher concerned about the growth and maturity of her 

students” (244).  Whereas the functionalist or current-traditional models for writing were 

restrictive and authoritative, the new way of thinking about writing was nurturing and 

responsive to the individual.  For Flynn, the “authoritative father” is replaced with “an 

image of a nurturing mother” (244). 

As Flynn’s use of language suggests, some of the theorists associated with 

literacy for personal growth also used feminine metaphors in their descriptions of 

composing.  Growth, as the name of this conception is often a central metaphor, 

connected both to the organic models of composing and to the sense that Flynn describes 

above, of the teacher responding to her students and thus helping them grow and mature.  

Male composition theorists have also used these metaphors.  Elbow, for example, 

famously employed the metaphors of “growing” and “cooking” in his description of the 

writing process in Writing Without Teachers, and Wendy Bishop adopted Elbow’s 

metaphors in her argument that in order to effectively mentor our students we need to 

encourage “believing behavior,” which will help “us make sure something grows” (506).  

In “Feminism in Composition: Inclusion Metonymy, and Disruption,” Joy S. Ritchie and 

Kathleen Boardman discuss how some feminists have called the composition scholars 

who founded the field in the 1970s the “foremothers” of composition for their emphasis 

on “nurturing, collaboration, revisioning, and decentering” (15).  Ritchie and Boardman 
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also demonstrate that Flynn and others have ascribed this image to some of the male 

compositionists in this category as well, like James Britton, Elbow and others. 

As I will discuss in the chapter on social/critical literacy, although much feminist 

theory entails more social/critical ways of seeing literacy, within composition, Ritchie 

and Boardman contend, “feminist writing is . . . [often] grounded in accounts of personal 

experience” (9).  Citing Susan Miller, they are argue that “Feminization refers to the 

gendering of the entire field of composition and of various activities that have taken place 

within it (nonhierarchical pedagogy, the writing process movement, ‘romantic’ 

philosophies, nurturing of writing)” (20).   

As Ritchie and Boardman demonstrate, this conception has often been depicted as 

a more nurturing view of literacy, a view that feminists in composition have both 

embraced, as in the case of Terry Myers Zawacki, and resisted, like Susan Jarratt.6  

Eileen Schell perhaps best outlines the complications created by this more personal view 

of literacy and gender in Gypsy Academics and Mother-Teachers: Gender, Contingent 

Labor, and Writing Instruction, which argues that women are over-represented in 

composition instruction’s laboring under-class and that women are “more likely to be 

unemployed and underemployed after receiving doctoral degrees and more likely to be 

stereotyped as those willing to take lesser paid, lesser status teaching jobs” (7).  Schell 

traces this attitude to the connection between teaching and Republican motherhood in 

nineteenth-century America and the argument that women were especially suited to 

teaching because of their maternal nature (23).  More recently, Kelly Ritter in her CCC 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 See, for example, “Recomposing as a Woman – An Essay in Different Voices,” by Terry Myers Zawacki 
and “Feminism and Composition: The Case for Conflict,” by Susan Jarratt, both of which have been 
anthologized in Feminism and Composition: A Critical Sourcebook, edited by Gesa E. Kirsch et al. and 
published by Bedford/St. Martin’s. 
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article “‘Ladies Who Don’t Know Us Correct Our Papers’: Postwar Lay Reader 

Programs and Twenty-First Century Contingent Labor in First-Year Writing,” speaks of 

the “tacit social understanding of the teaching of writing, and its associated duties, as 

women’s work – as what mother figures, or nurturers, are especially equipped to do” 

(401).  Although both Schell and Ritter point to the problems that can arise with this 

gendered notion of the teacher, the idea of the teacher as nurturer came up frequently in 

the data of the Lily, Karen, and Barbara. 

This feminine, nurturing view of composition is often contrasted with conceptions 

of literacy in composition that are grounded in rhetorical theory and highlight masculine 

conceptions of literacy as argument and conflict or cultural views of literacy that 

emphasize hierarchy.  For example, Zawacki, who argues that there is a “link between the 

personal essay and feminine forms of knowledge and expression,” cites Keith Fort, who 

argues that “the standard critical essay . . . ‘conditions students to think in terms of 

authority and hierarchy’ and to write in a spirit of competitiveness” (316).  Zawacki 

instead uses her gardening as a metaphor for writing, implicitly referencing the organic 

notions of growth I have just connected to literacy for personal growth.  Talking about 

how her mother used to respond with delight when she “discovered that flowers she had 

planted in one space had somehow made their way to other sports about the yard,” 

Zawacki proposes using the personal essay because of “its openness, how it pulls from 

here and there, observing, reflecting, moving through disconnections to make 

connections” (314-315).  Although this notion of literacy does not necessarily have to be 

gendered and certainly does not apply to all theorists who I would place in this camp, it 
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did seem to be a way of thinking about literacy that appeared in the data I collected from 

the female participants. 

 

Eastern Influences on Literacy for Personal Growth 

 While we think of the centrality of the self as being a Western and, particularly, 

an American phenomena, it also appears in Eastern philosophy, although admittedly in 

different ways.  This background is particularly important in the context of this study 

because of Lily’s commitment to yoga and Eastern philosophy and the way in which this 

influenced her conception of literacy.  Lily was a student of Kripalu Yoga, an American 

form of yoga that developed in the 1960s as Eastern philosophy began to influence the 

West.  The website for the Kripalu Yoga Center, for example, marks 1966 as its year of 

inception.  In his 1983 article “Writing, Inner Speech, and Meditation,” James Moffett 

points to the work of Tarthang Tulku, a Tibetan Buddhist who established a meditation 

center in Berkeley, California in 1969 with his wife.  Not coincidentally, this became 

popular at the same time that composition was really beginning to emerge as a field and 

the focus on the individual composing self was taking hold.  For example, Harris points 

to the 1966 Dartmouth Seminar as a kind of starting date for the modern field of 

composition in which American and British teachers came together and the “old model of 

teaching centered the transmission of skills (composition) and knowledge (literature) 

gave way to a growth model focused on the experiences of students and how these are 

shaped by their uses of language” (1).  Harris cites the views of Moffett, who was in 

attendance at this conference, who later drew on concepts from meditation in order to 

argue for it as a way of controlling “inner speech,” which he argues is “the matrix of all 
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writing” (234).  Moffett argues that through the practice of yoga, one is able to 

“transcend . . . intellectual knowledge” (235).  Although concepts from yoga and 

meditation never became central to the field of composition, it is easy to see how they 

might fit in with a view of writing based on having students, in Harris’ words, 

“experiment with personal and expressive uses of language” (30). 

The Eastern philosophy on which this modern understanding of yoga is based has 

many similarities to the Romantics in its understanding of the self.  In fact, the American 

Transcendentalists, Emerson and Thoreau, both held the Bhagavad Gita in high regard, 

with Emerson declaring it be “the first of books” in his journals (Journals 360).  Indeed, 

Stephen Mitchell, whose translation of the Bhagavad Gita was the one that Lily used in 

her class, notes that the “Gita was one of the books that Thoreau took with him on his 

retreat to Walden Pond” (199).  Many of the Eastern philosophies on which yoga is based 

also influenced the American Transcendentalists, Emerson and Thoreau.   

The Bhagavad Gita, which Lily used extensively when she taught the first unit of 

her composition class on Gandhi and nonviolence, describes the self as the ultimate 

means of connection to God.  In the Gita, the “vast embodied Self / is ageless, 

fathomless, eternal” (2.21).  One finds contentment by arriving at “perfect peace in the 

Self” (3.17) and thus with Krishna, the “supreme Self” who inhabits all beings (13.30).  

This connection of the self to the divine, which is also evident in Romantic philosophy 

and, in particular, Emerson’s description of the Oversoul, is clear in the Bhagavad Gita as 

well when Krishna describes the self to Arjuna, saying, “When he sees that the myriad 

beings / emanate from the One / and have their source in the One, / that man gains 

ultimate freedom” (13.30).  And, just as in Emerson, the Bhagavad Gita advocates “an 
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intense love of solitude” and a “distaste for involvement with worldly affairs” (13.10).  

Through yoga, then, the being strives toward the supreme Self, or God by finding him 

within the meditating self.  The self, again, becomes the source of inspiration and truth. 

The self of the Bhagavad Gita is differs in some important ways from the self that 

we see in some Romantic thought.  In the Gita, one who is able to “focus his whole 

mind” on God, through the Self actually winds up in a place of selflessness, “free from all 

thoughts of ‘I’ and ‘mine’” (2.71).  In this divine state, the wise one actually “vanishes, 

into God’s bliss” (2.72).  Paradoxically, in the Gita, finding oneself also results in loss of 

self.  This concept seemed particularly influential for Lily, as I will discuss in the 

upcoming section on her literacy autobiography. 

 

Coding for Literacy for Personal Growth 

Following Goggin’s classification system, I coded statements across the data I 

collected as literacy for personal growth when they referred to “discovery of self, 

authenticity, voice, empowerment, . . . [or] authority” (81).  Using Knoblauch, I also 

included pedagogical approaches that advocated expressive writing and personalized 

reading programs or curricula (78).  Finally, after looking at the work of Louise 

Rosenblatt, a theorist who Lily studied in her prior graduate work and cited a few points 

during our interview, I found the issues of motivation and engagement to connect to this 

conception of literacy in the context of this study, particularly in the ways that the 

graduate instructors justified using pedagogical approaches that encouraged self-

exploration in the classroom.   
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Initial Observations on this Conception of Literacy 

 Literacy for personal growth was a pervasive, though often unacknowledged, 

conception of literacy among the participants.  I assigned more segments of data to this 

code than any other single code, with 309 total codes representing literacy for personal 

growth, compared to 226 for social/critical literacy, the next largest category.  Of course, 

these numbers alone are hardly representative of the whole story.  First of all, they are 

skewed by the fact that I assigned more codes to Lily’s data than to any other participant: 

her data had a total of 190 codes, with Jordi coming in next at 159 codes.  Because over 

60% of the codes in Lily’s data were for literacy for personal growth, which, incidentally, 

is the largest percentage any of the participants had for any one code, this could have 

made this category seem more ubiquitous than it was.  Nevertheless, the data suggest that 

this understanding of literacy is an intrinsic part of our culture.  Even though I anticipated 

I would find this conception to some extent, given the pervasiveness of individual 

conceptions of composing in American society, it was surprising to me that this 

conception was so dominant in the data, given that the field of composition has moved 

away from this conception over the past twenty to thirty years.   

Even more interesting was the fact that the two participants who most aligned 

themselves with this conception of literacy were Lily and Karen, the two comp/rhet 

graduate students.  This suggests that many new comp/rhet students come to graduate 

school not really knowing the more social/critical emphasis that is more current in the 

field.  Instead, it could be that many new scholars are drawn to the field because of more 

personal reasons for writing and pursuing a career in academia.  In short, although the 

field has, in many senses, moved on from this conception, its influence is still present.  
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 In the context of this study, this conception of literacy was also much maligned. 

What the participants in the study seemed to react against the most was the use of 

personal experience in academic writing, which is often connected with expressivist 

pedagogy.  For example, in Garrett’s interview, he told me, “I don’t like personal 

experience that much.  It sort of gives me the willies” (20 Oct.).  Even Barbara, who 

sometimes referred to literacy for personal growth in describing her own literacy 

development said, “I’m wary of assignments that bring in personal experience, though.  I 

feel like then there’s no chance to experience empathy” (Field notes, 22 Oct.).  Barbara’s 

statement implies that one of the purposes of literacy is its ability to take us outside of 

ourselves, a goal that she thought writing using personal experience would obscure.  Still, 

perhaps because of the fact that many viewed literacy as a means to enjoyment as one of 

the reasons for pursuing a career in academia, many of the graduate instructors were 

attracted to this conception of literacy.  Indeed, as I will discuss in the section on teaching 

observations, watching Lily in the classroom made me let go of my own reservations 

about this conception of literacy, particularly as it relates to teaching.  It is for this reason 

that I will end this chapter by talking about how literacy for personal growth could be 

reincorporated into the field of composition. 

 

The Literacy Autobiographies 

The participants wrote two drafts of their literacy autobiographies, one at the 

beginning and one at the end of the semester.  In the early autobiographies, I counted 21 

content units representing literacy for personal growth, spread over five of the seven 

participants: Lily, Barbara, Jordi, Garrett, and Karen.  It is noteworthy that the only male 
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participant who had codes for this conception of literacy in his first autobiography was 

Garrett; neither Max nor Blake had any codes at all for literacy for personal growth.  In 

addition, only three content units in Garrett’s autobiography represented literacy for 

personal growth, and, interestingly, all of these codes reference his grandmother, a figure 

who he seems to think of representing this conception of foregrounds the idea of literacy 

for personal enjoyment: 

My grandmother . . . is the first person I remember sharing an enjoyment 
for reading with.  Because my parents worked crazy hours at their jobs and 
because they did not have money for childcare, I spent a good deal of time 
at my grandparents’ house growing up (10 Sept.). 

The other two content units that I coded literacy for personal growth also referenced his 

grandmother and the idea of reading purely for enjoyment.  As I will discuss further in 

the following chapters, although Garrett’s grandmother became symbolic of this kind of 

literacy for him, it was ultimately a conception of literacy that he rejected in favor of 

cultural literacy.  He says, at the end of his autobiography, “Though I try not to judge my 

grandmother for reading detective fiction, I do. . . . The irony, of course, is that my 

grandmother taught me to like reading and Quinn taught me to fear it” (10 Sept.).  

Consequently, although literacy for personal growth was a powerful early motivator for 

him, I did not see Garrett, at least in the autobiographies, as being representative of 

someone who is influenced by this conception of literacy.   

Although it is hard to generalize based on the experiences of such a small group, 

the fact that literacy for personal growth was so prevalent among the women’s 

autobiographies over the men’s leads me to believe that, as theorists like Flynn and 

Zawacki suggest, there is a strong gendered component to this conception of literacy.  In 

the one case when it does show up, in Garrett’s autobiography, it is associated with a 
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maternal figure, his grandmother, and is a conception that he ultimately rejects in favor of 

cultural literacy.  In the passage that I cited from Karen’s autobiography in the beginning 

of the chapter, this connection between personal writing and feminine ways of knowing is 

particularly apparent.  According to Karen, “College provided the opportunity to relish . . 

. [her] feminine connections” and it is through these connections that she can “access 

voices of difference that allowed for self examination, introspection and a reigniting of 

my creative flame” (10 Sept.). 

This relationship between gender and literacy for personal growth continued in 

the later autobiographies; although codes for personal growth showed up in the narratives 

of all seven participants, it was more concentrated in the women’s narratives, with Lily, 

Barbara, Jordi, and Karen having 7, 4, 8, and 9 content units, respectively, and Max, 

Blake, and Garrett, having 5, 3, and 6.  In addition, when the men in the study discussed 

this perspective in their autobiographies, they associated it primarily with female figures 

in their lives or with early conceptions of literacy that they later rejected, as in the case of 

Garrett that I described above. 

 Although I am arguing that Garrett’s conception of literacy in the early 

autobiography was much more cultural, one thing he shared with Lily and Karen, who I 

will be discussing in the upcoming sections, is the sense of a natural affinity to literacy 

which later becomes disrupted by school and, in Garrett’s case, competition with a peer.  

The idea voiced by Elbow and the British scholars at the Dartmouth Seminar of 

children’s attraction to literacy being natural and of it being disrupted by the artificial 

environment of the school was particularly apparent in these early autobiographies. 
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Lily – Writing Without Originality 

 Lily’s first literacy autobiography was dominated by content units for literacy for 

personal growth, focusing on three main themes: originality, authenticity, and healing.  

Her narrative is also a tale of personal growth: she goes from an early belief in the 

concept of originality to a later rejection of it in order to embrace the concepts of 

authenticity and healing, two ideas that were omnipresent in her other data.   

The individual responsible for her early turmoil surrounding the idea of 

originality was a professor she had her senior year of college, which she attended at a 

prestigious university in New England.  Lily begins her narrative by declaring,  

As a student of writing, I fell into the paradigm of thinking that everything 
I wrote had to bring a new idea into the world.  I thought originality 
reigned over every other quality of writing.  This belief I held further 
reinforced itself my senior year in college in a class called European 
Modernism and the German Novel.  My professor was Thomas Keller, an 
Austrian who grew up in Texas and greeted us in boisterous German while 
in cowboy boots.  He explained that Animal Farm did not present new 
ideas and that allegories just created symbols.  For this reason, he told us, 
this novel did not contribute to a new way of seeing the world.  Showing 
the reader elements of the world represented by symbols does not widen 
the lens with which he views it.  It only tries to convince him to equate 
one thing with another, as the author did.  I agreed with my Professor.  
Because of this class, I have become a more discriminatory reader. (10 
Sept.) 

In privileging originality, Lily essentially invokes an understanding of literacy as 

autonomous; the writer has to “bring a new idea into the world” rather than collaborating 

with others or reinventing an idea already in the zeitgeist (10 Sept.).   

The idea of originality is certainly connected to Romantic ideas of literacy as 

something that arises from within, a product of an individual’s communion with the 

divine.  However, originality as Lily describes it in this passage is more indicative of 

another conception: cultural literacy.  In the sense that Professor Keller, according to 
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Lily’s narrative, qualifies literacy, it creates a hierarchy of texts, with more original texts, 

those that “contribute to a new way of seeing the world,” as privileged above those, like 

Animal Farm, that do not.  Consequently, as I interpret of the passage above, although 

Lily is attracted to this understanding of literacy and “agreed with . . . [her] Professor,” 

perhaps because of its elevation of the literacy as something that comes from within, 

inspired by Genius or creativity, she also finds this way of thinking about texts 

problematic later on.  The use of past tense in this first paragraph is indicative of this 

tension.  Until the last sentence, the past tense seems to hint that she had since revised 

this understanding of literacy, or found fault with it.  However, the last sentence, which is 

in present tense, defies this expectation.  Lily concludes that it is because of this class that 

she became “a more discriminatory reader” (10 Sept.).  In this final sentence, Lily seems 

to indicate a respect for cultural literacy, motivated perhaps by the same sort of fear of it 

that Garrett describes in his literacy autobiography. 

Nevertheless, Lily goes on to discuss how this view of literacy became 

challenging for her, especially in her early twenties, which she identifies as a particularly 

formative period for her as a writer.  As Lily recounts, 

But new problems developed in my writing.  I wanted to write, but at 
twenty-two, felt I had no original ideas to contribute to the world.  I had 
suffered pain and experienced joy, which happened to everyone.  How 
could these experiences compare to any of the ideas we had talked about 
in class, like Susan Sonntag’s “Illness as a Metaphor,” or Hermann 
Broch’s take on the post Holocaust world affected by a “Disintegration of 
Values?”  In that class, we talked about leibestod (love and death), those 
formless and amorphous entities allowed form through literature. I felt a 
real paradigm shift that semester in how I thought about life.  Later on, 
though, I felt lost, in both my reading and writing, expecting some 
personal transformation that resulted from a novelty in ideas.  I wished for 
everything I read and wrote to freshen my view of the world (10 Sept.). 
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Lily seems to cling to this in some ways Romantic view of literacy suggested by 

Professor Keller, as giving one an original way of viewing the world and, further, of 

literacy as a continual renewing of this perspective.  At the same time, she reacts against 

the cultural literacy that uses this idea of originality to imply that some texts are superior 

to others.  She asks, “How could these experiences compare to any of the ideas we had 

talked about in class . . . ?’”  This fear of not being able to measure up is a paralyzing one 

in this instance, and, just as in Elbow’s account of writing in Writing Without Teachers,7 

it is brought on by the presence of a teacher, in this case her professor who, to use 

Elbow’s words, gets in the way of her “natural way of producing words” (6).  In this 

instance, Lily looks for “some personal transformation,” which demonstrates her 

commitment to the idea of literacy as a means to individual growth.  At the same time, 

because her professor had told her that such a transformation must result “from a novelty 

in ideas,” she finds herself unable to answer this challenge. 

Despite, or perhaps because of, these difficulties, Lily ended up going to graduate 

school to teach English, attending a well-regarded program in the Northeast.  During this 

time, she also got a job working at as a tutor at a small, urban women’s college, which 

offered continuing education opportunities for women who might not have traditionally 

had access to college education.  As she describes it in her autobiography, her struggles 

with her professor’s conception of literacy and the way it called into question her own 

ability continued to affect not only her writing but her tutoring as well.  In the narrative, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 In the Introduction to Writing Without Teachers, Elbow recounts how the phrase “Without Teachers” was 
his way of declaring independence.  He says, “I had come to notice a fundamental asymmetry: students can 
learn without teachers even though teachers cannot teach without students.  The deepest dependency is not 
of students upon teachers, but of teachers upon students.  I’d learned a lot from teachers; I planned to 
contuse as a teacher.  Yet my inability to write had come as I worked with teachers, and I didn’t solve it 
until I worked without teachers” (xiii-xix). 
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she describes her interactions with Sylvia, a woman who was dealing simultaneously 

with issues in her writing and her personal life, saying, “Just a week earlier I had sat with 

Sylvia and desperately pulled ideas out of her” (10 Sept.).  This, again, depicts literacy as 

an individual process – it is something that comes from within, so that, necessarily, any 

ideas Sylvia puts her paper cannot be given to her by Lily but instead must be “pulled out 

of her” (10 Sept.).  Here, Lily seems to invoke the notion of the writer as isolated, 

influenced only by her muse.  However, in the case of tutoring, this notion of literacy 

leads to frustration. 

 Lily is similarly discouraged by the functionalist goals of the tutoring center, 

which instructs her to “teach basic grammar concepts” (10 Sept.).  Lily describes this in 

her meeting with Sylvia, saying 

Inch by inch, we traveled through this paper together, correcting subject 
verb agreement, “ands” that accidentally replaced “ans”, inserted commas, 
took out misused semi-colons, and gave subjects and/or predicates to 
sentence fragments.  Throughout this revision, as I was instructed, I gave 
advice on how to use these various punctuations, defined the term adverb, 
and explained the concepts of independent and dependent clauses. . . . 
Although I had learned in my pedagogy classes that teaching grammar 
proved ineffective outside the context of writing, I listened to my boss (10 
Sept.).   

But just as her inability to produce something original paralyzed Lily’s writing, Sylvia 

seems to struggle through this grammar instruction, discouraged by her incapacity to 

write correctly.  As Lily recounts it, “Sylvia lowered her eyes at her paper that I had 

marked up with many more mistakes than she had anticipated” (10 Sept.).   

It is at this point in her narrative that Lily takes on the role of nurturer and 

supporter, a role which exemplifies the sometimes gendered nature of this conception and 

which I would later see when I observed her classes.  The concept of the literacy 

instructor as nurturer was present, to some extent, in almost everything she had to say 
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about literacy.  In the narrative, she responds to her tutee’s resignation, saying, “Sylvia, 

this is your art, it came right out of you, artists make the art first, then they worry about 

the details” (10 Sept).  This statement was important to me as I analyzed Lily’s 

autobiography for two reasons.  In the first place, her conception of literacy, in this 

instance, becomes marked with her rejection of the two more traditional conceptions of 

literacy: functionalist literacy and cultural literacy.  Just as literacy for personal growth 

within the field of composition began partly as a reaction against current-traditional 

rhetoric, so too Lily’s conception of literacy rejects the focus on grammar and form 

above content.  Second, and perhaps more importantly, the way in which she describes 

art in this instance conveys how much personal conceptions of literacy are central to her 

understanding.  She describes art as something that comes “right out of you,” 

unencumbered by lesser considerations, those other “details” like grammar. This 

demonstrated a particularly Romantic, inward-looking model of composing.  The fact 

that this statement was able to “lift . . . [Sylvia’s] spirits” gave Lily the impetus to move 

on with her instruction with renewed faith and to cement in her the role as nurturer. 

 She continues to describe this role in her interactions with other students as well.  

She relates, “Some students walked in proud having worked though an aching heart by 

writing a poem about ‘hurt n healing.’  I met some people who had never written before.  

And, as a tutor who had time to give focused, individualized attention, it was hard to feel 

cynical” (10 Sept.).  This one-on-one work, besides helping Lily’s tutees, appears to have 

been crucial to Lily’s development as well, and it is particularly significant that she 

focuses on literacy’s role in “healing” in this passage.  Literacy for healing, of course, is 

also a very inward-directed way of thinking about literacy, in which literacy takes on a 
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therapeutic dimension, not unlike what Elbow describes.  This aspect of literacy, which 

she perceives as so important for her tutees becomes important for herself as well; it is 

means for getting past the skepticism her European literature professor bestowed on her.  

Lily’s story demonstrates, in other words, the healing potential of this conception. 

On the other hand, Lily also describes the way in which her professor’s emphasis 

on originality continues to haunt her.  She says,  

Professor Keller’s notion sometimes came through in my mind.  Was I to 
make all the effort to teach grammar in order for my students to convey 
ideas that had been conveyed thousands of times for thousands of years? . 
. . In Sylvia’s case, when she wrote, she could express herself, heal 
herself, and validate her story.  But did this make her story worth reading 
to anyone other than her?” (10 Sept.) 

In Lily’s conception of literacy, these goals of expression, healing, and validation held 

significant currency.  At the same time, Lily sees how, in her professor’s eyes, such goals 

would be besides the point because “her story [wouldn’t be] worth reading to anyone 

other than her” (10 Sept.).  Lily’s story demonstrates the ways in which one’s conception 

of literacy can be defined as much as a reaction against an idea as it can be in concert 

with one.  She ultimately rejects her professor’s ideas at the end of this first 

autobiography, proclaiming, “My gravest concern with the bittersweet knowledge Herr 

Keller had bestowed on his students was that this world would actually run out of ideas to 

write about.  How could I keep writing with the knowledge of this possibility?  How 

could I begin to teach writing with the knowledge that all thoughts had been thought?” 

(10 Sept.).  For Lily, then, cultural literacy seems to yield a kind of stasis, a backward-

looking way of seeing literacy.   
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Her realization at the end of her autobiography is so similar to Elbow’s premise in 

Writing Without Teachers, a book she told me she had never read, it is striking.  Lily 

concludes, 

Writing is not self-serving and its intention is not solely to manipulate the 
author’s ego up and down, good and bad, based on how original his text is.  
It cannot just be about contributing a new idea to the world in order to be 
famous or rich or successful in the academy.  There must always be room 
for more writing and more books, and as teacher, I must teach this. . . . In 
learning to write, I learned to live a little more.  But really I just developed 
patience and faith, two qualities I lacked, along with some clearness in my 
writing.  Learning to write was realizing that I could all along.  I just had 
to stop trying so hard to sound a certain way or change the world with 
some idea that didn’t exist.  There aren’t unique ideas left, anyways. (10 
Sept.) 

In other words, Lily begins to see the concept of originality, of the desire to stake out 

one’s own ground, one’s own small piece of intellectual property, as ultimately self-

serving in a way that she wanted to go beyond.  Moreover, to Lily, this conception of 

literacy is stifling.  As she says, in perhaps her most Elbowian moment, “Learning to 

write was realizing that I could all along.” And with her rejection of originality, she 

adopts two other ways of seeing literacy, literacy as healing and as authenticity, which 

would continue to influence her identity as a writer and a teacher. 

 

Karen – Writing Without Punishment 

 Just as in Lily’s first autobiography, Karen’s narrative is a story of an untroubled 

way of experiencing literacy – until, that is, school gets in the way of her natural ability.  

Karen describes her early experiences with literacy in a way that is very reminiscent of 

the expressivists.  She says,  

My first memories of writing are warm and carefree.  Writing was where I 
could express my fanciful imaginings about talking cats and mice or the 
strong feelings a winter’s day break brought about.  I can see the worn 
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blue cover of my first “book” I colorfully crayoned with random letters 
and the best renderings my five-year-old hands could produce.  I 
interpreted this ever changing story to anyone who would listen.  I 
remember always writing stories and poems and slipping them onto my 
teacher’s desks, basking in the recognition and encouragement I received.  
Writing was not work.  In fact, it was so much fun I used to regularly 
declare to all who would listen that I wanted to be an artist or a writer. (10 
Sept.) 

In these early days, then, writing is primarily a vehicle for expression.  It is a means for 

her to bask in her “fanciful imaginings” and to revel in “the strong feelings a winter’s day 

break brought about” (10 Sept.).  As such, literacy in her first memories is also generally 

positive; she receives “recognition and encouragement” from teachers and family 

members alike, and without the impediments of scrutinizing teachers or self-doubt, she is 

able to channel literacy in such a way that it is “not work.”  In these early days, Karen 

seems to have direct access to her muse. 

 Karen also talks about her love affair with the library and one book in particular.  

She recounts, 

Initially, I rejoiced in going weekly to the library with my mother.  I found 
the rescue of a dejected small white kitten in the Scat, Scat reassuring and 
connections to my own questioning in Rain Makes Applesauce.  One time 
another child dared to check out Scat, Scat, causing much consternation, 
tears and sympathy on the part of the librarian.  When I returned the next 
week, she unceremoniously ripped the manila card pocket from the back 
cover, making the book mine.  The stylized 1940’s drawings of Cinder, a 
lively black Schnauzer, traveling by train in wooden crate to become the 
pet of Jack and Mary of Along the Way, a primary reader, were equally 
mesmerizing.  After reading the insipid sentences and obvious plot lines in 
answer to my numerous requests, my parents hid the book on top of the 
dining room hutch.  Following a child’s eternity, I finally spotted the edge 
of its over-handled red spine with blue and cream lettering.  It once again 
became a regular addition to the “to read” pile next to the poorly 
constructed rocker barely held together by the amateur repairs of my not 
so handy father. (10 Sept.) 
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Again, Karen’s tale is one of a seemingly natural aptitude and attraction to literacy.  

Reading is both “mesmerizing” and a means for identification, as when she reads Rain 

Makes Applesauce and comes upon questions about the world that she herself had.   

 However, as with Lily, school gets in the way.  Karen’s “initial” esteem of 

reading becomes frustrated when she is forced to conform to her school’s reading 

instruction.  Karen recounts,  

Yet, when first grade came around, I could not master how to interpret the 
characters my mother read with such relish and animation into my ever 
vigilant ears.  Phonics, the only reading instruction method of my 1970s 
elementary education, transposed the former musical flow of words into 
discordance.  By the end of the year, I was tested for Title I because I 
could not read.  My mother, thoroughly convinced of my native ability, 
dragged me from my summer frolicking for daily “reading lessons.”  How 
punished I felt as I was forced to leave the new homestead of Laura 
Ingalls-like Western pioneer family or the planning of our first annual 
stuffed animal show. (10 Sept.) 

As in Lily’s narrative, for Karen teaching, and in this case a phonics-based method for 

reading instruction, gets in the way of “natural ability.”  Karen further emphasizes this 

sense of literacy as organic, as deriving from a kind of “preestablished harmony,” to use 

Emerson’s words (Self-Reliance 121), when she talks about how the phonics instruction 

disrupts all of this – it “transposed the former musical flow of words into discordance.”  

Thus, if literacy for Karen is organic, phonics instruction represents that mechanical side 

of literacy that grinds everything to a halt and makes her unable to access the perfection 

that comes when she can attend to her own ways of reading and writing.  Karen does, of 

course, learn how to read, not with the help of phonics but through her mother’s 

intervention, combined with instruction in recognizing sight words.  As a result, 

harmony, at this point in the narrative, is restored, and reading again for Karen “became a 
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way to glimpse other lives painted into . . . [her] own synapses, an extension of the 

imaginative play . . . [she] so enjoyed” (10 Sept.).   

 However, Karen’s narrative again touches on the disruption of school on her 

literacy development when she enters “Honors English” in the tenth grade.  She says, 

My teacher, Mr. Treviso, was inspiring.  He loved literature and teaching 
and his excitement was infection.  At the beginning of the year, he asked a 
volunteer to create a gold star where he would post the names of the 
students who produced the year’s best compositions.  Every time he 
returned papers, I waited with baited breath for my name to be called and 
placed on the star so I would be awarded with a book chosen for this man 
whose erudition I so admired.  Time and time again the same student’s 
names were called, never mine.  It was then I started to develop writer’s 
block, no word seems to be good enough to satisfy the standards of my 
hero.  He repeatedly praised my insights in class but on paper, these same 
ideas never seemed to dazzle.  Reluctantly, I went to my mother, a former 
English teacher, for help.  My regular station soon became prostrate on the 
floor, alternately bemoaning my inability to write and arguing indignantly 
that I did not repeat myself, need to make that sentence clearer . . . Writing 
was a chore and a challenge. (10 Sept.) 

The parallels between this account and Lily’s description of her European literature 

professor are marked.  As with Lily, Karen admires the teacher’s “erudition,” but suffers 

under his impossibly high standards.  Whereas in Lily’s case the standard, which her 

professor set for all literature, was originality, in Karen’s, it seems more a matter of word 

choice and other surface level issues; she says, “no word seems to be good enough to 

satisfy the standards of my hero,” and she also worries about making “that sentence 

clearer.”  In either case, the intervention of the teacher produces “writer’s block.”  Karen 

goes from memories of writing that are “warm and carefree” to the bleak declaration that 

“Writing was a chore and a challenge.”  Again, her natural affinity for literacy is taken 

away by a system, which, in Elbow’s words, makes “smart” people feel “stupid” (xiv). 

 Also like Lily, Karen seems to channel this frustration into her role as a teacher.  

If she had encountered teachers whose effect was stultifying rather than inspiring, she 
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became determined not to do the same to her own students.  In the last paragraph of her 

autobiography, Karen narrates, 

Fortuitously, I was offered the opportunity to enter the world of literature 
and writing again when I became an English teacher at a small private 
high school and again as an instructor for the First Year Writing Program 
(FYWP) at Public University.  It is as a teacher that I now struggle with 
how best to communicate my passion for reading and writing to my 
students. (10 Sept.) 

Karen’s solution to the disconnection that she thinks school can sometimes create 

between a student and her natural literacy abilities is to somehow communicate her own 

“passion” for literacy (10 Sept.).  However, because of her own experience with teachers, 

Karen also expresses concern:  

When I began teaching, I focused on sharing the most effective academic 
writing formats and techniques so my students could excel scholastically.  
Now, however, I worry that these formats do not truly allow my students 
to express all aspects of their lives through the medium of writing.  Anne 
Lamott’s Bird by Bird: Instructions of Writing and Life and Stephen Kings 
On Writing: A Memoir of the Craft both have influenced me to think, as 
they do, that my students need to be able to use more than reason to 
communicate their unique observations. (10 Sept.) 

In this statement, Karen communicates perhaps her most straightforwardly expressivist 

ideas; she wants her students to “express all aspects of their lives through the medium of 

writing,” but, like the creative writers she has been reading, both of whom value 

creativity and expression, she believes that “students need to be able to use more than 

reason to communicate their unique observations.”  In other words, although she does not 

want to get in the way of her students’ what she sees as her students’ natural ability, she 

does need to guide and cultivate their ability in some way, so that they can channel their 

creative energy effectively.  Without using the term itself, Karen essentially is talking 

about voice, and her feeling that her role is to give her students a voice.   
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Although Karen stops short of calling for creative non-fiction in her classroom, 

her desire for the “melding of the creative and intellectual” is reminiscent of Wendy 

Bishop’s argument that we cannot split the personal from the intellectual (“Suddenly 

Sexy” 263).  Bishop contends that “English departments continue to divide and 

complicate the curriculum without undertaking necessary and possibly enriching 

discussions” about how intellectual and creative writing might be taught as one (263).  

What Karen is envisioning in this passage, as I interpret it, is the study of writing as a 

craft, a word, which as Bishop argues is used “regularly in creative writing and rarely in 

composition” (263).  The fact that she invokes two creative writers’ books on writing, 

Lamott’s and King’s, as important influences on her own conception of literacy supports 

this interpretation.  Karen’s desire for imaginative, expressive writing, apparent 

throughout this first autobiography, would be something that she would struggle to 

incorporate into both her teaching and her scholarship throughout this first year. 

 

The Later Autobiographies 

 In the later autobiographies, codes for literacy for personal growth showed up 

among all of the participants, suggesting that the social/critical theory explored in the 

Practicum and the social/critical pedagogy of the first-year writing program did not 

extinguish personal ways of viewing writing.  Indeed, whereas I would have expected the 

social/critical emphasis to lessen the extent to which personal growth ideas showed up in 

the later autobiographies, in both Lily and Karen’s narratives these ideas are more fully 

realized.  Lily, for example, omits the story about her struggle with her professor’s 

emphasis on originality, perhaps feeling that because the early autobiography gave her 
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the space to work through this, she could now move on to other experiences.  She spends 

her autobiography focusing instead on the ideas of authenticity and healing that she 

moved toward at the end of first autobiography.  Karen, on the other hand, displays a 

more self-conscious but also in some ways more forceful take on literacy for personal 

growth.  She expands her notion of school as a disruptive force on literacy, by speaking 

against mandated book lists, even suggesting the extent to which they could have ill 

effects on the teacher as well as the student. 

 

Lily – Authenticity and Healing  

 Rather than beginning her final literacy narrative with the story of her Austrian 

professor, Lily starts by telling the story of April, a woman she worked with in a 

community literacy center near Public University.  In doing so, Lily seems to intend to 

contrast April’s story of literacy with her own, but instead ends up telling her own story, 

filled with her own worries about literacy, through April.  She starts by describing a 

remarkably upbeat individual encumbered by inability.  She recounts, 

The Department of Health and Human Services (DHS) took both of 
April’s children from her because April has mild mental retardation, and 
they claimed she was not fit to be a mother . . . [She] came to the Center 
mandated by DHS to enroll in parenting and adult literacy classes with the 
hope that she one day might reunify with her children, or at least get the 
right for unsupervised visits. . . . The first day of class we worked on 
adding fractions and read Mary Oliver poetry.  April couldn’t follow.  
While most of my learners tested at a 4th to 6th grade reading level, April 
placed below the 1st grade. (10 Dec.) 

Lily continues to tell about April’s good-natured but ineffectual attempts to grasp what 

was being taught.  She says,  

She arrived to her reading appointments always with energized warmth 
and yellowed pictures of her children to share with me.  This part of it all 
fit neatly into the movie I had imagined, where I helped a disabled woman 
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with a good heart function more skillfully in the world.  But I hadn’t 
taught her to read, even a little.  After another month, April’s case at the 
Center had closed and her phone was disconnected. (10 Dec.) 

Lily, in essence, tells the story that no literacy sponsor wants to tell.  It is the story we 

don’t see in movies like Freedom Writers or Dangerous Minds; it is what happens when 

our attempts at literacy instruction fail.  Of course, Lily’s tale can hardly be seen as 

hopeless – she has only worked with April for a few months and results in such a short 

time can be difficult to attain.  However, for a young teacher like Lily such failures can 

be crushing.  In telling the story, Lily seems to desire a rehabilitation of these kinds of 

stories, similar to what Mike Rose attempts at some points of Lives on the Boundary.  

Lily says,  

I do not mention April to starkly contrast my own literacy narrative, 
unencumbered by poverty or lead poisoning.  This kind of disparity can be 
observed in any number of locations under any number of circumstances 
and needn’t be reviewed here.  It is not this contrast so much that is so 
startling as much as that April’s life kindles a rich literacy narrative, which 
she cannot write.  Hollywood can write her story (and has many times) but 
it can only prescribe to her that sweet ending of overcoming odds, 
something April may not do.  But her story is full. (10 Dec.) 

In this mission for her autobiography, I can see how social/critical ways of viewing 

literacy might have influenced Lily.  She clearly wants to redraw the lines of literacy and 

illiteracy, pulling April away from the margins.   

At the same time, Lily’s impulse in telling this story seems similar to what she got 

out of her story about the German professor; telling, for Lily, becomes a means to 

healing.  In this way, her motives in discussing April become deeply, intensely personal.  

The inward examination it forces makes the autobiography itself an exercise in self-

examination.  As Lily says later in the autobiography, “Being literate in the way that I am 

has opened me up/kept me going/saved my life” (10 Dec.).  However, Lily regrets that it 
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couldn’t have done the same for April.  She ends her second narrative with a 

maddeningly enigmatic description of her hope for literacy.  She says, 

I never meant to imply that if April’s story was told she would somehow 
heal from what she has been through, whether or not she could write it 
herself or not.  But though there is an allure to that notion, the knowledge 
of its validity or helpfulness remains unknown to me.  The same way that 
organizations hold functions that intend to “raise awareness” about certain 
social issues or diseases, I wonder if it actually does any good.  If to tell a 
story or give language to some part of life that has caused suffering is to 
heal it, then life would be much simpler than it is.  I suppose that is why 
people climb mountains, play music, dance, plant flowers; but they usually 
come back to this.  I keep hoping for one day that this (reading and 
writing) heals me completely or elucidates my life in some other way that 
feels more comfortable, safer, less groundless.  But that expectation is not 
only unreasonable in its scope but frightening in its aggression, and 
harmful to this practice of reading/writing/knowing/being.  I am resolved 
to let some of that go, some day, and surrender to how it can genuinely 
enrich my life.  How that might be, I am still unsure. (10 Dec.) 

I read this passage as a struggle between the skepticism she inherited from teachers like 

Professor Keller and hope for healing both herself and April.  She says, “I keep hoping 

for one day that this (reading and writing) heals me completely or elucidates my life in 

some other way that feels more comfortable, safer, less groundless.”  At the same time, 

she realizes its fruitlessness: she “never meant to imply” that telling April’s story would 

heal her, and trying to heal herself, Lily argues, is both “unreasonable” and “frightening 

in its aggression.”  In this final passage, Lily resists the impulse to smooth everything 

over, heal it, and tell both her own and April’s story in a way that will heal them.  But, in 

another way, healing is exactly what she is aiming for; “there is an allure to that notion,” 

but without evidence of its “validity” she finds herself unable to move forward with it 

confidently.  

The last two sentences, just like the rest of the passage, remain mysterious to me.  

It is unclear what, exactly, she is resolved to let go, whether it is hope or fear.  In looking 
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at her other data, though, my only guess is that she’s resolved to let go of her fear and 

cynicism so that she can “surrender to how it [literacy] can genuinely enrich . . . [her] 

life,” even if it’s not by healing her completely.  In saying this, Lily essentially wants, 

like Elbow, to play the believing game rather than always the doubting game, to both 

trust and realize herself through literacy.  This desire to let go is further demonstrated 

when Lily says, “In my mind I reduce literacy to mantras. . . . The same way I have 

repeated Om Name Bhagavate Vasudeyvia on my 108 mala beads (my teacher said it 

translated as something about letting go) I tell myself ‘let it all unfold without fear,’ and 

‘lighten up’” (10 Dec.).  The idea of a literacy without fear, in a sense, seems to equate 

with Elbow’s idea of writing without teachers.  It is a kind of freeing of the self from the 

constraints upon it. 

 In doing so, Lily has to give up her belief in the importance of originality, left to 

her by her professor, and strive instead for authenticity, an idea that according to the rest 

of her data is really the cornerstone for her beliefs about literacy.  Part of Lily’s struggles 

when it comes to literacy, at least in her autobiography, is with allowing texts to become 

points of identification without ultimately defining her.  Lily details that struggle, saying,  

I rode on New York City subways writing of richness around me, 
affirming to myself I was the one “living a real life there,” like Joan 
Didion wrote in Slouching Towards Bethlehem.  Writing in my journal 
later I detested my own mimicry, crossing it out, writing something new, 
hoping for something else.  Being literate in the way that I am has opened 
me up/kept me going/saved my life. (10 Dec.) 

In this passage, Lily’s desire for authenticity, perhaps even for originality, leads her to 

“detest” her mimicry of Joan Didion.  She wants to write something “new,” or, at least, 

hope “for something else.”  At the same time, though, she wants to open up to these texts 

as a way of affirming herself and experiencing the “richness” around her.  
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Although theorists like Winterowd associate what I am calling literacy for 

personal growth with Romantic idealism, Lily’s sense of self, perhaps because of her 

graduate training, also exhibits a more critical view of the self that could even incorporate 

some postmodern skepticism and a decentering of the self that is discussed in some 

feminist scholarship.  She provides further insight into her struggle with the idea of 

originality and her striving toward authenticity, saying, 

In a world with no guarantees, I have looked to texts to grasp the 
ungraspable.  Books, music, dreams, I have done with Joan Didion in her 
“We tell ourselves stories in order to live,” at the same time as I know 
letting go of my own inner narrative would probably help some.  Anyone 
who turns so frequently to representation as a way to understand life must 
wrestle in finding this same balance, knowing how stories can bind and 
harden the same way they liberate.  But finding this balance remains 
somewhat unknowable, I think it’s only what I hope for when I depend on 
stories to tell me who I am, make clear what I want, and to fill my life 
with symbols and symmetry. (10 Dec.) 

Again, Lily searches for her authentic, true self in these stories.  She wants to be able to 

“depend on stories to tell . . . [her] who . . . [she] is, make clear what . . . [she] want[s].”  

At the same time, she fears that these stories might make her inauthentic because “stories 

can bind and harden the same way they liberate.”  In other words, Lily seems to fear this 

fixity as depriving herself of necessary growth and defining her in a way teachers in the 

past had defined her.   

Consequently, Lily’s story seems a strange tale of finding herself by letting 

herself go.  Just as in her last autobiography, when she learns to write by finding out that 

she could all along, this narrative seems to involve a Dorothy in the Emerald City 

moment in which she finds herself by losing herself.  She says, “I know letting go of my 

own inner narrative would probably help some.”  I will discuss this sense of self further 

in the interview section, when I talk about the influence that Eastern philosophy and 
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particularly yoga has on Lily’s conception of literacy.  But, to sum it up here, it seems, in 

a paradoxical way that Lily’s understands the self as ultimately collapsing into 

selflessness.  For Lily, literacy becomes the key to doing this. 

 

Karen and the Stultifying Experience of School 

 As I said in the introduction to the section on the later autobiographies, Karen 

became more critical and self-conscious of the literacy for personal growth view in her 

final autobiography.  This seems to be because of her disciplinary identification with the 

field of social/critical literacy, which took place during this first semester as a graduate 

student.  In her autobiography, Karen says,  

At this juncture in my teaching career, where I am obliged to re-imagine 
myself as college professor specializing in composition and rhetoric, I 
would once again like to briefly revisit some of what I have found most to 
be most fruitful as I have constructed and advanced my own literacy skills: 
visual conception, the voices and guidance of women and outsiders, 
stoking my stuttering inventive flame and introspection. (10 Dec.) 

I will discuss this further in the next chapter, on social/critical literacy, but in this 

passage, as throughout her final autobiography, she begins to layer in more social/critical 

views of literacy and be more skeptical of literacy for personal growth.  However, in 

some ways she is also more consciously and adamantly committed to literacy for 

personal growth in her second autobiography.  For example, in the passage above she 

refers to her “inventive flame” and to “introspection” as integral to her literacy 

perspective and as parts of her literacy that she wants to reaffirm. 

 This simultaneous skepticism about and reaffirmation of literacy for personal 

growth is also apparent in the passage of her autobiography in which Karen discusses 

writing poetry as a middle schooler.  In the passage, Karen describes how in seventh 
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grade one of her poems is published in the school newspaper and whereas she is excited 

to be publicly recognized, she is also embarrassed when some of the boys in her class 

“laughingly repeated lines from the poem every time they saw me for months afterward” 

(10 Dec.).  Karen analyzes this experience in the following passage: 

What becomes clear to me through what I remember here is that writing 
was where I could have a voice that would be listened and paid attention 
to.  The written page was a place I could realize my extravagant visions - a 
melding of art of the hand and mind.  It was a skill that allowed me to gain 
recognition, both positive and negative. What I see revealed here is a 
romantic vision of the composition process and subject that become 
eclipsed by more practical concerns as I have turned from child to adult, 
student to teacher. (10 Dec.) 

As in the passage above, Karen is both claiming and rejecting literacy for personal 

growth.  She recognizes, as her youthful self that she has “a voice that would be listened 

and paid attention to.”  Nevertheless, Karen is also remarkably dismissive of this former 

view, saying that this “romantic vision of the composition process and subject” would 

“become eclipsed by more practical concerns.”  In other words, the romantic view of 

literacy is a youthful vision that becomes extravagant and perhaps self-indulgent even 

though, as Karen seems to suggest, it is also meaningful to her past (and I would argue 

present) self.  In a strange way, though, this rejection of youthful indulgence itself could 

be read as a Romantic turn. 

 Interestingly, though, Karen instantly returns to ideas associated with literacy for 

personal growth as she discusses the more “practical” concern of teaching and turns to 

her argument, described in her first autobiography, of school getting in the way of her 

natural love of reading.  In the passage immediately following the one above, she says,  

No matter how hard I try, the only school required writing . . . [that] I can 
conceive of was a research report I compiled in 7th grade on runaways.   
And what I most remember about this was that I disobeyed the rules by 
bringing it home to work on and was subsequently penalized through the 



	   123 

lowering of my grade when I naively openly admitted this to my teacher, 
Mr. Moriarty.  In my mind, I didn’t understand how could I be punished 
for wanting to work harder, put more effort into a complex project?  I will 
venture to say here that the reason why I tend to not remember early 
school writing assignments is they imposed too many, from my younger 
point-of-view, arbitrary and unforgiving rules. (10 Dec.) 

Karen returns to the idea advanced by Elbow and others that school imposes too many 

“arbitrary and unforgiving rules” and thus gets in the way of the literacy development 

that would naturally unfold without either the teachers or the rules.  For Karen, this 

experience is so emotionally harmful that it triggers repression.  She says that it is for this 

reason that she “tend[s] to not remember early school writing assignments.”  

 As in her first literacy narrative, Karen mentions how phonics disrupted her 

“native ability” (10 Dec.).  However, she is also able to weather the confusion she 

experiences with the help of female figures of support, like her mother, the librarian who 

tears out the cardholder in Scat Scat and gives it to her, and later, her first-grade reading 

teacher.  Although she does not refer directly to this as a healing experience, like Lily, the 

undertones of literacy as healing are apparent in this passage: 

Through nurturing my ability to read and enjoy books, these women, my 
mother, the librarian, and my teachers, gave me a way to glimpse other 
lives painted within my own synapses, an extension of the imaginative 
play I so enjoyed.  Fiction especially, allowed me to perpetually 
experience the riches of a broader purview that is of, before and after my 
time.  The ability to imbue myself and others with the power to seamlessly 
incorporate that which we may never have a chance,  in actuality, to take 
part, has stayed with me, propels me still with impassioned invitation to 
glide into this world of literary creation. (10 Dec.) 

Like many Romantic thinkers, Karen characterizes literacy as an experience of the 

imagination.  It is a “world of literary creation” and “an extension of the imaginative play 

. . . [she] so enjoyed.”  Writing is again primarily a vehicle for personal expression. 
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Also apparent in this passage is the “nurturing” nature of the figures who engineer 

Karen’s salvation.  She says, “these women, my mother, the librarian, and my teachers, 

gave me a way to glimpse other lives painted within my own synapses” (10 Dec.).  

Although she mentions these women in her earlier autobiography, it is not until here that 

she plays up the fact that they are all female and, consequently, “nurturing.”  She refers to 

her mother as “the first female influence in my life,” and the librarian is the “kind second 

maternal figure” (10 Dec.).  Consequently, Karen reinforces the view of the teaching of 

composition as a feminine pursuit. 

Gender also comes into Karen’s literacy conception in another way, when she 

connects literacy to a way of coming into womanhood in her adolescence.  Her mother 

picks a series of books for her, including Maya Angelou’s I Know Why the Caged Bird 

Sings, which later gives her nightmares, that she describes as both “harmful to . . . [her] 

psyche” and transformative.  Karen says, 

Once again reading guided my development, but instead of supporting 
play, it showed me what it meant to become a woman.  Dealing in the 
words of the pain of loss, the sharing of love and the realization of a 
projected self were like the embrace of a new skin.  What began to emerge 
here was who I was to become. (10 Dec.) 

In other words, literacy for Karen is an immensely personal process of becoming.  At the 

same time, she also seems, like Lily, to recognize the self not necessarily as a stable 

essence but as a “projected self,” indicating the influence of a more postmodern, critical 

view of subjectivity (10 Dec.).  I would argue, however, that Karen’s view of the literacy 

still relies in many ways on the notion of a deep, stable self. 

 Karen also adds to her critique of school as inhibiting from the first autobiography 

by taking on mandatory reading lists.  Evident in this critique is her advocacy of literacy 
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programs that are more personalized to the individual learner, such as those of 

educational theorist Lucy Calkins.  She strives for more authentic texts.  Karen says,  

[I spent] Much of my free time, including the time I spent hiding out in the 
woods neighboring my high school - my mother wrote another one of her 
notes as it was verboten to get out of last period study hall and then take 
the bus home - writing emotionally laden poetry and reading books of my 
own choosing.  For even through its reading list, high school failed me. . . 
. During the four years I attended secondary English classes, I was 
assigned to read only two books by women and none by a minority author 
(10 Dec.). 

Again, school for Karen is a stifling, and, as she later says “stultifying” experience, a 

view that, in the context of Karen’s other data, is linked to her view of literacy as natural 

and organic.   

At the same time, as I will discuss in the next chapter, social/critical ways of 

seeing literacy are also emerging here, as she begins to understand subjectivity as 

necessarily connected to issues of race and gender.  In the passage above, Karen now 

begins to see literacy as having a sociocultural dimension when she criticizes the lack of 

minority authors in her reading list, something that is important to her in part because she 

is married to an African-American man.  In addition, Karen’s sense of voice as being 

connected to some internal, autonomous self now evolves so that she describes herself as 

“speak[ing] in two voices, the terse discipline of the male, but with the imagination and 

insight of the female.”  Although both Lily and Karen depict literacy in ways that are 

deeply, intensely personal, for Lily literacy remains a largely a personal journey, 

supported by meditation to achieve an understanding of the self, whereas for Karen, in 

this final autobiography, it is also a social one, travelled with encouragement from other 

women. 
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 Like Lily, Karen also channels her early frustration at school experiences that 

disrupted what she saw as her natural learning process into the outlet of teaching.  In 

doing so, Karen again invokes the idea of the mother-teacher as a nurturer, by describing 

her teaching of her students as in concert with teaching her daughter.  Karen says, 

“During my ten years as a high school teacher, five of which I spent attending night 

classes . . . , I sought to nurture the budding literacy of my students and daughter” (10 

Dec.).  She emphasizes her role as not only an effective but also a caring teacher in the 

following passage: 

Despite my initial belief that my teaching would center on literature, 
teaching writing became my niche because I, more than others, was able to 
give my students the ability to give form to the floating scraps of thought 
that could externalize their inner minds. . . . Mutual respect and caring was 
preeminent and marked the exchanges between students and me.  I sought 
to transform the high school experience through what I loved, reading and 
writing, and it wound up transforming me into a teacher who touched and 
was touched by her students in so many ways. (10 Dec.)  

The image of the mother-teacher is clearly evident in this passage.  Rather than feel 

enslaved in this role, however, Karen appears to relish it, feeling as though she is passing 

on the guidance from her own female teachers, her mother included, that she once 

received.  Interestingly, although the image of teaching above is undeniably social, the 

one of composing and invention is still internal and based on the individual; as a teacher, 

she is helping her students to “externalize their inner minds.” 

Despite the fact that she is now herself a teacher, Karen also emphasizes the fact 

that school can still be disruptive to what she sees as students’ natural learning.  She also 

demonstrates the effect of this from the perspective of an educator in high school and 

now college.  She says, 

over the last two years [of teaching high school], I realized that a high 
school setting has once again, due the vagaries of changing administrators, 
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become stultifying.  I felt compelled, therefore, to return to the university 
as a PhD student in composition and rhetoric in search of a teaching and 
administrative community that urges exploration beyond the boundaries 
imposed by canned curriculum and above all, values written expression 
(10 Dec.). 

Remarkably, the answer to getting beyond a “canned curriculum” that is “imposed” by an 

administration is not leaving school altogether but returning to graduate school, where 

Karen feels she can fully engage in “exploration” and “written expression.”  She also 

interprets the field of composition and rhetoric as especially supporting such goals.  

Although Karen had integrated a number of social/critical ways of seeing literacy into her 

conception, she still sees the ultimate goal of writing as much more personal: as the 

“written expression” of an internal self. 

 

The Interviews 

 As with the literacy autobiographies, in the interviews, literacy for personal 

growth showed up overwhelmingly in the data for the women participants.  Lily, Karen, 

Barbara, and Jordi had 34, 13, 10, and 4 codes representing literacy for personal growth, 

while Max, Garrett and Blake had 8, 5, and 3, respectively.  Although Max demonstrated 

the most meaningful pull from this conception of the men, both in the context of the 

interviews and the rest of the data, he still had fewer codes than any of the women except 

for Jordi. 

 

Lily - Yoga, and Authenticity 

It was during the first interview that I found out that both of Lily’s parents had 

backgrounds in psychology, a fact that seems to connect to Lily’s view of literacy as 

primarily individual and internal.  She told me, when I asked her what her parents or 
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guardians did for a living, “my dad is a school psychologist.  Um, and my mom . . . is a 

psychiatric nurse.  So, always interested in the psychological and analytic way of 

thinking about things, but didn’t want to go into that field.  Wanted to help people in 

another way” (15 Oct.).  Interestingly, in this response, Lily connects her search for her 

own career as “Want[ing] to help people,” again referencing the nurturing aspect of this 

conception.  Her parents’ careers were clearly influential on her own academic and 

intellectual development.  When I asked her whether she considered “majoring in 

psychology or anything like that,” she immediately responded, “Yeah.  I thought about 

going back to graduate school for psychology” (15 Oct.).  From her parents, she seemed 

to get an inwardly focused view of literacy and the world.   

The most ubiquitous idea in Lily’s literacy conception, and the one that she 

discussed most often in her interview, was authenticity.  Both the notion of voice and of 

authenticity come out of a concern for writing to represent our real or true selves – what 

we believe, feel, and subjectively experience, rather than what society tells us to think.  

Lily discusses this in one of the pieces of writing she sent me for our discussion during 

the interview, her Master’s thesis in education, which she described as an “investigation . 

. . [of] how meditation and concepts of meditation and yoga would affect reading and 

writing” (15 Oct.).  Although she does not cite him, Lily’s findings in the piece are 

similar to those of Moffett in the piece I cited earlier on how writers can use meditation 

to control the “inner stream” of thought (236).  Moffett argues, “meditation techniques 

should help develop selfhood, control, and perception” (236). 

To investigate whether meditation would benefit her students in the classroom, 

Lily collected data from a few different sites where she was teaching, including what she 
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describes as a “Secular Humanist Jewish school where I teach on Sunday mornings” 

(Writing sample 1).  She elaborates, “Secular Humanism does not subscribe the tenets of 

traditional Judaism; rather, it replaces many of these beliefs with the widely accepted 

notion of kindness among people, called Tikkun Olam in Hebrew or ‘repairing the 

world’” (Writing sample 1).  Although Lily’s is a qualitative study of these sites, she also 

reveals in her thesis the ways in which this study is an immensely personal quest to 

explore two aspects of herself that were especially connected to her literacy development: 

her Jewish faith and yoga.  Lily says, 

With the exception of singing Hebrew songs, to which I always felt 
spiritually connected, I felt a lack of faith in a Jewish God or a Jewish 
universe. Living in a post-Holocaust world, the granddaughter of German 
Jews who escaped in the nick of time and are still living to tell about it, I 
am among a large group of my peers who appear cynical when it comes to 
authentic belief in Jewish teachings. Offspring of the material success of 
the baby-boomers, spirituality has never been a priority for many of us. I 
know people, like myself, who were brought up without any financial 
worries, now on a quest for independence from their families, primarily 
with the goal of their own health insurance. (Writing sample 1) 

Apparent in this passage is Lily’s desire for authenticity in her faith – a way of inhabiting 

Judaism without feeling “cynical when it comes to authentic belief in Jewish teachings.” 

Teaching for her also becomes a personal, spiritual quest.  She says, “In signing on to 

teach at the . . . [school] I hoped that I would find a new wave of people who felt 

similarly and also searched for the kind of spirituality for which I have yearned” (Writing 

sample 1). 

Lily’s desire for authenticity, which she describes as a need to tell the truth in her 

writing, was also heavily influenced by her devotion to yoga.  In her Master’s thesis, Lily 

describes living at the Kripalu Yoga Center for six months, an experience she describes 

as “life changing” (Writing sample 1).  According to Lily,  
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There, I took up a writing and meditation practice where I shed, a little 
more, the identity I had taken on as an adolescent that labeled me a bad 
writer. I found that the less and less I thought about how much of an artist 
I really was, the more art I actually produced. . . . I had finally accessed an 
intelligence that I thought I had all along but perceived myself as too 
unmotivated to stick with it. The more interesting part, however, was that 
it was not intelligence or talent that I uncovered, it was more a sense of 
trust and worth that I could push through. It is from this sensibility that art 
surfaces. (Writing sample 1) 

For Lily, authenticity is about shedding the labels that both she and society placed on 

herself.  She had to let go of “the abstract notion of ‘being a good writer,’ which was 

emblematized in . . .[her] mind as a girl in all black smoking long cigarettes in the 

Village” (Writing sample 1).  Once gone, Lily is able to develop “a sense of trust and 

worth” that ultimately leads to invention.  Her idea of “pushing through” comes from 

Goldberg’s Writing Down the Bones, which she used in her composition classroom to get 

students motivated for their journal prompts.  As a graduate student in education, Lily 

also participated in a workshop led by Goldberg, which undoubtedly influenced both the 

ideas about literacy described here and her frequent use of Goldberg’s writing activities 

in her composition classroom. 

Lily characterizes the impulse to tell the truth in her writing as a “need,” making 

her sense of authenticity into more than a matter of appearance.  In her interview, she 

describes this feeling when I ask her about one of the pieces of writing that she sent to 

me, her Master’s thesis in education in which she researched how meditation affected 

reading and writing, using her own experiment in incorporating meditation into the 

classroom:   

ME:  Oh, okay, so what might this piece, this might be hard to answer, what 
might this piece tell your reader about you as a writer? 
LILY:  Um, I think as a writer I reached a point where I needed to be totally 
candid.  Like, honest about what was going on for me as a teacher.  I mean, 
especially I was twenty-four at the time, so as a twenty-four-year-old really was 
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just starting out.  So, I guess that, what was the question, tell them about me as a 
writer?  Is that what you said? 
ME:  Mm-hm. 
LILY:  Like how to write but how to write without, how to write with integrity 
but without trying to make myself look good, I think.  That’s really important to 
me, I guess. 
ME:  So, like, honesty, kind of? 
LILY:  Honesty, but also not trying to be pretentious or fancy either. (15 Oct. 1) 

Interestingly in this exchange, Lily equates authenticity with a “need” to be “totally 

candid.”  It is not just that she wants to be honest to her instructor or her audience; she 

needs to be honest to herself as well.  In this way, authenticity becomes more than a 

matter of appearance, of making sure how she appears accords with how she feels.  In 

fact, authenticity, for Lily, is also marked by a need to avoid trying to “make . . . [her]self 

look good” and “also not trying to be pretentious or fancy either.”  Authenticity, for Lily, 

is about laying herself bare.  This also extended to Lily’s presence in the class she was 

teaching.  When I asked if she felt she had to be an authority figure in the class, Lily 

replied, “Yeah, it’s [being an authority figure] like not going to work for me right now 

because I’m twenty-six, and, it just, like you can’t, I find it really hard to, like, not be 

yourself” (15 Oct. 1). 

Interestingly, though, Lily’s concept of authenticity also derives from a 

complicated notion of self.  As in her literacy autobiography, self, for Lily, is not always 

stable.  In one of passages from her Master’s thesis that I cite above, she describes 

literacy as also involving a “shed[ding]” of  “identity” or “ego,” as she describes it 

elsewhere.  Lily’s idea of ego seems related to this need to be oneself and to act with 

integrity and honesty, which comes from both her study of Eastern philosophy, yoga, and 

meditation and her participation in the writing workshop led by Goldberg. The following 
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exchange happened while we were still discussing her Master’s thesis on the influence of 

meditation on writing: 

ME:  Okay, my other question about this is you also talk about ego a lot – 
regaining your ego, having your students shed theirs.  Um, so can you just 
tell me more about what do you mean by ego here? 
LILY:  Do you mean about regaining mine, like the sense that I was a bad 
writer and regained confidence? 
ME:  Yeah. 
LILY:  That is almost different than what I mean by ego.  So there’s like 
self confidence, a feeling that you’re soulful in what you do and that 
guides you when you, um, encounter frustration.  But, I guess when I’m 
talking about ego is that fact that you’re constantly evaluating yourself, 
and that hinders you from the task or the action.   
ME:  Okay. 
LILY:  It’s almost like.  Um, and, I’m like an actor, so I think of it in 
terms of acting when as soon as you think it’s going well, it dies.  
[Laughs.] 
ME:  Okay. 
LILY:  And then the same thing happens when I think, like, oh this is 
going really bad and it dies.  So it’s the idea of extricating yourself from 
that good and bad in everything you do. (15 Oct. 1) 

Lily notes two definitions of ego here – one is that which we would associate with typical 

use – it is ego as self-confidence.  However, ego, for Lily, seems to equate more with 

Freud’s idea of the superego, the critical, moralizing part of the psyche that represents the 

expectations of society that we have internalized more than it does our independent 

judgments on ourselves (if such things can exist separately).  Lily says of trying to escape 

or shed the ego, “I think that I didn’t realize - you don’t realize how, um, you’re thinking 

about yourself or holding yourself in a role.  So, uh, you break out of the role for a 

second, and then you’re like, ‘Oh I wasn’t thinking that I was like this but I really have 

potential in this’” (15 Oct.).  As in much Romantic thought, then, literacy for Lily also 
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involves quieting the voices of society that would impose a role or codify a particular 

way of seeing the world. 

In Writing Down the Bones, Goldberg gives a similar definition of ego when she 

discusses “the timed exercise,” a writing activity almost identical to Elbow’s freewriting.  

Goldberg maintains that the “first thoughts” these exercises yield are “unencumbered by 

ego, by that mechanism in us that tries to be in control” (9).  Goldberg argues that “if you 

express something egoless, it is also full of energy because it is expressing the truth of the 

way things are” (9).  Again, the idea of a unitary, stable truth comes in, as does the idea 

of resisting that which is artificial (“that mechanism”).  Goldberg’s advice is essentially 

Emersonian in that it tells us to resist whatever it is that is not Nature, not organic – for 

Emerson, it is the fragmenting, dislocating forces of society where for Goldberg it is 

society internalized as “control.”  Similarly, for Lily it is the constant evaluation “that 

hinders you from the task or action” (15 Oct. 1).  As in her autobiographies, Lily again 

expresses the idea that people naturally have an ability to write, and that it is our job as 

teachers to free them to do so – to essentially get out of the way.  

Lily also equates writing with acting here – so there is some sense that artifice 

could be involved.  However, the kind of acting she seems to be describing is not 

pretending to be someone you’re not – it’s feeling what you’re doing, being, as Lily says 

here, “soulful” but without all of the positive and negative judgment (15 Oct. 1).  Lily 

explains this view of acting in her Master’s thesis, saying, 

In my first real acting class as an undergraduate, I learned that acting, 
although it seemed this way, was not actually about how an actor seems. 
Good acting required something far deeper, like an objective. In each 
scene we worked, . . . our Professor asked our objectives, what we wanted 
from each scene—did we want love? Were we trying to assuage fear? 
“Play the objective!” She told us. “Go after it, with great, fierce love!”  In 
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keeping these innate human desires interwoven with each line we spoke, 
our acting became authentic. We were no longer actors playing a 
character, rather, people with deep desires. (Writing sample 1) 

Again, Lily’s ideas hearken back to Elbow or to Emerson and the desire to free oneself 

from the bondage of disapproval, to, in Emerson’s words, “Trust thyself” and “Act 

singly” so that will and action are harmonious (Self-Reliance 121, 125).  These words 

also reflect Lily’s deep commitment to the idea of authenticity, which was a driving force 

in both her teaching and her own literacy development. 

 At the same time that Lily’s need for authenticity calls for a kind of rawness, a 

“shedding of ego” in her writing, it is also about alignment, which seems like a more tidy 

way of seeing authenticity.  As Lily put her desire for “integrity” into the context of the 

composition class she was teaching, she revealed the way in which Eastern thought and 

the Bhagavad Gita, which she was teaching in the unit on Gandhi, influenced her 

conception of literacy: 

ME:  Is that a big thing in your class – that they’re using big words that 
they don’t know or trying . . .  
LILY:  Yeah, just ask yourself why you’re doing that.  Are you trying to 
be a certain way?  Are you trying to give your reader a sense of what 
you’re thinking of, which is being more, which is working with integrity, I 
guess.  
ME:  So, integrity for you is almost about authenticity? 
LILY:  Right.  Maybe that’s a better word.  Being true, aligning kind of . . 
. what you think and what you do.  What you feel.  This is the Kripalu.  
Like, the three facets of yoga.  If you align what you think, feel, do, and 
say, then you’re more authentic in what you say. (15 Oct. 1) 

I interpreted the last part of this excerpt, in which Lily talks about the alignment of “what 

you think, feel, do and say” as the cornerstone of her understanding of authenticity, and, 

indeed, her understanding of literacy.  So prevalent was this idea in her conception of 

literacy that she actually repeated it to her students in class the second time I came to 

observe her. 
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Also connected to Lily’s conception of literacy and her teaching was her identity 

as a poet.  Significantly, the second of the two pieces that Lily sent me prior to her 

interview was a poem that she wrote for herself on the occasion of her twenty-sixth 

birthday that says goodbye to twenty-five.  When I asked Lily what she thought this piece 

would tell someone about her as a writer, she replied, “I guess like a kind of introspective 

person.  Psychologically, um, focused” (15 Oct.).  She appears to imply here the 

influence of her parents.  As I will discuss in the upcoming section on teaching 

observations, Lily also brought her identity as a poet to the classroom with her.  In the 

interview, she says, 

In my teaching, . . . I really like to find something that relates to what 
they’re reading and then come in and pass out a poem and have them 
respond to the poem in the context of your reading, or, I give them a 
question.  But, yeah, I love to have them read poems right when I walk in. 
(15 Oct.) 

This was also a strategy that Lily used to get her students to connect personally to what 

they were reading and writing about. 

 Lily connects her use of the poetic “I” to an understanding of literacy as 

particularly human and individual.  When I asked her what her use of “I” in both the 

poem and her Master’s thesis, she replied, “Yeah, I’ve used the third person before.  Like, 

recently, in a paper for my Intro to Graduate Studies.  I kind of feel like it’s cumbersome 

when you’re avoiding that [using I].  Because how can you avoid that, you’re a person?” 

(15 Oct.).  Although this revelation about the use of  “I” may not seem significant, her 

connection between her poetic writing and her academic writing is particularly interesting 

because academic writing is often more depersonalized, which Lily hints at in her 

reference to the paper for the introductory seminar she was enrolled in.  For Lily, though, 
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most of what she wrote and described to me seemed to convey a deeply personal, 

introspective view of writing and of literacy. 

 

Karen- Mystery and Interruption 

 In Karen’s interview, two ideas connected to literacy for personal growth came 

out most clearly.  The first is the Romantic idea of the composing process as a mysterious 

one, inspired by some God or muse.  The second is the idea, continued from her 

autobiographies, of school as interrupting or stifling this process.  In the context of the 

interview, however, it is graduate school that is frustrating what Karen sees as her 

natural, expressive writing process.  Throughout the interview, Karen associates these 

two ideas with the two writing samples she sent me prior to our interview.  She connects 

the first, a creative piece about when she first met her husband’s family, to a mysterious 

and also an easy process of composing.  The second, a piece she wrote for her graduate 

seminar, she connects to a difficult, frustrating process and one in which she is unable to 

find her voice. 

 Karen first started to refer to these two ideas when I asked her to compare the 

pieces.  Referring to the creative, autobiographical piece, she said,  

This is easier to write.  Much easier.  Uhh, because um, well, it’s 
interesting.  This, I came up with this part, um, even before I took this 
class.  This part right here.  This paragraph.  I just wrote it in the back of a 
book.  I was inspired by something that I wrote down that it came to me 
all at once.  And um, and then the rest of it I just sit down and write.  
Yeah, and then I edit this, but pretty much I can just sit down and write 
this. (19 Nov.) 

In this passage, literacy is essentially about inspiration, and, moreover, it is something 

that just “came to . . . [Karen] all at once.”  Consequently, writing for Karen in this 

context is much like the way in which Coleridge describes his composing process in the 
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preface to Kubla Khan, as mysterious and arriving all at once.  Karen expands on this 

again,  

Because it kind of, it comes as I’m writing.  Like, I kind of know what I’m 
going to say next.  I don’t.  Like, I mean I may think a little about it 
beforehand.  Um, but a lot of times it’s what comes to me in the moment.  
I just record it. (19 Nov.) 

In this passage in particular, Karen’s process is not only one of ease but also seems 

divinely inspired.  Like what Plato describes in Ion, her role as a writer is simply to 

record what comes to her.  “I just record it,” Karen says. 

 In describing this piece, then, Karen refers to writing as a mysterious process.  

When I asked her where she got the idea for writing this piece, she says,  

I don’t know where it came from.  [Laughs.]  No, I really.  I hate to say 
that, but it was kind of like I had these ideas and pictures in my mind, so I 
thought, oh yeah, I’ll do this. I don’t know where it came from.  [Laughs.]  
. . .  I hate to say that, but it was kind of like I had these ideas and pictures 
in my mind, so I thought, oh yeah, I’ll do this. (19 Nov.) 

 Contrasting with this is Karen’s seminar paper, which required her to adopt a new 

way of writing more appropriate to graduate-level work.  However, Karen feels palpably 

the restriction that school can often impose on writing.  She says, 

Even research, some of it, I didn’t want to write certain things.  I wasn’t 
excited about it.  . . . It’s that this class.  [Sighs.]  To write this paper, I 
wrote a lot more.  I sat down, and it was like a mind dump.  And then I 
went through it and kept cutting stuff out.  I kept on refining it.  And this 
gave me a headache writing it.  Honestly.  A huge headache.  Um, so I did 
not enjoy writing that paper.  At all. . . .  One of the things that made it 
difficult is I was assigned this topic.  I didn’t get to choose.  I had to 
choose something, I wanted to talk about it, but this, to me, is not very 
exciting.  [Laughs.]  It was not interesting to me.  Really.  Or maybe now I 
hate it more because I was forced to think about it for so long - I don’t 
know!  Maybe I was like, now I’m like blech.  Um, you know she [the 
seminar professor] didn’t give us a choice; she told us what chapter we 
were responsible for. (19 Nov.) 
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Central again to Karen’s views are the roles of the school and the teacher as agents of 

oppression.  They are imposing too many rules on Karen, to the extent that she even has a 

physical response – the “huge headache.”  Most importantly, Karen does not get a choice 

of topic – her personal interests and, consequently, the personal connections she might be 

able to develop to her paper are not in consideration.   

Karen’s view of literacy here is similar to Murray’s in “Teach Writing as Process 

Not Product,” when he argues that one of the implications of the process curriculum is 

that “The student finds his own subject” (“Process Not Product” 5).  Murray argues, “It is 

not the job of the teacher to legislate the student’s truth.  It is the responsibility of the 

student to explore his own world with his own language, to discover his own meaning.  

The teacher supports but does not direct this expedition to the student’s own truth” 

(“Process Not Product” 5).  What Karen seems to be searching for is a teacher who takes 

this more nurturing, supportive role rather than a more directive position. 

 She describes how this kind of writing interferes with the personal style she had 

developed before, which she characterizes as more about metaphor and creativity: 

Yeah, I think I do have a kind of poetic way of writing.  I do metaphoric 
kinds of things naturally that is not here at all. . . . Maybe I should send 
you something else [laughs] that shows you that.  That’s why I think I 
wanted to contrast these two because I think there’s a big contrast . . . I 
find that in most papers for my Master’s that was commented on as a 
positive thing.  By different professors.  The way that it was very well, 
was elegant. . . . Or just beautiful. . . . I’ve actually had professors tell me 
that.  Um, and those were the passages that were more about me and my 
voice, you know, just the way I express things. (19 Nov.) 

In this passage, two significant aspects of Karen’s conception of literacy become 

apparent.  The first is that it is important to her that she is able to write in a style that she 

describes as “elegant” or “beautiful.”  Karen connects this to the second important 

contention of this passage, which is that writing is an expression of the self, of one’s own, 
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unique “voice.”  She continues, pointing to the paper for her graduate seminar, “this tells 

you nothing about who I am as a writer because it’s not really me,” adding, “This 

[gesturing to the autobiography] tells you a lot about me.  [Laughs.]  But even so, even if 

you took another academic paper that I wrote, I think there’s more of my voice in it than 

there is in here” (19 Nov.).  For Karen, voice is the determinant of whether a piece of 

writing is authentic and meaningful to her.  As with the many of the personal growth 

theorists, issues of selfhood are at stake.    

As we discussed the piece during our interview, I thought that perhaps Karen 

could be reacting to a difference in genre between the two pieces.  Academic writing is 

often more depersonalized than autobiography, although Murray argues that all writing is 

in some way autobiographical, which is evident in the very personal way in which Karen 

characterizes her writing.  She says above that “even if you took another academic paper 

that I wrote . . . there’s more of my voice” (19 Nov.).  Despite the fact that she chronicles 

the frustration she felt as a child and then an adolescent with teachers who did not 

recognize her “native ability,” in the context of our interview, she seems to be feeling 

alienated from her work in a way that she never has before in her first year of a doctoral 

program.  It is interesting to me that in the interview she contrasts the way she is feeling 

now, as a graduate student, to past experiences with literacy that all seem positive, 

especially given the many negative ways she depicts her schooling experiences in the 

autobiographies. 

Karen connected her own personal search for her voice to the work she hoped she 

was doing in her composition classroom.  In the following passage, Karen is responding 

to a question I had asked her, which related to an article by Susan Jarratt that she had read 
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for the Practicum that challenged the notion that we need to accept everything our 

students say in the classroom, including statements that are racist, homophobic, or 

otherwise insensitive to the kinds of critical thinking many compositionists want to foster 

in the classroom.  Karen responded that she did not want to completely give up her 

authority in the classroom and that she especially saw it as important to challenge views 

that her students might express.  At the same time, she says, “You want them to be able 

to express themselves because you want the opportunity to talk about it [their ideas] and 

shape it.  If they can’t express it, then you’re not going to get that opportunity” (19 Nov.).  

Karen continues that she did not want her students to feel “shut down” or that “the 

teacher’s going to tell you to shut up” (19 Nov.).  I will discuss this moment further in the 

next chapter on social/critical literacy because I think it is a significant turning point for 

her in which she began to recognize and integrate social/critical views into her 

conception.  Nevertheless, Karen still holds on to the view that writing and classwork 

need to be connected in some ways to personal expression. 

Interestingly, although Karen seems to be feeling so poignantly the effects of a 

curriculum that does not allow for personal choice, she denies that this could be the 

experience of students in her classroom, even though the assignments from the standard 

syllabus do not give them a choice of topics.  The following is our exchange: 

ME:  Do you sympathize with your students that they don’t get a choice?  
Or do you feel like this is different, that they actually get a lot more 
choice? 
KAREN:  I feel like they have a lot more choice than I did in this.  Yeah, 
because I tell them, pick an aspect and then you can pose for me 
alternatives.  Now, kids definitely don’t take me up on that, but I say, if 
you want to write about something else, let me know, and we’ll talk about 
it.  You know.  I generally try.  Now I will say right now, for instance, like 
right now with the assignments that they’re more prescriptive, like with 
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the syllabus I’m teaching with comp.  I’m teaching, you know, you’re 
required to teach that.  That assignment the first time you teach.  I am 
sticking fairly close to the assignment. . . . but I do say to the kids, pick an 
aspect of this that interests you.  You know.  Think about what you’d like 
to talk about, in terms of nonviolence, like, how would you, how would 
you like to apply this?  So I do always tell them to think outside, and I tell 
them that’s how I survived in school, was I used to go to my professors 
and, quite honestly, all throughout school propose different paper topics 
(19 Nov.). 

Again, the importance of personal choice for Karen is paramount.  She tells me this is 

how she “survived in school.”  However, it is interesting too that Karen sees her own 

situation as allowing for less personal choice and self-exploration than her students, even 

though she would later say, in her final autobiography, that she “return[ed] to the 

university as a PhD student in composition and rhetoric [because she was] in search of a 

teaching and administrative community that urges exploration beyond the boundaries 

imposed by canned curriculum and above all, values written expression” (Literacy 

narrative, 10 Dec.).  

 

The Assignment Ranking Activity 

Despite the fact that I assigned more content units to literacy for personal growth 

than for any other conception, when we did the Assignment Ranking Activity in the 

Practicum the graduate instructors responded overwhelmingly against the assignment that 

asks students to use personal experience.  I worded the assignment in the following way: 

Both Leslie Marmon Silko and Jane Tompkins write about disturbing experiences 
that nevertheless end up producing some sort of revelation or new insight.  
Choose one of these essays and reread it, paying close attention to Silko and/or 
Tompkins’ personal reactions to what they were seeing and hearing.  Then, write 
an essay in which you compare either experience to a similar experience you had.  
How were your reactions similar and/or different to Silko’s or Tompkins’?  What 
do you think accounts for these differences or similarities? 
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I constructed the assignment to represent literacy for personal growth because it made 

personal experience central to the writing task and implied that such experiences had 

intellectual weight and could act as relevant evidence.  Admittedly, this assignment 

invites criticism because it only asks students to do critical or interpretive work in the 

final sentence.  However, while I hoped to make the assignments representative of the 

conceptions of literacy I was investigating, I included this activity less to report on 

overall trends and more to elicit talk from the participants.  Nevertheless, I was not 

prepared for the overwhelming response against it.  None of the participants in the 

Practicum ranked this assignment first, and only 22% ranked it second.  Moreover, 39% 

of the class ranked it fifth or sixth.   

 Barbara, for example, wrote next to this assignment the question, “Dangerous to 

encourage students to use personal experience in an academic essay?” (Assignment 

ranking,  22 Oct.)   During the class discussion, she remarked, “I’m wary of assignments 

that bring in person experience, though.  I feel like then there’s no chance to experience 

empathy” (Field notes, 22 Oct.).  Garrett, surprisingly was one of the few to rank this 

assignment second, but, significantly, he crossed out the word “personal” as well as the 

last three sentences that ask students to compare them to their own experiences 

(Assignment Ranking, 22 Oct.).  He bracketed the first sentence, explaining, “Here is the 

part that I like” (22 Oct.).  In the class discussion, Blake said, “I feel like wherever they 

talk about personal experience, they’re free of all burden to think critically” (Field notes, 

22 Oct.). 
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Strikingly, Lily, who, as I said, had the most codes relating to literacy for personal 

growth, ranked this assignment last, prompting me to ask her about it after I observed her 

composition class for the second time.  She said,  

I think I probably just thought . . . there wouldn’t be as much learning . . .  
for the students if they were writing about something that happened to 
them.  Or that it wasn’t enough synthesis of different ideas that they would 
be able to, like, learn from it?  . . . when you’re writing a paper, the idea is 
that you’re learning as you write, and . . . I didn’t think that that this would 
allow for enough of that because it was kind of like a linear, you’re 
making a linear relationship, as opposed to being asked to make deeper 
connections between different ideas.  (Teaching observation interview, 21 
Feb.).8 

While Lily’s statement did not foreclose the possibility that students could learn from 

writing about personal experience, she did point to the idea, voiced by some of the 

participants as well, that writing about personal experience can also be very limiting for 

students.  Lily’s statements also demonstrated to me the important distinction between a 

conception of literacy, which is essentially a theory of what literacy should be, and a 

teaching practice.  Although my argument is that these graduate instructors’ conceptions 

of literacy influenced their pedagogical decisions, I am wary of saying, for example, that 

someone who privileges an understanding of literacy as individual, creative, and 

autonomous would necessarily have students write autobiographical narratives in a 

composition class. 

 Interestingly, though, both Karen and Lily were able to read the opportunity for 

personal connection in other assignments.  For example, Lily says, “In both my #1 and #2 

choices, I think there is room to be creative (2) and come up with ideas based on personal 

experience (5) (even if they do not share these personal experiences)” (Assignment 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 I should note here that I was asking Lily about this months later, so her memory of why she ranked the 
assignment that way was probably fuzzy.  Nevertheless, it gave us another opportunity to talk about literacy 
for personal growth. 
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ranking, 22 Oct.).  In this statement, I see evidence that Lily values having a personal 

connection to what one is reading and even using personal experiences as a starting point 

for academic inquiry.  However, Lily does not want to go so far as to say that they can 

actually “share these personal experiences” in their writing.  Similarly, Karen says in her 

rationale for her rankings, “I chose assignment #5 as my top choice because it asks them 

to apply the readings to a concrete situation the students can relate to and are interested in 

as it is self-selected” (22 Oct.).  As in her interview and autobiographies, personal choice 

for Karen is paramount.  Karen continues, “ I chose assignment #2 as my second top 

choice for much the same reasons – that it has students apply the ideas in the reading to 

their own actual experience” (22 Oct.)  In underlining “actual,” Karen seems to imply 

that students should validate the sometimes abstract ideas in the texts that they read by 

vetting them against their own personal experiences. 

 Max was another of the few students to rank this assignment second, although he 

liked the assignment for literacy for social growth better.  In his rationale, he emphasizes 

the idea of “engagement” that would show up during our interviews after I observed his 

classes, saying, “I believe this is an effective method for engaging young students” (22 

Oct.).  In general, then, the graduate instructors wanted their students to be personally 

engaged with what they were writing.  However, they did not think that writing about the 

personal experiences that might have motivated them was a relevant academic activity in 

the context of the composition course. 
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The Teaching Observations 

 The ideas that emerged most often in the class observations relevant to this 

conception were that of motivation and engagement.  I saw these ideas as being closely 

related.  Motivation, in the context of this conception, seemed to relate particularly to 

intrinsic motivation.  It is that initial element of a task or assignment that interests 

students or encourages them to pursue their task further.  Engagement, then, is what 

happens as they then become immersed in the task.   

 Alignment also reappeared in the data for Lily, as well as the goal of affirmation.  

Lily repeatedly suggested that she wanted the classroom to be a safe space for her 

students, and part of that involved hearing them out and making them feel that their 

observations were worthy of discussion.  Literacy for personal growth showed up 

overwhelmingly in Lily’s data for this section.  The ideas of motivation and engagement 

also showed up in the data for Max, Jordi, and Karen. 

 

Lily – Alignment and Affirmation 

Perhaps because of this background in education and because of the fact that she 

was working out her own insecurities about being a student in a competitive doctoral 

program, Lily spent much energy affirming her students’ contributions in the classroom 

and in their papers.  The first time I visited her class, her students had just read the first 

fifty pages of Kindred by Octavia Butler.  After an initial quiz, she started the class with a 

journal response.  The following is reconstructed from field notes that I took as I 

observed: 

LILY:  So what did you think of Kindred?  Ethan came in and told me the 
book was boring. 
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STUDENT 1:  I don’t think it’s boring at all. 
LILY:  So, total reader response, tell me what you think of the first fifty 
pages of the book.  (26 Oct.) 

As students shared their responses to Kindred after writing in their journals, Lily’s most 

common response was to emphasize the commonness of the student’s experience of 

reading the novel:  

LILY:  So, tell me about your initial impressions. 
STUDENT 2:  It’s unnatural.  If someone disappeared and then came back all 
muddy, I’d be like WTF. 
LILY:  I think a lot of people had that experience.  How did that affect the rest of 
your reading? 
STUDENT 3:  I only read the first thirty pages, so I messed up, but, you know, I 
think it was creative and all. 
STUDENT 4:  There’s not enough of a back story. 
STUDENT 5:  Yeah, the prologue was confusing. 
TERRY:  It might be because the prologue is supposed to be like that.  The way 
she and her husband talk is weird.  I think the book might be written for younger 
people. 
LILY:  So, you’re not impressed with the style? 
STUDENT 6:  I agree with Terry; it seems younger. 
STUDENT 2:  It was too abstract.  It had random time travel.  Why?  If I had to 
predict the ending, it would have to be: it was all a dream. 
LILY:  I think you’re not alone in that.  When stories end like that, that’s kind of a 
cop out. 
STUDENT 2: [continues complaining about stories like this.] 
LILY:  I think you’re not alone. 
STUDENT 1: I like how the beginning creates interest.  The characters are kind 
of thrown into it too. 
LILY:  I think that’s a beautiful point.  Octavia Butler is putting us through the 
same thing.  If they have to deal with it, so do we. (26 Oct.) 

I was so struck by Lily’s repetition of the phrases, “I think a lot of people had that 

experience” and “I think you’re not alone” that I asked her about it in our interview 

following the teaching observation.  Here is our exchange: 

LILY:  Um, I think it’s good for promoting student voice, so they can have 
a say. 
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ME:  Yeah, yeah.  So that was actually one of the things that I was going 
to ask you about because it seemed like you were like kind of like asking a 
lot of questions and that you wanted to kind of validate them in a way? 
LILY:  Mm-hm.  Oh really?  [Laughs.] 
ME:  Yeah, I don’t know.  Like, well, can you comment on that or . . .? 
LILY:  Yeah, like how I follow up with comments? 
ME:  Yeah, or just, you said, “I think you’re not alone in that” a couple of 
times. 
LILY:  Oh, was I not supposed to? 
ME:  No no no, I’m just asking. 
LILY:  Um, yeah, I guess that’s true.  Is that okay? 
ME:  Yeah, no I was, I just, it’s your teaching style, you know? 
LILY:  I guess that I want – it’s like really important to me to make it safe 
to talk.  That’s how I’ve, I guess, they’ve, they begin talking a lot more 
once they’ve realized I wasn’t going to embarrass them or whatever.  
Because I hate, I don’t like when I’m making a comment, as a student, and 
it gets brushed over.  You know what I mean?  So, I always, like, have that 
mindset.  (26 Oct.) 

This exchange was significant to me in that it showed me that Lily wanted, in her 

words, “to promote student voice,” and the way in which she did this was by affirming 

what they had to say, hoping that would create a safe space for them within the 

classroom.  For Lily, as for many of the personal growth theorists I’ve cited, voice is a 

means to empowerment.  It is by tapping into this “natural” way of speaking (again, the 

idea of literacy as natural comes in) that you make yourself heard.  Lily’s comments back 

to her students are, in a way, her way of playing Elbow’s believing game in class.  For 

Lily, it was important that students didn’t feel “brushed over,” and, consequently, she put 

her energy into imagining herself in her students’ positions, trying to see the text as they 

did. 

The above exchange with Lily also indicated that her own desire for affirmation 

throughout her schooling and, currently, by the professors of her graduate seminars 

possibly influenced her goal of promoting student voice in the class she was teaching.  
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This was not particular to Lily.  Indeed, as I will discuss in the upcoming section on 

voice, Barbara and Karen also seemed to channel their own need for acceptance into their 

teaching.  I do not think this was just an attribute of the women that I studied either – it is 

possible that they were just more forthright about their insecurities than the men, 

especially in the context of talking with another woman.   

Also significant about the passage above is that Lily spent the first part of the 

class just seeing how the class felt about reading Kindred – she wanted to know whether 

they liked it or not, hoping perhaps that they had developed a personal connection to it.  

When she asks them, “total reader response” to tell her what they think about the first 

fifty pages of the book, she seems to be giving them a pass, for the time being, from 

having to be scholarly or analytical in their responses.  Questions of like and dislike can 

come in, and they don’t have to be relevant to larger scholarly discussions. 

In the second class of hers that I observed, Lily repeated the idea of authenticity, 

which for her, comes from the “alignment” of “what you think, feel, do, and say” that is 

achieved through yoga (21 Feb.).  When she repeated this same statement in the second 

class of hers that I visited, it was in the context of telling her students that connecting to 

what they were writing about was another way of achieving this alignment.  After having 

her students write in their journals, one student expressed difficulty in connecting 

personally to his writing, saying “I think of writing as writing down, like, historical 

things or facts, and then my argument.  But, I guess I need to connect more personally to 

what I’m writing” (21 Feb.).  Lily responded, saying,  

Yeah, sometimes it’s hard when we’re writing about a social issue, to connect to it 
personally.  The only way it’s going to be interesting to read is if you find a 
connection to it, and if you think what you say and what you do and what you feel 
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are aligned.  If you’re doing something you don’t love or are bored of, and there’s 
a misalignment, it’s not going to work (21 Feb.). 

Lily’s students seemed to experiencing this “misalignment” because they felt that they 

were just writing to respond to an assignment.  In addition, they were required to take a 

critical stance on a historical example of nonviolence, which required them to examine an 

event with which they were initially unfamiliar.  This leads, for the young man who I 

quoted above to a feeling of just “writing down . . . historical things or facts.”  This is one 

of the potential effects of a curriculum, like the one in which Lily and the graduate 

student instructors were teaching, which is based on a social/critical paradigm.   

However, Lily’s recommendation that they connect to the social issues they were 

writing about personally required another level of commitment from her students, a call 

for taking responsibility for the way in which they were positioning themselves both 

within the scholarly discourse on nonviolence and with respect to the sociopolitical 

landscape they were writing about.  Although this commitment is personal, for Lily, it is 

also social and political in that students had to define themselves in relation to a matter of 

current importance, especially with the nonviolent protests that were beginning to take 

place in Egypt in early 2011.  Thus, one of the advantages of Lily’s incorporation of 

literacy for personal growth into her own curriculum is that it called for an increased 

level of personal engagement from her students. 

Lily’s realization of the tendency in her students to be “bored” and thus not fully 

committed to the reading, writing, and thinking required in the composition course 

seemed also to arise from her own school experiences.  Perhaps because of her emphasis 

on making personal connections to writing, Lily sometimes resisted the depersonalized 

academic writing in her graduate courses.  This caused her difficulty in one of her 
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seminars, in particular, in which she refused to write a traditional argument paper.  Lily 

also resisted reading and responding to texts that she didn’t find interesting.  In her first 

interview with me, Lily revealed that “up until eleventh grade, I didn’t read anything for 

school,” saying a few lines later, “Because, like, who wants to read The Old Man and the 

Sea?  That’s like, horrible.  Why would they make us do that? (21 Feb.)  Although Lily 

admonishes her students not to be bored, telling them to bring energy to their writing, she 

also recognizes this as a past failing of her own.   

Still, when I asked Lily if she would like to do a similar assignment to the paper 

she had just assigned her students, she responded with confidence that she “would find a 

way to make it so it was it interesting for me” so that it could “just be a way to read some 

articles about education or the criminal justice system” (21 Feb.).  Lily, then, felt more 

confident that the class had freedom to tie their writing to their own interests than she had 

felt, either in high school or in graduate school.  

Lily’s call to her students was essentially an attempt at motivation.  For the 

graduate instructors, the attraction of using some of the practices connected to this 

conception of literacy lies in its ability to motivate students, which will eventually lead to 

the engagement they need to complete a writing task.  I particularly like Lily’s 

formulation of this challenge when she describes trying to get them “personally invested 

in . . . [their] academic papers” (21 Feb.): 

I’ve been telling all of them that, like, this isn’t something that I can teach 
you, to care about your papers and be interested in your papers, but that’s 
what makes good writing, is like when you’re personally invested in what 
you’re writing about.  And so the way to do that is to start writing, using 
writing as a way to talk about your, your personal self, yourself as a 
person and then translate that, use that same energy and that same charge 
to write academically without – and translate it into that language.  But 
translate that, use that same energy and translate the language into an 
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academic language, where it’s not, “I think,” “I feel,” but “I suggest” and 
“I argue,” and, the academic language.  So, not like a direct translation but 
just taking the energy that you would use for like a journal, if that makes 
sense. (21 Feb.) 

Lily’s description of engagement as a kind of energy is, I think, particularly apt.  

Motivation becomes Lily’s goal for her teaching.  Interestingly, though, her translation of 

statements like “I feel” into “I argue” seems to be an embracing of the very academic 

language which she had been resisting in her own writing because of how depersonalized 

it was. 

 In her second teaching observation interview, Lily revealed her debt to some of 

Louise Rosenblatt’s ideas of teaching, when she talked about the aesthetic dimension of 

literacy.  When I came into the class that day, Lily explained that she was giving her 

students “a poetry day” as a sort of respite before they had to turn in their first draft of the 

second paper (21 Feb.).  When I asked her more about it in the interview that followed, 

Lily explained, “we’re in an academic culture or society . . .  my cooperating teacher said, 

that, like . . . a student just raising their hand and being like, ‘I really like this,’ is 

learning.  That’s okay” (21 Feb.).  Lily had mentioned Rosenblatt during our interview 

after her first teaching observation, and I knew that, as someone with a background in 

education, she was familiar with her ideas.  In both of the sections of composition she 

was teaching, Lily referred to theories of reading that can be traced back to Rosenblatt: 

first to “reader response,” the first time I observed her class and then to the idea that 

readers bring their own sets of concerns and material conditions with them to reading.   

What Lily is referring to in the quote above is that educators tend to emphasize 

efferent rather than aesthetic reading.  In other words, educators encourage students to 

read for information rather than for pleasure, and, consequently, students often lack 
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motivation to read.  Lily refers to this when she talks about her class in the context of 

society in general, saying, “that’s not an assumption that you make, that people are doing 

the reading, or that they want to read” (21 Feb.).  Lily’s answer to this was to encourage 

students to make personal connections to what they were writing about, to, in her words, 

“find a way to make it so it was it interesting to me” (21 Feb.). 

What Lily was referring to was something that many of the graduate instructors in 

the study struggled with throughout their first semester of teaching: how do I motivate 

students who are just not interested in the texts and issues we are discussing?  Whereas 

for some scholars whose conception of literacy is in-line with literacy for personal 

growth, the answer might come in the form of open assignments and choice when it 

comes to reading material, the answer, for Lily, Jordi, Max, and Karen, came in the form 

of in-class activities to make the material personally relevant to their students. 

 

Karen – Making it Interesting 

Like Lily, Karen emphasized to me that she wanted to act as a supportive 

presence for her students in the classroom.  After the first class of hers that I observed, 

Karen explained to me why she chose to make a list on the board of what her students did 

well in their last papers and spend the first part of class discussing it.  She said  

I wanted to emphasize what they were doing well.  I wanted them to see 
that I’ve noticed those things and for them to feel good about themselves.  
I also wanted to motivate other students.  It was summative - they could 
see what they’ve already accomplished.  You know, at the beginning of 
class, I like kind of talking to them informally and joking around. (26 
Oct.) 
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The assumption here is that because writing is such a personal activity, if students “feel 

good about themselves” and receive recognition, it will motivate them to continue to do 

better. 

 In the second class of hers that I observed, Karen focused on generating personal 

interest in the readings for the course.  When I came into her class, she had written on the 

board, “What makes you become interested in a text/presentation?” (4 Mar.).  After 

students had brainstormed a list of attributes, like “creativity/originality” and “humor” 

Karen had them use this as a guide to score the groups that were presenting (4 Mar.).  

Karen had her students discuss the kinds of texts they found interesting, and then she 

announced, “Now, what you’re going to do with this list is, you’re going to do a 

presentation, and I want those of you not in the group - I want you to give the following 

feedback” (4 Mar.)  She then wrote on the board: “What interested me most?” and “What 

could have been done to influence me more to become interested?”  (4 Mar.)  In groups 

of three or four, students came to the front of the class and made presentations on 

different aspects of the West that connected to their readings, including a video on 

Manifest Destiny, a monologue on the West and “rugged individualism,” and a dramatic, 

symbolic enactment of the signing of the Declaration of Independence.  When Karen 

explained the activity to me after the class, she said, “we talked about how it should be 

interesting for the writer because if you’re not interested in what you’re writing about, it 

comes through, and it makes it, that can make it boring for the reader.  So, how do you 

develop interest with something that’s not so interesting, material that’s not so 

interesting?  So how do you find a personal way?” (4 Mar.)  For Karen, making a writing 

activity interesting involves an element of personal connection.  If they could find 
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something that related to their lives in some way, they would, in her word, “feel more 

invested in” it (4 Mar.).   

This “personal investment,” in Karen’s thought, also tied to the whether or not the 

audience would be interested in their work.  In a way, then, this related to Lily’s concept 

of authenticity.  If a piece of work communicated something authentic and personal about 

its writer, it would, in Karen’s conception, become more interesting.  She explained to me 

that she wanted to teach them how to “convey those connections and their passion about 

those connections to others to get them interested in what they have to say” (22 Mar.).  

She says further, 

Because, you know, part of, I guess, my thesis there is that you can’t really 
invest - get other people excited about something you’re not excited 
about?  So how do you - because we’ve talked a lot about how do you get 
into, like, make up an original argument?  And what, you know, if you’re - 
and we read, um, “How to Say Nothing in 500 Words,” and one of his 
things is, you know, so the kids are like, “Well how can I be original?  
Everyone’s written about it already.”  And I said, well, the main game is 
not to, is to be original, more original than your classmates, not try to 
write the same thing about it, you know?  Or to write about what the 
teacher said in class.  How can you, then, you know, so one of the ways 
that I talked to them about was, as I’m reading I always write little notes - 
you know, things that I react to, ideas, perspectives, things that I connect 
to, - as I’m reading, and that’s one of the ways to make it more original 
because that’s your personal mark.  So we talked about that, too. (22 Mar.)   

Significantly, even though for Lily the concept of originality becomes limiting and 

stifling, for Karen, it demonstrates one’s own “personal mark.” 

 Karen had the students work on making their pieces more interesting and original 

by giving a workshop on what she called “interest grabbers” – those first few sentences 

of a piece of writing that should, in Karen’s view, grab the attention of the reader, 

regardless of the kind of prose.  She told me, 

if you don’t start your paper in some way that engages people. . . people 
aren’t going to want to read what you have to say.  They’re not.  I mean, 
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they [the students] said that. . . . if you don’t engage them and make them 
see why this argument is something they should pay attention to or read, 
or be relevant, they’re not going to want to read it, and it is going to affect 
the way that people see your writing.  They’re going to see you as 
someone - it’s going to become dry and boring, and should academic 
writing be dry and boring?  Well, no.  I don’t think so, and that’s part of 
my own little personal agenda. (22 Mar.) 

In essence, it seemed as if Karen had made a deal with her students – they could only 

complain about the reading being boring if they strove to make their own writing 

interesting.  Karen reveals the importance to her of writing being creative and interesting 

when she refers to it as her “own little personal agenda.”  She does not want writing to be 

“dry and boring,” incidentally, like the writing she felt she had to do in her introductory 

graduate seminar.  In this instance, Karen’s concept of writing as craft reappears.  In 

addition, Karen makes a connection between personal writing and interesting writing, 

much like Bishop, who argues that we need to believe that essays “are enjoyable to write 

and to read . . . [and] that the essay is an occasion for pleasure” (271).  For Karen, a 

student’s engagement in a writing task is clearly represented in their own writing, and it 

enables the production of writing that is interesting and enjoyable. 

 

Jordi – Indulging Them Too Much? 

Unlike for Lily and Karen, literacy for personal growth was not Jordi’s primary 

literacy conception or even a significant facet of her literacy conception.  Indeed, Jordi 

seemed mostly skeptical about this conception.  In practicum meetings, she demonstrated 

that she valued depersonalized academic writing when she said that she discouraged the 

use of “I” in her students’ papers.  At the same time, Jordi was also intrigued by using 

strategies to get students to relate personally to the class material.  In her second teaching 

observation and interview, we discussed an activity Jordi had used to get students to 
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connect to the idea of what “home” means in the novel, Kindred.  In the following 

exchange, Jordi reveals her reservations about using this strategy: 

JORDI:  I feel like I’m realizing more and more that the best, like the 
thing that’s worked best in my classes is making them talk about 
themselves, first, and then having them get that personal experience down 
and then be able to relate that to whatever we’re reading so that they have 
some kind of investment, or some kind of, or like, it forces them to realize 
that they might actually care about what they’re reading: it has to do with 
them?  I don’t know. 
ME:  But you resisted that? 
JORDI:  I do. 
ME:  Why do you think that is? 
JORDI:  Because I want them to be able to appreciate art for its own sake?   
Or ideas for their own sake?  Um, [sighs] like I want them to be able to see 
that things are interesting even if they don’t immediately identify with 
them, even if it’s not apparently relevant, at first.  Like things are 
important outside of themselves, perhaps.  And I’m sure, you know, I’m 
sure there are other ways to get them interested, but that seems to be the 
pattern so far that has been working for me.  So, I don’t know. (14 Mar.) 

As our conversation continued, Jordi revealed that she was concerned that the reason 

students responded to this strategy was that they were “egotistical” (14 Mar.).   

The same issue came up during one of the last practicum meetings of the 

semester, in which Jordi, Barbara, and Lily had the following exchange: 

JORDI: I often start the class with something that the students can relate to 
personally, and it seems like it works.  But at the same time, I feel like, am 
I just indulging them too much? 
BARBARA: But even in this class, we do a lot of saying “I think” or “I 
feel.”  I don’t think that there’s anything wrong with it.  It’s part of our 
culture. 
LILY:  Yeah, but I wonder, am I just trying to make my students feel 
special? (19 Oct.) 

I thought this conversation was interesting because even Lily was concerned that she was 

being too indulgent and playing into the same societal forces that make Americans 
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particularly self-centered.  However, the conversation quickly turned to focus on how to 

make students more critically aware of current events.  One of the other practicum 

students, Eric, argued that facilitating the establishment of personal connections was just 

a way to “get things moving” in class (Field notes, 19 Nov.).  Jordi responded, saying, 

“Yeah, I feel like also a lot of times I just have to make my students aware of things.  

Like, we were talking about the Leslie Marmon Silko ‘Border State Patrol’ article, and 

they had no idea about what was happening with immigration in Arizona” (Field notes, 

19 Nov.).  For Jordi, then, establishing personal connections became a way of motivating 

students to actually step outside of themselves and critically engage with the world 

around them.  Consequently, although for Jordi this conception was a nice way in to 

learning, it was not the ultimate literacy goal she had for her students. 

 

Max and Engagement 

 Like Lily and Karen, Max privileged the idea of engagement in his classroom.  In 

his first interview, he told me: 

I really encourage my students to write about topics that they’re interested 
in.  Some have approached me about using books that they’ve read in their 
papers and things, and I’ve, like, encouraged that.  Some of the best papers 
that I’ve read this semester were, um, used like, sources that they had read, 
um, like, previously, like in high school classes and things like that, that 
just happened to be about the same, a topic that’s related to, say, 
nonviolence. . . . they already had an understanding of that other text, so 
then they didn’t just, they weren’t just dropping in quotes that they 
thought kind of fit, they were actually able to see the connections when 
they . . . were reading Gandhi and what-not. (25 Oct) 

Max, more than perhaps Lily and Jordi, saw this engagement happening when students 

could bring in knowledge about a topic that they already had.  Luis Moll refers to the 

“bodies of knowledge” students bring to the classroom from their own experiences, home 
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and cultural backgrounds as “funds of knowledge” (6).  However, Moll’s understanding 

of these bodies of knowledge is undoubtedly sociocultural in that he emphasizes the 

social nature of the networks that enable the exchange of knowledge.  At the same time, 

Max, like Moll, seems to emphasize the fact that the classroom does not exist in isolation 

and that the students in his class, in Moll’s words, “represent a major social and 

intellectual resource” (15).   

For example, the first time I visited Max’s class, his students were discussing Jane 

Tompkins’ article, “At the Buffalo Bill Museum,” a critical essay based on Tompkins’ 

narrative of her own experience at the Buffalo Bill Museum in Cody, Wyoming.  Max 

divided the class into four groups and had each of them focus on one of the four sections 

of the museum.  In discussing the activity after class, Max emphasized, again, that he 

wanted students to bring in their own experiences, their own background knowledge to 

explore the issues Tompkins brings up: 

I think, I think that it’s important, not even, so much, to be interacting with 
these specific texts but to, kind of, learn to interact with texts as a broader 
concept than just a book, even.  Like, texts can be referring to any sort of, 
like, any sort of like, cultural phenomenon or, like, any event.  Anything.  
So that students can kind of just learn to think critically about them and 
actually be able to take their understanding of that and relate it to their 
own life or other things that they might find more relevant to their own 
life.  Um, and I think that, just like, starting by interacting with the, with, 
like, the texts that we’re reading is a good way to let them to like kind of 
draw, draw conclusions, or, um, draw connections to other, other things 
that, that more closely relate to them.  Like, um, today in class when Nick 
brought in, in the small group he was talking about it even more, he was 
talking about like how his whole family is very interested in guns and 
everything.  And like, and like that was, that’s a great, a very valid 
connection to make, and, well how does Jane Tompkins being uninterested 
in guns relate to his life?  And the fact that he makes that connection and 
then was thinking about it critically, like, that’s what I want to have these 
students kind of learn to do. (24 Feb.) 
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I was struck, again, by the way in which this passage winds back and forth between 

literacy for personal growth and social/critical literacy.  Max wants his students to be able 

to “relate . . . [the readings] to their own life or other things that they might find more 

relevant to their own life.”  At the same time, he wants them to use these connections to 

interrogate their own backgrounds and assumptions, one of the goals of critical literacy 

that I will discuss in the next chapter.  While his immediate goal for his students seems to 

be personal, the ultimate goal is social and critical.  This is why for Max, as for Jordi, 

although making personal connections with his students and having students make 

personal connections to what they were reading were particularly important, literacy for 

personal growth was only a facet and not his primary literacy conception. 

 

Final Thoughts 

 One of the most significant observations I made about this conception of literacy 

was that when the graduate student instructors used the practices associated with it in 

class, their students seemed to really enjoy it.  Lily’s students seemed to love poetry day, 

and Karen’s were engaged in the discussion of “interest grabbers” that I witnessed the 

second time I visited her class.  Observing these classes and seeing the engagement of the 

students in the task of writing their own poems or creating interesting openings for their 

essays, as well as their thoughtful responses to each others’ work, made me let go of 

some of the reservations I had about breaking from a more standard composition 

curriculum to include a day devoted just to poetry.  Although many would argue that 

compositionists have moved on from this view of literacy, the fact that we still make peer 

writing groups and process approaches to writing central to the work of the composition 
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classroom demonstrates that this view still has a significant place in the work of the 

composition instructor. 

For both Lily and Karen, the two who had this conception as their primary 

conception, an element of effacement was also present in the way they related their own 

personal struggles with writing to their students.  Although both channeled the oppression 

they had felt as students into creating a more nurturing, accepting classroom, they both 

refused to see the writing assignments they were using, which were part of the standard 

syllabus for College Composition, as enacting a similar sort of restrictive environment for 

their students.  This is a salutary reminder that we often perceive the assignments we give 

to be more flexible, more open to interpretation, than our students do.  What the 

experiences of these graduate instructors seem to suggest is that it is imperative that we 

create classroom situations in which students can explore personal connections to the 

social issues they so often are asked to write about in the composition classroom, a task 

that is more complex than simply telling students not to be bored, in Lily’s case, or, as 

Karen said, telling them to “pick an aspect of this that interests you” (19 Nov.).  

At the same time, both Lily and Karen addressed a concern about literacy for 

personal growth that many of its critics have put forth.  In his chapter on “Voice” from A 

Teaching Subject, Harris criticizes theorists that make “voice” a determinant of good 

writing and argues that if we see writing in this way it becomes unteachable.  Harris 

contends,  

the rhetoric of authenticity also sets up a situation where a certain kind of 
talk or teaching becomes next to impossible.  For if what counts is less 
what a writer has to say than how much he really means or feels it, then 
the measure of good writing becomes its genuineness or sincerity.  And 
how do you tell that?  (32).    
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In one of the passages I cited when I was discussing my conversation with Lily after the 

second time I observed her class, Lily hit on a similar concern when she said that 

although she wanted her students to “care” that “this isn’t something I can teach” 

(Teaching observation 2, 21 Feb.).  On this point, I disagree with Lily.  If we take the 

exchanges with her students, particularly the student who began to realize that he had to 

incorporate himself into his paper, as evidence, Lily clearly was teaching them to care.  

She was doing this by creating situations, such as poetry day, in which students could 

transform texts like the Bhagavad Gita into something meaningful for them by writing 

themselves in.  Although she and Karen could benefit from integrating this desire into a 

more sociocultural vision of literacy in which students can both find and also be critical 

of the notion of voice, the passion, the care, and the nurturing that Lily and Karen 

brought into the classroom seemed palpable. 

As I will discuss in the next chapter, the graduate instructors’ conceptions of 

literacy did become more social and critical as the semester progressed, evidence of the 

way in which many of the readings in the Practicum and the emphasis of the 

social/critical curriculum of the first-year-writing program influenced these students’ 

conceptions of literacy.  However, while other accounts of training graduate students 

emphasize narratives of conversion (whether to argue for or against this metaphor), the 

graduate instructors in this study seemed to change their conception of literacy not by 

replacing old ideas but rather by adding new ones.  In the context of this study, then, 

conceptions of literacy changed in cumulative fashion.  I will elaborate on this further in 

the next chapter. 



	   162 

One final thing that this data seemed to suggest was that the social/critical ways of 

viewing literacy that have dominated the field can sometimes be arid in that they do not 

account for that experience of sitting alone in front of the computer screen.  As Murray 

says, “At the moment of writing the writer has a fundamental aloneness” (“Interior View” 

22).  This solitary experience of literacy was an important one for the graduate 

instructors.  As Barbara, who had the most codes for social/critical literacy, told me in her 

interview, “sometimes it’s a conflict because, you know, if you’re always talking to other 

people you can’t –  I mean, writing is very solitary, and so there’s that conflict in me too, 

where sometimes I want to be more independent and solitary” (22 Oct.).  All of the 

graduate instructors in this study would have to produce substantial amounts of writing 

for their seminar courses and their master’s theses and dissertations, experiences that 

would require some degree of isolation.  This conception is, in part, a convincing one in 

that it accounts for the solitary nature of composing as well as the immensely personal 

nature of devoting a life to reading and writing. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
SOCIAL/CRITICAL LITERACY 

In problem-posing education, people develop their power to perceive critically the way 
they exist in the world with which and in which they find themselves. 

-‐ Paolo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 83 

As I discussed in the introduction, each of the literacy conceptions is most 

oriented to a particular dimension of the literacy experience in that it privileges this 

dimension over others.  Whereas literacy for personal growth is oriented toward the 

individual, social/critical literacy is oriented to the social.  It follows, then, that while 

literacy for personal growth strives for the development of the individual, social/critical 

literacy looks toward the future of groups and communities.  While literacy for personal 

growth constructs the subject as autonomous, social/critical literacy emphasizes the many 

ways in which context acts upon and defines the subject.  While many adherents of 

literacy for personal growth want students to find their voice, adherents of social/critical 

literacy teach students how to deploy many voices, strategically channeling those that are 

appropriate to the situation and the socially situated values of the group within which the 

student is writing.   

This conception of literacy has, over the past thirty years, achieved centrality 

within the field of composition, and, if one looks closely to the messages about literacy 

communicated by teachers’ unions and even in political speeches referencing literacy, it 

has slowly begun to trickle out into the American consciousness.  At the same time, when 

compared to literacy for personal growth, this conception of literacy can often seem 

somewhat alien to students, both at the undergraduate and graduate levels.  For the 

graduate instructors in my study, this sense of unfamiliarity marked the way that they 

grappled with many of the readings for the Practicum course.  At the same time, a few of 
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graduate instructors, notably Barbara and Max, felt a sense of validation when they came 

to this understanding of literacy. 

 

Goggin’s Definition of Social/Critical Literacy 

Goggin defines social/critical literacy as the conception that recognizes literacy as 

being “ideologically situated in social contexts” (70).   As the name of this conception of 

literacy hints, it has two theoretical components.  The first is that it is a view of language 

as social, as occurring in and bound by the rules of time and place.  The second is that it 

is ideological and thus open to questions of who is speaking from what position and why.  

From this understanding of language as ideological also comes the contention, made by 

theorists in fields like linguistics, education, and composition, that literacy has also had a 

role in sustaining social, political, and institutional relationships that are so structured to 

give one group power over another.  In some instances, those with this view look to 

literacy as the means for marginalized groups to shift these power relationships and 

challenge the social or political elite.  Scribner, whose metaphor of “literacy as power” is 

one cited by Goggin in defining this conception of literacy, argues that this stance 

emphasizes “a relationship between literacy and group or community advancement” (11).  

In this light, this conception of literacy can have political and activist components as 

well.  

 

The Theoretical Underpinnings for Social/Critical Literacy 

Social/critical literacy in the field of composition has come to imply a range of 

theoretical and pedagogical goals.  However, the figure who Scribner, Knoblauch and 
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Goggin all cite as the exemplar for this conception is Paolo Freire, whose idea of 

conscientização, or “critical consciousness” is the central theoretical principle behind 

critical pedagogy (35).  In Freire’s view, to become critically conscious is to go beyond 

naivety and the “culture of silence” that makes oppressed groups internalize the negative 

views of their oppressors (30).  Compositionists, and other educators, in the United States 

have also interpreted critical consciousness more broadly, as a way of interpreting texts 

and thinking critically about the world, sometimes with but often without explicitly 

political consequences. 

This conception of literacy has pedagogical consequences.  Freire argues for a 

“critical and liberating dialogue” to help students attain critical consciousness (65).  In 

other words, students become participants in their own education, rather than passive 

recipients, as in the “banking concept of education” that Freire argues against (71-72).  In 

his alternative form of education, which Freire calls “problem-posing education,” teacher 

and student “become jointly responsible for a process in which all grow” (80).  The 

problem-posing educator “constantly reforms his reflections in the reflection of his 

students” (80).  The social/critical classroom becomes, therefore, one in which student 

and teacher become co-collaborators engaged in genuine inquiry.  Such a classroom 

would be dominated by dialogue rather than lecture and activities that would actively 

involve students in their own education. 

In tracing the historical roots of this conception, though, we could go much 

farther back than Freire.  Indeed, scholars of rhetoric argue that an understanding of 

language as occurring in a context goes back to Greek and Roman antiquity.  Aristotle’s 

definition of rhetoric, “as the faculty of observing in any given case the available means 
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of persuasion,” points to a highly contextual understanding of literacy (181).  In Isocrates, 

we see an understanding of rhetoric as even more conditional and contingent; he 

contended that because rhetoric was so highly contextual, general rules for rhetoric were 

practically useless because they do not take into account the particulars of the situation.9  

In this kairotic view of language, context is a matter not just of place but of time – one 

must often make judgments about the “available means of persuasion” on one’s feet, so 

to speak.  Goggin’s description of this conception as assuming language is “ideologically 

situated in social contexts,” then, is actually quite close to the way in which many of the 

rhetors of antiquity might have conceived of language as well.  These rhetorical 

understandings of literacy have had a heavy influence on social/critical literacy as it is 

understood within composition, leading to calls for public writing and civic literacy. 

John Dewey’s pedagogical theories are also often cited among theorists who I 

would place in the social/critical camp.  Dewey argues for a literacy that is social and 

connected with public life, contending that education exists primarily as the means for 

social groups to maintain themselves (10).  He points out that “A man really living alone 

(alone mentally as well as physically) would have little or no occasion to reflect upon his 

past experience to extract its net meaning” (6).  Context, or “environment” as Dewey 

calls it, play a key role in learning.  At the same time, the function of the school, for 

Dewey, is to make sure that “elements in the social environment” do not limit its learners; 

it is to “see to it that each individual gets an opportunity to escape from the limitations of 

the social group in which he was born” (20).  The democratizing potential for education 

had, of course, been cited much earlier than Dewey, among nineteenth century American 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 See Patricia Bizzell and Bruce Herzberg’s gloss of Isocrates’ rhetoric in “Against the Sophists” in The 
Rhetorical Tradition: Readings from Classical Times to the Present, 2nd ed. 
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thinkers like Horace Mann and Noah Webster, but in Dewey we find, in his words, a 

renewed “endeavor to detect and state the ideas implied in a democratic society and to 

apply these ideas to the problems of the enterprise of education” (iii). 

Despite these forbears, within the field of composition, social/critical literacy’s 

resurgence is a more recent phenomenon.  John Trimbur has famously located 

social/critical principles as coming about in the field’s “social turn” of the 1980s, which 

occurred in the reaction against process theory, and, I would add, expressivist views of 

literacy, both of which saw literacy as more individual than social (108).  Participants in 

the social turn (Trimbur cites, specifically, Knoblauch and Lil Brannon, as well as 

Patricia Bizzell and Kurt Spellmeyer) drew on rhetorical understandings of literacy as 

well as Marxist depictions (often through Freire) of literacy as a kind of staging ground 

for class warfare (112).   

A similar movement was happening in the field of linguistics for theorists like 

Brian V. Street and James Paul Gee, who together dubbed the social construction of 

literacy and the understanding of literacy as ideological rather than autonomous as “the 

New Literacy Studies” (431).  More recently, another movement has drawn on many of 

these principles to call for a renewed focus on public writing and community-based 

literacy programs.  Paula Mathieu has called this the “public turn,” which has been 

qualified by such terms such as “public writing” (Susan Wells, John Trimbur, and Evelyn 

Ashton Jones), “public discourse” (Diana George), and “writing beyond the curriculum” 

(Steve Parks and Eli Goldblatt), to mention only a few (Mathieu 1). 

 In the context of this study, David Bartholomae, another figure associated with 

the “social turn,” became a frequent referent for this conception of literacy.  The graduate 
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instructors read Bartholomae’s 1986 essay, “Inventing the University” for their second 

class meeting, where their professor, David, revealed that principles from this essay 

formed the foundation for the first-year writing program at Public University (Field 

notes, 10 Sept.).  In the essay, Bartholomae contends that “every time a student sits down 

to write for us, he has to invent the university for the occasion” (4).  Bartholomae thus 

characterizes the experience of the new student as a novice entering a discourse 

community, who has to “appropriate (or be appropriated by) a specialized discourse. . . as 

though they were members of the academy” (5).  Although the graduate instructors in the 

study initially reacted against some of Bartholomae’s ideas, the term, “inventing the 

university” as well as explicit references to Bartholomae became one of the patterns I saw 

as I examined the data I coded as social/critical literacy.  This idea took on special 

resonance for the graduate instructors, on one level because of their awareness that they 

were teaching in a program that valued its principles.  On another level, though, 

Bartholomae’s description of what happens when one enters a discourse community 

became a metaphor for what was happening as some of the graduate instructors in the 

study entered the discourse community of rhetoric and composition.10  

 

Coding for Social/Critical Literacy 

In Goggin’s classification system, the range of ideological perspectives presented 

above are divided into two coding categories: social/critical literacy and critical activism 

literacy.  Basing his definitional qualifications on Knoblauch’s category of critical 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 This parallel has been noted before.  Nancy Welch, in “Resisting the Faith: Conversion, Resistance, and 
the Training of Teachers,” a work I cited in the introduction, notes of her own experience of participating in 
training to teach first-year composition, “We're to invent ourselves as teachers who belong in this 
institution. We're to speak and teach this language or ‘carry off the bluff’ as if we already understand how 
and why” (395). 
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literacy, Goggin characterizes critical activist literacy as the more radical approach to 

literacy education.  In Goggin’s terms, critical activism literacy “evokes a certain type of 

critical view of literacy – that a literacy of revolutionary activism will bring about radical 

political reform” (69).  On one level, Goggin’s separation of these two categories is based 

on praxis; whereas social/critical literacy agendas may not directly advocate a particular 

political agenda, critical/activist literacy does and is, consequently, viewed by individuals 

both within and outside of academia with suspicion.  However, praxis is only part of 

theoretical justification for separate categories.  Goggin notes that the problem with some 

critical literacy agendas is that they “favor the myth that activist literacy alone is the key 

to empowerment” (69-70).  Consequently, Goggin places views of critical literacy that 

challenge this myth and that, like Harvey Graff, “reflexively critique not only ideological 

constructions of literacy, but also the idea of critical literacy itself” in the category of 

social/critical literacy (71). 

While I used these two conceptions, social/critical literacy and critical activism 

literacy as different coding categories, I also acknowledge that some theories of literacy, 

notably those of Freire, can straddle both categories, so that these two exist more on a 

continuum than as discrete categories.  On the surface, it would appear that Freire should 

go with critical activism literacy.  After all, in teaching peasants in Brazil how to read, he 

facilitated their goals of revolution and seems to call explicitly on the potential for 

literacy to bring about rebellion and reform.  (Indeed, it could be argued that he founded 

this conception of literacy.)  However, a large part of Freire’s perspective critiqued naïve 

views of literacy that call for action without reflection.  Moreover, Freire also argued 

against the literacy myth, which “establishes a relationship between knowing how to read 
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and getting good jobs” (618).  Freire contends that “Merely teaching men how to read 

and write does not work miracles; if there are not enough jobs for men able to work, 

teaching more men to read and write will not create them” (619).  Freire thus calls on 

literacy educators to be aware of the ways in which they are interpreting the relationship 

between “man and the world” (616).  In this sense, then, Freire could also be placed in 

the category of social/critical literacy because of his emphasis on action as the result of 

critical reflection and his critique of the literacy myth.  

I maintained the distinction between social/critical and critical activism literacy 

for this study, however, primarily to see if any of the graduate instructors would take the 

arguably more radical position of critical activism literacy.  Strikingly, I didn’t find any 

content units that I could clearly place into the critical activism camp based on Goggin’s 

criteria.  Indeed, as I will discuss in the section on the Assignment Ranking Activity, the 

participants in the study were skeptical about this understanding of literacy for reasons 

that, in my interpretation, are similar to the ones that Goggin describes.   

Goggin also has a third category that sees literacy in primarily social, communal 

ways.  This is literacy for social growth, which is meant to represent “the flip-side-of-the-

same-coin” to literacy for personal growth in that, while both emphasized transcendence, 

literacy for social growth made this transcendence move from the individual out to the 

social.  For Goggin, literacy for social growth “holds that language expresses the power 

of the collective imagination rather than the individual imagination” (67).  In some ways, 

this was a vision of literacy as social that was also close to cultural literacy, but without 

the privileging of the text.  Goggin elaborates on literacy for social growth, saying that 

“this view of language also accepts that collaboration, in a limited communal humanistic 
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sense, can produce individual development for the good of a democratic society” (67).  

The closest instance I found to this view, which one could read as Deweyan because of 

its emphasis on education for the good of democracy, was Barbara’s contention that one 

of the main reasons we read texts is to develop empathy.  I rarely assigned this code to 

the data.  However, as I will discuss in the section on the Assignment Ranking Activity, 

the assignment I created for this conception was the favorite among the graduate 

instructors. 

In coding a content unit for social/critical literacy, I looked for understandings of 

literacy that saw it as a more social than individual phenomenon and that clearly tied 

literacy to context, including both time and place.  On the critical literacy side, I coded 

content units that emphasized the importance of literacy for students’ in-depth 

examination of the world.  I also included references to literacy for social uplift, although 

I reserved references to community-based or activist literacy programs to critical activism 

literacy.  Finally, I included statements that were skeptical about these same agendas in 

recognition that this is an orientation that not only seeks to create social change but also 

to critique the idea that literacy in itself can always bring it about. 

 

Initial Observations on this Conception of Literacy 

 Before I turn to the data, I want to make a couple of initial observations about this 

conception of literacy among the graduate instructors in this study.  Although, as I 

indicated in the last chapter, the most codes I assigned were for literacy for personal 

growth, the second most commonly assigned code was social/critical literacy,11 a sign to 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 I assigned 226 content units the code of social/critical literacy, compared to 312 codes for literacy for 
personal growth. 
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me that this conception of literacy is gaining ground in discussions of literacy in the 

public forum.  This could be because of its popularity within fields like education and 

rhetoric and composition and the fact that ideas within these fields are trickling out into 

public conceptions of literacy.   

 At the same time, the graduate instructors in the study demonstrated a resistance 

to some of the social/critical ideas in their readings from practicum and in the curriculum 

for the composition class they were teaching.  This resistance was framed, from the 

beginning, by concerns expressed by a few of the graduate instructors during the week of 

their teaching orientation.  Some of them wondered how to teach Gandhi, for the first unit 

on nonviolent protest, while, in the words of one graduate instructor, “avoiding his 

political agenda” (Field notes, 25 Aug.).  Another graduate instructor responded that he 

could instead teach Gandhi as someone “interested in the idea of self-determination” (25 

Aug.).  The graduate instructors seem to have assimilated the cultural idea of the teacher 

as politically neutral into their conception of literacy, leading to some hesitation to adopt 

social/critical conceptions of literacy early in the semester.  Consequently, the 

social/critical ideas expressed in the literacy autobiographies in the first drafts of their 

literacy autobiographies are less politically colored than in their later autobiographies, 

after they had been exposed to social/critical ideas in their readings and class discussions. 

 The two graduate instructors who had social/critical literacy as their primary 

conception were Barbara and Max – interestingly, the two creative writing students.  This 

was significant to me because I expected Lily and Karen, the rhet/comp students, to be 

more social/critical and for Barbara and Max to be more interested in the individual 

composing process, as creative writers.  What this finding might indicate is that the recent 
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trends in experimental and conceptual fiction and poetry writing that emphasize political 

concerns and multimodal ways of creating texts might have had an influence on Barbara 

and Max.  Barbara refers to this at one point in her interview when she talks about 

feedback on a story she had received from one of the fiction writing faculty, Kay, who 

had talked to another member of the faculty, Bill, who had attended Barbara’s reading.  

Barbara said, 

then later Kay called me into her office and she said, and she wasn’t at the 
reading,  she said, “I wanted to tell you something that Bill said about your 
reading.”  And I was like, “oh, oh, that’s nice.”  And I walk in, and she 
said, “it had no setting.” 
ME:  What? 
BARBARA:  Yeah.  [Laughs.]  That’s her big thing, setting, politics, 
which I still don’t quite understand.  What’s going in these young 
women’s minds?  What are they thinking?  And I’m like, body images 
and, and health insurance!  And she’s like, “No, no.  That’s superficial.  
You know, what’s, what’s the big picture, here?  How can we work the 
JFK assass-.”  No, just kidding, that’s just one of her topics. (22 Oct.) 

Although Barbara says in this passage that she doesn’t understand Kay’s emphasis on 

politics in fiction writing, clearly this more situated view of writing is something she had 

internalized, based on her other data. 

 I will also be discussing Garrett and Jordi in this chapter.  Although both had 

cultural literacy as their primary conception, social/critical literacy acted as an interesting 

facet of their conception.  In particular, their data demonstrates the ways in which the 

social view can come through in the views and teaching of individuals who are more 

clearly focused on the text. 

  

The Literacy Autobiographies 

 The fact that the participants completed two literacy autobiographies as part of 

their coursework for the Practicum, one at the beginning of the semester, in the third 
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week of October, and one at the end, in the second week of December, was most 

significant in light of this conception because of the way in which they began to integrate 

social/critical views into their conceptions of literacy. In the autobiographies that the 

seven focal participants completed at the beginning of the semester, social/critical 

conceptions of literacy showed up only seven times.  However, by the end of the 

semester, when they wrote their revised literacy autobiographies, this number swelled to 

thirty-six – nearly five times the number of content units reflecting this conception of 

literacy.  This, to me, was evidence that the seven participants had really started to 

integrate the social/critical theoretical and pedagogical premises that they were reading 

about in class into their own understandings of literacy. 

 

The Early Autobiographies – Context and Community 

The seven initial instances of social/critical literacy showed up among three 

participants, Barbara, Garrett, and Blake.  In this subsection on the early autobiographies, 

I will focus on Barbara and Garrett because Blake’s reference to social/critical literacy 

mostly comes from his borrowing of ideas from David Bartholomae’s “The Idea of a 

University,” which the Practicum class had read shortly before the first version of the 

literacy autobiography was due.  However, Blake’s use of Bartholomae, as I noted above, 

did constitute one phenomenon which I will discuss further in this chapter: on entering 

into the Practicum course, the graduate instructors were also taking on a specialized 

discourse that initially was more alien to them than the discourses in their other graduate 

courses.  In Blake’s case, this led to what Gee calls “mushfake” or “partial acquisition . . . 

coupled with meta-knowledge and strategies to ‘make do’” (75).  In the case of Blake, 
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while he used Bartholomae’s metaphor of having to invent the university, he did not 

attend to Bartholomae’s larger premise, that students in a university use its discourse to 

reconstruct this dominant culture.  The use of mushfake was probably present in a sense 

in the work of all of the graduate instructors as they were initiated into the discourse of 

composition.  In addition, Barbara and Garrett, more than Blake, demonstrated a 

commitment to ideas like community and social agendas across the different data I 

collected.  However, as I will argue in the next chapter, both Blake and Garrett’s primary 

conception was cultural literacy.  The only graduate instructors whose primary 

conceptions were social/critical were Barbara and Max, the creative writing MFA 

students. 

In the first drafts of the literacy autobiographies, the instances of social/critical 

literacy refer mostly to social understandings of literacy without the explicit recognition 

of literacy as ideological.  For example, in her first literacy autobiography, Barbara 

briefly mentions “ideas such as feminism” validating her influence to write but what 

really marks her emergent social/critical ideas about literacy is her recognition of literacy 

as socially shaped (10 Sept.).  In contrast to the many references to literacy as an 

individual phenomenon in the other autobiographies, Barbara describes her own literacy 

development as a journey in which she is influenced by others, and particularly by other 

women.  The importance of sharing her work with other women came up later in other 

data as well, notably in my field notes from the Practicum meeting in which she and other 

practicum students had to experiment with the use of drama as a pedagogical strategy and 

act out scenes from Kindred.  She also made many references to the importance of 
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community and feminist influence in her interviews, when she told me about working 

with some of her women professors.   

In the first literacy autobiography, Barbara details her participation in an online 

community of writers sharing their work and their thoughts about writing.  One of the 

women with whom she communicated sent Barbara her master’s thesis in the mail.  

Through reading it, Barbara felt that she was “participating in the world (of graduate 

school, big ideas, a commitment to language) the thesis represented” (10 Sept.).  

Barbara’s notion here reflects not only the idea of community present in much 

social/critical scholarship in composition but also the idea that language is bound by time 

and place.  Her understanding of literacy seems particularly social, especially in 

comparison to the literacy narratives of her classmates.  Another level is at work here too, 

but I would argue that it is still in its nascent form.  Barbara’s initiation into the online 

community becomes her entrance into another discourse community (i.e. “the world . . . 

the thesis represented”), which contains within it certain values.  This idea of a discourse 

community as a socially circumscribed arena with certain ways of, to use Gee’s words, 

“saying (writing)-doing-being-valuing-believing” is present here but Barbara doesn’t yet 

have the vocabulary for articulating it (526). 

The idea of community also comes up in Garrett’s first literacy autobiography.  In 

his literacy autobiography he also seems to recognize the influence of context on literacy.  

He talks about growing up in a small town in Missouri where, “Like [in] many rural 

areas, school districting defines community” (10 Sept.).  Garrett’s grandparents, both 

prominent figures in the schools and the local community become the literacy exemplars 

in Garrett’s narrative.  According to Garrett, 
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My grandparents are retired lifetime educators who worked in this 
community.  Both taught many years at [name of high school].  My 
grandmother began her career in early education there, while my 
grandfather taught older-elementary classes (alternating between 5th and 
6th grades, mostly).  Eventually, my grandfather became an administrator, 
serving as principal in both the high school and elementary school, at 
different times.  He was the elementary school principal until I finished 
first grade (10 Sept.). 

Garrett continues to weave a narrative in which both of his grandparents become key 

figures.  His grandmother is, to his own language, the “supportive” figure in the story, the 

one who teaches him “to like reading” (10 Sept.).  His grandfather, on the other hand, is 

the principal, the disciplinarian, complete with the “paddle on display in his office,” 

which Garrett goes on to describe in detail (10 Sept.).  As the narrative progresses, 

Garrett adds a third influential figure, this time a peer, who plays the role of both rival 

and friend in his narrative.  Through it all, though, Garrett, like Barbara, never seems to 

be on this literacy journey alone.  Even the figures like his friend Quinn, or possibly his 

grandfather, who are adversarial in some way, serve as powerful influences shaping 

Garrett’s literacy.  Moreover, he is forever cognizant of the ways in which the context of 

his rural community, its values, and those of his friends and grandparents shape him.   

Although Barbara and Garrett’s narratives may not seem surprising in isolation, in 

comparison to the other literacy autobiographies, their sense of context and community 

were striking.  Where most of the other autobiographies tell stories in which the writer 

largely seems to be going it alone, finding the world of literature or communication 

essentially on one’s own, Barbara and Garrett stood out for detailing the ways in which 

community can create literacy.  Implied in both narratives, but not yet realized 

completely, are the ways in which they either adopted or resisted the values of these 

communities as well. 
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The Later Autobiographies – Coming into the Discourse Community of Composition 

Barbara and Garrett’s ideas are much more fleshed out in the autobiographies 

written for their practicum portfolios at the end of the semester.  In addition, 

social/critical conceptions of literacy showed up in other participants’ autobiographies as 

well.  In contrast with the early literacy autobiographies, in which understandings of 

literacy as social and critical show up in only three of the seven participants’ 

autobiographies, in the final autobiographies, references to social/critical literacy abound.  

Out of the seven participants, six of them show an understanding of literacy that is in part 

social/critical.  (Only Lily does not describe literacy in this way at all in her final literacy 

narrative.)  In the narratives of Barbara and Garrett, nascent social/critical conceptions in 

the first literacy narratives become overt.  In the cases of two other participants, Karen 

and Jordi, social/critical literacy appears for the first time and in surprising ways. 

In Barbara’s story, the idea of writing as communication, rather than solitary 

reverie, is more realized.  She writes of the online community that she joined that it 

“made possible what all writers are anxious for: to be read and responded to” (10 Dec.).  

In addition, in the second draft, Barbara also brings in her aunt and uncle as important 

figures in her development.  She writes, 

With my bi-yearly visits to my aunt and uncle’s house, and the mostly 
female readers and writers I made friends with on Livejournal, I began to 
change my perception of reading from a solitary activity to a communal 
one that, while still done alone, could be an invitation to conversations 
about books and ideas.  After Aunt Lucy I continued to meet smart and 
inspiring women, some my age and some older than me, who were reading 
and writing and trying to figure out how to live.  They showed me trails I 
could model my own path on, and they offered encouragement and 
comfort to me along the way. (10 Dec.) 
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Barbara details an important move here away from societal representations of literacy as 

an individual activity to an understanding of literacy in context.  The main difference 

between her early and her final literacy narrative is that she can put a name to the growth 

she is describing.  She can refer to her “perception of reading” as going “from a solitary 

activity to a communal one” (10 Dec.). 

At the same time, her literacy narrative still has many references to literacy as an 

extremely personal struggle.  She begins her literacy narrative, saying, 

Before I developed a love of travel as a young adult, I moved through time 
and place without leaving my house.  Before the world was open to me, I 
inhabited infinite worlds - through the pages of a book or the tip of a 
pencil.  Before I’d ever heard of literary fiction, or invented a protagonist, 
I started my imaginings in a corner over a heating vent - my first ivory 
tower.  Only when I moved beyond the heating vent did my imagination 
and the real world merge and I constructed stories that were set in the 
physical spaces around me: my neighborhood, my grandparents’ 
neighborhood, my school. (10 Dec.) 

Again, what Barbara seems to be emphasizing is what she sees a transition from her 

“perception of reading from a solitary activity to a communal one that, while still done 

alone, could be an invitation to conversations about books and ideas” (Barbara – 12-10-

10).  However, this journey from the heating vent to the “real world” in which she begins 

to the notice the influence on “the physical spaces around” her on her literacy 

development results mostly in personal, rather than societal, growth.  She continues, “As 

a child I loved nothing more than to curl up next to the heat vent with a new book.  But in 

high school that kind of solitude was of little comfort to me as I floundered amidst the 

complexities of teenage life.  I wanted to be loved, to feel part of a community” (10 

Dec.).  The way I interpret this is that Barbara’s understanding of literacy as a communal 

activity is more realized, more self-conscious and developed in this final draft than it was 

earlier in the semester.  Her transition from an individual to a social understanding of 
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literacy is essentially the thesis of her narrative.  But there is still much here that reminds 

me of a more expressivist understanding of literacy.  Barbara’s longing for community is 

based on the individual desire for affirmation (10 Dec).   

The rest of the narrative presents a powerful story of how literacy can shape a life.  

She concludes, saying, 

Aunt Lucy, Janet, Hilary, Talia, and other women, too many to name here, 
inspired me as I was coming of age as a writer and a woman.  They shared 
their writing and their hopes and fears about writing.  They pulled books 
off their shelves for me or made recommendations in their Livejournal 
entries.  Through the glimpses I got of their daily lives I learned how to 
live in the world as an artist, a teacher, a feminist, and a goddess (“Aunt 
Lucy is teaching me how to be a goddess,” I used to say).  They gave me 
Anne Sexton, Nicole Krauss, and Bitch Magazine.  Choices I hadn’t 
known existed and an identity I hadn’t dared to claim for myself.  In the 
fall of 2004 I arrived at Public University as an undergraduate and, after a 
brief stint as a Theater major, I switched once and for all to English (12-
10-10). 

Like in the passage above, Barbara’s understanding of identity her is a fluid one – it is 

something to be claimed, enacted, rather than a deep self merely to be discovered.  She 

acknowledges influences instead of figuring herself as the lone hero of the story.  

However, what is at stake is still the development of the self. 

 Like Barbara, Karen also makes her evolution from an individual to a more 

communal, community-based understanding of literacy the key to her narrative.  Also 

like Barbara, Karen’s inclusion of this idea in the second version of her narrative is 

conspicuously purposeful.  In the opening paragraph of her narrative, she says,  

At this juncture in my teaching career, where I am obliged to re-imagine 
myself as college professor specializing in composition and rhetoric, I 
would once again like to briefly revisit some of what I have found to be 
most fruitful as I have constructed and advanced my own literacy skills: 
visual conception, the voices and guidance of women and outsiders, 
stoking my stuttering inventive flame and introspection. (10 Dec.) 
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As I discussed in the last chapter, in her first literacy narrative, Karen focuses on the last 

idea mentioned here: introspection.  However, in the final version, she self-consciously 

seems to pair the idea of introspection as a central goal of literacy to broader, more social 

goals.  As in Barbara’s narrative, the environment she names is made up specifically of 

other women and “outsiders,” which is perhaps her reference to her own feeling of 

marginalization.   

Unlike Barbara, though, Karen figures the transformation in her perspective on 

literacy as occurring much more recently.  It essentially seems to be happening even as 

she is writing, as she is “reimagining” herself “as a college professor specializing in 

composition and rhetoric” (10 Dec.).  As with Blake’s use of Bartholomae in his 

autobiography, Karen seems to be calling attention to her entrance into and appropriation 

of the discourse community of composition.   

One of the key words in this passage, though, seems to be the word “obliged.”  

This, to me, could imply two things.  One, that she is making reference to the fact that her 

literacy autobiography is an assignment, something that her practicum professor has told 

her to do.  The second, perhaps more personally motivated, explanation is that 

considering what has been fruitful to her in her own literacy development is a necessary 

part of the transformation in her understanding of literacy that will make her a better 

scholar and educator.  This suggests that Karen had some sort of realization during the 

course of the semester that changed her more personal views of literacy to ones that were 

more in-line with current conceptions of literacy within the field of rhetoric and 

composition.  Indeed, Karen emphasizes just this transformation when she recounts her 

conception of literacy as a seventh grader.  Karen writes,  
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What becomes clear to me through what I remember here is that writing 
was where I could have a voice that would be listened and paid attention 
to.  The written page was a place I could realize my extravagant visions – 
a melding of art of the hand and mind.  It was a skill that allowed me to 
gain recognition, both positive and negative. What I see revealed here is a 
romantic vision of the composition process and subject that become 
eclipsed by more practical concerns as I have turned from child to adult, 
student to teacher. (10 Dec.) 

In this passage, Karen appears to criticize ideas such as “voice” and “extravagant 

visions,” which she labels as “romantic” in light of the more “practical concerns” she 

must deal with as a teacher.  For Karen, these more personal views of literacy seem to no 

longer have as much of a place within the new discourse community she has entered.  As 

with Barbara, I think the readings from the Practicum course and the fact that she was 

working within a first-year writing program that was based on more social 

understandings of literacy gave her a way of seeing literacy differently.  However, this 

realization seems more crucial to Karen (she is “obliged” to make it) because of her 

decision to focus on composition and rhetoric as her field of study as well.  As she begins 

to identify herself as a scholar in the field of composition and rhetoric, she feels both 

impelled and obligated to begin taking these new discourses on, thereby enacting the 

phenomenon she read about in Bartholomae’s essay.  As in the case of Blake, though, 

there is a certain amount mushfake going on as well.  In the passage above, it’s unclear 

what the “more practical concerns” are that replace her desire to “have a voice that would 

be listened and paid attention to” or why these “romantic” ideas from her childhood 

would be problematic to becoming a teacher. 

Karen does offer a clue to what these goals for students and for herself as an adult 

might be in her conclusion, though.  She writes, 

When, where and whatever I now read, write or teach I find I am looking 
to uncover “truths” about my students in all their gendered and racial 
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diversity as well as the immediate educational environment we inhabit and 
the world beyond.  What I am finding is that this allows me to be fully 
engaged with a dynamic conception of my approach to literacy.  I am now 
primed to take on Susan Jarratt’s challenge to feminists that I read about in 
my practicum course to conduct my composition course so that “students 
locate personal experiences in historical and social contexts-courses that 
lead students to see how differences emerging from their texts and 
discussions have more to do with those contexts than they do with an 
essential and unarguable individuality. . .[and can] argue about the ethical 
implications of discourse on a wide range of subjects and in so doing, 
come to identify their personal interests with others, understand those 
interests as implicated in a larger communal setting and advance them in a 
public voice.” (10 Dec) 

What I find striking here is that Karen’s goals for her students, that they become able to 

“locate personal experiences in . . .  in larger communal setting and advance them in a 

public voice,” seem to be Karen’s goals for herself as well.  In other words, in advancing 

this social/critical agenda for her students, her desire seems to be that she will be able to 

take on and master the discourse of composition studies herself.  However, the fact that 

the terms that would indicate this discourse community are in quotes, borrowed from 

Susan Jarratt, betrays the fact that she is still, herself, experimenting with them, putting 

them on as markers for inclusion without fully understanding them. 

Karen’s personal history with the article from which Jarratt’s quote is drawn is 

illustrative of this.  In the article, which the practicum students read for a meeting toward 

the end of the semester, Jarratt argues that expressivist discourses do not adequately 

prepare students, especially women and minorities, for the conflict-based discourse that is 

part of our society.  She especially takes issue with Elbow’s idea of the classroom as a 

value-free zone.  She argues, “Despite the efficacy of intuitive responses, I contend that 

we need more, especially in the area of teacher-training.  We need a theory and practice 

more adequately attuned than expressivism is to the social complexities of our classrooms 

and the political exigencies of our country in this historical moment” (269).  Jarratt’s 
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contention, then, is that students training to become teachers, in particular, need a theory 

of literacy that takes them beyond expressivism – a social/critical way of seeing literacy 

that recognizes it as occurring in the context of “the social complexities of our 

classrooms” (269).  She argues that graduate instructors, incidentally, like Karen, need 

access to such theories and practices in order to become better teachers. 

In order to put Karen’s response to this idea in context, I will need to briefly 

divert to my field notes from that practicum meeting in mid-November.  David had 

divided the class into groups of four, and Karen was in a group that included Blake, 

another male student, who I’ll call Anthony, and one other female student, Grace.  

Anthony was the first to speak, and he went into a diatribe, listing the shortcomings of 

Jarratt’s argument.  Karen initially responded in defense of the article, saying “I actually 

kind of liked it because I’m wondering how to portray my own writing in my writing” 

(Field notes, 19 Nov).  However, after Blake commented that “it sets up these feminists 

in the beginning as straw men,” Karen seemed to amend her argument (Field notes, 19 

Nov).  She said, “It does seem a bit contrived, like it’s making something out of nothing.  

It talks a lot about theory, but there’s no approach.  She doesn’t tell us what this would 

mean in action” (Field notes, 19 Nov).  As I observed the group interacting, I was struck 

by the irony of it: Karen seemed, initially to support Jarratt’s argument, but then, perhaps, 

felt silenced by the two men in her group.  This was the very situation that Jarratt seemed 

to be arguing would happen in a classroom environment that asked students to be too 

“open” to others’ views.  As this very irony suggests, much of the dissent in the group 

seemed to be based on a misunderstanding of Jarratt’s argument that resulted from their 
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lack of familiarity with the scholarship she was citing and the history of the field she was 

writing in. 

But when I asked Karen about this when we sat down for an interview the 

following week, her explanation didn’t support my conclusion that she had been silenced.  

She told me, “To be honest with you, I didn’t particularly like . . . [Jarratt].  Because it’s 

interesting because that I found certain things that were interesting to me in what she 

said, but I felt that she was a bit too extreme in certain parts” (Interview, 22 Nov.).  

However, Karen then seemed to amend her view when she considered what Jarratt is 

arguing in the context of her own classroom.  When we talked about Jarratt’s critique of 

the idea that we should validate all student experience, Karen explained to me, 

Just cause you say, just cause you want to hear someone’s voice doesn’t 
mean it’s okay then.  It’s finding your interest or your voice within the 
topic, that’s, I think, valuable.  And being able to express something that’s 
interesting to say about it.  Um, but like, you know, but kids are still 
struggling with that.  I mean, I’ll have to tell you, like, I have a kid right 
now, he wrote, he told me . . . Oh, I haven’t read his paper yet - that will 
help me, but his paper’s about justifying slavery, you know?  Because he 
went from an extreme of not being able to argue anything to going to 
another extreme and arguing something like, I think he’s trying to be 
original, but, it’s too far.  So I had to talk him about that.  You know what 
I’m saying?  Woah, that’s.  I wouldn’t do that.  So, and I won’t validate, I 
won’t say, you can write anything you want. (Interview, 22 Nov.). 

When Karen said this, I pointed out that it seemed like she was actually agreeing with 

Jarratt, to which she responded, “to be honest, the way she said it, I didn’t even relate it to 

what I said to you.  I need to read it again” (22 Nov.).  Again, her resistance to Jarratt was 

the result, at least in part, of a lack of disciplinary background needed for fully 

understanding her argument. 

Although I could see her coming around to Jarratt’s views as we discussed them 

in the interview, given her initial hesitance to embrace the ideas in the article, I was still 
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surprised to see the quote at the end of Karen’s autobiography, a significant place 

because it marked both the culmination of her semester of learning and her literacy 

development.  It seemed, to me, as if, in spending more time to understand social/critical 

ideas and critiques of expressivism, Karen was starting to think through their implications 

and see places to integrate them into her own conception of literacy.  This, for her, was an 

important part of her entrance into the community of scholars in rhetoric and 

composition.  She began to take on an understanding that was initially foreign to her but 

which began to make sense to her given her experience in the classroom.  As with Blake, 

though, I still didn’t see this view as her primary conception of literacy.  In fact, 

social/critical views of literacy made up only 18% of her codes.  Her final autobiography, 

does, though, demonstrate that she had begun to consider these views. 

However, I do have one final way of interpreting the change in Karen’s thinking 

in her final autobiography.  As I noted above, Karen self-consciously positions herself as 

someone who is interested in race and who wants to bring these sociocultural 

perspectives into her classroom.  Karen discusses the mixed feelings she had about 

reading canonical, white male authors in high school: 

While white masculine thought was intrusive, I recognized it was 
pedestalized and predominant.   I perpetually both desire and resist 
copying this paternal logic and structure because of its access to power.   It 
seems somehow dishonest and disloyal to take on what is not 
experientially or perceptually me –  a white middle class woman.  This 
must explain my propensity to favor authors who struggle to fight this 
white male hegemony:  women and African-Americans.  (10 Dec.) 

In this passage, Karen both recognizes and critiques the hierarchical nature of the 

texts she has encountered.  She discusses her more conscious rebellion against 

this hegemony in college when she “consciously only read novels by women or 

African-Americans because . . . [her] educational encounters with these 
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perspectives had been so limited” (10 Dec.).  It appears in this passage that 

Karen’s commitment to exploring other perspectives and making race central to 

the way she thinks about literacy has a lot to do with her husband, who is African-

American.  She mentions him briefly at this point in her autobiography, saying, 

“When I met my husband, Richard, who is African-American, he was both 

surprised and pleased that we shared a passion for writers and poets who shared 

his cultural background” (10 Dec.).  Although Karen demonstrates a commitment 

to social/critical views in final autobiography, the motivations for this were 

deeply personal. 

The fact that Karen already came in with personal understandings of literacy 

without really knowing what expressivism was but took longer to come around to 

social/critical views of literacy is evidence that the latter is not as engrained in our 

cultural understandings of literacy as the former.  In other words, literacy for personal 

growth does not seem to need to be taught directly because it is so much a part of our 

cultural fabric.  Social/critical conceptions seem more foreign to these graduate student 

instructors despite the fact that they are gaining more hold in our society’s broader 

understanding of literacy. 

 

Garrett and Taking the Skeptical Stance 

 As with Barbara and Karen, Garrett’s articulation of social/critical literacy 

becomes much more overt and intentional in his final literacy narrative than it was in the 

beginning.  In the beginning section to his narrative, which is added from the first version 

of the narrative, Garrett contends, 
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Literacy is a place where I tend to project great hope and pure ideals about 
the possibilities for my own life and the lives of others.  Necessarily, it 
also becomes the place where that hope and those ideals are cut down, 
where I find evidence that one cannot attain ideals or find closure in life.  
More specifically, I want to discuss my connection with literacy here, 
particularly in the two following sections, as strongly associated with two 
figures that I shared the larger community of my childhood with: my 
grandmother and, a former good friend, Quinn. (10 Dec.) 

I coded this passage social/critical because it does two things.  First, Garrett’s articulation 

of literacy is necessarily social.  He has “great hope” not just for his “own life” but also 

“the lives of others” (10 Dec.).  In other words, the experience of teaching is making 

literacy more than a personal phenomenon for Garrett – he is seeing it as necessarily 

situated with his interactions with others.  This idea is further developed when he says he 

sees his literacy “as strongly associated with two figures that I shared the larger 

community of my childhood with” (10 Dec.).  At this point at the end of the semester, I 

have to read Garrett’s use of the word “community” as both more specific and more 

calculated than the way in which he originally used it.  In employing this term, he 

identifies himself with a larger discourse on community within composition scholarship. 

 The second thing this passage does, though, is to question these ideas of 

community and possibility.  Garrett admits, “Necessarily, it also becomes the place where 

that hope and those ideals are cut down, where I find evidence that one cannot attain 

ideals or find closure in life” (10 Dec.).  In these words, I see a refusal to say that a 

literacy narrative is always a narrative of progress and a questioning of the idea that 

literacy always leads to positive change.  However, as I said before, this is another aspect 

of social/critical literacy as Goggin defines it.  It is a refusal to believe in what Graff calls 

the “literacy myth” because, while Garrett’s story is a story in which he gains philosophy 

and perspective, it is also a story of loss.  Garrett tells us, in this introduction, “I want to 
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elaborate what I understand to be an initial, prelapsarian relationship with reading and a 

subsequent shattering of that false innocence” (10 Dec.).  Garrett’s narrative is certainly 

one that contains great, deep revelations, but it is also one in which he begins to see the 

darker side of literacy, the way in which it manipulates and marks people, setting them up 

for a reading experience that is no longer one of pleasure but of competition.   

Garrett’s grandmother and his friend Quinn become the embodiments of these 

two different states: his grandmother representing his initial innocence and the idea of 

reading for pleasure, while his friend Quinn represents competition and the conception 

that I call cultural literacy.  He writes of his grandmother that she “cemented my initial 

connection between her and reading by perpetually investing in my enjoyment of stories” 

(10 Dec.).  On the other hand, when he writes about Quinn he says, 

While we were friends throughout school, I also perceived us as being in 
competition.  The feeling I took from my experience in the library, feeling 
left behind while he transcended through a hierarchy of reading, continued 
throughout our friendship. . . . In junior high, we began performing at 
speech competitions and in the school plays - with and against each other.  
In the ninth grade, I had the opportunity of “going to state” for a 
“humorous interpretation” while he and another friend of ours later 
received the same honor for what I felt was a more sophisticated two-
person scene (the opening few minutes of Whose Afraid of Virginia 
Woolf.) Finally, in high school, our pursuits expanded beyond school.  We 
both began drinking pretentious forms of coffee, I started smoking 
cigarettes, and Quinn read Ulysses. (10 Dec.) 

Garrett’s loss of innocence seems to coincide with his discovery of cultural literacy, the 

beginnings of his initiation into an understanding of literature as hierarchical and as a 

form of high culture.  I will discuss this reading of Garrett’s autobiography in more depth 

in the next chapter on cultural literacy.  On the other hand, I can almost read the sense of 

loss articulated here the same way in which many readers have read Frederick Douglass’ 

autobiographical account of learning how to read.  The understanding of literacy as a 
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form of violence, as a means of shattering innocence is here, and, indeed, Garrett 

mentions the idea of reading as “violent” in the first paragraph of his narrative (10 Dec.).  

While the lack of literacy has often been described as a kind of violence, in Garrett’s 

view here as I interpret it, literacy itself is a form of violence in that it enables 

understandings that lead to pain on the part of subject.   

In The Violence of Literacy, J. Elspeth Stuckey articulates this view of literacy as 

an instrument of oppression.  She contends, “the questions of literacy are questions of 

oppression; they are matters of enforcement, maintenance, acquisition, internalization, 

revolution” (64).  Perhaps most alarming, Stuckey argues that dominant groups 

accomplish this oppression through the denial of literacy as ideological: “literacy itself is 

hidden by the dominant classes who vest their interests in the continued mystery of 

unread words” (66).  However, in Garrett’s case, he is aware of his victimization and of 

the hierarchical nature of literacy that culture has imposed upon him.  This is, of course, a 

stage in Freire’s critical consciousness because without this pain, we don’t become aware 

of our own victimization or desire rebellion. 

 In this final version of his autobiography, Garrett seemed to place the following 

statement as his thesis: 

These two relationships greatly inform my understanding of literacy, 
which is not a literacy of reading.  Rather, they inform a cultural literacy, 
an ability to make meaning out of the constructed world one find oneself 
in.  I know that building culture, that which is formed from the work of 
people, is what I cherish most.  There is nothing important to me outside 
this text (10 Dec.). 

What Garrett describes is a kind of hybrid conception between social/critical and cultural 

literacy, and, indeed, in his literacy autobiography, cultural conceptions of literacy 

dominate over social/critical conceptions, so that cultural literacy was his primary 
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conception, or the main lens through which he saw literacy.  However, in what I am 

calling Garrett’s thesis statement, although he uses the term “cultural literacy,” the views 

expressed here seem to be more social/critical.  He describes his understanding of literacy 

as “an ability to make meaning out of the constructed world one finds oneself in” (10 

Dec.).  In seeing this statement, I think that Garrett must have read some Freire.12  His 

understanding of literacy not just as reading and writing but also as “making meaning” 

from the world is akin to Freire’s idea of literacy as both, to use the title of his famous 

book with Donald Macedo, “reading the word and reading the world.”  According to 

Freire, “The act of learning to read and write has to start from a very comprehensive 

understanding of the act of reading the world, something which human beings do before 

reading the words” (Reading the Word xiii).  In addition, in this statement, Garrett’s 

sense of culture is not of culture as a static product, something from the past that must be 

maintained, but rather as something that one builds.  There is even a slight Marxist bent 

here – it is “the work of people,” though, admittedly not “the people” as it would be in 

Marx (10 Dec.).   

If I follow this interpretation, though, the last sentence in the passage is tinged 

with irony.  He says that there is “nothing important to me outside this text” (Garrett – 

10-22-10).  If I follow the “this” before “text” to its antecedent, he seems to be saying 

that “the work of the people” or “culture” is itself a text.  In this sense, I read the final as 

ironic because, in saying there is nothing important “outside this text” he seems to be 

arguing for an understanding of literacy that goes beyond texts (Garrett – 10-22-10).  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 Whereas the Practicum class did not read anything by Freire, it’s probable that one of their readings 
referred to Freire’s ideas. 
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This follows with one particular movement in rhetoric and composition motivated by 

social/critical conceptions: multi-modal literacy. 

 

The Late Autobiographies – Jordi and Community-Based Learning 

I want to end this section by referring briefly to Jordi’s literacy autobiography 

because hers is the only one who refers explicitly to community-based literacy in 

practice.13  Although I do not think this sense is radical enough to place it in critical 

activism literacy, it is still worth examining, even though Jordi, like Garrett, did not have 

social/critical literacy as her primary conception.  While Jordi’s story is, on the one hand, 

a narrative about her coming into English literature and the development of her cultural 

understanding of literacy, in her final literacy autobiography she places, alongside this, a 

story about how her study of the Spanish language also influenced her understanding of 

literacy.  Jordi says,  

In high school, my Spanish-speaking abilities encouraged me to go on two 
summer trips to Mexico to build houses for underprivileged families.  As 
one of the only speakers of Spanish in my group, I, a shy fourteen year 
old, had to take on many of the translating duties of the trip.  My extra 
involvement with the families we were working with not only enabled me 
to practice my Spanish, but also allowed me to more intimately understand 
their predicament.  After living in a patchwork structure of corrugated tin, 
wood, and cardboard, the parents were incredibly grateful for a solid 
eleven by twenty-two foot building composed of little more than a 
concrete foundation, four stucco walls, and a tar-paper-covered roof.  The 
children were elated with presents of soccer balls, dolls, and, perhaps most 
importantly, books.  Their joy in being given the opportunity to read 
underlined a new facet of literacy for me, which continues to influence my 
life both inside and outside the academy. (10 Dec.) 

In other words, Jordi’s study of another language both takes her outside of her own 

cultural gaze and introduces her to the world of service.  Her study of the Spanish 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13Also like Garrett, though, Jordi’s final literacy autobiography is her tale of initiation into academia and a 
more cultural view of literacy.  I will discuss this further in the next chapter.	  
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language was also significant in Jordi’s interview, in motivating her to move outside of 

the traditional canon and examine “ethnic American literature” and particularly “Hispanic 

lit” (Interview, 26 Oct.).  Like in Barbara, Karen, and Garrett’s autobiographies, the way 

that Jordi relates this to social/critical conceptions of literacy is calculated.  She says, of 

deciding to declare Spanish as a second major in college (something that she considered 

to be the rebellion to complement her more traditional choice of “English” for her first 

major) that “I felt that I was both affirming my inherited language tendencies and 

expanding beyond those tendencies into new territory that would enable me to further 

develop my own perspectives on literacy” (10 Dec.).  It is this expansion into “new 

territory” that creates a tension in Jordi between social/critical and cultural literacy.  In 

this way, she is very similar to Garrett.  The bridge between the two conceptions is the 

Spanish language. 

 Jordi also seems to be highlighting a crucial aspect of social/critical literacy in 

terms of her own development.  As the translator for her high school Spanish trip, she has 

to overcome her shyness, to move outside of herself.  When she does, she is able “to 

more intimately understand their [the children she meets in Mexico] predicament” (10 

Dec.).  This high school trip makes her aware of the connection of language not only to 

literature (her prior conception) but also to issues of communication and social justice. 

 The passage that follows supports my reading.  Jordi speculates, saying,   

I believe I can credit the children in Mexico with inspiring much of the 
volunteer work I've done since I returned from those house-building trips, 
including my participation in Project READ, in which I tutored inner-city 
elementary school kids in reading and writing; my experience with the Six 
Star Partnership, in which I helped Middle-Eastern immigrants learn 
conversational English skills; my employment with City Year, in which I 
managed a team of young adults who tutored and mentored inner-city 
elementary students; and my involvement with the Old First Reformed 
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shelter, where I cook and converse with the men who live there in the 
winter months.  By pushing me out of my comfort zone (the dinner table, 
the classroom, the campus), my decision to major in Spanish as well as 
English has changed how I think about the boundaries of literacy. (10 
Dec.) 

Jordi’s use of the word “boundaries” is interesting here because I think several 

boundaries are at work.  First of all, she’s talking about crossing boundaries of language 

and culture.  But she’s talking about crossing her own personal boundaries as well; in 

moving away from her shyness she is able to build relationships that further her 

appreciation of other cultures and other perspectives.  Finally, though, and most 

poignantly in the context of this study, she is crossing boundaries between different 

conceptions of literacy.  She moves, though not just in a single direction, from an 

understanding of literacy that involves English and the Western literary canon (cultural 

literacy) to one that sees culture in action and works to improve society. 

 Toward the end of her narrative, Jordi talks about how these experiences led to 

her later work for a non-profit organization, which she associates with working from the 

“heart” while academia is working with the “head.”  She explains, 

Although I grew up with a rigid idea of what “correct” English is, the 
difficult situations toward which my Spanish nudged me challenged and 
broadened this conception by making me realize just how narrow and 
privileged my own experience with reading and writing was.  The impact 
this realization had on me was enough to make me consider a career in 
non-profit management, but while my heart tended toward the 
philanthropic field, my head insisted on the academic one.  Despite this 
choice, however, I believe that the broadened understanding of literacy 
I’ve gained from my involvement with various non-profit organizations 
will continue to serve as a balancing counterpoint to the academy’s more 
scholarly perspective of how reading and writing function in the world.  In 
short, I hope that my continued participation in the non-profit world will 
keep me from climbing so far up the ivory tower that I lose my connection 
with the literacies beyond its limited and limiting scope. (10 Dec.) 
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Jordi is particularly cognizant of the potential for work in academia to be an isolated and 

isolating experience and seems to want to work against the elitism that can result from 

this isolation.  Her statement here is a call to, in the words of Goldblatt, write “beyond the 

curriculum,” incorporating new experiences and perspectives into our idea of literacy and 

developing partnerships with schools, churches, and community groups outside of the 

university (Because We Live Here 9-10).  I note too that her use of “literacies” shows her 

familiarity with social/critical scholarship in composition and rhetoric as well as an 

acknowledgement that knowledge of academic literacy, literature, and the canon, are all 

only specific manifestations of literacy among many. 

 Jordi’s sense of coming into new understandings of literacy as crossing a 

boundary could perhaps be applied to the stories Karen, Garrett, and Barbara tell about 

coming into social/critical literacy as well.  This particular conception of literacy seems 

to involve a revelation of some kind and a crossing over from old to new.  It is a taking 

on of a new discourse community along with its values and assumptions.  I want to 

emphasize as well that I don’t see this as a conversion in the sense of the narratives of the 

practicum course that Bishop, Ebest, and others have criticized.  Rather, I think that this 

is the experience of many graduate instructors, particularly those who are going to 

graduate school to get a degree in literature, when they begin to come into contact with 

the discourses of rhetoric and composition.  They realize that their conceptions of literacy 

are much broader than an understanding of literacy as a particular body of literature and 

come to recognize the limitations of this perspective.  This of course could change as 

undergraduate literature curricula are changed to accommodate broader views of literacy, 

but these more conservative views are still present among these participants.  As I will 
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discuss in the next chapter, even as they begin to integrate social/critical ideas about 

literacy into their teaching, Jordi, Garrett, and Blake in particular still hold onto and even 

cherish their cultural literacy perspectives as well.  In particular, whereas Max and 

Barbara seem to recognize their social relationships as representative of larger discursive 

or social entities, for Jordi and Garrett, this recognition is only fleeting. 

 

The Interviews 

Social/critical literacy in the interviews highlighted slightly different themes than 

in the literacy autobiographies.  This could be in part because the narrative form of the 

autobiography lends itself a bit more to telling tales of change, revelation, or growth.  At 

the same time, many of these ideas are still here.  Jordi’s idea that service in the 

community and abroad creates more dynamic perspectives on literacy is in her discussion 

with me of her work at Americorps.  Garrett and Barbara both talk at length about the 

ways in which their communities shaped them.  In addition, though, the ideas of dialogue 

and intertextuality came up in Lily and Max’s interviews, and multivocality came up in 

Barbara’s.  I will begin this section by briefly talking about Garrett and Barbara’s 

understandings of community, context, and how relationships shape literacy, all of which 

support my readings of their conceptions of literacy from the autobiographies. 

 

Garrett - “a Responsibility to Act” 

 In the interviews, I asked some of the participants questions about their early 

literacy autobiographies.  This was especially important to me in understanding their 

ideas about literacy at this early stage in my study; I didn’t want to misinterpret what the 
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participants were saying on the basis of something they said in the autobiographies.  

These early autobiographies were also not as fully thought out as the later ones, so I felt 

the need to ask for clarification of some of the ideas in them. 

 In preparing for Garrett’s interview, I wrote a question that asked him about his 

idea of community because he was the only one to use this word in his autobiography out 

of all of the participants.  However, as it turned out, I didn’t even need to ask the 

question; he ended up bringing up the idea of community on his own, when we were 

talking about his two writing samples, both papers on Immanuel Kant.   Here is how that 

exchange went: 

ME:  Oh, okay.  Just coincidental that both were dealing with Kant, or . . . 
GARRETT:  Oh, I’m kind of obsessed right now.  So, it’s not really 
coincidental.  It’s more like I’m banging my head against this thing right 
now, trying to figure out what it is. 
ME:  Why, what is it about Kant that’s interesting? 
GARRETT:  Uh, well, um, I don’t know.  It’s the way he, uh, his interest 
in aesthetics and his, uh, well, I’m going to steal this from somebody else, 
but, uh, well there’s a way of thinking about his aesthetics, his notion of 
purposiveness, which is kind of like, uh, it can be read as sort of an 
appearance of life, a sense, of life, a feeling of life that one perceives in 
the aesthetic object.  Uh, and anyway, uh, oh boy, uh, with the beautiful 
that turns into a sort of, you get that sense from you’re looking at, right?  
So, it’s almost as if you’re bearing witness to life, uh, you know, in a way 
that gives you comfort, in a way that gives you a sense of community with 
the world.  Uh, whereas with the sublime, it’s, it’s, he calls it autonomy, 
you get a sense of your own personal location, your independence from 
the world, your, your, your sort of, uh, responsibility to something beyond.  
Um, anyway, they fit together in a way that I think is really quite 
beautiful.  (20 Oct.) 

As we talked, it came out that whereas the sublime equated more to ideas of literacy as 

personal growth, the aesthetic, for Garrett, was really very much about this “sense of 

community with the world” (20 Oct.).  Beauty, for Garrett, comes through connection, 

from a feeling of “comfort” that you find in the other (20 Oct.).  Of course, as I will 

discuss in the next chapter, this idea is largely characteristic of the cultural literacy 
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conception, which demonstrates that although Garrett is using the term community here, 

it is in some ways more characteristic of community as described by Matthew Arnold 

than as described by social/critical composition theorists.  Garrett’s sense of being part of 

a small community of Kant scholars in the PhD program at Public U could also have 

influenced his thinking here. 

 However, I do think that social/critical ideas enter into Garrett’s conception of 

community as well.  I asked Garrett if he thought the idea of community that he was 

talking about in his papers on Kant connected to community as he was discussing it in his 

autobiography.  He responded: 

Yeah.  Absolutely.  I mean, yeah, it’s kind of what I’m thinking a lot about 
right now.  Um, yeah, it connects with what I’m talking about in terms of 
writing as well.  Um, but there’s a sense that I have that there’s not enough 
of it.  Uh, there’s not enough because, to my mind, community implies, 
uh, a responsibility to act, and a responsibility to act in relation to others. 
(20 Oct.) 

Other than in Jordi’s autobiography this idea of community as implying “a responsibility 

to act” was one of the most directly activist statements in all of the data (20 Oct.).  When 

I asked Garrett to tell me more about the relationship between the school district and the 

community, which he talked about in his autobiography, he said 

I mean obviously, the community is going to define the school, right?  If 
you’ve got twelve . . . really dedicated teachers, who are going to break 
their backs to make that school a good place, then that community 
becomes somewhat different from the place that doesn’t have that human 
resource.  Right?  So, in terms of, community, so in terms of, what I think 
needs to be a priority, is developing individuals who live in relation to 
others, um, which is really what that aesthetic project is about.  It’s what 
Kant’s aesthetics, in my mind, is largely about.  It’s about developing, uh, 
individual cognition with a sense of relationship. (20 Oct.) 

I’m not sure if the subfield of community organizing has ever used Kant’s philosophy as 

a theoretical premise, but the way Garrett uses it here is quite interesting.  Joseph Harris 
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has famously criticized the field of composition’s use of community, saying that the term 

almost never has bad connotations.  According to Harris, it is “warmly persuasive” and 

can “soon become and empty and sentimental term” (99).  Although I’m not sure I agree 

with Harris (community has certainly been a contested term within composition 

scholarship), there is some of that warmth and even sentimentality in Garrett’s 

discussion.  At the same time, his sense of community not necessarily as a place but as “a 

responsibility to others” and an invocation to “develop individuals in relation to others” is 

more provocative than sappy.   

 Garrett also complicates his discussion of community when he talks about how 

communities can fall apart, as well as how they can limit the individuals who grow up 

within them.  This is in the same vein as his critique of social/critical literacy in his 

autobiographies.  He says,  

So, it’s sort of this dual force, and in the literacy narrative, I’m talking 
about, you know, you would have to get into small-time politics and all 
that, but there’s a way in which, you know, my grandparents were very 
much plugged into the community.  They were basically pillars of that 
community.  But, in another way, you know, that community is shifting, 
right?  I mean, they ran a restaurant in that town.  They, uh, were 
principals, they were teachers, they raised kids there.  You know, they did 
all these things there.  But, on the other hand, people drive to Wal-Mart to 
get food now.  Um, and so it destroys that community.  It sucks something 
valuable that they experienced in that town, that I personally didn’t find 
whenever I was old enough to look for it. (20 Oct.) 

In this passage, he notes positive aspects of being in a community; the fact that his 

grandparents are “pillars of that community” and “very much plugged into the 

community” both privilege the idea of involvement in one’s community.  And although 

Garrett doesn’t mention explicitly the positives involved with his parents running the 

restaurant, being principals and teachers, and raising kids within the community, a sort of 

idyllic model is invoked.  They experienced something “valuable . . . in that town” (20 
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Oct.).  At the same time, Garrett points to ways in which a community can also be, to use 

a term that Paula Mathieu invokes on the same subject, “uncommunal” (xii).  As Garrett 

implies, geography and proximity no longer necessarily imply communal living. 

Garrett continued to problematize the term as he told me about when he 

discovered another community that offered him an alternative to rural sprawl – that of 

literature and urban culture.  He explains, 

I went to the city, and, uh, you know, I went to these cool record stores, 
and I went to movie stores, and I went to cafes, and stuff.  You know, I 
had that sort of urban archetype stuck in my head.  You know, and I 
pictured all of those points, and they are, as points of community.  Right?  
And so, anyway, it was the thing that I wanted.  I wanted to be around 
like-minded people who talked and, you know, did intellectual things, 
drank cappuccinos and shit like that, which, you know, which whenever 
you actually get around it, you realize it’s half mirage and half groovy (20 
Oct.). 

However, Garrett realizes that this notion of community, too, is flawed.  Although he 

feels, at first that he’s thriving around these “like-minded people,” he realizes that this is 

partly a “mirage” (20 Oct.).  He continues, saying, 

I think that the small town is important because it is a place where I can 
see what I think about actually occurring, uh, you know, I mean I’m sure it 
can happen in the city.  I mean, it has happened in the city, but in the city 
it’s much more complicated.  It’s easier to think about it in terms of the 
small town because there you have various different types of people, and 
here, I only hang out with one type of person.  You know, they’re all me.  
It’s me, everywhere.  Well, that’s not true, but, you know, it’s kind of me 
everywhere.  It’s a little bit of me, a lot more me than anyone in 
Clarksburg is . . . whereas . . . the community that I’ve built up in my mind 
as something stupidly ideal is, you know, not me.  I’m the only me in 
relation to . . . other people who are . . .dealing with their own struggles, 
and dealing with their own business.  (20 Oct.) 

There’s a lot of meaning packed into this passage from Garrett’s interview.  The first 

thing that stands out is what he appears to be dealing with the issue of how community 

constitutes identity.  He is worried that as a result of the variety of subcultures that 
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constitute urban life, he is hanging out “with [only] one type of person” – essentially, 

himself.  Garrett seems to be grappling with the constructedness of identity, an indication 

of how the social view of literacy can come through as a facet of a conception of literacy.   

The second significant aspect of the passage above is that Garrett seems to be 

saying that community requires not consensus, not the meeting of like minds, but dissent.  

Garrett cannot be himself without being a member of a community that is not just like 

him.  However, in order for dissent even to exist, there has to be something for people to 

rally around.  For Garrett, in his interview, as in his autobiography, this rallying point is 

the school.  He says,   

but, there’s a central sort of, you know, and that’s what the school district 
then becomes, right?  The school district becomes this sort of hollow core, 
uh, that is the sort of stratifying force that organizes the community.  It 
says, okay, well, we’re establishing this sort of community right here, and 
it’s established on this blank slate of possibility, which is the school 
district, which is how it’s operating in my paper.  Um, and you can fill that 
with whatever you want, right?  What you make of that is, is up to the 
individuals allotted that space.  So, I guess, whenever you were talking 
about the school district makes the community or the community make the 
school district, that’s exactly that tug in my mind. (20 Oct.) 

Here, Garrett lapses back into the idea of community in a positive sense.  The school, as 

the organizing principle for the community is “a blank slate of possibility” that brings 

together “the individuals allotted that space” (20 Oct.). Garrett also invokes a Deweyan 

understanding of the school as a cooperative community that meets the social needs of its 

students.  In My Pedagogic Creed, Dewey contends, “Education being a social process, 

the school is simply that form of community life in which all those agencies are 

concentrated that will be most effective in bringing the child to share in the inherited 

resources of the race, and to use his own powers for social ends” (7).  Garrett’s idea 

would speak to a lot of educators and community organizers who are interested in schools 
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as just this sort of place.  For Garrett, it has to be this kind of place in the absence of 

other organizing forces, like the community-owned businesses that places like Wal-Mart 

has replaced and the restaurant his grandparents owned.  Moreover, even as the school 

acts to create and organize community it is also, itself, a “blank slate” and a “hollow 

core” in Garrett’s view (20 Oct.).  It is not, in these terms, the source of values but a 

space in which the values of the community, however variegated, can come together.  

Such an understanding of the school would make it a space where the interests, cultures, 

and ideas of the community could come in, rather than a force from outside imposing its 

own interests on students, parents, and community members.  This reflects Dewey’s 

claim that it is the students and the community, and not the institution, that comes first.  

Dewey proclaims the dangers of focusing on the latter when he discusses the subsuming 

of the interests of the former to the latter; he says, “The principle of . . . [a democratic 

education] is violated when the attempt is made to fit individuals in advance for definite 

industrial callings, selected not on the basis of trained original callings, but on that of the 

wealth or social calling of the parents” (Democracy 119).  In this passage, Dewey 

recognizes that the danger of institutions is their penchant for enforcing a damaging 

efficiency.  In Garrett’s view, students are not in schools to be filled, as in the banking 

concept of education that Freire criticizes.  They themselves “can fill that with whatever . 

. . [they] want” (22 Oct.). 

 Throughout the interview, as he does in his autobiography, Garrett seems to go 

back and forth between idyllic visions of community and more skeptical ones.  What he 

maintains throughout, though is the idea of community not so much as a place but a 

purpose.  It implies, as he says, “a responsibility to act” (20 Oct.).  This is not to say that 
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context is unimportant in Garrett’s understanding of literacy – he is clearly cognizant of 

the ways in which his locations and the people near him have shaped in his understanding 

of literacy.  Garrett’s understanding of literacy also seems to move beyond context to 

sense of what literacy should be.  

 

Barbara Invents the University 

 In Barbara’s interview, like in her literacy autobiographies, she presented a view 

of literacy as communal and specifically as shared with other women.  However, unlike 

in her autobiography, in which she discusses this sense of community as having a mostly 

positive influence on her literacy development, in the interview she discusses the ways in 

which she has failed to make connections with other women as a graduate student.  

Barbara’s interview thus reveals how isolating graduate school can sometimes feel. 

 Our discussion of this began with one of the papers she sent to me as one of her 

writing samples.  Barbara described the experience of writing the paper, on the suburbs 

versus the city in Howard’s End, for one of her graduate seminars, saying 

you know, I was the only creative writing in, in that literature class, and I 
felt very intimidated and very aware that, you know, I wasn’t accepted 
into graduate school on the basis of a critical paper that I’d written, so I 
was just very insecure and anxious, um, but the professor I had was really 
encouraging to me and said, uh, that my comments in class were great.  So 
that really helped, and I guess I just decided to go on with that because I 
had so much material from Howard’s End that I thought was good, and I 
kept going to her office hours, and she would help me brainstorm an actual 
thesis for a paper (22 Oct). 

This professor seemed provided just the kind of communal, supportive experience with 

literacy that Barbara craved, and Barbara’s acknowledges the professor’s role as a 

collaborator with her on the paper.  However, Barbara contrasted this with an experience 
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with another professor, also a woman, who she felt unable to connect with.  Barbara 

describes this feeling, saying,  

I went to her office hours, and I just, there was no, I mean, and I’m such a 
people person that if someone’s not warm or effusive at all, I just kind of 
shut down, and I’m like, well, I don’t want to, this professor doesn’t like 
me, and I’m not good.  She doesn’t want to have a relationship with me.  
You know, it’s all about that relationship thing (22 Oct.). 

As we continued to discuss the paper on Howard’s End, I asked about her use of 

certain discursive features and moves, and she began to put her experiences in working 

with these professors in the context of Bartholomae’s “Inventing the University.”  In the 

following exchange, I asked her about her use of “I” in the paper: 

BARBARA:  Um, that was probably me trying to invent the university.  
Um, I, I remember going to Professor Shenoy with drafts and wanting her 
to, to help me with the stylization because it was my first graduate paper, 
and she was like, “Oh no, I don’t, I don’t read, you know, seminar 
papers.”  Um, and before she, she pushed it away, she did point a couple 
of things, like don’t do this, don’t do that.   
ME:  Oh, okay.   
BARBARA:  So that was probably me just trying to copy the essays, the 
criticism we had been reading in class and picking up on that phrase, “in 
this paper I will argue,”  “in this paper I will show that,” and, I guess, I 
didn’t pick up on that “I” occurring later in those essays, or I only noticed 
it in the beginning as setting up in the argument. (22 Oct.) 

Barbara demonstrates that it is not just undergraduates who have to invent the university.  

Although graduate students might have a great deal of experience with academic writing, 

their writing has to become more confident and more indicative of their status as experts 

than before.  Barbara says of writing the paper, “Gosh, um, it was a different, I mean, it 

was hard for me to write.  You know, I felt like I was learning a whole new way of 

writing that I don’t feel expert in yet” (22 Oct).  And, as Barbara’s experience also 

indicates, because professors teaching graduate courses often assume their students are 
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already fluent in this kind of writing, little explicit writing instruction goes on in the 

seminars.  This leaves Barbara floundering and trying to cope by looking for the kind of 

support she had received from teachers as an undergraduate as she enters this new 

discourse community.  Unfortunately, Barbara often finds this support to be either absent 

or inconsistent.   

 Barbara also describes the process of inventing the university as the ability to take 

on a certain voice.  As we were talking about the short story that she submitted to me as 

one of her writing samples, the subject of voice kept coming up.  When I asked her how 

the idea of voice played into her writing, she replied, 

well, I came into grad school expecting to find my voice quote-unquote, 
which, um, hasn’t really been talked about much in, uh, the creative 
writing classes.  Um, I think when I’m writing academically, I feel like 
I’m adopting someone else’s voice, and I’m imitating.  And, uh, there’s 
not supposed to be any, you know, it’s supposed to be eloquent, but no 
really creative flourishes or flowery uses of adjectives or adverbs.  And in 
creative writing, um, well, I’ve written a lot of stuff in the first person, and 
now I’ve started writing stuff in third person, and I think the first person, 
at least for me has become, you know, there are stories that you read, and 
writers that are really great at just creating these voices, like Katie Smith, 
you know, with all these different people talking and these different 
dialects and accents, you know.  It’s marvelous.  When I was, I think, a 
criticism I’ve gotten for my fiction is that all the characters sound the 
same in their dialogue, or they have the same voice.  So, I think voice is 
really important, and I’ve been trying to, to, um, take mine to, break out of 
my personal Barbara voice and actually [laughs] embody other people. (22 
Oct.) 

What I found so interesting about what Barbara had to say in this discussion was that 

voice quickly turned into voices.  She gives the author, Katie Smith, as an example of a 

person whose work is multivocal.  And it is the univocality of Barbara’s own work that 

becomes a shortcoming – her characters all “have the same voice.”  Although she doesn’t 

invoke Bakhtin, her idea of novelistic discourse as composed of multiple voices fits well 

with Bakhtin’s contention that the novel is a dialogic, heteroglossic form.  Inherent in 
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Barbara’s description of voice is an understanding of language as socially constructed 

and as stratified among a number of centripetal and centrifugal forces.    

Ironically, for Barbara finding her voice also seems to mean getting away from it 

– it is “break[ing] out” of her “personal Barbara voice” and “embody[ing] other people” 

(Barbara – Interview 1- 10-22-10).  She seems to be trying to “invent the university” to 

“assemble and mimic its language, finding some compromise between idiosyncrasy, a 

personal history, and the requirements of convention, the history of a discipline” 

(Bartholomae 5).  At the same time, Barbara seems to fear that in adopting this language 

of the university, she is merely “imitating” (Barbara – 10-22-10).  What she seems to 

desire, in other words, is to move beyond what Gee calls mushfake to really embody this 

voice.  There is a tension, in other words, between a sense of language as socially 

constructed and as autonomous, and although Barbara seems to recognize the utterance 

as, in the words of Bakhtin, “entangled, shot through with shared thoughts, points of 

view, alien value judgments and accents” she wants to be able to take on this language 

confidently and with ability (276).  In Barbara’s words, I read a recognition of language 

as a struggle because of its very communal nature. 

 Barbara continues to describe this discourse community, and her desire to join it, 

saying, 

I had this idea, this self-consciousness about being articulate when I would 
hear people who had been to graduate school speak.  I just had this idea 
that they were articulate in a certain way that, that I wasn’t and that would 
only become accessible to me, um, once I was in graduate school.  And I, I 
still feel that I’m very, that I can be very bad at speaking off the cuff.  You 
know, my students surprise me in class sometimes, and . . . I’m still very 
self-conscious about that.  So I guess voice kind of looms large in my 
imagination as this thing that successful or really smart people have that I 
want to have. (22 Oct.) 



	   207 

Voice here also seems to be associated with power.  It is something that, Barbara thinks, 

will “only become accessible to me . . . in graduate school.”  It is, as Elbow says, “the 

main source of power in . . . writing” – “the force that will make a reader listen to you” 

(6).  Thus, for Barbara, it becomes “this thing that successful or really smart people have” 

that she too wants to possess.  Ironically, the sense of self-consciousness she describes 

sounds similar to what Bartholomae says of basic writers as they try to invent the 

university.  Bartholomae contends, “It is very hard for them to take on the role – the 

voice, the person – of an authority whose authority is rooted in scholarship, analysis, 

research” (6).  The difference, of course, is that Barbara had experience in “scholarship, 

analysis, research” but felt intimidated by other graduate students and consequently did 

not feel that it was easily accessible for her to draw on it when speaking in seminars or 

even seminar papers.  What Barbara wants is a “good, distinctive voice,” a voice that 

seems, to her, to be the voice of an Other, or at least a self that she has not yet realized 

(22 Oct.).  Again, unlike in a more personal sense of voice, Barbara’s notion of language 

is not of something natural or autonomous but as something artificial and put-on 

according to context.  At the same time, she desires the dexterity with language that will 

come with experience with acquisition of this discourse of academia.  She is essentially 

taking on the same struggle, albeit on another level, as the students in her course as they 

attempt to master academic discourse. 

 

Max and Intertextuality 

Like Barbara, Max, in his interview, put forward an understanding of language as 

dialogic and heteroglossic. The specific way in which he expressed this understanding of 
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language, though, was through the idea of intertextuality.  I should note here that 

Scribner, Knoblauch, and Goggin do not refer to the idea of intertextuality in their 

descriptions of social/critical literacy, perhaps because this is more of a literary term.  

However, I think a case can be made for its inclusion.  Indeed, Charles Bazerman, in 

“Intertextualities: Volosinov, Bakhtin, Literary Theory, and Literacy Studies” argues that 

intertextuality, a term first coined by Julia Kristeva, recognizes that “Texts to do not 

appear in isolation, but in relation to other texts.  We write in response to others” (53).  

This understanding of literacy, then, argues against a view of language as autonomous.  

According to Bazerman, “Intertextuality, for Kristeva, is a mechanism whereby we write 

ourselves into the social text, and thereby the social text writes us” (54).  Using 

intertextuality and dialogism synonymously, he uses Volosinov and Bakhtin to extend the 

notion of intertextuality to the formation of consciousness, saying that because our 

consciousnesses are formed out of our experiences with language utterances, they are 

“deeply dialogical” (55).  This sense of language as dialogue and as socially constructed 

matches many ideas in the social/critical conception. 

In the first-year writing program at Public University, understanding the ways in 

which texts work with and respond to one another is a central literacy goal for 

composition students.  It is therefore understandable that Max, in his interview, would 

point to this as one of his aims in teaching his students.  In addition, as a poetry MFA 

student, Max seems to have taken on a view of language as appropriation.  This view is 

represented by poets like Kenneth Goldsmith, who, in Against Expression: An Anthology 

of Conceptual Writing, an anthology he edited with Craig Dworkin, argues for a 

conceptual poetry situated in opposition to Romantic ideas of originality and creativity.  
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Goldsmith describes this poetics as “employ[ing] intentionally self and ego effacing 

tactics using uncreativity, unoriginality, illegibility, appropriation, plagiarism, fraud, 

theft, and falsification as its precepts” (“Conceptual Poetics”).  By appropriating the 

words of others, these conceptual poets “embrace the inherent and inherited politics of 

the borrowed words” (“Conceptual Poetics”).  Although Max does not refer to or 

necessarily subscribe to Goldsmith’s particular vision of language, in his interview, he 

does refer to playing with the ideas of plagiarism and appropriation in his poetry and 

indicates a connection between his view of language and politics, an idea I would place in 

the social/critical camp. 

Our conversation about intertextuality began with a look at two poems he had 

composed, both of which play with the conventions of documentation and other textual 

mechanisms for noting the social relationships between texts.  Max wrote the poems as a 

response to a struggle in the field of poetry over whether documentation was necessary in 

poetry.  He describes this controversy, saying, “The whole field of poetry kind of is 

strugg-, like, there’s a lot of documentation going on in poetry, like a lot of long . . . 

bibliographies at the back of books of poetry, which is kind of a, well, it’s kind of 

strange.  So . . . I think that’s another place where I can . . . I was playing with where I 

would put these [footnotes] on the page.  Originally I kind of had them in text boxes, kind 

of just floating here and here” (25 Oct.).  Although Max acknowledged that one of his 

goals in playing with citation and even directly copying some lines of his poem from 

websites is to subvert the conventions with citation, he also contends that he is trying to 

point out its importance.  Max explains, “I think intertextuality’s really important . . . 

There’s a line in here, ‘The interwebbing together of everything creative through 
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common textual citations.’ And, um, I don’t know, that’s probably, that’s a Utopian idea, 

that everything can somehow be connected, but I think there’s some level of truth to that” 

(25 Oct.).  This idea is commensurate to Bazerman’s (and Bakhtin’s) description of 

intertextuality as locating an utterance within a web of other utterances.   

At the same time, Max’s poetry looks as if it’s pointing to and questioning the 

varying ways that texts within different cultures recognize their debt to other texts, a 

similar way to Goldsmith’s ideas.  Max explains,  

that’s often . . . the places where I will insert citations, where I see 
connections that may not be as obvious to someone else.  Like, I mean, 
there’s a lot of text in this that I don’t actually cite.  Like, . . . pretty much 
everything that’s in italics is directly taken from the website, except for 
this first line.  Yeah, yeah, so, all of these italicized sections . . . are pretty 
much language re-appropriated from websites and often just directly 
copied from websites. (25 Oct.) 

In recognizing his poem’s intertextuality, then, he is also parodying it, pointing to the 

ways in which even what we don’t cite is deeply inspired by others.   

Max connects this with his desire for his students to make connections among 

texts as well.  He elaborates on this in the following exchange: 

MAX:  Yeah . . . in this piece I . . . use part of Herman Hesse’s Siddartha.  
Um, basically because . . . I just always remember that, this section about 
where the guy is talking about the river.  So, when I was writing this, I 
was thinking so much about rivers, I had to go dig out my copy of 
Siddartha, and I found that quote, and I put it in there. . . . I just kind of 
saw that connection and inserted it. 
ME:  So, that’s something that you would want your students to maybe 
do?  Recall things . . . 
MAX:  Yeah, like, recall things that you’ve read.  Like, always be able to 
make connections between what you’re reading and what you have read, 
what you already know. (25 Oct.) 

In my reading of this passage, Max’s desire is that his students recognize themselves as 

social beings, connected to and constructed by the texts they have read and, thus, 
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connected even to the readings in their composition class that they might not see as 

relevant to them.  

This particular manifestation of social/critical literacy, which recognized language 

as socially constructed and as dialogic occurred in the interviews of Lily, Blake, Jordi, 

Max, and Garrett.  Its prevalence in the interviews suggests that this aspect of 

social/critical literacy is one with which many graduate instructors might be comfortable, 

inspired as it is by stock figures read by graduate students, like Bakhtin, Kristeva, and 

Foucault.  However, the graduate instructors in this study, with exception of Max and 

Barbara, the creative writing students, also seemed somewhat wary of the political and 

activist implications of social/critical literacy.  This could be because of the common 

cultural belief of the teacher as politically neutral. 

 

Assignment Ranking Activity 

 For the Assignment Ranking Activity, I designed three assignments to match up 

with the three social views of literacy established by Goggin.  The first one, which 

appeared as “Assignment 2” on the sheet I handed out to the graduate instructors, 

matched up with critical activism literacy, for its explicit focus on social justice and 

community-based literacy projects.  The assignment reads as follows: 

Our readings on the frontier movement in American history have 
prompted us to consider the following questions like, what does it mean to 
be American?  In what ways do the qualities of Americanism described by 
authors like Turner still typify Americans today?  What happens when we 
view these characteristics of Americanism from a different cultural 
perspective from our own? 

The goal of this assignment is to expand these problems beyond the walls 
of the classroom and consider them in the context of the many cultural 
communities . . . [surrounding Public U.]  You will sign up to volunteer 
for Project Glimmer, a program in which volunteers tutor older adult 
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immigrants who are studying to pass the citizenship exam . . . After you 
have spent ten hours volunteering over the course of the next several 
weeks, you will write a reflective essay in which you discuss how your 
experiences challenged your ideas about Americanism and culture.  

I designed the next assignment, which appeared as Assignment 5, to match up with 

literacy as social growth.  I saw this conception as, again, being related to social/critical 

literacy but as emphasizing the social aspects of this conception without explicit political 

implications.  Because Goggin connected this as a kind of mirror image to literacy as 

personal growth, I included an aspect of that in the assignment as well: 

Our readings on the frontier movement in American history have 
prompted us to consider the following questions like, what does it mean to 
be American?  In what ways do the qualities of Americanism described by 
authors like Turner still typify Americans today?  What happens when we 
view these characteristics of Americanism from a different cultural 
perspective from our own? 

For this assignment, you should identify the key words and ideas Turner 
associates with Americanism.  What traits needed for frontier survival 
contributed to these ideas?  After considering this, in a few paragraphs, 
choose one of these ideas and think about one of two specific ways in 
which this idea is present in our culture today.  How does acceptance of 
this idea mark someone as being American?  You may wish to consider a 
personal experience to illustrate this. 

Finally, the assignment I designed to match with social/critical literacy, “Assignment 6,” 

emphasizes elements of critical literacy in its focus on critically interpreting the texts that 

the composition students were using in class.  That is, it required students to interpret not 

just what the texts were saying but in what context and why:  

In “The American West and the Burden of Belief,” N. Scott Momaday 
writes that “Our human tendency is to concentrate the word on a stage” 
(627).  And though this view of the world, and in this case, the West, 
“fascinates us” it is also “a distorted view of the West” (627).  For this 
assignment, you should write a critical essay in which you analyze 
Momaday’s views on the mythologization of the West and the “narcissism 
of the European tradition” (627).  Then, respond to Momaday’s argument 
by viewing a film featuring elements of the West.  You should use specific 
instances from the film to support your analysis. 
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As I discuss in the introduction, my goal in setting forth these assignments was 

not so much to make them a way to measure the conceptions of literacy as it was a way to 

elicit talk about them.  For example, some of the graduate instructors ranked the final 

assignment highly, not so much because it encouraged critical examination of the world 

and the messages contained in texts but because it was so text-based.  For example, Blake 

ranked this assignment “1,” saying, “I love this one.  It asks students to interact with both 

an essay and a piece of art – primary and secondary sources” (Assignment ranking, 22 

Oct.).  In saying this, Blake seems to place more emphasis on a view of literacy within 

that places primacy on the text, than he does on the desire for students to become 

critically aware of the way in which values, like those created by the mythologization of 

the West, have shaped our view of history and made us who we are as Americans.  For 

this reason, I coded his response as “cultural literacy.” 

Some surprises came up during this activity.  In particular, the graduate 

instructors reacted very favorably to Assignment 5, the one I associated with literacy as 

social growth.  Among the participants from the Practicum class as a whole, 72% ranked 

this assignment number one or two, and no one ranked it five or six.  In examining the 

participants’ responses to this assignment, its popularity seems due to the fact that it asks 

students to examine critically their own cultural perspective in a way that uses texts and 

but that avoids asking students to make explicit political statements.  In other words, this 

assignment poses a social constructionist view of literacy but not require an explicit 

sociocultural engagement and questioning of larger discursive and ideological practices. 

Garrett’s statements about this assignment support this way of viewing it.  He 

offers the following, as his justification for ranking the assignments as he did:  
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If am teaching an intro to comp, for students beginning an academic career, I want 

to try to help students begin to see and understand the ways reading and writing 

behave in the university.  I felt these two prompts did that.  Three offers an 

opportunity to think about shifting perspectives, which seems valuable.  Five 

compels students to think about multiple histories and culture, without too much 

ideological leading (Assignment ranking, 22 Oct.) 

In this statement, I see much of Bartholomae, particularly in Garrett’s idea that students 

need to understand “the ways reading and writing behave in the university” (22 Oct.).  In 

other words, Garrett sees his goal in teaching to be to initiate his students into the 

discourse of the university.  At the same time, Garrett wants to maintain his own 

neutrality as an instructor by avoiding “ideological leading” in designing his assignments, 

thus demonstrating the pervasiveness of the understanding of teachers as politically 

neutral. 

 In Max’s justification for ranking this assignment first, he take a slightly different 

tack than Garrett.  Max argues,  

I would most want to assign #5 because the prompt asks to connect 
concepts from the readings with our culture today.  I believe this is an 
effective method for engaging young students.  And, being able to connect 
historical writing with current issues is an important skill they can use 
whether or not they plan to be English and/or history majors. (Assignment 
ranking, 22 Oct.) 

As in his discussion of intertextuality in his interview, Max focuses on the idea of 

drawing connections.  Here, that connection is even more social/critical because it 

involves the examination of “current issues” as well.  Max seems particularly interested 

in students’ civic literacy and in their awareness of their own cultural perspectives. 
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 In comparison with the other focal participants (as well as the Practicum class as a 

whole), Barbara actually ranked this activity relatively low, at number four.  However, 

her justification for this ranking was not that she disagreed with its principles but rather 

that it was “Not as dynamic as #2,” the assignment that I had paired with critical activist 

literacy, although she also conceded that “Assignment 5” (social/critical literacy) was 

“maybe more practical” (Assignment ranking, 22 Oct.).  She elaborates, in her discussion 

of the assignments, that though it may be more practical, she gave it a lower ranking 

“because I think many freshmen are coming from non-diverse rural or suburban 

communities and may not be able to conceive of cultural diversity when answering the 

question” (Assignment ranking, 22 Oct.).  Barbara’s statements, to me, were the most 

explicitly social/critical of any of the participants in that she viewed engagement with 

diversity and a broadening of perspectives not as a subsidiary but as a central goal for the 

course.  More particularly, her view of language as taking part in larger discursive or 

sociocultural entities is social/critical. 

Barbara was also one of the few who ranked “Assignment 2,” the critical/activist 

literacy assignment, highly, listing it as her second choice.  Her justifications were similar 

to Max’s in his discussion of “Assignment 5.”  She said, 

Two of my main objectives in discussions of the . . . [composition] texts 
have been to get students to relate the historical ideas and arguments 
they’re reading to the current society we live in (i.e. answer for themselves 
why we should read arguments from one hundred plus or sixty years ago) 
and also to get them to think critically about popular ideas or beliefs they 
hear from public figures or may hold themselves. (Assignment ranking, 22 
Oct.) 

Again, Barbara’s justifications, to me, are explicitly social/critical in that she forwards 

not just critical thinking but critical thinking about public, civic, and institutional 

messages as a central goal for composition. 
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Nevertheless, even Barbara was worried about the assignment for critical activism 

literacy, saying, “I love this assignment but worry about how to carry it out in the midst 

of a busy semester” (Assignment ranking, 22 Oct.).  It was during the assignment ranking 

activity that critiques of the ability of community-based literacy projects to effect change 

became most apparent.  Although this may seem to be a critique of this conception of 

literacy rather than a representation of it, as Goggin argues, and I second, skepticism 

about critical literacy has actually become a key part of critical consciousness.  As 

Goggin argues, “these treatments of literacy are cautious and skeptical . . . about literacy 

agendas” (69).  In other words, even in recognizing the importance of change we have to 

be wary about the ways in which we approach these changes, particularly when dealing 

with other communities whose goals and interests may be different from our own. 

During the Assignment Ranking Activity, participants expressed concern about 

the assignment that called for students to take part in a community-based literacy project 

not because they did not think such projects were valuable but because of the burden they 

would place on students.  One graduate instructor, Eric, said, “some of my students work 

thirty hour weeks in addition to taking classes.  Is it fair to expect them to take something 

like this on?” (Field notes, 22 Oct.).  Catherine added that “you would have to specify 

beforehand that you were going to be doing that” (22 Oct.).  In his comments on his 

choices, Blake adds to this, “I’m not sure I’d be comfortable doing this in a required 

course like Composition.  It’s a bit of an imposition.  It belongs in an elective course and 

only with advance warning in the course description” (Assignment ranking, 22 Oct.).  In 

his marginal comments, Garrett asks, “Distracting for an intro writing class?  Maybe an 

intro philosophy class” (22 Oct.).  Another graduate instructor, George, even argued that 
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the ten hours of extra work would lead to “students hatred of the instructor and 

unwillingness to engage with further class material” (Assignment ranking, 22 Oct.).  Two 

other graduate instructors said that they doubted students would actually do the volunteer 

work.  In addition to its fairness to the undergraduate composition students, the 

participants also commented on its unwieldiness, with Eric characterizing the assignment 

as “too hard to manage” (Field notes, 22 Oct.). 

The take-away for me from the content as well as the sheer volume of comments 

was that the graduate students were skeptical of the inclusion of activist agendas, 

particularly within the context of a required course with a predominantly first-year 

population.  Interestingly, even though many of them commented on the value of such an 

experience, most did not consider the fact that initial student resistance to these projects 

might abate once students actually became involved in them.  Reactions like this 

demonstrated the understandable new teacher response of avoiding or removing whatever 

students are reacting negatively to, without necessarily interrogating the resistance itself 

to locate its source. 

In addition, it seemed that the graduate instructors did not want to sacrifice class 

time that could be devoted elsewhere, and namely to a focus on the text.  Jordi perhaps 

best expresses this idea that the first-year writing course should be a text-based course: 

These rankings reflect my somewhat tenuous belief in the importance of 
the text, with a lighter focus on how it relates to personal experience.  
While I value the concept of relating text to self and text to world, I think 
establishing such relationships is difficult or superficial without first 
establishing a deep understanding of the text itself.  For this reason, I’ve 
ranked assignments that center on the ideas in the text before asking 
students to relate those ideas to the space outside the text. (Assignment 
ranking, 22 Oct.) 
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What Jordi’s comments express, and what is also apparent in several other responses, is a 

belief in the supremacy of the text, at least within the context of the composition course.  

Jordi almost seems to believe that this must be established before students can relate texts 

to their own personal experience or consider the ways in which texts can have relevance 

within the public sphere.  And this is despite Jordi’s own experiences that indicated to her 

that service abroad and within the community can foster new ways of seeing literacy.  I 

will discuss this further in the next chapter, because Jordi’s statement is typical of the 

cultural view of literacy.  In these comments, it seems as if to the graduate instructors the 

place for this kind of community experience is elsewhere – anywhere, apparently, except 

for the first-year course. 

 Of course, there are exceptions to this.  Surprisingly, besides Barbara, Lily and 

Karen were the most enthusiastic advocates of getting students involved in community-

based learning.  For Lily, though, this is because of the personal growth that can occur as 

a result.  In her comments written on the sheet I handed out, she says,  

I think being able to work people in [Philly] will make everything more 
meaningful, visceral and applicable.  I don’t know if I am biased because I 
worked with these populations, but I find it gives you a sense of 
understanding/inspiration/hearty experience.  A paper written from this 
perspective might have real backbone. . . In both my #1 and #2 choices, I 
think there is room to be creative (2) and come up with ideas based on 
personal experience (even if they do not share these experiences). 
(Assignment ranking, 22 Oct.) 

Karen goes even further than this, to an explicit statement about what the objectives of 

both the first-year course and the college experience should be.  She says, 

I chose #2 as my second top choice . .  [because] it has them apply the 
ideas in the reading to their own actual experiences.  More importantly, 
however, Assignment 2 also encourages students to consider the concept 
of Americanism from a broader perspective – one beyond their own.  This 
to me is vital if we want students to become more broad in their thinking.  
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Isn’t this part of the purpose of a liberal arts education? (Assignment 
ranking, 22 Oct.) 

Karen’s response reflects a desire for her students to understand perspectives beyond 

their own – this broadening of experience can almost be equated to a different kind of 

critical consciousness that requires students to locate themselves within a larger swath of 

humanity. 

 Besides this, though, the graduate instructors seemed much more comfortable 

with assignments that either emphasized the text or a softer approach to critical thinking 

that did not require students to become involved, either in the community or the political 

or public sphere.  Although they valued critical thinking and public involvement, it would 

take more convincing for the graduate instructors to see the case of the latter within the 

first-year writing course. 

 

The Class Observations 

 My observations of the seven focal participants demonstrated that those who 

expressed social/critical ideas in their data most strongly were the ones most likely to 

reference these ideas in their teaching.  The four participants who I would characterize as 

having the most social/critical ideas, Barbara, Garrett, Max, and Jordi, all encouraged 

students to make connections between what they were reading and current issues and 

debates around the world.  In other words, they were encouraging a kind of critical 

consciousness among their students.  However, for Barbara and Max, the two whose 

primary conception was social/critical, this was more evident than in the classrooms of 

Garrett and Jordi, who had a more text-based view of literacy.  Nevertheless, all four of 
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these novice teachers had difficulty enacting critical pedagogy, which I would define as 

Freire’s student-centered, problem-posing education.  

 

Jordi – Interrogating the Text  

 Jordi was one of the participants who, in the section dealing with the literacy 

autobiographies, had begun to incorporate more social/critical ideas into her conception 

of literacy by the end of class, as evidenced by the way she revised her literacy 

autobiography.  The first time I observed her class, in early November, she did not seem 

to be using practices that I would associate with social/critical literacy.  Rather, this class 

demonstrated her emphasis on the text.  The next time I was able to get into her 

classroom was the following spring, where I saw an increase in explicitly social/critical 

ideas in the classroom.   

In this second class, Jordi was having students analyze two historical documents 

about the American West.  I was especially excited about attending this class of Jordi’s 

because it was during the same unit in the fall where she voiced concern about her 

student’s critical reasoning skills during the Practicum.  The discussion that day focused 

for a long time on how to teach Frederick Jackson Turner’s famous frontier thesis, a text 

that provides plenty of fodder for the kind of critical analysis that might further students’ 

understanding of the way that structural violence can be perpetuated through rhetoric.  

The undergraduates, however, were less enthusiastic about it than their graduate 

instructors, finding it overly dull and dry.  In class, Jordi complained, “I also have the 

students who read Turner as a history book.  I wanted them to critique it, but one of my 

students said you can’t because ‘it’s all facts’” (Field notes, 15 Oct.).  Although her focus 
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on the text, and cultural literacy, is evident, Jordi also wants her students to begin to see 

texts as ideological, something that not all literature PhD students, in their reverence of 

texts, would see. 

Jordi repeated this idea that history is not merely a collection of facts to her 

students during class.  After going over a timeline of when the documents they were 

discussing had been written in class, Jordi told her class,  

So the question now is, what do we do with all of these historical 
documents?  This is not about facts.  This is about interrogating these 
people’s perspectives.  So the one date that is missing on this timeline is 
2011.  [Adds 2011 to the timeline.]  Do any of these people’s ideas 
influence what we have to say about the West?  [Pause.]  Most critics say 
yes, that it all started with these guys.  So, we’re interrogating these guys 
when we do our own essays” (14 Mar.).    

In this case, Jordi emphasizes that she wants her students to critically interpret to, in her 

words “interrogate these people’s perspectives.”  She, consequently, forwards a notion of 

literacy as ideological and thus subject to questioning.  Students do not have to simply 

revere or appreciate texts but rather see them as interested, motivated.  However, as I will 

discuss at the end of the chapter, Jordi’s statement also reveals how maddeningly difficult 

it can be to enact a critical pedagogy in the classroom and get her students to begin to see 

texts in this way.  She wants them to make the social/critical move of relating the ideas in 

the documents to ideas in contemporary culture, but she answers the question for them, 

saying, “Most critics say yes.” Consequently, she doesn’t really give her students the time 

or opportunity to do this critical work. 

What Jordi did next, during my second observation, was to try and break down 

the barriers between her students and the discourse she wanted them to have access to.  In 

an attempt to get them to critique ideas that have come out of our understanding of the 

West, she played a series of two commercials for Levi’s Jeans, both of which used lines 
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from Walt Whitman’s “Pioneers! O Pioneers!”  If their responses to the commercials 

were any indication, this was something the students felt comfortable responding to.  The 

students analyzed the audience for the advertisements, concluding that they were aimed 

toward the “youth” in much the same way that the essays advertising the West by C.W. 

Dana and Theodore Roosevelt did.  This prompted Jordi to ask, “Well, you know how I 

always like to connect this to what’s happening in the Middle East.  Who started the 

revolutions in the Middle East, in Tunisia and Egypt?”  To which one student, 

enthusiastically quipped, “Young people!”  (17 Mar.).  Jordi’s desire to get them to 

critically interpret the texts in light of issues happening in the world, and vice versa, is a 

key element of critical literacy.  However, Jordi’s work in the classroom, successful as it 

is, also demonstrates that graduate instructors need extensive support in order to be able 

to enact critical pedagogy in the classroom.  In this instance, Jordi asks what seems to be 

a self-evident question, and one that definitely leads the conversation in a direction in the 

way she wants it to.  She retreats to a more familiar way of running the classroom, rather 

than relinquishing some of the control.   

When I asked Jordi about this particular moment in class, she replied, 

JORDI:  Yeah, I got kind of mad at them because they don’t know anything about 
current events, which I didn’t either when I was their age, but, well, no I kind of 
did.  I feel like college was the start of my, like, cultural awareness.  [Laughs.]  So 
yeah, when we were doing like the nonviolent unit, I definitely did, like, kind of a 
spur of the moment lecture on, yeah, Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, and I think included, I 
can never pronounce her name unless I have it in front of me, it’s like . . . Suu Kyi 
somebody. . . who does nonviolent stuff in Thailand.14 
ME:  Oh. 
JORDI:  And she was just freed from ten years of house arrest a couple months 
ago.  Anyway, I did a big thing on that, and I try to bring it up every now and then 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 Here, Jordi is referring to Nobel Peace Prize Winner and Burmese politician, Aung San Suu Kyi. 
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in class, if there’s anything connecting to remind that there’s things going on in 
the world, and that didn’t end when our unit on nonviolence ended.  [Laughs.] 
ME:  Right, okay. 
JORDI:  Um, yeah, and like last year Arizona immigration law was going on 
when we were doing our Native American unit, so we talked about that. (17 Mar.)  

Again, Jordi’s desire to see her students make connections between the texts and the 

world demonstrates a view of literacy that equates it with a form of awareness through 

which one can analyze their own social conditions.  At the same time, Jordi’s goal for her 

students is also circumscribed by tensions between social/critical literacy and more 

traditional ways of seeing the classroom, as well as Jordi’s positioning of the text as a 

focal point. 

 This is not to say, though, that Jordi’s focus on the text entirely limited her ability 

to institute social/critical goals in the classroom.  When I asked her about her focus on the 

text, she said that, for her, the text “makes us think about the world in different ways and, 

like, therefore recognize different things in other people that help us understand, yeah, 

that help us understand ourselves and what we need to do” (Jordi – Teaching Observation 

and Interview 2).  For her, then, the text becomes the vehicle for the development of 

critical consciousness.  Nevertheless, social/critical literacy is clearly still only a facet of 

a literacy conception that is more primarily cultural. 

 

Barbara and Garrett – Reading the Word and Reading the World 

 Similar issues came up in my observations of Garrett and Barbara’s classes.  Both 

wanted, like Jordi, to emphasize the ways in which the issues in the historical works their 

students were exploring reappear when we focus on current issues of domination and 

politics.  For Garrett, this came up in a class in on Kindred, at the beginning of which he 
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announced, “Today’s going to be kind of weird.  We’re going to talk about the structure 

of racism” (Teaching observation, 18 Nov.).  To start the class, Garrett read a quote from 

a scholarly article on science fiction and race.  He then posed the question to the class, 

“Does anyone know what it means to be subversive?” (18 Nov.).  One student guessed, 

“Could it be, like, it changes a person’s perspective?”  To which Garrett responded, “This 

is the debate.  Is art about change, about enacting change, or is it about something else?” 

(18 Nov.).  This exchange, to me, was about Garrett coaxing his students toward seeing 

the ways in which literature can act as rhetoric – as a way of calling for and enacting 

change.  Like Jordi, though, he proceeds in top-down fashion.  Although he frames this as 

a question for his students to respond to, the answer seems to lie already within the 

question.  He does, though, seem to be inching toward a kind of problem-posing in asking 

it. 

 When I asked Garrett about this moment in class, I posed the same question back 

to him.  Our conversation went as follows: 

ME:  Um, so I thought it was interesting, the conversation you were 
having with your student about why they need to read about violence.  
What do you think about that? 
GARRETT:  Well, I think there’s an emotional importance in the 
experience of violence.  It’s like Yeats - our job is to “murmur name upon 
name.”  You have to continually rehearse and remember.  It’s not just 
about slavery, it’s about how big it was.  If you forget the violence, you 
lose that.  You have to try to think about the unthinkable. 
ME:  So, maybe this is kind of mean, but can I ask you to answer that 
question you asked your student?  I mean, is that why we write? 
GARRETT:  I think, well, I think that’s why we do one kind of writing.  
But yeah, I think writing is a similar kind of rehearsal.  You have to talk to 
be able to talk.  It’s a similar sort of recuperative act.  You’re making 
ripples in the sea.  (18 Nov.) 
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In his answer, Garrett hedges a bit, caught, I think, between two conceptions of literacy – 

social/critical literacy, which would have the text do something, and cultural literacy, in 

which the point is more passive – to recuperate, to rehearse.  This is not to say that acts of 

rehearsal and recuperation cannot effect change – indeed, they can be very powerful 

motivators toward change, but the way that Garrett backs off here and says this is “why 

we do one kind of writing” demonstrates that social/critical literacy isn’t the only lens 

through which he’s seeing the literacy spectrum (18 Nov.). 

 Barbara’s classroom was characterized by a similar sort of back and forth between 

her and her students, in which she volleyed social/critical ideas to them, in the hopes that 

some of them might stick.  As in Garrett’s classroom, when I first visited Barbara, the 

topic was racism and structural violence.  One of the first instances I observed of her 

attempt to get her students thinking about how racism is still part of our society’s fabric 

came when she asked her students where their shirts were made.  One responded, 

“China,” and another chimed in, “India.”  Barbara volleyed back, “India.  What kind of 

institution is that?  It’s companies that use people in these countries as cheap labor.  So, 

without really knowing it, we’re complicit in this system” (17 Nov.).  When I later 

observed Garrett’s class, the one I discussed above, this scene was reenacted in a 

curiously similar way: 

GARRETT:  Where do you buy your shirts?  Where were your shirts 
made? 
STUDENT 1:  China. 
STUDENT 2:  Actually, mine is made in the USA. 
GARRETT:  Yeah, so when you buy your shirt, do you think of the 
conditions it’s made under?  You know, in a way, we’ve got that same 
issue again - it’s the invisible labor that goes into the things we take for 
granted.  (18 Nov.) 
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Barbara and Garrett, in using the same example, also seem to be making the same points 

– that we have to question “the things we take for granted” (Garrett, Teaching 

observation, 18 Nov.).  It is a call for students not only to question the systems of power 

in our cultural fabric but also to recognize their own complicity in this power.  It is 

interesting, too, in the example in Garrett’s class, how one student coyly subverts this 

subversion, declaring, “Actually, mine is made in the USA,” thus depicting how students 

can be resistant to the very pedagogy that seeks to empower them.  For both, though, this 

same sort of coaxing their students to a more critical, interpretive view of their culture 

and the world is apparent. 

 Also like Garrett, Barbara advances a very rhetorical understanding of the literary 

text in her class.  In the interview after her class, I asked Barbara why she chose to focus 

on the issue of how characters changed in the class.  Barbara explained that she wanted 

her students to see that “the author has chosen this genre, this form to, you know, make 

an argument or tell us something or show us something about the world, just like, you 

know, Turner could do in his essay” (17 Nov.).  In Barbara’s view, literature can forward 

arguments, and, in this instance, she illustrates it to her students by comparing Kindred, a 

work of fiction, to Turner’s essay, a non-fiction, argumentative text.  Barbara expanded 

on this idea, saying that she was “trying not to just teach . . . [Kindred] traditionally as a 

novel in an English class but keep in mind what the author wanted to say and why they 

made the choices they made” (17 Nov.).  When I asked her to clarify how she saw 

teaching a novel in an “English class” as teaching it in composition, she explained that 

her approach has been 

not to look for the red shirts and what does that mean but to just treat it 
like a text and focus on, you know, what are our expectations?  Is there an 
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argument in this text?  Um, what is it?  Is the form that the author chose 
the best way, the best form that they could have chosen?  And then, I 
think, engaging with the broader themes and ideas.  (17 Nov.) 

Barbara’s understanding of literature class as opposed to the composition class, appears, 

then, to be that the former is isolated in many ways from a world in which we need 

arguments to do things and effect change, whereas the composition class is engaged with 

such practical and political concerns.  This may not be a fair assessment of literature 

courses but it nonetheless points to what literature represents for Barbara – a retreat from, 

rather than an engagement with, the world. 

 The second time I observed her class, I again saw Barbara’s effort to get her 

students to connect their readings to current issues.  This class was in the spring of 2011, 

when Barbara was trying to get her students to connect ideas from the West, and 

specifically the idea of individualism, to current political ideologies.  The tea party and 

issues with immigration both became part of the course discussion.  In one particularly 

revealing moment, Barbara and her students were discussing not just the movement West 

but who got to move west.  One of her students pointed out that the West might not be a 

land of opportunity for everyone: 

STUDENT:  Well, there’s slavery, but I was thinking you didn’t just go 
with a house ready-built.  You had to have the means. 
BARBARA:  Yeah, never in our history has there been equal opportunity 
for everybody.  It used to be that Italian Americans were low on the 
ladder, now it’s Mexican Americans.  There’s even legislation against it in 
some states.  (3 Mar.) 

Again, Barbara, rather than skirting political issues in class like some of her peers, faces 

them head on, even calls attention to them.  Part of her motivation could be an attempt to 

make these dusty historical documents relevant to her students.  Imbedded in this, though, 

is an understanding of literacy as culturally, politically, and socially relevant. 



	   228 

Barbara’s understanding of literacy as a means of showing us something about the 

world came out even more clearly when we chatted after this second class.  Our exchange 

went like this: 

ME:  So what kind of like, um, I don’t - like, what things that you think 
are important, do you think the debate kind of like helps them get at?  
What is your kind of like end goal for them, with that? 
BARBARA:  Um, well I guess the overall end goal is just to make them 
be critical of this essay - you know, get them beyond the, oh, whatever. 
ME:  [Laughs.]  Yeah. 
BARBARA:  Just trying to get them to see the glaring holes there and 
think critically about this argument and think critically about the 
perspective that it was written from and, you know, to, to make them feel 
like they can argue against it.  You know, that it’s, just because it’s an 
academic essay that it’s not set in stone.  Yeah, just definitely to get them 
thinking critically. (3 Mar.) 

Barbara’s statement on this, to me, runs to the core of social/critical pedagogy – that it is 

about not just critically examining the text but also the perspective from which it is 

written. 

 To test this, I asked her the question again in a different way at the end of our 

interview.  The following was our exchange: 

ME:  I guess, um, so having the perspective of having taught this once and 
now going into the second time, like, what do you think are the important 
things that you just want them to come out of the class with? 
BARBARA:  The class as a whole? 
ME:  Yeah. 
BARBARA:  [Laughs.]  Um, well, I guess, that, that critical thinking.  I 
mean, I guess, personally I feel like that’s why I think the liberal arts are 
important, so that when you watch a commercial on TV, or, you know, 
you can just take it out into your regular mass media life and just think 
more critically about the messages that the media is sending you.  That - 
you know, I was talking about government discourse because I wanted 
them to think critically about that too. (3 Mar.) 
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The central message that Barbara wants to get to her class, then, is one that emphasizes 

critical literacy and, really, critical consciousness.  Notably, in this response, Barbara gets 

away from the text-based nature of the course that Garrett and Jordi focused on to think 

about the idea of the text more broadly – as also including other media and discourses.  

Interestingly, this view of the liberal arts as emphasizing critical thinking is a more 

favorable view than what Barbara discussed earlier when she talked about literature 

courses.  It also similar to Karen’s idea that the goal of the liberal arts is to take students 

beyond their own experience to witness the perspectives of others. 

 

Max and the Text as a Cultural Phenomenon 

 This idea of thinking about a text more broadly also came up in Max’s class.  

When I asked him about his goals for the class, Max replied,  

I think, I think that it’s important, not even, so much, to be interacting with 
these specific texts but to, kind of, learn to interact with texts as a broader 
concept than just a book, even.  Like, texts can be referring to any sort of, 
like, any sort of like, cultural phenomenon or, like, any event.  Anything.  
So that students can kind of just learn to think critically about them. (24 
Feb.) 

Max’s idea of intertextuality, because it was so central to his conception of literacy, 

propelled him to an understanding of texts that included other media besides books.  In 

order for his utopian idea of all texts to be connected to work, Max had to construe texts 

more broadly, as including events and “cultural phenomena.”  Max’s teaching, then, 

embraced Freire’s idea of literacy as “reading the word and the reading the world.”   

The first time I visited Max’s class, he and his students were talking about Native 

American perspectives on the westward movement of European Americans.  In his class, 

Max had students brainstorm about the times that they actually talked about Native 



	   230 

Americans in their classes.  One student said that they spent “an entire day” on the 

Mayans (24 Feb.).  Another talked about how her experience of Native Americans in 

school was filtered through captivity narratives, in which “They were seen as savages” 

(24 Feb.).  A third student remarked, “That perspective is pushed to the side, or hidden 

under the carpet.  All we have are these real brief stories” (24 Feb.).  Max responded, 

“Yeah, a lot of our information is still filtered through a European perspective” (24 Feb.).  

What was remarkable about Max’s class, though, was that he was not feeding these 

critical perspectives to his students.  His approach, perhaps more than the others, seemed 

to be a problem-posing approach in which he would have students brainstorm on an idea, 

investigate, and then report back.   

 Like Jordi, Max also used the protests in Egypt as a way of getting into the 

discussion of nonviolence and making it relevant to his students.  He told me, in his 

interview, about a day when he had students gather as much information as they could 

about it and bring it into class.  Max, who had a friend in Egypt at the time, showed the 

class her Twitter posts.  He describes this moment saying, 

So, I brought up, like, her Twitter page, and we looked at a bunch of, like, 
the information that she’d posted on there, and . . . there was one . . . really 
compelling quote that she heard from somebody - or, it was like a video.  
And the, um, Egyptian people had –  this was when Mubarak had kind of 
sent in, um, basically, people to try to like incite violence – . . . and there 
was a video of one of these people trying to incite violence and one person 
trying to fight them and then the whole crowd just started yelling, 
“Peaceful, peaceful, peaceful.”  And, um, it was in Arabic, but I thought 
that was like really powerful.  And she just like posted it onto Twitter, so I 
showed them that, and . . . I used that as a segue into kind of discussing - I 
don’t even know which text we were talking about but just in the context 
of nonviolence.  So, I thought, . . .  I kind of used that as a way to enter 
into the discussion, I guess. (24 Feb.) 

Max’s comments here demonstrate a willingness to use multiple media sources, even 

Twitter, as a text in the class, and to devote a great deal of class time to doing so.  Like 
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Jordi, he uses these other media sources as a “way in” to discussion.  However, Max 

seems to go even further in making these other media sources have a more central role in 

the classroom. 

 

Barbara – Diversity as a Resource 

The final issue that came up when I did my classroom visits involved the idea of 

diversity in the classroom and how to channel it effectively.  Of course, part of 

social/critical literacy involves an approach to teaching that eschews the deficit model 

and instead treats the rich cultural and personal experiences with which students come to 

the classroom as cultural capital.  However, one of Barbara’s struggles was how to 

channel this appropriately. 

Barbara first demonstrated her commitment to teaching this historically themed 

course from a variety of different perspectives when I observed her second class.  When I 

asked her how she felt about the material she was teaching, Barbara replied, “Uh, the 

frontier issue -  . . . I think I probably could still rework it and add different texts that I’d 

feel more passionate about.  You know, especially the Caucasian male perspectives, 

essays, you know, from the standard syllabus aren’t that - . . . it’s just kind of bland” (3 

Mar.).  Barbara’s comments here reminded me of our discussion during her interview, 

when she talked about wanting to be able to channel multiple voices in her own writing.  

She appears to bring this idea to her teaching as well, in her desire to bring multiple 

voices to the discussion she was having with her students about the American West. 

As part of this, though, Barbara knew that she had to channel the resources her 

students were bring with them to class.  During her class in the fall, Barbara had told me 
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that she was surprised to have so many Caucasian students from suburban backgrounds, 

especially given Public U’s reputation as having a diverse student body.  Barbara 

explained, “My first class, they were all white, except for one girl, and a lot of them were 

from the suburbs” (3 Mar.).  In the spring, Barbara was gratified to have a more diverse 

group.  At the same time, she found that this diversity was not necessarily bringing the 

richness to discussion that she had anticipated.  She told me, 

Yeah, my class is a lot more diverse, this semester, you know, I have ESL 
students and people from different, different ethnicities or backgrounds.  
So, but I really but I want to go to one of those diversity seminars at the 
Teaching and Learning Center because I still don’t feel totally 
comfortable.  Like, I was really excited about it, like, oh, they’ll really, 
they’ll have a really more raucous discussion about all this material, but, 
then they weren’t really doing it on their own, and I wasn’t sure how to 
start (3 Mar.).   
 

What Barbara seemed was searching for was a way to make her classroom a place where 

her students felt comfortable drawing on these backgrounds.  She explained, “You don’t 

want to say, ‘Oh, well, you’re an immigrant, how do you,’ you know, ‘feel about his 

characterization of them?’” (3 Mar.).  In other words, Barbara had the sensitivity to see 

that she couldn’t assume that her students would feel comfortable with being the 

representative for their cultural or ethnic group.  What she did note, though, was that 

some of these perspectives were showing up in her students’ papers.  She noted, “I mean 

I, I like that they’re a lot more diverse.  You know, I had an Egyptian student, and the 

Egyptian thing was going on, and so that student ended up writing about that in his 

nonviolence paper” (3 Mar.).  The issue seemed to be similar to what was happening in 

Jordi and Garrett’s classrooms.  Although these three made social/critical issues and 

interpretations of texts a priority, they struggled to incorporate the kind of problem-
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posing education that would allow students to contribute these resources in class, a sign 

that they needed more support and guidance in enacting critical pedagogy. 

 This is not just a problem for novice teachers.  In a recent interview with JAC, 

Gerald Graff and Ira Shor, note the many obstacles to applying this pedagogy in the 

classroom.  On one level, Shor explains, students can experience a kind of dissonance 

when they go between what they call “Freirian classes” and more traditional, banking-

model classrooms.  A second issue is, according to Graff, “a lot of students, not 

necessarily cynically, like traditional pedagogy, don't feel alienated by it, and in fact 

report a greater degree of alienation in a classroom which is student-centered” (6).  

Finally, according to Shor, a great deal of professors and college instructors “haven't seen 

alternative methods, they haven't grown up with them, they can't easily observe them, 

they don't know what the goals are” (7).  In the case of these four graduate instructors, the 

Practicum course seemed to be giving them support in understanding the goals of this 

kind of pedagogy, but becoming a teacher, is, of course, a long-term process and enacting 

this kind of pedagogy is difficult.  At the same time, what I witnessed in these four 

participants, and particularly in Barbara and Max, was willingness and a desire to try out 

critical pedagogy because it matched with many of their ideas about literacy. 

 

Final Thoughts 

 The controlling story in this chapter has been that of the graduate instructors’ 

initiation into the discourse of composition theory, with its focus on social/critical 

literacy.  For these graduate instructors, that initiation often paralleled their students’ 

initiation into the discourse of the university.  However, as I have shown, social/critical 
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conceptions of literacy were not entirely foreign to the participants in this study, either.  

Jordi and Garrett both had a concept for the way in which literacy can be used for social 

uplift, thus viewing literacy as a responsibility to act.  Barbara thought of literacy in 

particularly social ways, especially as it helped her form relationships with other women.   

 And then there is the ever-present issue of the text and the way that it fit into this 

conception of literacy.  For Max, the idea of intertextuality became a key point where 

texts interacted with the world.  At the same time, if the graduate instructors in my study 

are any indication, one of the biggest challenges in teaching graduate instructors how to 

teach writing is in directing their gaze from texts out to the world.  That is, because of the 

predisposition of this population toward texts, it becomes difficult for them to sometimes 

remember what the close study of texts is all really for.  Some, I think, would argue that 

one of the advantages of studying English is that it does not have to justify itself in such a 

way – that close study and appreciation of texts – of literature – is enough.  I will discuss 

this further in the next chapter on cultural literacy.  However, others, like Thomas P. 

Miller have criticized college English for its “studied impracticality” (123).  Mike Rose 

puts it another way, saying that one of the “unresolved problems” of the graduate 

student’s experience in the American university is “how to interweave the social 

dimension of knowledge with the preservation of a discipline, how to make the 

advancement of a discipline go on in concert with the development of young minds” 

(197).  I would agree that much can be gained by showing these budding scholars and 

teachers how to make what is so precious to them relevant, to show them how the critical 

reflexivity that they have honed as scholars can help them to awaken their students’ 

critical consciousnesses. 



	   235 

 Based on the experiences of these graduate instructors, it also appears that if 

composition scholars and practicum instructors want their graduate instructors to enact a 

critical pedagogy in the classroom, that they need to accept that this a long-term process 

requiring a great deal of support.  When I talked to Jordi after the first time I observed her 

classroom, she described the purpose of an activity, in which she had students analyzing 

quotes they chose from the novel Kindred in the following way:  

I hope that something like a two-paneled thing would really force them to 
see that there’s a quote and then there’s what you can think about the 
quote.  And they had discussions about fact and what a fact is and I think 
they’re also taking quotes as facts that are self-evident and untouchable.  
So, if I have another column that will force them to step back from the 
quote and place their own perspective on it, analyze it, and challenge it, 
and have questions about it, or focus in on certain parts of it or something.  
Do something with the quote.  (18 Nov.) 

What I see here is a typical way in which a relatively inexperienced teacher can try to 

“force” their students, to use one of Jordi’s own words, into this social/critical mindset.  

She wants them to make the social/critical move of relating the ideas in the documents to 

ideas in contemporary culture, but she answers the question for them, saying, “Most 

critics say yes” (18 Nov.).  This is similar to the instance in Garrett’s classroom, in which 

I noted that Garrett seemed to be proceeding in top-down fashion.  In other words, 

although Jordi and Garrett’s aims are in part social/critical, they both have difficulty 

using social/critical methods in the classroom. 

What happened in this instance is typical for instructors trying to institute a 

social/critical model of literacy in their classroom but finding their students to be 

unenthusiastic about such a model.  As Shor points out, although critical pedagogy is 

supposed to be student-centered, many teachers and professors find their students 

reluctant to adopt a critical stance, to take charge of the classroom because of the inherent 
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structures of power in our classrooms.  Jordi’s idea that she has to “force” students into 

this mindset, although it seems oxymoronic, is actually a revealing moment in how 

difficult this kind of pedagogy can be for newcomers, or even veterans to teaching who 

are used to a different method of delivery. 

  



	   237 

CHAPTER FOUR 
CULTURAL LITERACY 

Also she went in for Culture, which gave her a certain moral authority.  It wouldn’t now; 
but people believed, then, that Culture could make you better – a better person.  They 
believed it could uplift you, or the women believed it.  They hadn’t yet seen Hitler at the 
opera house.  

-      Margaret Atwood, The Blind Assassin, 59 

Mrs. Failing found in his remains a sentence that puzzled her.  “I see the respectable 
mansion.  I see the smug fortress of culture.  The doors are shut.  The windows are shut.  
But on the roof the children go dancing forever.” 

 -      E.M. Forster, The Longest Journey, 153 

 The third conception of literacy that I will discuss is cultural literacy, the 

conception that places the most importance on the text above other dimensions of 

literacy.  In most discussions of literacy, the text, whether broadly or narrowly defined, 

plays some role.  In literacy for personal growth, the text becomes the means for the 

development of the self.  In social/critical literacy, it can be a tool in the process of 

achieving critical consciousness or the means for uncovering the motives and ideology of 

others.  In cultural literacy, knowledge of the text becomes somewhat of an end in itself.  

Certainly, in some accounts of cultural literacy, the text becomes a way for someone to 

achieve transcendence, as with literacy for personal growth, but whereas literacy for 

personal growth privileges agency and self-determination, in cultural literacy, such goals 

become secondary to achieving knowledge of a culturally sanctioned body of texts. 

With that in mind, it is perhaps not a coincidence that the three participants that I 

will be primarily discussing in the chapter on cultural literacy, Blake, Garrett, and Jordi, 

are the three literature PhD students in this study.  These three had the most codes 

assigned for cultural literacy, and although, as I argued in the last chapter, Garrett and 

Jordi’s ideas about literacy were also informed by social/critical understandings of 
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literacy, their cultural literacy was more influential on their teaching and impacted how 

they processed the social/critical pedagogy presented in the Practicum.  Ideas associated 

with cultural literacy were also present to a lesser extent among the creative writing and 

rhet/comp graduate instructors.  As Lily said to me at one point, prefacing her 

explanation of why she would not want to read such canonical works as Beowulf and Don 

Quixote (both of which she mentioned by name) for her preliminary exams before her 

dissertation: “I mean, I love literature.  I love reading novels, obviously.  We wouldn’t be 

here if we didn’t” (Teaching observation interview, 21 Feb.).  Lily’s statement is a 

reminder that a love of literature, of texts, is often at the heart of why people decide to 

pursue a graduate degree in English.   

This way of thinking about literacy is different in some key ways from E.D. 

Hirsch’s vision in his famous and still widely-read monograph Cultural Literacy: What 

Every American Needs to Know.  Hirsch envisions cultural literacy as shared knowledge 

of a certain body of texts and ideas.  For the graduate instructors in this study, though, the 

text took on a much broader application.  In a few cases, texts came to mean more than 

just books, although books were certainly the primary way that these participants viewed 

the text.  In addition, for the graduate instructors, difficulty rather than a text’s classic or 

canonical status became the key distinction that they made when considering their own 

literacy in comparison to their students.  These graduate instructors, in other words, saw 

themselves as being truly literate because of their ability to master difficult, often 

academic, texts.  This elevation of the text shaped these individuals to the extent that, for 

Blake and Garrett in particular, it becomes a spiritual object, taking on central importance 

in their work as scholars and their teaching.  The sacredness of the text, rather than its 
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ability to communicate a shared culture, was another key way in which these graduate 

instructors way of viewing cultural literacy was distinct from Hirsch’s. 

 

Goggin’s Definition of Cultural Literacy 

Goggin defines cultural literacy as the conception “pertaining to the cultured, 

intellectual person of letters” (53).  Here, he cites Knoblauch, who defines this view of 

literacy as affirming the “supposedly stable and timeless cultural values inscribed in the 

verbal memory – in particular, the canonical literature of Western European society” 

(77).  Consequently, for both Goggin and Knoblauch cultural literacy not only centers 

around texts, but on certain, canonical texts, which become the repository for those 

“timeless cultural values” (77).  This conception of literacy posits that canonical texts 

contain values that are transcendent, regardless of time and place.  I would argue that it is 

cultural literacy that is being referenced when individuals describe a text as “standing the 

test of time” as opposed to other, more transient, topical, or popular works. 

Both Goggin and Knoblauch also remark on the conservatism of this particular 

conception of literacy, especially in contrast to the more “liberal” literacy for personal 

growth and social/critical literacy.  Cultural literacy, according to Goggin, reflects 

composition’s role in “cultural gatekeeping” (80).  In other words, knowledge of certain 

texts, and the theories and historical information associated with them, marks the literate 

individual as the member of a kind of private club.  Scribner paints this picture with her 

metaphor of “literacy as a state of grace,” when she notes the “tendency in many societies 

to endow the literate person with special virtues” (13).  Often in Western humanism these 

special virtues are noted by applying a certain label to this individual, whether it is to 
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remark on the ability to read and write in Greek in Latin with the label “man of letters” or 

to call someone “cultured,” to note knowledge in a wide range of subjects, including, 

perhaps, literature, art, and music.  As the phrase indicates, there is a gendered dimension 

to this label as well.  Certain subjects, like Greek, Latin, mathematics, and the sciences, 

were considered “masculine” in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, while others, 

like vernacular literature, art, or music, were more feminine.  This points to another 

distinction between literacy for personal growth and cultural literacy, which is that 

literacy for personal growth has often been looked to as women’s work, something that 

scholars like Wendy Bishop, Terry Myers Zawacki, and Susan Jarratt have pointed out, 

whereas cultural literacy is generally more masculine. 

Scribner’s description of her literacy metaphor, “literacy as a state of grace,” 

provides more of a window into the primacy of the text within this conception of literacy 

by tracing it to the “concern with scripture at the core of many religious traditions, 

Western and non-Western alike” (13).  Scribner points, in particular, to “the practice of 

post-Luther Protestant groups to require of the faithful the ability to read and remember 

the Bible and other religious material” (13).  Indeed, after the Protestant Reformation, 

many Protestant religions began to require Bible study, regarding it as a key element to 

salvation.  For example, in John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress, Scribner’s other label for 

this conception, “literacy for salvation” takes on literal meaning.  The characters of 

Pilgrim’s Progress cannot enter the gate of heaven without having read the word of God; 

those who try, like the character Ignorance, are bound by hand and foot and cast down to 

hell (154).  In Critical Teaching and the Idea of Literacy, Knoblauch and Lil Brannon 

relate the practice in seventeenth century England of pardoning convicted felons who 
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could read or recite the first verse of Psalm 51 (13).  In both cases, literacy becomes the 

means for discerning between sinner and saved, and the text thus takes on spiritual 

meaning. 

The belief in the primacy of the text is not, in Scribner’s view, restricted to 

Protestant religious groups; she points to the older Hebraic and Islamic religious 

traditions as also foregrounding the importance of the text, noting the passage in the 

Qur’an that reads, “This is a perfect book. There is no doubt in it” (qtd. in Scribner 13).  

As Scribner argues, “Memorizing the Qur'an- literally taking its words into you and 

making them part of yourself- is simultaneously a process of becoming both literate and 

holy” (13).  This specific, religious interpretation of literacy, which foregrounds the close 

study of the text, was present to a significant extent in the literacy autobiographies of 

Blake and Garrett. 

Conversely, as Scribner points out, to ascribe this attention to the text only on 

religious practices is to ignore the ways in which the close study and communion with the 

text have become central to many secular literacy practices as well.  Scribner thus argues 

that this is a “broader phenomenon” with both religious and secular roots (13).  I would 

add that the religious sense of texts as “sacred” and as repositories for values, could also 

be seen as changing with time into a secular appreciation of the text as a source of truth 

and knowledge and both higher order thinking and aesthetic discernment.  Indeed, the 

term “canon” as referring to a specific body of literature containing timeless truths comes 

from the use of the same term in reference to Christian religious scripture; the canon in 

this sense referred either to a body of religious doctrine or to the books of the Bible.15  In 

Cultural Capital: The Problem of Literary Canon Formation, John Guillory notes this 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 See the entries under “the canon” in the Oxford English Dictionary. 
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connection between what he calls the scriptural and the literary canons, saying, “The 

concept of the canon names the traditional curriculum of literary texts by analogy to that 

body of writing historically characterized by an inherent logic of closure – the scriptural 

canon” (6).  Although Guillory argues that the processes of scriptural and literary canon 

formation are fundamentally unlike, he contends that the “fact that the body of literary 

works can be analogized to the scriptural ‘canon’ betrays the fact that vernacular writing 

must borrow the slowly fading aura of scripture as a means of enhancing and solidifying 

its new prestige” (76).  Thus, with the installation of the literary or vernacular canon, 

which Guillory places “as early as Sidney” but reaching a critical point with Dryden’s 

critical essays, literature takes on the power and reverence of scripture.   

Moreover, as Guillory argues, the standardization of the vernacular language and 

canon allows for the regulation of what Guillory, using Bourdieu, refers to as cultural 

capital, a linguistic and symbolic capital that “can be displayed upon request and which 

thereby entitles its possessor to the cultural and material rewards of the well-educated 

person” (ix).  Whereas in the eighteenth century, the distribution of this cultural capital 

takes place through the regulatory function of the academy in France and the “quasi-

academic institutions . . . [of the] coffeehouses, literary clubs, and salons” in England, the 

schools later took on this function (97, vii).  The idea of participation in book culture as 

marking true literacy is an idea that is still referenced today and, in Scribner’s 

assessment, “still undergirds the concept of a liberal education” (13).  It is no surprise, 

then, that this conception of literacy would be present among graduate students in 

English. 
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The Historical Origins of Cultural Literacy 

 As Scribner notes,” the attribution of special powers to those who are literate” has 

a long history in Western culture (13).  Scribner gives, as an example, the fact that “Plato 

and Aristotle strove to distinguish the man of letters from the poet of oral tradition” (13).  

In other words, even in Greek antiquity, which relied much less on written texts and 

depended much more on oral means of transmitting information, knowledge of texts still 

served as a marker of literacy.  Consequently, although our understanding of the text as 

object is influenced by modern developments in text production and circulation, many of 

the ideas associated with cultural literacy have long been a part of Western thought.  The 

notion of the liberal arts education as marking one as a participant in high culture was 

also present in antiquity.  The Greek paideia, for example, was a system for educating 

Greek citizens in a wide range of cultural subjects so that they might become better 

citizens, and philosophers like Plato argued for a broad education.   

Greek and Roman authors also became some of the first canonical readings in 

vernacular literature.  The classics, at least as they were referred to in England during the 

eighteenth century, referred to writings in Greek and Latin and included such authors as 

Plato, Homer, and Plutarch.  The emphasis on the study of a specific body of classic texts 

for moral and self-enrichment could be said to have begun in the Renaissance with the 

Italian humanists’ revival of the classical texts of Greek and Roman antiquity.  Petrarch 

has famously referred to the time between Greek and Roman antiquity and the 

Renaissance (roughly, the middle ages) as the dark ages, in reference to its ignorance of 

Greek and Roman culture and the absence of classical texts.  According to this idea, 

literature comes to be acquainted with light, with the absence of ignorance.  More 
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importantly, though, certain classic texts began to be viewed as the source of this light 

and as key components to education.   

Petrarch also drew on the classical importance of broad learning, championed by 

figures like Plato and Cicero, and according to Patricia Bizzell and Bruce Herzberg, 

Cicero’s idea of humanitas, the cultivation of the intellect through broad study, which 

Cicero articulates in Pro Archia in his elevation of the study of poetry (“Introduction to 

Renaissance Rhetoric” 558).  In the eighteenth century, the learned subject, often referred 

to by the epithet “man of letters,” (or, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, 

homme des lettres in French) not only had read broadly from among these classics but 

could also read them in their original language.  With the institution of the vernacular 

canon, Guillory argues, the status of education in the classical languages changes.  He 

explains, “since the children of gentlemen continue to be educated in the traditional 

classic languages, their ‘useless’ knowledge comes to stand by the later eighteenth 

century as a pure sign of their noble status” (96-97).  For example, in his 1799 

Biographical Sketch of the Authors of the Spectator, the first of an eight volume set of 

The Spectator, Robert Bisset, describing the education of Alexander Pope, says, “he 

perused, with the closest attention, the ancient and English bards . . . [and] soon learned 

to read Homer in the original” (265).  Bisset emphasizes here that Pope had learned his 

Latin and Greek and thus had the requisite classical training to be considered a member 

of the literary elite.   

Pope is actually an interesting figure to consider in terms of the difference 

between cultural literacy as it was conceived in the eighteenth century and the way some 

scholars have appropriated these figures to argue for a conservative understanding of 
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culture and education.  For one, because he was Roman Catholic, he was unable to vote 

or attend a university, and he was “excluded from the kind of patronage that was 

bestowed by statesmen on many writers during the reign of Anne” (Lawrence Lipking 

and James Noggle 2493).  Pope was consequently excluded from the very institution that 

Guillory argues is the primary regulator of cultural capital today.  Moreover, although 

Pope can be seen as an advocate of traditionalism and humanism, particularly in his 

attacks on “the vulgarization of taste and the arts” in poems like The Dunciad, he also 

demonstrates, in poems like An Essay on Criticism, an awareness of the importance of 

different styles for different purposes (Lipking and Noggle 2494, 2496).  What figures 

like Pope demonstrate is that although we have used the conservatism of these figures to 

paint a hierarchical vision of classical learning in the eighteenth century, the period and 

figures themselves had much more complicated views. 

 Another characteristic of this conception today is the importance it places on 

textual interpretation.  This aspect of this conception has a long history as well.  Prior to 

the Renaissance, religious and secular scholars touted the importance of close 

communion with the text.  Exegesis has long been part of the Jewish tradition, 

particularly for study of the Talmud, and during the Middle Ages Christian teachers like 

Origen adapted these methods for biblical study.16  Augustine, in On Christian Doctrine, 

articulates many of the values that we see in contemporary textual interpretation.  

Augustine argues that the Bible is as rich a text as the classics, and moreover emphasizes 

the importance of close reading and correct interpretation.  The difficulty of Scripture 

also becomes one of its selling points for Augustine; he argues that “the very obscurity of 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 See Patricia Bizzell and Bruce Herzberg’s historical analysis of medieval rhetoric in The Rhetorical 
Tradition, p. 432-433. 
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the divine and saving writings had, of necessity, to be mingled with such eloquence 

whereby our minds should profit, not only through the working out of their meaning, but 

also through the practice of their art” (459).  This sentiment may be endorsed by many 

professors of literature and composition today who urge their students that the practice of 

interpreting complex texts has value.  The idea of difficulty as being one characteristic of 

great literature is also an idea expressed by the graduate instructors in this study; literacy 

in this sense becomes synonymous with the kind of higher order thinking that reading 

great literature entails. 

In the nineteenth century, competing models for university study vied for 

dominance.  In particular, figures like John Henry Newman argued for liberal learning 

rather than a more vocational model of learning.  In The Idea of a University, Newman 

speaks against the movement known as utilitarianism, which was then associated with 

Jeremy Bentham, and argues for the acquisition of knowledge as an end in itself, saying 

“Knowledge is not merely a means to something beyond it, or the preliminary of certain 

arts into which it naturally resolves, but an end sufficient to rest in and to pursue for its 

own sake” (103).  This is the idea Scribner describes in her literacy as a state of grace 

metaphor when she says, “the power and functionality of literacy is not bounded by 

political or economic parameters but in a sense transcends them” (14).   

Newman thus defines “liberal knowledge” as that “which stands on its own 

pretensions, which is independent of sequel, expects no complement, refuses to be 

informed (as it is called) by any end” (108).  Although Newman argues against such 

knowledge as having an “end,” he does maintain that it gives its bearers “A habit of mind 

. . . which lasts through life” (101).  For Newman, this is “the especial characteristic or 
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property of a University and of a gentleman,” in contrast to other forms of education 

(102).  Ironically, as scholars like Ebest and Martha McMackin, who Ebest cites, argue, 

one of Newman’s main goals in establishing his Irish University was “not to foreground 

research but to foster teaching,” which is of course a vocational pursuit (24).  However, 

Newman’s legacy today is in establishing the liberal arts model as the pursuit of 

knowledge for its own sake. 

 One of the staunchest advocates of a liberal education in the nineteenth century 

was Matthew Arnold, who sought to broaden the study of literature to all members of 

society.  In Culture and Anarchy, Arnold goes to great lengths in arguing for the 

importance of culture, which he defines as the “pursuit of our total perfection by means 

of getting to know, on all the matters which most concern us, the best which has been 

thought and said in the world” (5). For Arnold, it is “through this knowledge” that we 

turn “a stream of fresh and free thought upon our stock notions and habits” (5).   

Although Arnold’s is, in many ways, a democratic project, for him “fresh and free 

thought” does not come from the margins of society; in the introduction to Culture and 

Anarchy, he spends a great deal of time arguing for the importance of the Establishment, 

by which he refers both to the established Church of England but also, more loosely, to 

mainstream thought and deed.  Unlike many of the Romantic thinkers, Arnold argues that 

“the harmonious perfection of our whole being” can only be achieved through “being in 

contact with the main stream of human life” or, as he puts it elsewhere, “national life” 

(17, 23, 18).  In Arnold’s view, the Church and the State would have central cultural 

roles.  In his famous term “sweetness and light” Arnold, according to Jane Garnett, 

“shifted his ground toward the Greek ideal of religion and poetry as a common force” 
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(xviii). In this sense, he is similar to Augustine in bringing together a study of the classics 

with religion.  He saw the Nonconformists as debasing this perfection with their narrow 

conception of religion.  However, for Guillory, as I’ll discuss, this also has the effect of 

displacing religion and its emphasis on belief, thus making what is an ideological project 

seem ideologically neutral (136).   

 In Arnold, then, we see certainly see what we would think of today as a very 

conservative conception of culture, which might seem at odds with his desire for “fresh 

and free thought” (17).  Knoblauch contends that the “argument for cultural literacy often 

presents itself within a myth of the fall from grace: Language and, by extension, culture 

once enjoyed an Edenlike existence but are currently degenerating because of internal 

decay and sundry forces of barbarism” (77).  Arnold saw the Nonconformists as one such 

source, referring to them as “hole and corner forms of religion,” which “inevitably favor 

provincialism” (12).   

He also saw the forces of decay as coming from other sources; although he 

advocated being in contact with the main stream of national life, neither should one just 

read the newspapers, a practice he saw as becoming increasingly common.  Garnett notes 

how he complained, in a letter to his sister, “if I shall live to be 80 I shall probably be the 

only person left in England who reads anything but newspapers and scientific 

publications” (xxvi).  In the preface to Culture and Anarchy, he further advocates the 

study of literature, saying, “a man’s life of each day depends for its solidity and value on 

whether he reads during that day, and, far more still on what he reads during it. . . . he 

who examines himself will find the difference it makes to him . . . whether or no, having 

read something, he has read the newspapers only” (5).  Such practices were, for Arnold, 
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antithetical to the pursuit of perfection entailed in his conception of culture because of 

their narrowness and provinciality.   Arnold’s ideas would find currency in the twenty-

first century among those who argue that professionalization and specialization has led to 

a balkanized state in which we no longer work together for a common culture.  Moreover, 

many have critiqued the media for focusing on trivia and sound bites, distracting us, 

perhaps, from “the best that has been thought and said” (5).  Although some of Arnold’s 

ideas might seem dated or foreign, there is still a remarkable similarity between them and 

our conception of culture today.  

At the same time, Arnold, like Pope and Newman, is a complicated figure in 

considering this conception.  For example, Arnold considered his idea of culture to be an 

especially social understanding of literacy, and, in this way, this conception of literacy 

has some similarities to social/critical literacy.  Arnold maintains that culture is “the 

social idea; and the men of culture are the true apostles of equality” (53).  In addition, 

unlike many arbiters of taste and culture today, Arnold saw “culture as an active principle 

of engagement, in opposition to the refined literary escapism with which he had been 

taxed by critics” (Garnett xv).   Arnold also means culture to be inclusive.  According to 

Garnett, like his father Thomas Arnold, he looked to the Athenian polis as the model for 

“an ideal conception of the State transcending class and reinforcing the idea of the whole 

community” (xxi).  In a certain sense, then, Arnold’s project is not unlike Dewey’s view 

of community as a group who rallies around shared goals.  

But the difference between Arnold’s ideas and social/critical conceptions of 

literacy is that whereas cultural literacy works toward dissemination of a shared culture, 

social/critical literacy argues for a pluralized conception of culture.  Arnold, for example, 
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saw plurality as potentially destructive to culture, and it is for this reason that he spends 

so much time in Culture and Anarchy criticizing the Nonconformists for “playing false to 

that culture which it is our very purpose to recommend” (8).  “True human perfection,” 

Arnold argues, is “a harmonious perfection . . . and . . . a general perfection, developing 

all parts of our society” (9).17  As Garnett notes, Arnold’s “easy assumption of cultural 

superiority . . . [is an] object lesson . . . for . . . proponents of hegemonic culture” (xx).  

Moreover, whereas social/critical literacy foregrounds context and seeks to make 

apparent and interrogate class and other social hierarchies, for Arnold culture “seeks to 

do away with classes, to make all live in an atmosphere of sweetness and light” (52).  

Although there is potential in Arnold’s vision of culture as an active principle of 

engagement, cultural literacy, in Arnold’s view, is also a homogenizing force, something 

that some social/critical theorists might consider naïve or even destructive.   

Arnold’s work also appears to reinstantiate the notion of a hierarchy of texts, 

predicated on the notion of sensibility. For Arnold, only certain texts could communicate 

sweetness and light.  He says, “Plenty of people will try to give to the masses, as they call 

them, an intellectual food prepared and adapted in the way they think proper for the 

actual condition of the masses.  The ordinary popular literature is an example of this way 

of working on the masses” (52).  In other words, Arnold sees “popular literature” as 

inferior – a sentiment shared by those who would advocate study of canonical texts over 

other, popular works.  This, in some ways, might be opposed by adherents of literacy for 

personal growth, who might advocate self-selected reading or social/critical theorists who 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 I should note here that Dewey also received criticism for his view of community as relying on consensus.  
However, in Democracy in Education, he clearly argues that democracy relies on the diversity and plurality 
(82).  
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would, similarly, argue for a problem-posing education in which students selected 

meaningful or authentic texts.   

At the same time, there is also an aspect of Arnold’s ideas that is remarkably 

democratic.  Indeed, as Guillory notes, his “project of installing a ‘literary sensibility’ in 

the largest possible constituency was . . . intended to have the social function of 

neutralizing the very political ideologies which set the classes in opposition to one 

another” (136). Significantly, then, Arnold’s project is not to install a literary elite but to 

make literature widely available.  In many ways, to read Arnold only in terms of his 

cultural conservatism misses the mark.  This tension between multiculturalism and 

tradition, between pluralism and conformity, is also echoed in twenty-first century 

debates on literacy curriculums and is particularly evident in the work of literacy theorist 

E.D. Hirsch. 

 

Cultural Literacy in Today’s Scholarship 

 The figure most often mentioned in alignment with cultural literacy is E.D. 

Hirsch, who Goggin discusses at some length in his discussion of this conception.  

Hirsch’s basic premise, articulated most famously in his classic monograph, Cultural 

Literacy, is that cultural literacy consists of “the network of information that all 

competent readers possess.  It is the background information, stored in their minds, that 

enables them to take up a newspaper and read it with an adequate level of 

comprehension” (Cultural 2).  In stating this, Hirsch positions himself against skills-

based approaches to literacy, contending instead that literacy is based not only on 

knowledge but that it is this shared knowledge that constitutes national culture.  In a 
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Winter 2009 article in American Educator, “Creating a Curriculum for the American 

People,” Hirsch describes how he came upon this premise when working with students at 

both his home institution, the University of Virginia, and J. Sargeant Reynolds 

Community College, “a predominately African-American institution in Richmond” 

(“Creating” 6).  Hirsch says,  

what shocked me into school reform was the discovery that the 
community college students could comprehend written text just as well as 
the University of Virginia students when the topic was roommates or car 
traffic, but they could not understand passages about Robert E. Lee’s 
surrender to Ulysses S. Grant.  They had graduated from the schools of 
Richmond, the erstwhile capital of the Confederacy, and were ignorant of 
the most elementary facts of the Civil War and other basic information 
normally taken for granted in the United States. (“Creating” 6) 

In an echo of Arnold’s ideas, Hirsch defines literacy as having knowledge of a 

mainstream American cultural heritage, although most of the concepts he lists are part of 

literate culture are undeniably academic.  Hirsch argues, “Although everyone is literate in 

some local, regional, or ethnic culture, the connection between mainstream culture and 

the national written language justifies calling mainstream culture the basic culture of the 

nation” (Cultural 22).  Like Arnold, then, Hirsch sees culture as a homogenizing force, 

and, also like Arnold, he contends that having knowledge of national culture is what 

marks an individual as literate.   

As Scribner articulates in her metaphor of literacy as a state of grace, literacy also 

becomes a question of membership.  Hirsch argues that “As the universal second culture, 

literate culture has become the common currency for social and economic exchange in 

our democracy, and the only available ticket to full membership” (Cultural 22).  This 

sense of literacy as marking one as special or a member of an elite club is one that was 

particularly appealing to Jordi, Garrett, and Blake in my study.  However, Hirsch’s ideas, 
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at least as he presents them, differ in that he wanted to democratize this access, rather 

than making this literacy the mark of someone special or elite.  “Membership is 

automatic,” Hirsch contends, “if one learns the background information and the linguistic 

conventions that are needed to read, write, and speak effectively” (Cultural 22).  Hirsch 

thus argues that his approach, rather than those of the progressive educators, is the true 

equality movement in education (“Creating” 10).  For Hirsch, “cultural literacy is not the 

property of any group or class” (Cultural 11). 

However, Hirsch’s ideas, and, in particular, the list of names and concepts that 

students need to know in order to be literate, which are appended to Cultural Literacy, 

have served as fodder for debate (and most often deep criticism) in composition.  Despite 

his arguments to the contrary, detractors have argued that his version of literacy does in 

fact privilege a white, Anglo-Saxon, perhaps even Protestant, version of literacy in 

arguing for one national, mainstream culture rather than seeing culture as either an 

amalgamation of different cultures and perspectives or acknowledging the situatedness of 

literacy and culture.  As Keith Walters argues in “Whose Culture, Whose Literacy?”, 

Hirsh errs not in that he envisions culture as a requirement for literacy but because of his 

view of culture as a product rather than a process (9-10).  Here, Walters critiques not the 

idea that literacy is a carrier of cultural knowledge or that students should be taught this 

knowledge but the idea of a static, prepackaged form of this cultural knowledge.  One can 

picture, in this version of literacy, students as empty vessels being passed along an 

assembly line, where disgruntled teachers (as assembly line workers) deposit the 

complete works of Shakespeare into their heads.   
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As this last image suggests, in addition to his cultural conservatism, Hirsch has 

also been criticized for the corporatism associated with it.  For example, in The 

University in Ruins, Bill Readings argues, 

Whatever Hirsch may think he is doing, the defining feature of such 
information, the appeal of his project, is nothing other than the efficiency 
with which it can be administered to students.  To put this another way, 
the question that such a list seeks to answer is a purely functional one.  It 
does not offer to form a national subject; it will produce a minimally 
programmed unit. (86-87) 

In this statement, Readings critiques Hirsch’s goals for being “purely functional,” thus 

aligning Hirsch with what I would call a functionalist, rather than a cultural, agenda for 

literacy (87).  In addition, he groups Hirsch’s ideas with the banking concept of 

education18 that I described in the last chapter, wherein students act as passive receptacles 

for cultural knowledge rather than becoming active participants in crafting their own 

education.  Readings’ critique demonstrates that although Hirsch has often been 

positioned as the exemplar for cultural literacy, his scholarship also has some 

characteristics of functionalist literacy.  At the same time, I would also argue that some of 

Hirsch’s apparent functionalism is the result of the way in which he anchors his research 

in scientific discourse. 

Nevertheless, if the graduate instructors in this study are any indication, the way 

cultural literacy functions in practice is actually much different from the way Hirsch 

formulates it in Cultural Literacy and his follow-up publications.  For Jordi, Garrett, and 

Blake, cultural literacy was more like literacy as a state of grace, in that their appreciation 

and knowledge of difficult, often canonical, texts marked them as being cultured and 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18 This term was coined by Paolo Freire, who contrasts this kind of education with the “problem-posing 
education” that he advocates.  See Freire, Paolo.  Pedagogy of the Oppressed.  Trans. Myra Bergman 
Ramos.  New York: Continuum, 2008.  Print., pp. 71-72. 
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bookish.  Ironically, in a way this was a less democratic envisioning of literacy than what 

Hirsch says he intends.  At the same time, I would argue that it continues to be a 

pervasive idea, engrained in English departments and models for liberal learning today.  

 

Coding for Cultural Literacy 

 In coding for this conception of literacy, I looked for references to the classics or 

to texts that might mark one as one of the literary elite.  Although none of the participants 

in this study advocated a national curriculum or required reading lists like Hirsch, their 

notion of the centrality of texts came through the data in other ways.  In fact, as I will 

discuss in the section on the Assignment Ranking Activity, most of the participants 

reacted negatively to the idea that every American should have knowledge of a set of 

culturally sanctioned works.  At the same time, the text was central to some of the 

participants’ conceptions of literacy, and this was particularly true of the PhD in literature 

graduate instructors, Jordi, Garrett, and Blake.  I also looked for references to literacy as 

a kind of exclusivity, which was central to Jordi, Garrett, and Blake’s understandings of 

themselves as academics.  From this sense also came understandings of literacy as being 

the ability to take apart difficult texts.  In addition, taste and aesthetic appreciation of 

texts also occurred with enough frequency and in related ways to the other concepts 

mentioned here, that I came to see it as part of the criteria for classic texts and thus part of 

this conception.  Finally, religious understandings of the text played a role in this 

conception of literacy, especially for Blake and Garrett. 
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The Literacy Autobiographies 

As I perused the literacy autobiographies, I was struck with the fact that the books 

mentioned in them were primarily canonical.  Among the seven participants, references 

to canonical texts and authors included: T.S. Eliot and “The Love Song of J. Alfred 

Prufrock,” Moby Dick, William Faulkner, Herman Melville, Willa Cather, Ernest 

Hemingway, Edgar Allan Poe, Toni Morrison, The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, Uncle 

Tom’s Cabin, Emily Dickinson, Ulysses, Anna Karenina, Middlemarch, Thornton 

Wilder's Our Town, August Wilson's Ma Rainey's Black Bottom, E.L. Doctorow's 

Ragtime, Allen Ginsberg, Treasure Island (twice, and, notably, both in male participants’ 

accounts), Claude Levi-Strauss, Jacques Derrida, “The Celebrated Jumping Frog of 

Calaveras County,” Plato, Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf, and, of course, the Bible.19  

And these were only among the seven focal participants.  (Notably, Barbara and Karen’s 

autobiographies did not contain any references to canonical texts.)  As I read through the 

accounts, I wondered: didn’t these students ever read Archie’s Digest or the Babysitter’s 

Club series?20  If they did, they weren’t books that deserved mention in a literacy 

autobiography written as a requirement for a graduate seminar, even in the more 

accepting environment of the Practicum.  Garrett was one of the few who mentioned non-

canonical texts, like Alvin Schwartz’ Scary Stories to Tell in the Dark.  However, as 

Garrett’s narrative progresses this text becomes representative, for him, of that category 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 The mention of the theorists Claude Levi-Strauss and Jacques Derrida may seem to be stretching the 
notion of canonical authors, but because both are well-known theorists that most doctoral students in 
English read, I would argue that the purpose of including them in a literacy autobiography is the same as 
the inclusion of canonical texts: to denote membership into the club of academia.  Moreover, John Guillory 
argues, “The fact that today we so easily recognize the names of master theorists confirms the emergence 
of these names as a ‘canon’ supplementing the canon of literature in graduate schools” (xii). 
20 Both are series that I read as a child but which I would admittedly have been embarrassed to mention 
even in a course like the Practicum.  In the personal statement that I included with my applications to 
doctoral programs, I talk about reading Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women, which is, perhaps, evidence of 
the fact that this is the face that we want to present to our colleagues and professors.	  
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of reading that is not to be taken seriously; it is part of his “prelapsarian” reading habits, 

before he discovers, and begins to fear, high literature (Literacy narrative final, 10 Dec.).  

For this reason, I would argue that the literacy autobiographies are evidence of these 

participants’ performance of the identity of English scholar.  And in performing this 

identity, they are drawing on particular cultural conceptions of what it means to be 

literate. 

 

Jordi’s Initiation into Academia 

 The notion of being initiated into the club of academia was present in Jordi, 

Garrett, Blake, and, to some extent, Max’s literacy autobiographies.21  For Jordi, this 

initiation took on a particularly personal meaning in that her entrance into the academy 

also symbolized joining her father’s profession, an idea that she initially resisted.  In my 

initial interview with Jordi, this came up very early on when I asked her about her 

parents’ professions: 

JORDI:  My mom and my stepdad were both lawyers. . . . But, by second 
profession.  So my mom was originally a high school English teacher and 
then worked for the government for a while, like speech writing and stuff, 
uh, and my stepdad was originally a psychology professor.  Um, and then 
my dad is an English professor.  [Laughs.]  Surprise! 
ME:  My dad’s an English professor too. 
JORDI:  Really?  Yeah, I know, it’s like, I tried to avoid it for a while, but 
I was like, eh. (26 Oct.) 

Perhaps it is this avoidance that made her father’s influence on her literacy 

development in the first autobiography appear much more casual than it must have been.  

Jordi’s narrative chronicles her completion of her undergraduate senior thesis on T.S. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21 Karen’s final autobiography was also about initiation, but for her it was initiation into the discourse 
community of composition and rhetoric.  Consequently, her autobiography was more about integrating 
social/critical conceptions of literacy into her teaching and scholarship. 
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Eliot’s “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock.”  She mentions her father’s involvement in 

this way: 

When I made the Prufrock decision, I happened to be spending a semester 
abroad in Spain.  If I was clueless about what exactly the thesis process 
entailed, my foreign locale only underlines my blissful ignorance of what 
was to come.  When I e-mailed the English department’s secretary to 
inform her of my choice, she e-mailed me back with the name of my 
advisor: Dr. Harold Pritchard.  I knew this name.  This was my father’s 
dissertation director (I have followed uncomfortably close behind my dad, 
who attended . . . [my undergraduate institution] for graduate school).  I 
had had dinner at this man’s house.  I was partially named after his 
daughter.  I couldn’t decide whether my connection to Pritchard would 
make him ridiculously demanding of me or laughably hands-off.  If 
nothing else, I was comforted to know that I had a connection to the 
person in charge of my life for the next year. (10 Sept.) 

Despite her father’s undeniable involvement and influence on her entrance into academia, 

Jordi proclaims at the end of the first paragraph of this initial autobiography, “my thesis 

experience is the reason I am who I am today: an English grad student” (10 Sept.).  Her 

willingness to ascribe her identity to a text, her thesis, rather than to a person, her father, 

is further evidence of the extent to which this particular conception of literacy has shaped 

Jordi’s beliefs about her own relationship to literacy.  It demonstrates the centrality of 

texts in her life but obscures the way in which the presence of those texts was the result 

of cultural literacy’s presence in her family’s fabric, through her mother’s career as an 

English teacher and her father and stepfather’s careers in academia.  She describes herself 

in the passage above as “clueless about what exactly the thesis process entailed,” 

highlighting the ignorance of the novice or pre-initiate into the academic elite.  At the 

same time, because she had spent so much time around academia in her childhood, she 

was anything but ignorant of its culture, something that would not come out until her 

second autobiography.  
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 Nevertheless, Jordi’s first literacy autobiography is essentially the story of her 

entrance into academia.  She does acknowledge being primed for this entrance in high 

school; at the beginning of the autobiography, she writes, 

As a high school junior in my favorite English teacher’s class, I teared up 
as a read that J. Alfred Prufrock did not think the mermaids would sing to 
him (Eliot 1. 125).  So when I made up my mind to go to the honors route 
at the end of my undergraduate career - a route that happened to require a 
senior thesis - I decided to choose Prufrock as my subject.  I did not know 
what I would do with him, but I knew that his self-deprecating character 
was heart-wrenching, perhaps even pathetic, but most importantly, 
intriguing.  I want to know where this character came from and what made 
him tick.  I did not know what I was getting myself into, but the 
experience of researching for and writing my thesis served as a turning 
point in how I think about reading and writing. (10 Sept.)      

In these first moments, Jordi makes clear that her communion with texts is something 

deeply felt: she “teared up” as she read Eliot’s poem.  It is also, though, particularly 

academic.  More than just experiencing the poem on an emotional level, she also wants to 

analyze and investigate it.  She wants to “know where this character came from and what 

made him tick.”  She even notes that it the text is “most importantly, intriguing,” placing 

the emphasis, in the end, on analysis rather than emotion.  This elevation of close analysis 

of difficult texts was an important component of Jordi’s conception of literacy. 

 Jordi continues to describe a process not unlike the one that she would soon 

encounter in having to take her dissertation qualifying exams and write her proposal.  

When she meets with her advisor, Jordi says, “he suggested that I begin by reading T.S. 

Eliot’s works.  All of them.  ‘Overwhelmed’ starts now” (10 Sept.).  In this instance, 

Jordi seems to be discovering a truism about academia – that, in order to speak as an 

expert in something, in Jordi’s case in T.S. Eliot, one has to not only read widely in it but 

master every single one of the author’s works.   
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Although Jordi describes being “overwhelmed” at this prospect, she also seems to 

derive a kind of pleasure from it.  “Luckily,” she says, “Dr. Pritchard sent me on my way 

with The Complete Poems and Plays, along with a copy of Selected Prose.  This was a 

start.  (I also thought it was extremely cool that my advisor just gave me books - and I 

began to understand just how many books professors have.)” (10 Sept.).  In this 

exchange, the professor is the member of the cultural literacy club – the one deemed 

“special” because of his book knowledge.  Ownership of the books and the ability to give 

them out freely is, as Jordi intimates, part of the privilege of being in this particular club.  

I would even argue that the possession of books is one of the markers of cultural literacy, 

at least as it is conceived in the academy. 

 As the narrative progresses, Jordi discovers the next step in becoming an 

academic scholar: the discovery of a new argument.  This is what Mike Rose describes in 

Lives on the Boundary when he talks about the “the little-known fact, the lost letter, the 

lucky fissure in language that invites one more special reading . . . the unending drive to 

find one more piece of intellectual property” (76).  For Jordi, unlike for Rose, this search 

serves as both a powerful motivator and one that, finally, marks her as one of the club.  

Whereas for Rose, the process leaves him “cold,” Jordi’s account of her discovery takes 

on a jaunty tone: “I headed to the stacks” she says.  “There was an entire shelf, floor to 

ceiling, filled with sources on T.S. Eliot.  I pulled anything that looked remotely related 

to my themes of time and space in relation to Prufrock” (10 Sept.).  In this instance, the 

“entire shelf, floor to ceiling” is a daunting prospect but one that she will inevitably 

master.   

Jordi describes the experience of defending her thesis, saying, 



	   261 

I was sweating nervously by the time I entered the conference room, 
uncomfortable in heels and business attire at one end of the long table, 
with my three interrogators looking at me expectantly from the other end.  
But I nailed it.  I had spent a whole year on this, and I knew my stuff.  My 
committee was intrigued with my thesis, and their interest gave me the 
confidence I needed to answer their questions solidly.  I still remember the 
last question, from my out-of-department committee member, a 
psychology professor who had led my freshman seminar.  “Do you think 
anyone has done something like this before?” he asked.  I think I 
remember being slightly confused by his question, but I saw the glint of 
what I now know to be a huge compliment: I had done something 
innovative in a well-established field. (10 Sept.) 

With this new discovery, this claiming of her own intellectual property, Jordi marks 

herself as an initiate into the ivory tower, the academy, the culturally literate.  The fact 

that this process is ensconced in ceremony, with the defense and its “three interrogators” 

acting as an initiation ritual, only underscores the similarity that these academic 

procedures have with religious ceremonies, which often mark a crossing over from one 

state to the other: from single to married, from sinner to saved (10 Sept.).  Jordi’s own 

initiation is a kind of trial by fire, but it is one in which she is ultimately victorious and 

can take her place among the literate. 

 Jordi ends this first draft of her autobiography by contrasting her thesis defense 

with what she does afterwards.  She says, “I went back to my dorm and watched Oprah.  

I’m not sure if this is more significant because I had hardly watched TV in the past year 

or because it completely counters all things academic, which I had just defended in the 

hour before” (10 Sept.).  The contrast of academia with pop culture further underscores 

Jordi’s understanding of what she has done as something reserved for the academic elite, 

set off from everyday concerns of mass consumption. 
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Garrett’s Fall from Eden 

 As in Jordi’s first autobiography, Garrett’s first narrative is a tale of initiation.  

However, for Garrett, this initiation takes place not as part of an academic ritual but in a 

realization he has about the difference between academic and non-academic texts.  As in 

Jordi’s autobiography, the influence of family figures on his introduction to literature is 

apparent.  Garrett describes reading with his grandmother early on, saying,  

She is the first person I remember sharing an enjoyment for reading with.  
Because my parents worked crazy hours at their jobs and because they did 
not have money for childcare, I spent a good deal of time at my 
grandparents’ house growing up.  One of my earliest memories reading 
with her is looking at a picture of Tom and Becky stuck in that cave in 
Hannibal.  I can still see the downward angle of the picture in whatever 
illustrated children’s edition of the story my grandmother read to me.  
Figures of the bats partially emerge into the frame and Tom and Becky 
stand below shivering.  They appear small and frightened, nervously 
staring back up at the picture’s viewer, all of a sudden realizing they are 
surrounded by bats. (10 Sept.) 

As I discussed in the previous chapter, a great deal of this passage is about Garrett’s 

relationship with his grandmother, who becomes, early on, his caregiver because of his 

parents’ jobs.  Consequently, there is an undeniably social aspect to the way literacy is 

depicted here.  Nevertheless, central to this experience is the text.  Garrett recalls not the 

tone his grandmother’s voice takes when she reads or the way she looked but the images 

in this book.  His love affair with texts and particularly canonical texts begins early on 

and forms a key aspect of his relationship with his grandmother.  He goes on to say,  

I continue to connect my grandmother with reading.  But over the years, 
my understanding of what that means has changed.  As I understand it 
now, she has a great talent for being supportive of what individuals are 
interested in. . . . For me then, it has been books.  When I was in grade 
school, she bought me Hatchet for Christmas.  In high school, I received 
unabridged (or “real”) versions of Mark Twain.  A few Christmases ago, 
she gave me Uncle Tom’s Cabin and, this last year, the famous 1955 
edition of Dickinson’s Complete Poems.  I always get a book for 
Christmas.  Her reading habits, unlike mine, mostly tend toward detective 
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fiction.  My consciousness of distinctions between types of books - the 
distinction between Emily Dickinson and David Baldacci - caused a great 
disappointment in my grandmother when I discovered it. (10 Sept.) 

Again, the texts and authors that Garrett mentions here are canonical – his grandmother, 

in catering to his tastes, continues to buy him not just books, but classics, including “the 

famous 1955 edition of Dickinson’s Complete Poems.”  But although his grandmother is 

essentially his literacy sponsor in this narrative, the one who enables his love of great 

literature, he comes to see that even though she shares his love of books, she doesn’t read 

the right books – instead, she reads “detective fiction” and “David Baldacci,” which 

causes him “great disappointment” later on when he comes to understand the difference 

between the two kinds of reading.  For Garrett, his grandmother’s reading habits come to 

mark her as not belonging to his literary club. 

 Garrett discovers this as the result of another relationship – the one with his friend 

Quinn – and his desire to read a non-canonical text, one that he would soon come to 

understand was non-literary and therefore not deserving of the special attention he once 

afforded it.  At the time of the incident that marked Garrett’s passage into the literary 

club, he was in the second grade and the “book of the moment was Scary Stories to Tell 

in the Dark, written by Alvin Schwartz and illustrated by Stephen Gammel” (10 Sept.).  

Garrett describes the book and his desire to obtain it, saying  

God - those illustrations - they still give me the willies.  Not that any of 
this is very clear, but I remember that when we got to the library for our 
sessions each week, Ms. Moretz - perhaps the oldest librarian to ever 
stamp a book - would talk for a few minutes about the card catalog or 
some other library-related topic before releasing us to pick out our two 
books.  When she finally released us, there was a mad stampede to this 
Schwartz book.  Over and over, we all tried to get this one book - a 
hardback edition with a picture of a giant skull that stuck out of the 
ground, smoking a pipe. (10 Sept.) 
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Again, although Garrett claims that his memory of the event is not “very clear,” his 

ability to recall the physicality of the book seems indicative of the role that books played 

in his formative years (10 Sept.).  As an aside, I would venture that many PhD students 

would be able to recall the details of how certain important books for them looked, felt, 

or even smelled (for me, for example, the smell of a used books store is somehow 

comforting.)  However, this treasured book, like his grandmother, soon became symbolic 

of the kind of literacy that he wanted to separate himself from, literacy for enjoyment, 

which is one manifestation of literacy for personal growth. 

 Garrett describes this “fall,” or the coming of his understanding that there are 

different classes of texts, in his description of a moment that took place on one of these 

library days in second grade.  He recalls, 

At some point, when I was racing with the others to grab that Schwartz 
book, Quinn went and got himself recognized as a good reader.  One day I 
noticed that he was on the other side of the room, browsing in the damned 
adult section - a fact Ms. Moretz was later happy to announce to the entire 
class, suggesting that the rest of the class (including myself) might 
endeavor to become better readers, like Quinn.  Now, to be clear, the right 
to check out books from the adult section of the school library in 
Clarksburg Elementary is no great privilege.  Comparatively speaking, 
there was little competition between the quality of the books in the 
children’s section and the adult’s section.  The quality of the books in the 
adult section was so low that I consider it to be a major cause for my 
continued distaste of using libraries to attain books.  But at the time, it was 
a symbol of the thing that was important; and browsing in the adult section 
of the library seemed to be quite an honor.  Before this incident, I cannot 
remember ever being self-conscious about how I read, or what I read, or 
what others were reading. (10 Sept.) 

It is in this moment that the “Schwartz book” goes from desired object to something 

repellent – an object for consumption by the hoi polloi, not unlike Jordi’s Oprah episode.  

Of course, as Garrett mentions, this sense of what a worthwhile book was would evolve – 

it would not necessarily be in the adult section of Clarksburg Elementary – but even in 
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this admission, Garrett portrays himself as someone intimately concerned with notions of 

“quality,” even to the extent that he blames the lack of quality of his school library for his 

“continued distaste of using libraries to attain books” (10 Sept.).   

It is here that the notion of taste also comes into play in Garrett’s cultural literacy.  

In his Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles Lettres, Hugh Blair, whose work and influence 

made the conditioning of taste part of the work of English studies, defines taste as “the 

power of receiving pleasure from the beauties of nature and art” (16).  Blair argues that 

taste has two characteristics, “delicacy,” which “implies those finer organs or powers 

which enable us to discover the beauties that lie hid from the vulgar eye” and 

“correctness,” which keeps one from being “imposed upon by counterfeit beauties” (957-

958).  When the revelation about the Schwartz book occurs, Garrett realizes that this 

book is a counterfeit; his undeveloped taste has betrayed him into seeking what would 

only be desirable to “the vulgar eye” (958).  Consequently, in his fall from innocence, 

Garrett suddenly becomes ashamed.  Whereas before he “cannot remember ever being 

self-conscious about how I read, or what I read, or what others were reading,” reading 

suddenly becomes more than just a harmless, leisure activity (10 Sept.).  It is now 

symbolic of the class of literary elite. 

This sense of taste as the province of the elite is also present in Blair.  Although at 

some points in the lectures he is ambiguous about this point, he states that “the degrees in 

which . . . [taste] is possessed are widely different.  In some men only the feeble 

glimmerings of taste appear; the beauties which they relish are of the coarsest kind” 

(955).  And, although this is “owing in part to nature, it is owing to education and culture 

still more” (956).  Significantly, Blair argues that it is among the “civilized” and 
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particularly “those who have studied the liberal arts” that taste occurs at higher levels 

(956).  Consequently, Garrett’s new, more refined taste serves as a standard, the lens 

through which he now views the world.  It is moreover, what marks him as enlightened. 

 Garrett concludes this first narrative, saying,  

Since then, I have felt caught between my consciousness of what is 
defined as *good* reading and writing.  I am continually trapped between 
my desire to equal my projection of the Quinns of the world and my desire 
to not establish that hierarchy.  Though I try not to judge my grandmother 
for reading detective fiction, I do.  Of course, she sits on some imaginary 
level above people who do not care to read at all but this imaginary level 
is still an ethical failure on her part.  The irony, of course, is that my 
grandmother taught me to like reading and Quinn taught me to fear it.  The 
trajectory I feel compelled to follow is fueled by envy and desire.  Thus, I 
feel permanently caught between two places with regard to consciousness 
of my literacy, both unable to fall back into a happy ignorance of demands 
for erudition (if such a gross idea can be passed here) and an inability to 
attain some ultimate competency in reading and writing. (10 Sept.) 

There is something very heart-wrenching about the realization Garrett describes above 

but something, I would argue, that many people in the fields comprising English studies 

would recognize.  Books are no longer mere play for Garrett.  He recognizes, in a 

remarkably insightful moment, that there is something unfair about his judgment of his 

grandmother because she “taught . . . [him] to like reading” whereas Quinn “taught . . . 

[him] to fear it” (10 Sept.).  His grandmother is symbolic of literacy for personal growth, 

but, for Garrett, enjoying a text just isn’t enough anymore.  Garrett even refers to his 

grandmother’s shortcoming as “an ethical failure on her part,” which serves to dramatize 

the extent to which this particular conception of literacy has a hold on him.  Garrett’s 

description of reading as something to be feared says something about what a 

concentration on certain canonical or “quality” texts can do, both to us and the students 

we teach.  Such texts become symbolic of the establishment, of hierarchy, and power, and 

thus do become something to be feared. 
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The Later Autobiographies 

 The mentions of cultural literacy did not see the dramatic growth between the 

early and later drafts that was evident with social/critical literacy.  They did grow, with 

21 content units for cultural literacy in the early drafts compared to 40 in the final drafts.  

However, the content units overall more than doubled from the first to the second set of 

literacy narratives.  The early autobiographies had 69 content units that I coded for one of 

the six conceptions, whereas the later autobiographies had 148 content units.  

Consequently, a doubling of the number of content units in this case, to me, is more 

indicative of the fact that the ideas expressed in the early ones were more developed and 

explored.  Blake’s literacy autobiography was the only one whose original autobiography 

did not contain any content units that I coded for cultural literacy but which contained a 

high number of cultural literacy codes in its final draft.  However, I attribute this to the 

fact that his ideas were just more developed in this final draft; I coded very few content 

units in his first literacy autobiography. 

Perhaps most significant, though, looking at the changes between the drafts in the 

context of this conception of literacy demonstrated that the social/critical emphasis in the 

Practicum and the curriculum for the composition course did not deter the graduate 

instructors from these ideas.  However, the cultural literacy ideas in these second drafts 

were more critically reflexive in that students were more conscious and critical of them. 

For example, Jordi’s references to cultural literacy increase in this final draft of 

her narrative, but in this version she is more cognizant of the way in which they are 

shaped by her father.  She opens her narrative not by immediately leaping into her 
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discussion of T.S. Eliot and how she first experienced his poetry in high school, but by 

acknowledging her father’s influence.  She explains, 

Growing up, I always had a feeling that my bedtime stories were probably 
a bit more complex than the average child's.  My father and I read 
Thornton Wilder's Our Town, August Wilson's Ma Rainey's Black Bottom, 
and E.L. Doctorow's Ragtime.   We spent more than a year reading the 
Bible as literature.  My literary education never ended when I left school 
for the day; in fact, it was often more intense at the dinner table than in the 
classroom.  My dad, an English professor, continually challenged my 
literary skills beyond what I was learning in school.  After he looked over 
one of my third grade essays, his corrections aimed to make me sound like 
a graduate student.  I insisted that we stick to elementary-level vocabulary, 
and rarely allowed him to check my work after that.  He was not pleased 
when he discovered that I would be drawing a poster for my Greek myths 
project in AP English.  I made him promise not to complain until I 
graduated at the end of that year. (10 Dec.) 

Again, my conjecture is that the social/critical emphasis in the Practicum, which 

encouraged the graduate instructors to view literacy as a set of social practices, resulted 

in Jordi’s recognition of the way in which her father shaped her literacy development.  

Even with this realization, however, the way Jordi depicts her literacy is remarkably 

cultural.  She notes that her bedtime stories were “probably a bit more complex than the 

average child’s,” demonstrating the “special” nature of her and her father’s literacy.  In 

addition, Jordi describes her “literary education” as “intense” and her father as 

“continually challenging . . .  [her] literary skills,” invoking the idea of literacy as 

possession of higher order thinking skills.  Jordi thus sets herself apart from her peers – 

her literary skills go “beyond what . . . [she] was learning in school” (10 Dec.).  Difficulty 

becomes a particularly central aspect of what it means to be culturally literate for Jordi; 

for her father just “drawing a poster” is not a marker of literacy and thus should not be 

part of an AP English curriculum.  In this passage, too, canonical texts take center stage, 

and the Bible is, much as it is in Augustine, read “as literature.”  
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 However, perhaps the most intriguing aspect of Jordi’s revised autobiography is 

the way in which she describes her struggles with her father’s influence and her 

vacillation between cultural literacy, which he represents for her, and the social/critical 

literacy that she wants to be part of her scholarly practice.  She describes this struggle, 

saying, 

Embarrassed as I often was in my youth about my dad’s involvement in 
my English academics, his meddling was essential in forming my 
understanding of literacy.  As I realized just how powerful his role was in 
this regard, however, I purposefully removed my English studies from my 
dad’s line of sight out of a need to develop my own sense of the subject.  
As I have progressed through high school, college, and now graduate 
school, gaining both talent and confidence in my own skills, I have been 
slowly letting my dad back into my English-student life.  In recognition of 
my growth -- and in remembrance of the boundaries I set up as a kid -- my 
dad has come to respect my position in this field, supporting it rather than 
forcing it in any particular direction.  On the flip side, my (now 
unembarrassed) respect for my dad’s work, along with my recognition of 
my own progress, has allowed me to accept his offers of advice without 
compromising my own beliefs about literacy.  Although my dad's insider's 
tips have been especially helpful since I’ve entered graduate school, I can 
see now how essential his influence -- in both my rejection and acceptance 
of it -- has inspired and shaped my literary career from the beginning. (10 
Dec.) 

In this passage, Jordi notes the way in which she resisted her father’s influence, at first 

not wanting to ascribe her own interest in “English academics” to his role in her literacy 

development, even to the extent that she was “embarrassed” of his involvement.  

However, as she enters graduate school she begins to realize that in choosing his 

profession she is also in a way choosing the way he thinks about literacy.  Still, she 

worries that he might influence her to have too conservative a position with respect to her 

own studies; she accepts his advice but has to guard against “compromising . . . [her] own 

beliefs about literacy,” which she later reveals to be more social/critical in nature.  She 

also talks about how her father now respects her own “position in this field, supporting it 
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rather than forcing it in any particular direction.”  In her interview, Jordi further clarifies 

the way in which her views on literacy differ from her father’s when she says that he 

initially did not think much of her interest in ethnic American literature.  Consequently, 

Jordi sees herself as occupying a kind of middle ground between these two 

understandings of literacy.  On the one hand, she acknowledges the influence of her 

father and his more canonical understanding of literature.  On the other, she wants to set 

herself apart, and the social/critical facet of her literacy conception and her interest in 

ethnic American literature help her do that. 

Jordi titles this revised autobiography, “Academic Independence and 

Philanthropic Sociality: Literacy and the Boundaries between Head and Heart” and 

foregrounds her struggle between the head and the heart throughout.  For her, the “head” 

is represented by academia and her father’s ideas about literacy.  Being an English major, 

which she initially resisted, is also representative of this kind of literacy.  The heart, on 

the other hand, is represented by her “second major in Spanish” (10 Dec.).  Jordi clarifies, 

“In declaring these two majors, I felt that I was both affirming my inherited language 

tendencies and expanding beyond those tendencies into new territory that would enable 

me to further develop my own perspectives on literacy” (10 Dec.).  As I discussed in the 

last chapter, Jordi’s double-major is, for her, a kind of compromise between these two 

competing conceptions of literacy and, also, between the head and the heart.  Her 

affirmation of her “inherited language tendencies” speaks to the cultural side of this coin 

in that there seems to be a kind of cultural conservatism in her choice to pursue literature 

as a field of study. 
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Jordi’s description of these two kinds of literacy as the “heart” and the “head” 

says much about her own position with regards to social/critical and cultural literacy 

respectively.  In the last chapter, I discussed how she wanted to use her study of the 

Spanish language, her work for Americorps, and her volunteering experiences to arrive at 

a larger understanding of literacy, one that goes beyond the curriculum and beyond the 

ivory tower.  At the same time, the fact that she refers to this as the “heart” in contrast to 

the “head” implies that she still might have a very conservative conception of literacy.  

Jordi says,  

Although I grew up with a rigid idea of what “correct” English is, the 
difficult situations toward which my Spanish nudged me challenged and 
broadened this conception by making me realize just how narrow and 
privileged my own experience with reading and writing was.  The impact 
this realization had on me was enough to make me consider a career in 
non-profit management, but while my heart tended toward the 
philanthropic field, my head insisted on the academic one.  Despite this 
choice, however, I believe that the broadened understanding of literacy 
I've gained from my involvement with various non-profit organizations 
will continue to serve as a balancing counterpoint to the academy's more 
scholarly perspective of how reading and writing function in the world.  In 
short, I hope that my continued participation in the non-profit world will 
keep me from climbing so far up the ivory tower that I lose my connection 
with the literacies beyond its limited and limiting scope. (10 Dec.) 

The way I read this, Jordi admits to choosing the head over the heart; she says that while 

her “heart tended toward the philanthropic field, . . . [her] head insisted on the academic 

one.”  She tries to mitigate this choice and continue to occupy the middle ground between 

conceptions when she looks for a “broadened understanding of literacy” and a “balancing 

counterpoint” to cultural literacy’s “limited and limiting scope.”  She wants her work 

with the non-profit world to keep her “from climbing so far up the ivory tower that  . . . 

[she] loses . . . [her] connection with the literacies beyond it” (10 Dec.).  But she still sees 

herself as being in the ivory tower.  Jordi continues, saying,  
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My undergraduate thesis on “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,” on 
first glance, seems to belie this philanthropic aspect of my views on 
literacy; after all, who could be more ensconced in the ivory tower than 
T.S. Eliot?  With a closer look, though, I think my thesis reveals my own 
concern for various notions of literacy through its analysis of Prufrock’s 
similarly varied conceptions of his world, including his understanding and 
use of literary history. (10 Dec.) 

Even with her closer look, Jordi seems to affirming, rather than disconfirming, Eliot’s 

stance as a canonical figure.22  She says he has “various notions of literacy” but never 

elaborates on what, exactly, these are or how they move beyond traditional 

understandings of literacy.  She elaborates on her process of reading Eliot’s works, 

saying, 

Slowly I saw themes emerge from the chaos that had been my Eliot 101.  I 
was somewhat astounded -- and elated -- by these themes’ emergence, as I 
had never read so much by a single author before.  Do all authors’ works 
revolve around common themes?  This was a beautiful revelation that I 
continue to find useful, if only as a somewhat simplistic starting point to 
grasping the arc of a writer’s work.  These themes were not light ones, 
however, a fact which inspired in me both awe and fear. (10 Dec.)  

In this description, Jordi reveals two more understandings of literacy that could be 

connected with cultural literacy – beauty and difficulty.  And, like Garrett, she discovers 

that the themes she uncovers “were not light ones” which inspires her with “both awe and 

fear.”  As with Garrett, Jordi sees literacy as involving respect and fear, an idea I would 

connect with the hierarchical understanding of texts that cultural literacy inspires. 

Consequently, I see Jordi’s emphasis, throughout this final autobiography as 

being on cultural literacy over social/critical.  The fact that she sees the latter as the 

“heart” rather than acknowledging ways in which this position could also be an 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 It is worth noting that Eliot himself had a complicated view of Matthew Arnold.  Although scholars of 
Eliot argue that his views, and especially his emphasis on the importance of tradition, were actually similar 
to Arnold’s, Eliot frequently criticized Arnold’s criticism and position on poetry.  Eliot said, in The Use of 
Poetry and the Use of Criticism that he considered himself more a “companion” of Arnold’s than a 
“disciple.”  For more discussion on this point, see M.L.S. Loring’s “T.S. Eliot on Matthew Arnold.”  The 
Sewanee Review.  43.4 (1935).  479-488.  JSTOR.  10 April 2012.  Web. 
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intellectual one in its own right demonstrate that she is still a novice when it comes to this 

conception of literacy.  Cultural literacy, on the other hand, is pervasive.  Jordi ends her 

autobiography, saying, 

Acknowledging the origins of my independent academic inclinations 
through my English professor father, and of my social non-profit 
tendencies through my college Spanish major, has helped me to 
understand my own somewhat conflicting views on literacy.  Bringing 
these views into closer alignment as I continue to teach and study, will, I 
hope, help me to continue to challenge the boundaries between head and 
heart, and ultimately help me to become not only a better teacher and a 
better student, but a better person. (10 Dec.) 

This passage further affirms that Jordi is trying to be more critical and reflective about 

the subtle but pervasive ways in which cultural literacy have affected her literacy 

development.  In seeking a resolution to this “conflict,” she seems, in the end, to pick 

social/critical literacy.  She wants to “become not only a better teacher and a better 

student, but a better person” (10 Dec.).   However, her desire for literacy to make her a 

better person does not repudiate her connections to cultural literacy; Matthew Arnold, for 

example, includes a moral aspect to his understanding of culture when he says, “there is 

of culture another view . . . in which all the love of our neighbor, the impulses toward 

action, help, and beneficence, the desire for . . . clearing human confusion, and 

diminishing the sum of human misery, the noble aspiration to leave the world better and 

happier than we found it . . . come in as . . . the main and pre-eminent part” (33-34).  In 

Arnold’s view, though, morality and taste become inseverable – right and wrong do not 

just refer to moral decisions but also standards of taste and the segregation of certain 

texts, ideas, and influences from others.  I would argue that although Jordi is trying, in 

this later autobiography, to ally her views more closely with the social/critical ones that 

she read in the Practicum, her understanding of literacy as text-based, as something 
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difficult but rewarding, and of literature as marking her as special and an initiate into the 

club of academia, are still the predominate ways in which she thinks about literacy.   

 

Garrett’s Post-Lapsarian Views 

 Like Jordi, Garrett is able to formulate a much more complex, reflexive 

understanding of literacy in his later autobiography.  It is still, however, one in which 

cultural literacy plays the most important role.  Garrett’s later autobiography also 

demonstrates the ways in which religious understandings of the text can lead to cultural 

conceptions of literacy. 

 As in Jordi’s autobiography, Garrett adds a new introduction in his revised 

autobiography, one that provides a framework and even a thesis for his narrative.  As I 

discussed in the last chapter, Garrett reframes this later narrative into a story of loss and 

violence.  For him, the pre-lapsarian view of literacy is the one in which he could simply 

enjoy reading; it is literacy for personal growth represented by his grandmother.  In the 

post-lapsarian view, literacy becomes something violent to be feared.  He explains, 

We can see an example of the rabbinical reading my professor described 
in Derrida’s critique of one particular chapter of Claude Levi-Strauss’s 
memoir entitled “The Writing Lesson.”  In this section of Tristes 
Tropiques, Levi-Strauss presents an anecdote from one of his 
anthropological expeditions to South America.  He uses this anecdote to 
exemplify the way writing is a technology that has historically been used 
by individuals and groups to enslave others.  Levi-Strauss argues that due 
to the development of a hierarchy of power, a hierarchy established by an 
individual’s ability to interpret and making meaning with visual symbols, 
writing serves a disruptive role in human community. What Levi-Strauss 
does throughout Tristes Tropiques, and what Derrida repeatedly critiques 
him for doing, is establish a prelapsarian vision of indigenous tribes in 
South America and Asia.  In this way, Levi-Strauss’s anthropological 
vision of human history is decidedly regressive; new technological 
advancements carry humanity further from an ideal primal state. (10 Dec.) 
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Garrett’s interpretation of Levi-Strauss points to a wonderfully complex, almost 

paradoxical mix of conservatism and progressivism in his views on literacy.  As I 

discussed in the last chapter, Garrett’s recognition of literacy as something “that has 

historically been used by individuals and groups to enslave others” is similar to Harvey 

Graff’s critique of the literacy myth and Elspeth Stuckey’s understanding of literacy as 

violence, both of which argue that literacy educators need to acknowledge the ways in 

which it has been used to reify hegemony.  At the same time, Garrett himself is re-

establishing this hierarchy in his admission of his own post-lapsarian state, which is one 

in which he cannot respect his grandmother for her reading choices.  Consequently, this 

view of the pre-literate society in Tristes Tropiques is “decidedly regressive” for Garrett, 

as it is for Derrida (10 Dec.).  For Garrett, as for Matthew Arnold, cultural literacy is not 

backward-looking but is forward-looking, progressive rather than regressive.  Although 

he expresses regret for the violence of literacy and its “disruptive role in human 

community” he still believes more in the importance of being post-lapsarian. 

 Consequently, Garrett says, two paragraphs later, 

In writing about my own literacy, I want to focus on its origin, as I think 
about it now.  By focusing on two distinct moments of my developing 
relationship with literacy, I want to elaborate what I understand to be an 
initial, prelapsarian relationship with reading and a subsequent shattering 
of that false innocence. (10 Dec.) 

In this reading, Garrett is remarkably insightful in recognizing the violence of literacy, as 

I discussed in the last chapter, but though he idealizes his “initial, prelapsarian 

relationship with reading” before he discovers the hierarchy of texts that would inform 

his conception of literacy, he also calls it a “false innocence.”   As I interpret it, though, 

even if it is a state of bliss in which Garrett is taught by his grandmother to enjoy reading, 

it is also a state of ignorance and one from which he must inevitably fall.  As he says later 



	   276 

in the autobiography, this initial prelapsarian state was one in which “It was easy . . . to 

connect the idea of reading with an uncomplicated ideal of virtue, particularly in light of 

my grandmother’s advocacy” (10 Dec.).  Ironically, Garrett essentially inverts cultural 

literacy as it is described by Knoblauch.  Knoblauch explains that the “argument for 

cultural literacy often presents itself within a myth of the fall from grace: Language and, 

by extension, culture once enjoyed an Edenlike existence but are currently degenerating 

because of internal decay and sundry forces of barbarism” (77).  For Garrett, though, 

Eden is literacy for personal growth; it is the innocence of texts as markers of status.  

Cultural literacy, then, is not what we fall from but what we fall into when we come to 

fear literacy.  It is for this reason that Garrett had mixed feelings about whether cultural 

literacy should be his model for teaching his students.  In this complex, remarkably 

insightful second autobiography, then, Garrett further critiques his own cultural literacy 

even as he substantiates it. 

 Garrett also furthers the sense of cultural literacy as a kind of private, academic 

club in the second version of his autobiography.  He describes his school library, saying 

These words were set on an image of the front steps and the Doric 
columns of (what I assumed to be) a particularly scholarly library.  The 
contrast between what was pictured on the poster and the school library in 
which it hung was large.  Our library was small, was mostly dominated by 
books for children and young adults, and it was often mysteriously without 
the books that the card catalog claimed it possessed.  But it occurs to me 
now that these inadequacies did not decrease my estimation of the library 
then.  The school library, whatever its shortcomings, was part of an ideal.  
My idea of reading was symbolized by the building with the Doric 
columns.  But rather than think about the seeming richness of that place on 
the poster in contrast with the seeming poverty of my school library, I saw 
the two as intimately connected and, in the most fundamental way, equal.  
Whatever ideal was communicated by grand steps that led to Doric 
columns could be attained by any who read.  I imagined a type of 
attainable truth that was held by those who read books, particularly those 
who had read enough books (however many that might be) to attain 
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wisdom.  This utopos was comprised of a little Platonic club with 
members who spent all their time reading, engaged in conversation, and 
living without internal conflict. (10 Dec.) 

In this passage, Garrett uses the picture of the “particularly scholarly library,” which 

hangs in his school library to enhance and reimagine the “poverty” and “shortcomings” 

of the latter.23  Literacy for him is symbolized by the “grand steps that led to Doric 

columns,” which thus becomes “an attainable truth.”  Although Garrett is at this point 

trying to connect this with his pre-lapsarian views of literacy, I would argue that his 

conception as he presents it here is more characteristic of cultural literacy.  The Doric 

columns are the gateway to joining the “little Platonic club with members who spent all 

their time reading, engaged in conversation, and living without internal conflict.”  

Although, to Garrett’s point, this is an idealized version of literacy and one that would 

later be disrupted, it also reinforces certain narratives of literacy as virtue and of 

academia as a special club, both of which are associated with cultural literacy in 

Knoblauch and Scribner’s descriptions.  In this sense, the inversion of Knoblauch’s 

description flips again, and cultural literacy again becomes the ideal, former state. 

 Garrett also elaborates on the hierarchy of texts, which he described in the first 

autobiography in his discussion of his theater group in high school.  Garrett describes the 

plays he performed, saying 

The openness of individuals to value an engagement with various 
extracurricular activities was complemented by the philosophy that 
anybody interested was allowed to be on the team or in the play.  As such, 
the plays we performed had a stale, general appeal.  We performed works 
like A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court, Arsenic and Old Lace, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23 It is also worth noting that Garrett is much more charitable about his feelings toward his school library in 
this later autobiography than he is in the earlier one.  Although in the first autobiography the poverty and 
lack of quality texts becomes a shortcoming, in the later one he can overlook these things because of what 
the library represents.  Even in this late autobiography, though, the school library’s poverty is only 
redeemed by its association with the kind of exclusivity and quality that I would categorize with cultural 
literacy. 
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and Meet Me in Saint Louis.  This drove my theater-oriented friends and 
me crazy.  We wanted to do Edward Albee, Tennessee Williams, and 
Arthur Miller - tragedies from what we understood to be the heyday of 
American drama.  But most of the plays from these playwrights had casts 
that were too small to accommodate the broad interest for participating in 
the school plays.  And their content was perceived, at least by Mrs. Combs 
- the teacher who oversaw and directed the plays - as too heavy for our 
audience, that is our, the students’, families. (10 Dec.) 

Garrett again contrasts texts with popular appeal with the more quality texts, those plays 

from “the heyday of American drama.”  He describes the plays he wants to perform as 

being difficult and, thus, of better quality, but they are “too heavy” for his provincial 

audience.  As with his grandmother, this leads Garrett to feel a sense of disappointment in 

his audience and his teacher.  He says, in the next paragraph,  

Thus, in many ways, I am simultaneously thankful for and disappointed by 
the community I grew up in.  While it did offer opportunities to engage in 
various pursuits, its small size overdetermined the depth with which one 
could gain tutelage in any particular specialization.  Certain subjects had 
fantastic teachers. . . . But other subjects suffered in my mind because the 
teacher was not interested in the broader themes of their study, but merely 
the mechanics. (10 Dec.)   

What Garrett seems to be craving is just the sort of specialization that academia allows 

for, and, in many ways, one can read this as one of the reasons he goes to graduate school 

– to seek the intellectual depth that he desires but which his home community could not 

provide. 

 But the most prescient moment that Garrett added to his later autobiography again 

had to do with his friend Quinn.  Earlier in the autobiography, Garrett, again describes his 

competition with Quinn, in this version also adding that the two also were members of a 

debate club.  Quinn, though, developed a taste for indie music and cultivated it much as 

one might cultivate an interest in a particular area of literature (10 Dec.).  After high 
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school, Quinn is able to attend college while Garrett, who cannot afford it, joins the Army 

National Guard.  He describes visiting Quinn, saying, 

I remember one of the few times I have seen him since high school ended.  
I visited him at his college.  That afternoon, I asked him several times if he 
was writing anything.  He would not engage the question; it seemed 
outside of his interests, which shocked me.  While on one hand, I think 
that perhaps he was frustrated about not writing anything - which is the 
way I interpreted it at the time - I also think that I was projecting my own 
desires onto him, which he likely recognized.  At some point that same 
day, I betrayed a liking for Pink Floyd’s “Wish You Were Here,” a liking 
he disparaged.  I remember him saying how bad lines from the song were, 
quoting, “We’re just two lost souls / swimming in a fish bowl.” And when 
he repeated those lines at me, lines I had liked, they fell dead from his 
mouth. (10 Dec.) 

In this passage, Garrett describes the way in which his competition with Quinn continues.  

Quinn goes to college while Garrett does not.  Quinn develops a taste for indie music and 

thus disparages Garrett’s liking of a song that he considers passé.  Much as Quinn had 

before disillusioned Garrett’s liking of the Scary Stories book, now he disenchants him 

with the Pink Floyd song, so much that the words from song fall “dead from his mouth.”  

Taste here is a central part of Garrett’s conception of literacy – it is, again, not just 

appreciating books and music but the right books and music, and, as he indicates here, 

this knowledge is so specialized, so indicative of status, that what was once considered a 

countercultural song has now become mainstream to the extent that it is deadened; its 

popularity makes it too mainstream for it to be a marker of status, of elitism.  This 

demonstrates, as Guillory contends, the use of literacy as cultural capital.  The only 

saving grace, for Garrett, is that he is writing whereas Quinn is not.  Garrett explains that 

in a certain way, Quinn and I are the two that made it out of Wellington.  
And to have lost our connection makes me incredibly sad.  The other pain 
is one of inferiority.  In my mind, I have set him up as an ideal arbiter of 
taste, not only in terms of what one should like but also what one should 
be like.  The Quinn in my head is not a real person, he is a static thing that 
does not change, make mistakes, or even operate by any principles that 
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could be spoken aloud.  Does this Quinn like the same bands that the real 
Quinn liked in high school?  I do not know.  The ideal is obscured to me 
because it stands in a place I have never understood, which, I imagine 
now, is where all ideals stand. (10 Dec.) 

Quinn’s symbolic function for Garrett is similar to the literal function of the French 

Academy in the nineteenth century, which Arnold, in “The Literary Influence of the 

Academies” describes as setting the standards for literary opinion.  According to Arnold, 

“A Frenchman has, to a considerable degree, what one may call a conscience in 

intellectual matters; he has an active belief that there is a right and a wrong in them, that 

he is bound to honour and obey the right, that he is disgraced by cleaving to the wrong” 

(qtd. in footnote in Culture and Anarchy, 177).  In the passages above, Garrett certainly 

seems to adhere to this idea of there being a higher ideal – for Garrett, though, the “ideal 

is obscured” because it “stands in a place I have never understood.” Likewise, Garrett 

feels the sense of disgrace Arnold describes when he chooses the “wrong” side in 

intellectual matters – he feels the “pain” of “inferiority.”  Given the way that Arnold 

describes this in terms of right and wrong, of conscience, it is not surprising that when 

Garrett’s grandmother doesn’t live up to the ideals he describes, that it is “an ethical 

failure on her part” (Literacy narrative 1, 10 Sept.).   

Notably, Garrett omits this phrase from his final autobiography, indicating that he 

is perhaps struggling to combat these views of literacy in light of the more social/critical 

understandings of literacy presented in the Practicum.  At the same time, in the passage 

above, if we are to take Quinn as the representative of this understanding of literacy, then 

it is “a static thing that does not change, make mistakes, or even operate by any principles 

that could be spoken aloud” (10 Dec.).  This view of literacy, which is what Walters 

critiques in his analysis of Hirsch’s Cultural Literacy, reveals itself in Garrett’s 
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autobiography to be restrictive (Walters 9-10).  He seems to recognize, in a still 

developing sense, that he has to get beyond the Quinns of the world if he wants to move 

toward more progressive ways of understanding literacy – ones that will be more 

productive for him in his teaching practice, if not also his scholarly practice.  Garrett thus 

ends his revised autobiography saying, “I know that building culture, that which is 

formed from the work of people, is what I cherish most” (10 Dec.). In grasping towards 

this more progressive view of culture, as something that is evolving and forward-looking, 

rather than static and backward-looking, clinging to principles from the past that cannot 

even “be spoken aloud,” Garrett indicates the necessity of evolving beyond this 

understanding of literacy in academia.  At the same time, to not recognize this static view 

of literacy as holding sway in English departments across the country is also naïve.  As 

Garrett says, “Quinn made me feel the cost of visions, how judgment intertwines with 

valuation, and that many things I value are not enjoyable” (10 Dec.).  To pretend that this 

aspect of literacy does not exist is to ignore its power. 

 

Max’s Punk Rock Literacy 

 Cultural literacy also showed up, though to a lesser extent, in Max’s 

autobiography, indicating that although this conception was certainly more prevalent 

among the literature PhD students, it was not exclusive to them.  Like Jordi, the idea of 

difficulty seemed central to the way this conception of literacy informed Max’s 

understanding.  In both his early and his later literacy autobiography, Max discusses two 

classes his junior year of college that challenged him and increased his knowledge of 

literature.  He says, 
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Now that I’d found aspects of my major I cared about, I considered myself 
a fledgling English Studies major who had taken mostly General 
Education classes up to this point. But I now considered myself an English 
major, which was itself a big change. . . . As my attitude toward school 
changed, my literacy grew as fast as the bands from those late night 
basement shows would call out “1-2-3-4!” to begin a song. With the help 
of two courses I took that semester, and the two professors who taught 
those classes, my attitude toward college shifted from disinterest to very 
interested. These courses challenged me in ways that lower level English 
courses had not before. They made me actually consider my position as 
writer in terms of the work I did. What really made me engage with these 
courses was that I was encouraged to include my interests in the writing 
and reading that went on. (10 Dec.) 

In this passage, there is much influence from the facet of Max’s literacy conception that 

sees it as personal growth: he has to become personally invested in his new major.  In 

other words, literacy is just about acquiring knowledge but shifting “from disinterest to 

very interested” and the opportunity to “include . . . [his] interests” (10 Dec.). 

 However, as Max continues he demonstrates that idea of being tested in his 

literacy and having to overcome challenge that is pivotal to Jordi and Garrett’s narratives.  

He says, 

Prose class with Hahn was later that day. She always tries to be mean the 
first day of class to scare off the potential lazy students. I didn’t know that 
was partially an act at the time. I was scared, especially after she gave her 
laundry list of reasons for dropping the class, which included “I’m a 
bitch,” and “Moby Dick.” I chose to not drop the class, thankfully. (10 
Dec.) 

Just as in Jordi’s narrative, Max is presented with a challenge involving mastering 

academia and a canonical text, which he subsequently conquers.  He also recognizes that 

charisma is less important to these professors than the way in which they vest themselves 

with authority; indeed, in the case of Professor Hahn, charisma becomes authority.  As he 

continues to describe Professor Hahn’s class, he emphasizes the extent to which he had to 

master classic texts, saying, 
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She was nicer after the first day, but her class was not easy. The two page 
papers Hahn required we write on books by William Faulkner, Herman 
Melville, Willa Cather, Ernest Hemingway, and Edgar Allan Poe, and 
others were a challenge.  Concision was one of my weaknesses as a writer. 
. . . . Every sentence I wrote had to be specifically relevant to what I was 
arguing, and I was constantly being pushed to consider and address the 
complexities of my argument. (10 Dec.) 

Difficulty, for Max, is tied not only to mastering certain writing techniques but also to the 

texts he has to write about. 

Max also connected the idea of acquiring detailed background knowledge of a 

specific body of texts to music.  Like Garrett, having knowledge of certain bands or 

songs becomes another form of cultural literacy and leads to the acquisition of taste.  Max 

gives this same sense of a hierarchy of musical taste in his later literary autobiography 

when he describes a discussion of his “punk rock literacy” during a show he went to see 

with friends.  He says, 

Mike and Toby were also English majors, and also more interested in musical 
instruments than books. That night we discussed music in literary terms and 
literature in musical terms. We talked until I realized that they were the same 
terms, that the ideas could be applied to both music and writing. I saw how my 
interests could be integrated into my writing in ways that would have literary 
merit: 

Mike: Bob Dylan was a better poet than anyone in poetry anthologies. 
Me: What about Ginsberg? 
Mike: No, Dylan’s more successful at subverting the same social institutions. 
Me: I’d like to see Ginsberg and Dylan collaborate on a performance. 
Toby: They did. 
Me: What?! Really? 
Toby: Yeah, a few times. I have them, come over tomorrow and we’ll listen to 

them. 
Me: Wow, yeah that sounds great! 
Mike: I’m coming too, but I still think Dylan was more successful. Musicians are 
always more successful at subversion than poets. Look at Woody Guthrie vs. the 
poets from his time… 
Toby: So you’re saying those guys setting up in the kitchen right now more 
successfully subvert the social systems they exist within than Ginsberg did? 
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Mike: Well…no, but I music, starting with folk, and moving into 60s and 70s 
music and finally arriving at punk at the end of the 70s is more subversive as a 
whole than poetry.  
Me: But aren’t they just working together in a way? Isn’t poetry an integral part 
of music? 
Toby: Or, music is an integral part of poetry. 
Mike: Right! And Ginsberg and the other beat poets were just one of the many 
places they intersect. (10 Dec.) 

In this exchange, which Max approximates in his final autobiography, he appears to be 

challenging the notion of a canon, which makes him an interesting subject in terms of 

cultural literacy.  Poets or musicians’ merit is not to be measured in terms of whether 

they are included in “poetry anthologies” but according to how “successfully [they] 

subvert the social systems they exist within” (10 Dec.).  This inverts the way that cultural 

literacy is described in Arnold because the true culture makers in Max’s narrative are 

coming not from the mainstream but from the margins; they are taking apart the social 

systems and the institutions that Arnold argues are necessary for the development of a 

common culture. 

 At the same time, Max inadvertently reinscribes the very system of cultural 

literacy he seems to be trying to challenge.  Though Dylan and Ginsberg might have at 

one point been countercultural, both are figures that are now regularly discussed in 

English departments across the country.  Although the canon includes subversive texts 

and musicians, it still reinforces a notion of quality that creates certain standards for taste.  

In addition, Max ends this discussion by talking about a paper he wrote for his exposition 

class about his “punk rock literacy” and the fact that he was now beginning to couch his 

understanding of music in “literary terms” (10 Dec.).  In the essay, which he excerpts in 

the literacy autobiography, he says, 
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Just as On the Road could never be someone’s favorite book if they have 
never read or even heard of it, The Clash will never be one’s first pick on 
the jukebox if they have never heard of The Clash. Varying levels of 
musical literacy, especially concerning how “well read” someone is in 
different styles of music can greatly affect the artists they listen to. It is a 
great shame that more people do not spend more time seeking out “good” 
music, for then their definition of “good” music would be as equally 
eclectic as mine, and probably, therefore, it would be similar. I am not 
saying that my taste in music is the right taste. But, what I am saying is 
that the right way is to choose what one considers good music by actually 
choosing for herself. (10 Dec.) 

In this excerpt, there is an intriguing tension between literacy for personal growth and 

cultural literacy.  Although Max ends by saying that “the right way is to choose what one 

considers good music by actually choosing for herself,” which I would connect to a more 

personal understanding of literacy, it is also clear that Max thinks people should be “well 

read” in music (10 Dec.).  In addition, Max’s version of taste as something naturally and 

personally derived echoes Hugh Blair’s as I described it earlier.  Although Max is inching 

toward a more progressive understanding of culture and of literacy, it seems as if this 

understanding, just like in Garrett and Jordi’s autobiographies, is also circumscribed by 

the idea that certain texts, or in this case, certain music is better quality.  Max indicates 

this when he says that it is a “great shame that more people do not spend more time 

seeking out ‘good’ music, for then their definition of ‘good’ music would be as equally 

eclectic” as his.  In other words, even as he is suggesting that one has to choose “for 

herself” he also seems to be indicating that there is a hierarchy.  The quotes placed 

around “good” before “music” also reinforce this tension that Max seems to be feeling 

between cultural literacy and literacy for personal growth.  Unlike Jordi and Garrett, 

though, I think that Max is able to find a way outside of the strictures of cultural literacy 

even as he feels their pull. 
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Blake’s Religious Literacy 

 The participant whose conception of literacy seemed the most influenced by 

cultural literacy was Blake, who, unlike Jordi, Garrett, and Max, did not seem swayed 

from his beliefs by a competing facet of his literacy conception.  As I will discuss in the 

next chapter, Blake also had some codes for instrumental and functionalist literacy, but 

these two conceptions did not seem to create the kind of tension evident in Max’s 

wavering between literacy for personal growth and cultural literacy or Garrett and Jordi’s 

struggle between cultural and social/critical literacy.  Of the codes assigned to Blake’s 

data, 55.7% were for cultural literacy.  To put this into context, this was the most codes a 

participant had assigned to one conception of literacy besides Lily and Karen for literacy 

for personal growth, at 63.2% and 52.3%, respectively. Barbara also comes close for 

social/critical literacy at 48.9%. 

 Blake was a particularly interesting participant in terms of this conception of 

literacy because of his home schooling and religious background.  Blake had been home 

schooled for his entire elementary and secondary school education.  In our interview, he 

actually described typing up his own transcript when he applied to college, which the 

president of the home-schooling board, who also happened to be the minister of the 

church he and his parents attended, signed off on.  When I asked Blake about why his 

parents chose to homeschool him, he replied,  

I think partly it was a religious thing.  You know, they were concerned 
about - I come from a pretty strict, conservative Presbyterian background.  
They were concerned about things like, like, um, I don’t know, sex ed and 
evolution and things like that.  And then, I think they just figured they 
could probably do a better job, which is very much my reasoning.  My 
wife and I are planning on homeschooling our son.  Um, just because we 
feel that we could probably do better than teachers who don’t him and 
don’t have time to get to know him. (1 Nov.) 
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Religion figured largely in Blake’s conception of literacy and particularly in the 

way he thought about texts.  In his autobiography, he explains, 

The two dominant aspects-indeed, the two governing paradigms-of life 
under my parent’s roof were homeschooling and Protestant Christianity. . . 
. One very consistent rule in my parents’ house was that first thing in the 
morning, “required reading” had to be completed.  “Required reading 
usually consisted of three books: the Bible, a work of nonfiction (usually 
either history or natural science) and a work of fiction.  This last would be 
selected by my mother with an eye toward challenging us.  Sometimes she 
overshot the mark; I have no idea what Treasure Island was about.  I read 
it anyway, conscientiously passing my eyes over each word in succession.  
When I had finished a chapter from each book, I was allowed to leave my 
room.  A considerable portion of the remainder of the morning would be 
taken up in further reading, not by us, but by my mother, who spent an 
hour or two each morning reading aloud. (10 Dec.) 

In this passage, two aspects of cultural literacy come up.  The first is literacy as salvation.  

Protestant Christianity looms large in Blake’s upbringing, to the extent that his parents 

home school him and Bible reading is required every day.  The second perhaps related 

concept is difficulty.  According to this narrative, Blake isn’t reading for enjoyment but 

rather for the challenge, and he is, moreover, not “allowed to leave . . . [his] room” until 

he completed his assigned reading.  A “considerable portion” of Blake’s day in this 

narrative is taken up by reading, by texts, and, although this is certainly not unique to 

Blake’s narrative, the way he describes this reading places him squarely within a 

paradigm that values knowledge of texts either for its own sake (in the case of reading 

Treasure Island) or for salvation (as in the Bible).  Another possible reason that Blake’s 

parents, and particularly his mother, might have reinforced this amount of reading is the 

assumption that extensive reading for children improves their cognitive development, 

their capacity for higher order thinking.  However, I would connect this idea too with a 

more modern take on cultural literacy. 
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 What also might be inferred from the passage above is the sense of even a secular 

text as sacred.  Blake has to pass his “eyes over each word in succession,” even if the text 

is beyond his comprehension, as Treasure Island is (10 Dec.).  Blake also refers to this 

aspect of his understanding of literacy in one of his Blackboard posts.  He says, 

I said I was a conscientious reader.  Actually, I was an obsessive reader.  
The idea of skipping a reading assignment was something I could barely 
wrap my mind around.  Even when I didn't understand a word, I would 
dutifully pass my eyes over every single line until I came to the end. (2 
Sept.) 

Blake also bemoaned the lack of this studiousness in his composition students.  He says, 

in the same Blackboard post, “I knew that most students don't read as much as they 

should” (2 Sept.).  These ideas place Blake squarely within cultural literacy as I’ve 

described it in this chapter because Blake not only elevates the text, even to the point of 

being “an obsessive reader,” he also gestures toward the fact that this places him in a 

different sphere than students who “don’t read as much as they should” (2 Sept.).  This 

Blackboard post was also striking similar to Jordi’s, posted in the same discussion board, 

in which she says,  

I was the always-in-the-library, pull-me-away-for-dinner, nearly 
obsessive-compulsive perpetual reader in college.  (Things haven't 
changed much in grad school, but Public U’s library is ugly, so I refuse to 
spend time there.)  I think I was pretty overwhelmed by the amount of 
reading required in college in contrast to the amount in high school, and I 
responded by diving in head first, only coming up for air to check 
something off my to-read list (and yes, there was always a list).  I probably 
spent 4-5 hours per day reading for class, or around 30 hours per week -- 
apparently two times as much as the “average” college student. (2 Sept.) 

Both Jordi and Blake see themselves, in these passages, as being in a different kind of 

literacy state than their students, and I would connect this to the idea of the literate 

individual as enjoying a special or privileged position in relation to the rest of society.  

The result, though, is that both seem unsure how to interpret their students’ reticence to 
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read more.  Although Blake does not refer to an Eden-like state in which everyone reads 

the same way as he does, one might expect a teacher like Blake to hope for such 

circumstances.  Literacy, in this view, consists not just of everyone having the ability to 

read but the desire or compulsion to read closely and conscientiously; it is in this way that 

cultural literacy assumes that true literacy goes beyond basic skills. 

 Blake also emphasizes the extent to which his religious background influenced 

this understanding of literacy later in his autobiography.  In the following excerpt, his 

conception of literacy matches closely with what Scribner describes when she discusses 

the significance of reading scripture in this conception of literacy as “literally taking its 

words into you and making them part of yourself . . . [which] is simultaneously a process 

of becoming both literate and holy” (13).  Blake places this into an even more specific 

religious context by describing his relationship with texts as the result of 

“Presbyterianism’s peculiar relationship to the written word” (10 Dec.).  Blake says, 

Considering that Protestantism was originally a movement away from the 
traditions of the Roman Catholic Church toward a more strict adherence to 
a piece of literature, it is not at all surprising that understanding the written 
word should be of particular importance to Protestants.  Not only is the 
Bible a piece of literature, but it is also understood by Protestants (among 
others) as placing significant emphasis on language, both spoken and 
written.  Christian theology does not consider it an accident that in the 
book of Genesis, God creates by speaking, or that the Hebrew scriptures 
are filled with references to the ‘word of the Lord’, and such phrases as 
‘thus says the Lord’.  Protestantism attaches great significance to the first 
chapter of John, where God is understood to be identified not only by his 
word, but, particularly with respect to Christ, as his word: “and the Word 
was God” (John 1.1). (10 Dec.) 

In this passage, Blake articulates the way in which Protestantism in particular has led to 

an elevation of the text to the point of sacredness.  In the context of his own experience, 

his obsessiveness when it comes to reading is now traceable to the fact that his religion 

historically demanded “strict adherence to a piece of literature” (10 Dec.).  In Blake’s 
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reasoning words take on particular importance because the mere saying of them has the 

ability to render something real.  Consequently, for Blake, the text takes on central, 

spiritual meaning in his conception of literacy. 

 Blake continues, in his autobiography by discussing why the text is particularly 

important in Protestantism.  He says, 

Protestantism’s emphasis on the written word is the reason it employs 
pastors rather than priests.  While a priest is a mediator, a figure through 
whom man may approach God (or vice versa), a pastor is a teacher.  The 
primary function of a Catholic priest is the administration of the 
sacraments, while that of a pastor involves the close reading of scripture-
and exercise that often closely resembles New Criticism.  Since for 
Protestantism it is Christ -that is, the Word-who mediates, the roles of the 
pastor is simply to explain and draw attention to the text.  This emphasis 
on text is the reason for Protestantism’s interest in translating the Bible 
and making it available to the laity. (10 Dec.) 

Although Blake is too young to be a New Critic, to the extent that New Criticism was a 

particular, mid-twentieth century response to Historical Criticism, in addition to 

mentioning New Criticism by name, he articulates many of the values associated with it.  

The text, for Blake, is a self-contained, beautiful object, deserving of close attention.  

Blake’s narrative thus demonstrates the way in which religious, conservative approaches 

to the text can fit together with the cultural conservatism of approaches like New 

Criticism.  Blake’s adherence to close reading certainly influenced his teaching when I 

observed it.   

 Blake also connects this religious background to his elevation of scholarly work, 

indicating the extent to which he, like Garrett and Jordi, believes in this private club of 

academia.  Blake says, 

at this point I want to go back to my childhood and explain 
Protestantism’s – and particularly Presbyterianism’s – influence over my 
acquisition of literacy.  Education is of great importance to Presbyterians; 
pastors in the denomination where I grew up were required to complete a 
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Master’s program of no less than ninety credits.  This penchant for 
academic rigor is passed on to the laity.  Consequently, as a very young 
child, I was comfortable reading from 1611 King James Version of the 
Bible, and had the entire volume (admittedly a more modern translation) 
while I was still quite young.  I was expected (and successfully 
encouraged with chocolate) to memorize the Westminster Shorter 
Catechism, a deceptively titled document dating back the English Civil 
War.  I am unsure to what degree my experience was unusual, but it seems 
plain to me that my parents’ convictions gave me a pretty hard nudge out 
the door when it came to acquiring functional literacy. (10 Dec.) 

The fact that Blake would refer to the literacy he describes here as “functional literacy” 

shows the extent to which an elite, academic education was normalized in his family and 

religious community (10 Dec.).  Of course, what Blake is describing is something that far 

exceeds what is functional, especially if a Master’s degree is the minimal requirement.  

Although Blake claims that he is “unsure to what degree . . . [his] experience was 

unusual” I would infer, based on this and his other data, that he did have a sense that his 

idea of literacy privileged a scholarly understanding of it.  For example, in the next 

paragraph he admits,” I do not think that there are many students in the country who read 

Spinoza in tenth grade” (10 Dec.).  Consequently, I read some of his reticence to admit 

that his experience might be different to a desire to appear humble.  Intertwined with his 

description of cultural literacy is also the sense of difficulty that I associate most with this 

particular conception.  Blake has acquired, from his religious community “a penchant for 

academic rigor” and his parents, meanwhile, gave him “a pretty hard nudge out the door.”  

Although this is not “unusual” in terms of Blake’s own experience, it points to the 

strikingly different ways in which literacy can be conceived, depending on one’s cultural 

perspective. 

 If Jordi, Garrett, and Blake’s narratives are any indication, this conception of 

literacy is powerfully present among literature PhD students, and it is one that is 
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internalized early on.  In many ways, it makes these three, along with Max, ideal scholars 

in that they are willing to take on difficult texts and spend a great deal of time 

scrutinizing and mastering them.  At the same time, as I will discuss, the conception can 

also be limiting when it comes to teaching writing. 

 

The Interviews 

 Cultural literacy showed up among the same four participants in the interviews, 

although it was in Jordi’s interview only sparsely.  The way in which it manifested in the 

interviews was mostly in reference to the idea of difficulty, and specifically the idea that 

the participants’ undergraduate composition students were not able to master certain 

kinds of writing yet because they were not, or not yet, academics. 

 

Jordi and the Special Traits of English Majors 

 In Jordi’s few mentions of cultural literacy in the interview, she referenced an 

idea that she had also voiced during the Practicum meetings; that because she was used to 

being a grader and discussion section leader for large, survey courses in literature, she felt 

unprepared to teach composition.  In particular, Jordi seemed to create a sharp contrast 

between this student population and the English majors she was used to teaching; as she 

said during one of the Practicum meetings, “It’s really hard not having English majors all 

of the sudden” (Field notes,  8 Oct.).  Although this distinction might appear to some to 

be obvious – that English majors tend to be better readers than their peers – in saying it, 

Jordi places English majors in a special group, one that she considers to have special 

talents because of the particular state of their literacy.  Jordi reinforces this idea in her 
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interview, when we were discussing one of the pieces of writing she sent to me for the 

stimulated response portion of the interview, a complaint letter she sent to an airline.  I 

was intrigued at this point of our interview by the way that Jordi was differentiating 

certain kinds of writing – she says that it was hard to relate her complaint letter to what 

they were doing in class, a fair assessment in light of the differences between a business 

letter and that amorphous genre that we label “academic writing,” so I pushed her on this 

point.  Our conversation was as follows: 

ME:  So, I mean, assuming that in your class you’re training students to do 
a certain kind of writing – do you see yourself as training them to be doing 
more this kind of writing [gesturing to her seminar paper] than this 
[gesturing to her complaint letter]? 
JORDI:  I think I’m struggling with that a lot, actually, because I’m so 
used to teaching discussion sections and grading papers that are about 
literature and literary analysis, so I think part of me would say, yes, I want 
to teach them how to do the academic close reading.  Uh, but, I think I’m 
trying to accept more that this class is obviously much broader than that, 
and so the complaint letter might actually be applicable to what they’re 
going to be using their writing for.  You know, I’ve definitely tried to tell 
them that [sigh], um, that no matter what kind of profession they’re going 
into, knowing how to write well will serve them in some sense.  Uh, so, I 
don’t know.  I, I would say maybe somewhere in between these two would 
be what I’m trying to do. 
ME:  Okay.  Yeah, I remember when I was sitting with your group the one 
day when we were coming up with statements, like, something you would 
want to tell high school students about writing in college, and you were 
kind of talking about, like you were used to teaching English majors. 
JORDI:  Yeah.  It’s been a really big struggle – that transition was, like, 
way more than I expected it would be. 
ME:  Yeah.  What is it that you think English majors are just able to do 
that you think they’re [the composition students] not prepared to do yet? 
JORDI:  I think one of the big problems is also something that we’ve 
talked about in David’s class.  Is that they look at everything that’s written 
on paper as fact.  Um, and so, um, getting them to kind of challenge 
things, which they can do if they disagree with it, but, if they label it as 
history, or as they label it as, I don’t know, literature, or something, 
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they’re somehow not able to analyze it.  They just take it for what it is. (26 
Oct.) 

On one level, Jordi is expressing the fact that she wants her students to be able to think 

critically, an ability she sees English majors as possessing while composition students do 

not.  In the last chapter, I connected this to social/critical literacy in that Jordi wants her 

students to be able to read the word in order to read the world.  Interestingly, though, 

because Jordi does not see her composition students as being part of the same group, the 

same class of readers as the English majors she taught, she instead connects her desire for 

her students to more functional goals; she says that “no matter what kind of profession 

they’re going into, knowing how to write well will serve them in some sense.”  In other 

words, the goals of teaching English majors become more cultural, teaching texts for the 

sake of knowing texts, while the goals of teaching composition students become more 

instrumental.  This was significant to me in that it reinforced this idea of English majors 

as being part of a select few: those who have entered into a state of grace because of their 

literary background. 

Despite this differentiation between the two groups, Jordi’s pedagogical goal for 

both English majors and composition students is that they be able to understand texts, 

something with which she sees English majors having more facility.  Whereas, in some 

cases, she can connect this to a larger goal of “getting them to kind of challenge things,” 

in other cases it seems like she’s having difficulty seeing past the goal of understanding 

texts because texts are important to her (26 Oct.).  I will discuss this more in the section 

on the Assignment Ranking Activity, but I draw attention to this aspect of Jordi’s literacy 

conception because my sense is that this elevation of texts and subsequent 

disappointment in non-reading students is common not just among literature PhDs but the 
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larger community of scholars and teachers in English studies.  However, the hope is that 

by getting graduate instructors into the reflective space of the Practicum, they will have 

the opportunity to reflect on these ways of valuing texts and come to see where these 

views come from and what about them is useful and what is not.  As we continued to talk, 

Jordi told me,  

I mean this class is - practicum is just weird because it’s like I’ve never 
thought about my writing before.  Even though, it’s, I don’t know, it’s 
strange.  You would think that you think about your writing.  And how 
you write and why you write as an English person, but at least I haven’t 
really.  So, I feel like I’m still kind of working through how to think about 
my writing.  I can think critically about the world but not about my own 
writing.  [Laughs.]  (26 Oct.) 

In this admission, Jordi demonstrates the way in which the importance of reading 

becomes an unquestioned assumption for graduate students and, indeed, scholars in 

English.  It seems that, in order to get graduate students beyond the circular reasoning of 

studying texts because texts are important, we need to encourage them to create the 

reflective practice that enables them to think beyond this – to interrogate why we 

appreciate texts and evaluate it in light of our goals for our students. 

  

Garrett and What Students Are Allowed to Do 

 Garrett’s commitment to texts came up very early in his interview, when I asked 

him why he chose to attend graduate school.  At the time, he was in the military and 

looking forward to enrolling in some college courses.  He says, 

I hated the military with a passion I cannot describe, and so, anyway, I 
decided that that wasn’t going to be anything I wanted to do, and . . .  I 
really liked books, I guess.  So . . . whenever I went to Whitecliff, I did 
English and was pretty much thinking graduate school most of that time. 
(20 Oct.) 
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Garrett’s reasoning for going to graduate school is probably similar to many graduate 

students in literature; he really likes books.  Again, although this might appear 

insignificant or obvious, in the context of this study, it is important.  Garrett doesn’t go to 

graduate school because he wants to teach but because he wants to spend a life 

communing with texts.  In some ways, this is even more evident in Garrett’s interview 

than in Jordi’s.  Both of the pieces of writing he sent to me as samples to discuss were 

literary critical, as opposed to Jordi and Blake who both sent a literary-critical text and 

another piece of writing that was not done for school. 

 Both of Garrett’s pieces of writing also used Immanuel Kant’s ideas, something I 

asked him about as soon as we moved to the stimulated response section of the interview.  

Our conversation went like this: 

ME:  Oh, okay.  Just coincidental that both were dealing with Kant, or . . . 
? 
GARRETT:  Oh, I’m kind of obsessed right now.  So, it’s not really 
coincidental.  It’s more like I’m banging my head against this thing right 
now, trying to figure out what it is. 
ME:  What is it about Kant that’s interesting? 
GARRETT:  . . .  It’s the way he, uh, his interest in aesthetics and his, 
well, I’m going to steal this from somebody else, but, well, there’s a way 
of thinking about his aesthetics, his notion of purposiveness, which . . . can 
be read as sort of an appearance of life, a sense of life, a feeling of life that 
one perceives in the aesthetic object.  Uh, and . . . with the beautiful that 
turns into a sort of, you get that sense from what you’re looking at, right?  
So, it’s almost as if you’re bearing witness to life, you know, in a way that 
gives you comfort, in a way that gives you a sense of community with the 
world.  Whereas with the sublime, he calls it autonomy, you get a sense of 
your own personal location, your independence from the world, your sort 
of responsibility to something beyond.  Um,  anyway, they fit together in a 
way that I think is really quite beautiful.  I don’t know –  I just think it’s 
beautiful and wonderful and things like that. (20 Oct.) 
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It is at this point of the interview that I began to see how Garrett’s notion of aesthetics, 

taken from Kant, plays into his idea of literacy.  In Garrett’s view, the beauty of the 

object gives one a sense of “community with the world,” which, as I discussed in the last 

chapter, denotes a social idea of literacy.  However, this social sense of literacy is not so 

much social/critical as it is cultural; it is very much connected to Arnold’s view of culture 

as “the best of which has been thought and said” (5).  Arnold believes that culture is both 

the study of perfection and that which connects us the main stream of human life (5).  

Garrett’s sense of beauty, in the passage above, exists on multiple levels of the text.  On 

the one hand, it is in Kant’s definition of beauty as a sort of shared experience, implying 

certain standards for taste.  On the other hand, Garrett also sees Kant’s notion of 

aesthetics itself as being beautiful because of the neat way his ideas of the aesthetic and 

the sublime “fit together” (20 Oct.).  In this way, Garrett’s sense of the aesthetic is very 

much a Western, cultural idea.  I should note, though, that Garrett’s view of aesthetics 

here differs from aestheticism as purely beauty for beauty’s sake, of the kind that Oscar 

Wilde describes in The Picture of Dorian Gray.  Clearly, in Garrett’s view, as in 

Arnold’s, there is a moral goal behind aesthetics, in that community implies, for Garrett, 

“a responsibility to act in relation to others” (20 Oct.).  In addition, the sublime part of 

Kant’s aesthetic dialectic that Garrett describes calls for “a responsibility to something 

beyond” (20 Oct.). 

 Also present in Garrett’s interview was the idea of claiming intellectual space or 

expertise in a certain area of literature, a theme that is also in Jordi’s autobiography.  

Garrett is clearly trying to do this with Kant in both of these papers, but for him, the one 
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dealing with Finnegan’s Wake is more successful because he “knows Joyce” (20 Oct.).  

Garrett says, 

I don’t know if we want to talk about Finnegan’s Wake too much, but, it’s 
a, well, it’s a literature paper for one.  For two, I think that it is onto 
something . . . because I know literature, and I know Joyce fairly well.  
You know what I mean?  Like, I, you know, I could stumble around uh, 
Baroque art for days and not know whether I said anything that anyone 
would ever agree with.  That’s not necessarily the case with this paper, 
with the Finnegan’s Wake paper.  You know, I have a sense of where 
things are.  I know, if I’m standing in the living room of Finnegan’s Wake, 
I know I’m in the living room because it’s literature, and because I have 
some familiarity there.  (20 Oct.) 

As in Jordi’s case, Garrett only sees himself as qualified to discuss a piece of literature 

when he is “in the living room,” which I take to mean in his area of expertise.  Garrett 

clarifies that this is because “it’s literature” and he has “some familiarity there.”  Just as 

in his description of Kant, in which one derives comfort with communion with the 

aesthetic object, Garrett clearly seems to derive comfort from his communion with 

literature, even a text as maddeningly difficult as Finnegan’s Wake.  In this sense, then, 

literature is, for Garrett, the aesthetic object, demonstrating the extent to which Garrett 

elevates it.  It also seems as if the notion of difficulty might play in as well.  Garrett chose 

to send me not just two literature papers but two that deal with texts and authors, Joyce’s 

Finnegan’s Wake and Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason and Critique of Judgment, texts 

that are difficult even for experts. 

 Garrett also uses difficulty, in addition to aesthetics, as his means for 

differentiating the kinds of texts that are valuable and, by extension, distinguishing the 

producers of these texts.  When I asked him to compare his writing to his students’ he 

said very humbly that he didn’t “have too much trouble sympathizing with” them (20 

Oct.).  When they complained, for example, about the difficulty of an assignment, Garrett 
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felt that he could see where they were coming from because of his own student status; his 

response to them was that “absolutely I understand, but you have to try” (20 Oct.).  After 

that, Garrett said something that I found both very revealing and, possibly, contradictory 

to some of his cultural literacy ideas.  He told me, “You know, I mean, we’re all climbing 

the same hill here” (20 Oct.).  Garrett’s willingness to put himself on the same plain or 

the same sphere indicated a notion of a shared project with his students that went against 

the hierarchies of texts and people that he set up with regard to literacy.  In other words, I 

found it strange that Garrett was willing to locate himself above his grandmother in terms 

of literacy but that he saw himself and his students as “climbing the same hill” (20 Oct.).   

 However, at other points of the interview, Garrett does seem to reinforce a 

separation between some writers’ literacy and his students’.  This came through in 

particular when I was asking him about whether he thought students should be able to use 

personal experience in their writing.  He replied,  

I don’t like personal experience that much.  It sort of gives me the willies, 
but, I’ve seen it done well . . . if you can, I feel good about it if you can do 
it, you know.  Like, reading a Joan Didion essay will blow your mind, and 
she uses personal experience often.  I’m okay with that.  You know, or 
Tim O’Brien uses short stories, and they are . . . when he’s talking about 
Vietnam, they are amazing stories, and I’m happy to read them, and I 
think they’re phenomenal.  So, yeah, use your personal experience, but, 
you know, it’s got to be good.  That’s the question, you know, does it 
work?  So go for it, if it floats your boat, but, you know, you’ve got to be 
able to communicate and be good. (20 Oct.) 

At this particular moment in the interview, I see Garrett as reifying the separation that he 

had previously dismissed.  In his anti-functionalist way of seeing literacy, he doesn’t 

want to make a rule not to use personal experience in writing, but his caveat is that “it’s 

got to be good.”  Consequently, instead of imposing an artificial rule, Garrett relies on 

another rule – that of quality or ability that he sees as existing as the force creating the 
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hierarchy of texts that he had proposed in his autobiography.  In a sense, then, Garrett 

reinforces the notion of some people as being more literate by virtue of having more 

ability “to communicate and be good.” 

 As we continued to talk about his autobiography, Garrett demonstrated even more 

ambiguity with this notion of different spheres of texts and of literacy.  Our final 

exchange of the interview went like this: 

ME:  You said at one point, oh, so you’re talking about your friend Quinn, 
and finding pretentious ways to drink coffee.  Um, and he read Ulysses, 
um, and being kind of in competition.  And you said that your 
grandmother taught you to like reading, and Quinn taught you to fear it.  
And you use the word hierarchy, I think, too.  Can you just talk a little bit 
more about that?  Like, how, how you kind of see that tension playing out.  
If you feel like guilty going to one side or other, or . . . 
GARRETT:  Oh yeah.  Always.  Uh, I mean, all graduate school is, is the 
fearful side of that.  You know, uh, I mean because I get frustrated, I don’t 
like having things that I . . . Kant talks about this notion of being “behind 
the veil” of ignorance, and for me, being behind the veil is that, if I’m 
going to read Jane Austen, I can’t read it just to read it.  I enjoyed it, but 
it’s not just about enjoying it.  It’s like, in the sense of the Jewish 
exegetical tradition.  It’s elite, but it’s actually more religious.  There’s 
more sanctity.  You have to have some chops to get there.  Now, 
something like Anne Rice, I think, is a good way of spending an 
afternoon.  But I don’t know how to get my students to read.  My 
grandmother will never read Kant, and it frustrates me, but half of the 
world doesn’t like the other.  I think your responsibility is to be useful to 
them.  The veil is bullshit in some way. It’s the process.  You help them to 
the value of the process and engage with Turner, to see the frontier as 
generative of some new identity, without being offensive, which Turner 
fails to do.  It’s a great lens on the world now, and I want them to see the 
value of that.  Learning how to write is just learning how to communicate. 
(20 Oct.) 

Interpreting this statement is difficult, but I can see in Garrett’s words several competing 

values and ways of thinking about literacy.  In some ways, it seems that he doesn’t want 

to give up on his sense that literacy should be an elite literacy, even though this is the side 
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of literacy that he himself fears.  He sees graduate school as being about this sense of 

cultural literacy, this “fearful side” of literacy, which is interesting considering that he 

earlier said that he took comfort in texts like Finnegan’s Wake because they were 

literature and he was familiar with it.  For Garrett, though, comfort and fear do not seem 

to be mutually exclusive in thinking about literacy.  In addition, even though he invokes 

the religious sense of cultural literacy, describing certain kinds of texts as sanctified, just 

as Scribner does in her description of literacy as a state of grace, he also says that the veil 

separating certain kinds of texts and certain kinds of reading from others is “bullshit in 

some way.”  Consequently, even though he acknowledges that he himself is beyond the 

veil and thus cannot read Jane Austen just for enjoyment, he doesn’t want to deprive his 

grandmother or his students of this opportunity.  Garrett even makes a turn, at the end of 

the statement, to a more social/critical way of seeing literacy, as a “lens on the world.”  

 Interestingly, though, while he seems to equate his grandmother (and spending an 

afternoon reading Anne Rice) with literacy for enjoyment or personal growth in this 

statement, he puts his students in another category, which I would interpret as functional 

literacy.  He says, “your responsibility is to be useful to them” (20 Oct.).  I don’t want to 

over-read Garrett’s use of the word “useful” here because admittedly being useful could 

be giving his students texts that they enjoy or even texts that will make them more 

culturally literate.  Nevertheless, as I will discuss in the next chapter, I do think that 

Garrett is referring to the fact that he sees the role of the composition course as being less 

about cultural literacy and more about the instrumental goal of getting them to be more 

competent writers.  And while the two are not mutually exclusive, in Garrett’s sense, this 

differentiation of aims reinforces this sense of the separation between the truly literate 
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and those who just use literacy in more pragmatic ways.  So, even though Garrett says 

that he and his students are climbing the same hill and the veil is “bullshit,” he does 

seem, however frustratedly, to believe in this hierarchy.   

The tension in his statements, however, is a sign of growth and reflection on 

Garrett’s part.  In many ways, it is more reflective and insightful of Garrett not to dismiss 

his ideas of literacy as elite, as cultural in the Western, Eurocentric sense because he sees 

these as real forces operating in the world of texts and the world of the university.   

 

Blake’s Notion of Hierarchy 

 Although Garrett seemed to embrace the notion of the hierarchy of texts with 

hesitation, Blake was much more willing to subscribe to this view of texts.  As I indicated 

in the discussion of autobiographies, Blake’s view of literacy was more distinctly cultural 

than the other participants that I discussed, and this view came out, in particular, in his 

interview.   Unlike in Garrett or Jordi’s interviews, it was hard for me to point to a single 

moment in the interview that was representative of his cultural literacy view; rather, 

Blake’s cultural literacy seemed to pervade almost everything he said during the 

interview, but often in subtle ways. 

 Like Garrett, I got a strong sense from Blake that he had internalized a set of 

standards that served to differentiate different levels of texts and levels of literacy.  In 

addition, Blake, like Jordi, seemed to value the culture of academia and the kind of work 

that academics did.  For example, I talked to Blake at one point about his interest in 

Modernism and particularly the British novelist Dorothy Sayers.  The following came as 

his response to my question of when he decided he wanted to go to graduate school.  He 
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told me, by way of responding, that he had come to this decision “a little late”; it was his 

senior year of college when he was doing a capstone project on Sayers (1 Nov.).  Like 

Jordi, Blake seemed to be immediately bitten by the bug that comes with doing this kind 

of intensive, focused work on a single author.  He says, 

I spent a year researching and writing on Dorothy Sayers, who wrote 
detective fiction in the early twentieth century, twenties and thirties, which 
was fascinating to me, partly because I love Sayers and that time period is 
fascinating to me.  Um, and it was the first time I had ever got my hands 
on doing real research, writing real research paper that wasn’t, like, you 
know the sorts of research papers that we assign to our undergrads, that 
have to have three sources or five sources, where every piece of research 
you’re doing is solely for the purpose of filling out the requirement.  It 
was the first time that I did a paper that couldn’t have been written without 
the research.  Um, so it was something that I really enjoyed doing because 
I got to pick my own topic and my own author, which is different.  And 
I’m looking forward to doing that again once I’m finished with 
coursework. (1 Nov.) 

Blake relished the opportunity to be doing real research, and doing this kind of research 

puts him in a new class of scholars; he is no longer just doing it “solely for the purpose of 

filling out the requirement.”  Moreover, his project is original, not just a rehashing of 

what has been done before.  In this project, Blake is allowed the opportunity to specialize 

in a figure and a time period that he finds “fascinating.”  In a sense then, this project, like 

Jordi’s paper on T.S. Eliot, serves as Blake’s initiation into academia. 

 However, the revealing point of this excerpt came when I asked Blake to compare 

this experience to his students’.  Specifically, I asked, “Do you sense that feeling in your 

students?  That they don’t have as much enthusiasm because they’re not picking their 

own topic?  Or are you not making that association?” (1 Nov.).  Blake responded, 

I’m not.  I assume that they don’t have a lot of experience picking their 
own subjects for research.  I, I don’t know that they have the ability and 
experience to be discontent on those grounds.  No, I think if they’re, well, 
I do sense a certain amount of frustration because I’m giving them 
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prompts to write on that they don’t always understand.  And certainly 
that’s a cause of a certain amount of difficulty. (1 Nov.) 

In Blake’s response, I see a much clearer delineation between the kinds of literacy he 

practiced and his students, and, on a certain level, it is easy to understand why Blake 

might make this distinction.  As a senior in a course in his major, he does indeed have 

more experience and expertise than the typical first-year student in a required writing 

course.  However, there is a great difference between this kind of statement’s and 

Garrett’s view that we are all “climbing the same hill” (1 Nov.).  Part of my sense of this 

comes from the quickness and certitude of Blake’s response.  Unlike Garrett, he doesn’t 

hesitate or question his views, nor does he stop to consider the ways in which students at 

this level might appreciate having a choice of subject.  He also assumes that they don’t 

have the “experience” or “ability” to do so.  This sense of their lack of ability is 

reinforced by his statement that they’re writing on prompts “that they don’t always 

understand” (1 Nov.).  It’s not a stretch for Blake to see his students as novices; however, 

his assumption that this novice status puts them in an entirely different literate category 

from himself, who is, incidentally, also a first-year student but in a graduate program, 

reinforces the idea of hierarchy and exclusivity in cultural literacy. 

 As he continued to tell me about Dorothy Sayers’ work, he applied this notion of 

hierarchy to texts as well.  I admitted to him that I wasn’t familiar with Sayers’ work, to 

which he replied, 

Well, she’s not canon.  Um, but she’s still popular.  You can go into 
Barnes and Noble and pick up her stuff.  She’s a lot more of a novelist 
than most detective writers, and, if you compare her to someone like 
Agatha Christie, a lot of them read more like a game of Clue, where it’s 
really just a game where the reader is trying to figure out who the 
murderer is before the detective does.  Sayers is interested in expanding 
that into something more like a novel or a story. (1 Nov.) 
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In this extract, Blake relates an expanded notion of which texts count in increasing one’s 

cultural literacy.  Blake, probably like many literature scholars today, does not 

necessarily study work that is “canon.”  However, he still articulates certain standards for 

literature.  Interestingly, detective novels, with the exception of Sayers’ work, become an 

example of lower literature, which is also how Garrett characterizes them in his literacy 

autobiography when he talks about his grandmother’s reading habits.24  Blake isn’t 

interested in these novels, written by the likes of Agatha Christie, because they work like 

easily solvable puzzles.  They’re not, in Blake’s sense, true literature; instead they’re 

“like a game of Clue . . . where the reader is trying to figure out who the murdered is 

before the detective does.”  Blake clarifies this differentiation when he continues to talk 

about Sayers, saying, 

she has no interest in, in giving the reader a sporting chance.  Sometimes 
she does, but it’s not her goal.  She does a lot more character development, 
which is usually completely out of court for a detective story because the 
whole point is to read about yet another mystery solved by that familiar 
personality, the great Sherlock Holmes.  Whereas, um, to have Sherlock 
Holmes develop in a meaningful way would defeat that point.  But Sayers 
is not at all on board with that.  You can’t just pick up one of her mysteries 
and read it.  Some of it, you can, but, in general they follow a progression.  
You need to read them chronologically because her characters do develop 
and change. (1 Nov.)  

In this statement, Blake does more than criticize most other detective fiction.  He also 

disparages other works of literature where “the whole point is to read about . . . [a] 

familiar personality.” This would characterize not just a great deal of detective fiction but 

also other popular serialized fiction in which a novelist depends on readers wanting to 

revisit a familiar character for their sales.  In addition, Blake articulates the requirements 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24 Specifically, Garrett says of his grandmother, “Her reading habits, unlike mine, mostly tend toward 
detective fiction.  My consciousness of distinctions between types of books - the distinction between Emily 
Dickinson and David Baldacci - cause a great disappointment in my grandmother when I discovered it” 
(Garrett – Literacy Narrative 1 – 09-10-10). 
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for what makes something worthwhile reading; first, it has to be difficult, so that it can’t 

just be worked out like a puzzle or picked up anywhere in a series, and, second, it has to 

have complex characters who “develop and change.”  In this description, Blake implies 

that this is not something that just anyone can read; it’s meant for discerning readers who 

possess the higher order thinking skills needed to interpret complex texts. 

 Just as Blake believes in a hierarchy of readers, he also, like Garrett, indicates that 

there is a difference between his students’ ability as writers and his.  This issue came up 

when we were discussing Blake’s second writing sample, a Facebook posting in which he 

lauds the fountain pen, quoting Ben Kenobi in Star Wars to call it an “elegant instrument, 

for a more civilized age” (Writing sample 2).  My prompt for the following exchange was 

to ask him what he was doing in this piece of writing that he would want his students to 

do in their papers: 

BLAKE: I would not be in a hurry to encourage students to do something 
like this.  Um, if it was done well, I would love it.  Um, but this is way 
over the top.  I would want to see something much more moderate than 
this. 
ME:  What about, I think you’ve kind of answered this, but things that you 
wouldn’t want to do? 
BLAKE:  Yeah, yeah.  I wouldn’t really want to see my students imitating 
this.  Um, so I have a metaphor in here that works really well for me 
where I liken a ballpoint pen to a millstone.  Um, I don’t have a problem 
with that; the use of metaphor is great if the metaphor works.  Um, and it 
almost never shows up in academic writing at this kind of level that I 
grade.  But as far as attempting to make it sound good, in addition to 
actually trying to make an argument, this is too much.  Some of, I mean, I 
would like to see a little of that, but it would be so easy to just take that 
too far. (1 Nov.) 

Part of Blake’s reluctance in this conversation undoubtedly comes from the genre 

difference between his writing and the writing his students were doing for class, although 
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he doesn’t say this when I asked him explicitly if he doesn’t want his students to write 

like this because it’s not academic.  He says, for example, that if his students were to do 

this kind of writing, which he describes as more aesthetic and metaphorical than 

academic writing he would want it to be “more moderate.”  I also see an element of self-

doubt, or at least self-criticism in his assertions that this piece of writing is a “way over 

the top.”  I’m more intrigued, however, by Blake’s repeated insistence that his students 

could write in this in their papers if it was “done well,” implying, perhaps, that he would 

not trust his students with this kind of writing “at this kind of level,” meaning the 

composition course.  Again, part of what Blake is saying is certainly understandable.  He 

recognizes his students as novices in the academic writing game, students who, as he 

discusses in his autobiography, are still learning how to invent the university and the 

academic essay.  Nevertheless, beneath the surface of what Blake is saying, I also see the 

conviction that his students just aren’t writers of his caliber.   

This is an idea that Anne Herrington and Marcia Curtis criticize in Persons in 

Process: Four Stories of Writing and Development when they talk about the effects of 

differentiating “real literature” and “freshman essays” (41).  Herrington and Curtis argue 

against the attitude that assumes “an irreducible division” between the two (41).  I don’t 

think that this is Blake’s contention, exactly, but it certainly present, as I’ve shown, in 

some subtle ways in his interview.  One potential complication to this argument is that in 

his first literacy autobiography, Blake actually refers to the papers his students were 

writing for his class as “literature,” saying that first-year students “must become literate 

and produce literature simultaneously” (Literacy narrative, 10 Sept.).  In this statement, 
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Blake purposefully creates a strange paradox.  He doesn’t yet see his students as literate: 

he states that they “must become literate” (10 Sept.).   

However, he does see them as producing “literature,” suggesting that he might, in 

some way value the texts they are producing (Literacy narrative, 10 Sept.).  When I asked 

him to clarify his definition of literature during our interview, he said  

I’m talking about, um, I guess a particular kind of functional literacy, I 
guess.  Literate in academic writing.  Um, what I really mean when I say 
literature is academic writing, these essays.  Um, they’re literate in all 
sorts of other ways, so I’m really just referring to one kind of literature.  
Um, which, maybe I need to be more clear about it, but I think it works. (1 
Nov.) 

As in Garrett’s interview, there is a real tension between Blake’s cultural literacy and 

other ideas about literacy that comes up, even within these few sentences.  Blake retreats 

here to defining academic writing narrowly, as “a particular kind of functional literacy,” 

in recognition, perhaps that his students, unlike him, are writing their essays just to fulfill 

an assignment.  In addition, as scholars like Elizabeth Wardle have argued, academic 

writing offers a particularly narrow vision of literacy (782).  Blake also says that his 

students are “literate in all sorts of other ways,” which suggests an expanded notion of 

literacy, one that is broader and acknowledges more than just literature.  At this point in 

the semester, I think that these were issues that Blake was still struggling to work through 

and come to terms with, despite the appearance of confidence when he says, “I think it 

works.”  The question for him as a teacher, though, is whether he values these alternate 

forms of literacy or whether he would continue to believe more in the official literacy, 

literacy as literature, that he hoped to teach.  I don’t think that this was an issue that Blake 

had resolved by the last time I spoke with him; indeed, it is probably something that he 

and the other graduate instructors in this chapter would continue to puzzle through. 
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Max and Connecting Texts 

 I want to talk briefly about Max’s interview as well because he provided a way of 

thinking about literacy that, while cultural, allowed for a more inclusive definition of 

culture.  Max had some similar ideas to Blake and Garrett when talking about student 

ability.  In particular, he said at one point, when I asked him if he would prefer to assign 

creative projects to his students in lieu of academic essays, “they seem to really want to 

do creative writing, but then their, I mean, their papers don’t show me that their creative 

writing would be any more successful, necessarily, at this point” (25 Oct.).  Like Jordi, 

Garrett, and Blake, then, Max seems to have internalized a set of standards for literacy, 

standards that he believes his students would be unable to meet, given the challenge. 

 Max also shows a view of literacy that is perhaps the most like Hirsch’s in that he 

seems to view it as a set of background knowledge.  When I asked him to tell me about 

the “punk rock literacy” that he describes in his autobiography, he says, “I just like of 

looked at that as, like, literally how I’ve just, if nothing else, I’ve listened to many more 

punk albums than somebody else, so that’s like a kind of a literacy right there, and I 

could talk more about what’s going on in music (25 Oct.).  Max describes literacy as 

being well-read (or, in this case, well-listened) in some area.  He can speak the discourse 

of punk rock literacy more than most other people.  He even makes an argument similar 

to what Hirsch makes in Cultural Literacy when he says that “there’s many allusions in 

between, in lots of musical songs, to other songs and other, other musicians, as, that’s, 

they all kind of, goes into my idea of like a musical literacy, or like a punk rock literacy” 

(25 Oct.).  As Hirsch describes it, to be literate is to be able to get these allusions and 
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references.  Nevertheless, even though Max gives the sense here that this specialized 

literacy marks him as distinct, different from others, he demonstrates more of a 

willingness to have students bring their own forms of literacy with them to class than the 

other graduate instructors.  He says he wants his students to be able to  

recall things that you’ve read.  Like, always be able to make connections 
between what you’re reading and what you have read, what you already 
know.  Because, I mean, why . . . I guess why would you want to write 
about something that you know absolutely nothing about?  You should be 
writing about things that you understand already, like have a basic 
understanding of and maybe even want to do more research into it to build 
on that.  So, you do, like, to just build more knowledge in that area. (25 
Oct.) 

Interestingly, although in Blake, Jordi, and Garrett’s case, literacy in the first-year course 

is something to be acquired, Max seems to believe that it is something that his students 

already have that they can use.  This is the influence of Max’s more social/critical view 

of literacy, but it has interesting ramifications for thinking about cultural literacy too.  In 

other words, if we want to acknowledge culture as a process rather than a product, as 

something changing rather than static, it might be more beneficial for us to see students 

contributing to that cultural knowledge in class as well.  Otherwise, cultural literacy, as it 

is conceived by these graduate instructors, runs the risk of leading to more of a banking 

model approach in the classroom. 

 

Assignment Ranking Activity 

 The assignment that I created to represent cultural literacy in the Assignment 

Ranking Activity was modeled on Hirsch’s core curriculum approach to education, which 

assumes that there are certain names, texts, and ideas students need to be familiar with in 

order to be literate.  I phrased the assignment like this: 
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The concept of “Manifest Destiny” is a defining part of American culture – 
knowledge of which all literate Americans should have.  For Leslie Marmon 
Silko, for example, understanding this idea is essential because it impacts the way 
we think about our national borders.  Your task for this assignment is to 
demonstrate that understanding Manifest Destiny is essential to Americans’ 
cultural identity in the twenty-first century by identifying one way in which this 
idea has shaped our culture today.  You should consider a current issue in which 
an understanding of Manifest Destiny might aid the public’s understanding of that 
issue.  Your thesis should answer the question: why should every American know 
about Manifest Destiny? 

 The responses to this assignment were generally positive; in fact, it was the 

second most popular assignment besides the one I designed for literacy for social growth 

in that 27.8% of the Practicum class ranked it number one.  Blake and Jordi both ranked 

this relatively highly, with Blake ranking it number 3 (he initially ranked it number 2 and 

then changed it) and Jordi ranking it number 1, while Max, Garrett, Karen, and Lily all 

ranked it number 4.  Blake commented, in the margins, “This is good” (Assignment 

ranking, 22 Oct.).  Jordi gave the most revealing look into why she would rank this 

highly, saying 

These rankings reflect my somewhat tenuous belief in the important of the 
text . . . While I value the concept of relating text to self and text to world, 
I think establishing such relationships is difficult or superficial without 
first establishing a deep understanding of the text itself.  For this reason, 
I’ve ranked assignments that center on the ideas in the text before asking 
students to relate those ideas to the space outside the text. (Assignment 
ranking, 22 Oct.) 

In this response, Jordi places herself squarely within the cultural literacy conception by 

valuing the text over any other dimension of literacy.  She even seems to think of the text 

as a safe place, a kind of training ground or harbor before students venture out into that 

“space outside the text.”  

Jordi’s response is especially interesting because it recalls something that Blake 

said in his interview, about the value of literature-based assignments.  Blake said that he 
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was more “comfortable” teaching the last unit of the composition course because he was 

teaching literature.  When I asked him more about this, he said, “Um, with literature, I’m 

a little bit more accustomed for myself where the evidence is, and I think I could 

anticipate what kind of argument might be used in support of a thesis a little bit better.  

It’s a little less off the wall” (1 Nov.).  When I prompted him to talk more about this, he 

explained, 

This is basically New Criticism, and undergrads mostly write New 
Criticism from what I can tell.  So it is, um, it is a more contained body of 
evidence.  That’s certainly part of it.  You know I , I was a history major 
for a while.  I tried to do both, and it didn’t work out.  Um, and I don’t 
think I was ever assigned to just write a history paper, to come up with my 
own topic.  And I was taking upper level courses, I was taking 400-level 
courses.  Um, and it was always, you know, select two history texts, in 
consultation with the professor, and compare them.  It was always 
something that had some kind of a prompt.  So there was never a come up 
with your own argument, on your own, and then support it with your body 
of evidence being the history of the universe.  So, I wonder if that’s a 
difference between disciplines where, in English, if we can restrict 
ourselves to the body of evidence of one text, we can let students be a little 
more free, as far as picking what they want to argue about or argue for. 
(Interview, 1 Nov.) 

In both Jordi’s response above and Blake’s response here, there is a sort of comfort or 

safety in the literary text, and, ironically, by restricting students to this text, there is the 

sense that we can “let students be a little more free.”  Although both Jordi and Blake 

seem to phrase this as a sort of protected or safe space for these students, in a way, I think 

both are projecting their own sense of safety with literature as that familiar space that 

Garrett described in his interview.  This comfort with literature became a touchstone for 

them as they ventured into the unfamiliar world of teaching. 

Equally intriguing, though, were the objections to the cultural literacy assignment.  

Four students in the Practicum (none of whom were focal participants) actually crossed 

out the phrase “knowledge of which all literate Americans should have” (Assignment 
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ranking, 22 Oct.).  This kind of response to an assignment was unique in that no one 

crossed out any portion of any of the other assignments in the activity.  Blake said, in his 

explanation, “I’m not crazy about the assumption that everyone should know about 

Manifest Destiny, especially in a class that is having difficulty caring” (Assignment 

ranking, 22 Oct.).  In other words, Blake seems to think this phrase might be a turn-off to 

students who were already having difficulty connecting to the material without a teacher 

enforcing his idea of what knowledge a “literate American” should have on them.  

Garrett bracketed the last half of the assignment, putting the words “too forceful” in the 

margin and explaining that he liked assignments that did not have “too much ideological 

leading” (22 Oct.).  When we discussed the rankings during the Practicum class, another 

student also objected to the last half of the assignment, saying that it left “no room for 

disagreement” (Field notes, 22 Oct.).  Karen agreed that this was “too narrow” (Field 

notes, 22 Oct.).  Even though these graduate instructors themselves seemed to take 

comfort in literary texts and create high standards for their own literacy, they projected 

ambivalence when it came to enforcing these same standards for their students. 

The graduate instructors had also unearthed the fact that there is, indeed, a lot of 

“ideological leading” that comes when instructors assume that students need to be 

familiar with a certain body of texts or knowledge (Garrett, Assignment ranking, 22 

Oct.).  The participants’ discomfort, then, did seem to be based on the idea, perhaps one 

that they had internalized from the Practicum, that, to some extent, they had to meet 

students where they are and not take a top-down approach to teaching in which the 

instructor, acting as a repository for cultural knowledge, fills students with the ideas and 
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texts that constitute this body of knowledge.  Nevertheless, this understanding would 

often come into conflict with their familiarity with and respect for literature. 

 

The Teaching Observations 

 In a recent, unpublished dissertation project, Stephanie Odom found from a study 

of syllabi that instructors teaching composition whose degree was in literature spent 

about 20% more time on the readings for class than instructors in other specialties.  The 

text also loomed large in the teaching of the three focal participants in this class, Jordi, 

Garrett, and Blake.  Jordi seemed to find collaborative activities to engage students, while 

still privileging an understanding of the text as central to what she was trying to 

accomplish in the classroom.  For Garrett and Blake, though, the focus on the text 

sometimes led to situations in which they, rather than their students, became the ones 

responsible for interpreting the text. 

 

Jordi and the Centrality of the Text 

 As I discussed in the last chapter, one of Jordi’s main goals for her students was 

to develop a critical understanding of the text.  She wanted her students to be able to 

“place their own perspective on it, analyze, it and challenge it, and have questions about 

it” (18 Nov.).  Though Jordi’s goals are for students to develop a critical awareness, this 

awareness is very much centered on a close reading of and appreciation for the text.  In 

the first class I observed, Jordi had her students do an activity in which they found quotes 

from Octavia Butler’s Kindred that related to the concept of “home” that they had been 

discussing.  She demonstrated taking a sheet of notebook paper and folding it in half 
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length-wise and then having students write their quotes on the left-hand side of the piece 

of the paper.  In the right-hand side, they were to put their “analysis” of the quote (18 

Nov.).  Jordi explained this activity to me, saying 

I’m coming off of grading their papers, where they still seem incapable of 
analyzing quotes.  Um, so I hope that something like a two-paneled thing 
would really force them to see that there’s a quote and then there’s what 
you can think about the quote.  And they had discussions about fact and 
what a fact is, and I think they’re also taking quotes as facts that are self-
evident and untouchable.  So, if I have another column that will force 
them to step back from the quote and place their own perspective on it, 
analyze it, and challenge it, and have questions about it, or focus in on 
certain parts of it or something.  Do something with the quote.  (18 Nov.) 

The positive aspect of this activity is that it gets students involved in the class – rather 

than just lecturing them on how to analyze a quote, Jordi has them doing it themselves, so 

that they are actually constructing meaning and doing something that they could bring 

home with them and use when they write their papers.  At the same time, I think that 

Jordi’s emphasis on understanding the text is also the result of the part of her literacy 

conception that is cultural.  She says that her students “seem incapable of analyzing 

quotes” and because so much of what she sees literacy as being is hermeneutics, 

interpretation of the text, she needs to rectify this in her classroom.  Part of this belief 

comes from her recognition that texts are ideological and, as such, need interpretation, 

which I would associate with social/critical literacy.  In other words, Jordi does not, as 

some cultural literacy advocates might, see texts as monolithic and without agendas.  

However, I would argue that this is the particular way that social/critical literacy and 

cultural literacy have combined in her literacy conception.  In her view, even sacred texts 

are in need of scrutiny. 

 The second time I observed Jordi’s class, her students were examining historical 

documents that offered differing perspectives on the American West.  Jordi began class 
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by putting a timeline on the board in order to get her students to locate the texts they had 

read in history – to see whose ideas preceded whose.  She also refers to Frederick 

Jackson Turner, whose frontier thesis the students had read, as “the big man on campus 

with these ideas” (14 Mar.).  Jordi, notably, seemed to want her students to see this text 

as more than just something that she had assigned; it is an important historical document.  

She then asked her students, “Do any of these people’s ideas influence what we have to 

say about the West?  [Pause.]  Most critics say yes, that it all started with these guys.  So, 

we’re interrogating these guys when we do our own essays.  Any questions?  Okay, 

good” (14 Mar.).  Interestingly, Jordi seems to be communicating two ideas about literacy 

in this statement.  She wants her students to see texts as ideological, as things that we 

don’t just accept “as fact.” On the other hand, she desires to elevate these texts in a way.  

She says our ideas about the West “all started with these guys.”  So, just as with her 

comment about Turner, she wants her students to perceive these texts and their authors as 

important. 

Jordi then showed two Levi’s Jeans commercials, both of which used lines from 

Walt Whitman’s “Pioneers! O Pioneers!”  (14 Mar.).  This was an interesting choice to 

me because on the one hand, her use of this commercial demonstrated an understanding 

of literacy and text interpretation that went beyond the printed word.  This was something 

the students could engage with and respond to, and Jordi welcomed the background 

knowledge about denim and the West that her students brought to the discussion.  On the 

other hand, the commercial she picked references a canonical poem, the text of which she 

then projected onto the screen in her classroom.   
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As her students made comments about the commercial, Jordi directed them to 

different points of the poem, showing her students where their ideas could be located in 

this text.  In this way, Jordi essentially took control of the poem itself, clicking on the 

computer tab where the poem was located whenever a student expressed an idea about 

the commercial that could be located within the poem. Whereas the students worked 

within their area of expertise, the media, Jordi made herself responsible for connecting 

them to a piece of literature, and notably a piece of literature within her focal time period, 

nineteenth-century America.  Jordi, unwittingly, I think, made herself the source of 

cultural literacy in this activity by taking control of the poem, and thus taking on what 

Knoblauch and Brannon call “the mystique of interpretive authority” rather than having 

students themselves point to the places in the poem that they could relate to ideas from 

the commercial (71).  The way that she was able to get students to engage with the text 

by giving them an easy in with the commercial seemed productive, but by making them 

experts on the commercial and herself an expert on the poem, she also sent subtle signals 

about the differences in their literacy status.  Although she was sharing control of the 

discussion with her students, she became the key to building meaning from the Whitman 

poem. 

In the final part of class, Jordi had her students working on a collaborative, 

constructive activity in which they had to make a poster advertising the West from the 

perspective of one of the texts they had read for class or, for two of the groups, from the 

perspective of the West of the present and the West of the future.  This was an interesting 

choice considering the disgust her father had when Jordi created a poster for one of her 

AP English assignments in high school.  The students seemed to have such a good time 
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making their posters that at one point Jordi had to hurry along one of the groups who was 

putting too much detail into the visual part of the advertisement.  This activity also 

became a point at which Jordi wanted her students to be focusing more on the texts than 

they did.  Jordi was circulating the classroom to give her students pointers and ask 

questions about their advertisements.  The following interaction happened when she 

stopped at the group who was supposed to be advertising the West from the perspective 

of C.W. Dana: 

STUDENT 1:  Who is the audience for our ad? 
STUDENT 2:  Our audience is . . . 
JORDI:  According to Dana - look at the text. 
STUDENT 1:  Oh. 
STUDENT 2:  It’s . . . 
JORDI:  Look at the text, the text is your source for this. (14 Mar.) 

In this exchange, the importance of the text becomes paramount for Jordi.  She wants her 

students to be looking at the text as they work on the poster, translating certain phrases 

into the way they present their advertisement. 

 When we discussed this in our interview after the class, Jordi told me, “When I do 

get creative, I feel like I end up not connecting it to the texts as well, in specific ways, as 

I should.  You know, so like, yeah, making them come up with a quote from the text 

would be good to like, incorporate into the activity” (14 Mar.).  Jordi’s anxieties about 

whether the activity went off the right way are connected to her concerns about getting 

them to look closely and “in specific ways” at the text (14 Mar.).  I pointed out to Jordi 

that the group had included the phrase “the land of milk and honey,” which Dana refers 

to in his essay, in their advertisement.  Jordi responded, 

I feel like that they might not have really known where that came from, or 
what it meant, or, you know I don’t want to give like a Bible class, but 
yeah, that group was pretty good, and I do remember I kept reminding 
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them, this isn’t just an ad, this is based on the text, but like pushing them 
to do that.  So if I could require like an actual requirement like you need to 
have a quote, and you need to have this, and you need to have this, I think, 
um rather than just letting them go.  They just got really excited about the 
drawing and then, I don’t know. (14 Mar.) 

In this comment, Jordi also demonstrates the worry that her students did not get the 

Biblical allusion Dana was making; she says, “they might not have really known where 

that came from, or what it meant.”  In other words, Jordi worries about the fact that her 

students don’t possess the cultural knowledge to locate that allusion.  In addition, Jordi’s 

desire to get them to look more closely at the text also seems rooted in a desire to manage 

the activity.  She sees that without a “requirement” to include a quote, she cannot enforce 

the close adherence to the texts that she has deemed essential to their development as 

readers and writers.   In this particular excerpt, texts represent control. 

As we continued to talk, Jordi told me about how she didn’t like the 

advertisement by the group who was supposed to be advertising the West today.  The 

advertisement featured gambling and a marijuana leaf, which Jordi saw as evidence of the 

students not taking it seriously.  She said, “okay, the land of temptations, the present 

West group that was like the three boys who drew the guy getting high and, um, the slot 

machines . . . that was awful” (14 Mar.).  I pointed out to Jordi that in a way, she could 

see their interpretation of the West as relevant because they’re pointing to the unreality of 

much of it – the fact that places like Las Vegas are a simulacra in the same way that 

we’ve elsewhere mythologized the West.  Jordi responded, 

Yeah, but I was like so, like, baffled by it that I feel like I didn’t, I didn’t 
figure that out . . . you know?  Like now that I’ve encountered that group, 
I feel like I could have done a better job about saying, well, do these 
people talk about this in our texts, like obviously they’re leaving certain 
things out like, that kind of thing, um, which I kind of talked about with 
the group who drew the old West with the brothel and the bar . . . (14 
Mar.) 
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As we continued to discuss what happened in this group, Jordi asked me, referencing the 

point that I brought up about the romanticization of the West “Do you remember where it 

was from?  Was it the Dana or . . . ?” (14 Mar.).  In looking back at these two segments 

of our interview, it seems like Jordi is trying to gauge whether what this group was doing 

was appropriate based on whether it could be located to the text.  If it can be, then it 

becomes sanctioned, whereas, if it can’t it’s just an example of the students pushing their 

boundaries.  My sense is that there is something to what Jordi is saying that many of us as 

educators have experienced before; being “on task” is often associated with staying with 

the text, whereas classes that deviate too far away are distractions or digressions.  Jordi 

continued to describe what she was trying to do in her class, saying, “I want them to be 

able to appreciate art for its own sake.  Or like, ideas for their own sake.  Um, [sighs] like 

I want them to be able to see that things are interesting even if they don’t immediately 

identify with them, even if it’s not apparently relevant, at first” (14 Mar.).  I see this as 

further reinforcement of Jordi’s focus on text as elevated object.   

Jordi’s grappling to justify this suggests that we need to question what it really 

means for us, as literacy scholars, to place this much importance on the text.  Jordi says 

later in the interview, “I mean, of course we’re working with texts.  We read books.  

Like, this is what we do” (14 Mar.).  When I asked her what she thought of this focus on 

texts, she replied, 

I don’t, I don’t know.  Umm . . . because if the text weren’t there, what 
would, what would be doing?  Because a discussion has to start 
somewhere?  Because ideas are important?  I don’t know.  I mean, that’s a 
really hard question, and it’s definitely something I take for granted.  Like 
the text is the thing.  Like, that’s, that’s where you start. (14 Mar.) 

Jordi starts by taking the emphasis on the text to be a given without questioning it.  In this 

final statement, though, it seems as if Jordi is beginning to realize that she has to question 
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the ideas about literacy that she has taken for granted.  Jordi then admitted to me, “it 

almost . . . like I get so caught with like making sure they understand the readings that 

then it’s like an afterthought, that they need to know how to write about them” (14 Mar.).  

In this case, the danger of focusing so heavily on the text is that it can take precedence 

over any other kind of activity, including those in which students can create their own 

meaning.   

 

Blake and Garrett – Bringing Them into the Fold 

 If cultural literacy assumes a kind of special, exalted state for the literate, then it 

follows that a pedagogy based on this approach would aim to enact some kind of 

conversion in its pupils.  In both Blake and Garrett’s classrooms, I saw evidence that they 

were puzzling through the question of whether to invite their students into the fold.  In 

other words, they both struggled with whether the composition course was the place to 

teach the kind of literacy they themselves possessed or whether it had a different aim 

entirely.  They wondered whether this course should disseminate the appreciation for 

classic or exalted texts characteristic of “true” literacy, or whether this course had more 

functional, or even political, goals. 

 Like Jordi’s classes, Garrett’s were heavily text-based.  In the first class of 

Garrett’s that I observed, he opened class with a quote from a critical article by Elisabeth 

Anne Leonard titled “Race and Ethnicity in Science Fiction” that his students had read 

for class that day.  I saw this act of opening with a quote as an effort to firmly locate the 

class in a reading of the text.  Garrett then questioned the class about the meaning of the 

quote, focusing first on certain words and then moving slowly to a broader interpretation 
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of the quote.  “Does anyone know what it means to be subversive?” he asked, focusing 

the class on one particular word of the text before moving on to its larger meaning (18 

Nov.).  He then read another quote from the article, in which Leonard talks about how 

science fiction traditionally, “speaks so much about the experience of being alienated, but 

contains so little written by alienated people themselves” (Nalo Hopkinson qtd. in 

Leonard 253), following this up by asking his students, “What does this mean?” (18 

Nov.).  As I continued to observe Garrett’s process of reading a statement and then 

questioning the class about it, I recognized the activity as a kind of class-wide close 

reading.  Garrett knew he wanted students to understand the text but that he couldn’t just 

give them the interpretation.  When I asked him about this part of the class, he told me, 

“Readership on the first article might not be very good, so I figured I’d walk them 

through it.  They might not be able to understand an academic article yet” (18 Nov.).  In 

his classroom practice, Garrett enacts two ideas present in cultural literacy: first, the idea 

of the text as the central aspect of the literacy experience in the classroom and second, the 

subtler idea of the teacher as the one who possesses the level of literacy required to 

unravel the text for students.  Garrett, wearing the mantle of the teacher, possesses the 

key to the mysterious process of textual interpretation and thus has to “walk . . . 

[students] through it” because they are still novices; they “might not be able to 

understand an academic article yet.”  Unwittingly, this idea of Garrett’s reinforces an idea 

of literacy as privileged and of the instructor as holding the answer to the text’s meaning.  

In this particular class session, Garrett relinquishes students from the responsibility of 

interpreting the text. 



	   323 

 Notably, the class did at times veer from the texts.  Students brought in their own 

experiences with racism to discuss the importance of texts like Kindred rehearsing the 

violence represented by it.   Even more importantly, Garrett encouraged his students to 

make connections between the structural racism represented by slavery in Kindred and 

other forms of structural racism that exist today.  Both of these moves represent efforts to 

turn literacy from the word to look out onto the world, a key movement in social/critical 

literacy.  At the same time, though, Garrett’s sense of the text as sacred object comes 

through as well.  After his students had done their journal prompt on racism, Garrett 

made moves to direct them back to the text, saying, for example, “Okay, we have to get 

back to Kindred” and then later, “take a look at page 88” (18 Nov.).  The class continued 

much in the same fashion, with Garrett reading a portion of the text and then having 

students to react to it.  Interestingly, he never asked a student to read or for students to 

look at a particular passage together in groups.  As in Jordi’s classroom, a return to the 

text represented an exertion of control for the instructor. 

 Garrett continued this close reading in the small group meeting with four of his 

students following class.  These small group meetings were part of the standard syllabus 

and represented a chance for the instructor to give students more individualized attention.  

In this particular meeting, Garrett gave his students the chance to ask questions about an 

upcoming draft that was due before moving on to a further discussion of violence in 

Kindred.  However, he started the meeting by asking them about their reading habits.  

“Do you like Kindred?” he asked, to which all of the students except for a male student, 

majoring in exercise science replied in the affirmative (18 Nov.).  Garrett also asked them 

whether they liked to read novels, following it with the question, “Do you always have a 
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book going?” (18 Nov.).  Again, most of the students actually replied that they did, to 

Garrett’s delight.  To me, this exchange represented a few things; in the first case, it 

seemed like Garrett was genuinely curious about his students’ reading habits.  In a way, 

too, though he wants to gauge whether these particular students might belong to the same 

literacy club as he does.   

In the next discussion of violence in Kindred, Garrett points to a section of the 

book that addresses literacy, in which the main character, Dana, is teaching slave children 

how to read.  In the section, Dana gives one of the children a spelling test but then 

quickly burns it after she has graded it.  Garrett then asked, “Why is this significant?  

Where do good spelling tests go?” to which one of his students, the same one who 

majored in exercise science responded, “On the fridge!” (18 Nov.).  Garrett then 

continued this discussion by talking about the detail of Dana having her finger still in the 

book when the slave master comes in and catches her (18 Nov.).  Such a discussion 

would not be out of place in a literature classroom, and, indeed, in this particular part of 

the class, the students were discussing literature.  It was also particularly relevant in that 

one of the paper prompts for this unit asked students to discuss the relevance of reading 

science fiction.  The exercise science student asked Garrett, during this exchange, “What 

if you wanted to argue that it [reading literature] doesn’t affect you?” (18 Nov.).  Garrett 

responded that he was “sure there’s literature out there on the effect of literature on 

people” (18 Nov.).  When I asked him about this after the class, Garrett responded  

Well, I think there’s an emotional importance in the experience of 
violence.  It’s like Yeats - our job is to “murmur name upon name.”  You 
have to continually rehearse and remember.  It’s not just about slavery; it’s 
about how big it was.  If you forget the violence, you lose that.  You have 
to try to think about the unthinkable. (18 Nov.) 
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As I discussed in the last chapter, there is a social/critical element to what Garrett is 

describing; he wants his students to be aware of the ways in which institutions like 

slavery still affect us today.  At the same time, the notion of the text as rehearsal and 

remembrance also point to its role as a repository for cultural values, a more conservative 

way of thinking about texts. 

 The last class of Garrett’s that I attended was not, because of scheduling 

difficulties, until the end of the following semester.  This class, unlike the other one, was 

more of a class in which he took care of final business before the students’ portfolios 

were due, but it did give me the opportunity to talk about his goals for his students and 

whether they had changed.  As part of his answer, he said, “I want them to write 

seriously, read seriously” (27 Apr.).  I asked him, at one point, “So, your goal isn’t to 

make them into literature students, into mini-yous?” to which he replied, “Oh, heavens 

no” (27 Apr.).  I wonder, though, whether Garrett might have responded differently to 

this question had I phrased it in another way because, in his other statements and 

activities, Garrett does exhibit a desire to bring his students into the fold.  He wants them 

to “write seriously, read seriously,” which demonstrates an idea of literacy that goes 

beyond skills.  I think that what Garrett struggled with was whether these goals that he 

had for his students were the institutional goals behind the course.  Perhaps Garrett saw 

me as representing the institution of the first-year course, which made him hesitate to be 

more prescriptive. 

 As in Garrett’s class, the classes of Blake’s that I observed were heavily text-

centered, in that most of class time was spent on closely interpreting the text.  In the first 

class, Blake’s students had read an article by Sarah Hayden Schiff that discussed the 
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historical relevance of Kindred.  Also like Garrett, Blake expressed to me the fact that his 

students had probably struggled with the text and consequently needed his help 

interpreting it.  He told me, “they can’t read these essays on their own.  There’s no 

question of that - they just don’t have the reading skills” (22 Nov.).  Given his sense that 

his students would not be up to speed on this article, it struck me as funny that one of the 

things that he said as he opened the class was, “Does anyone want to give a ten-word 

summary of the Schiff article?” (22 Nov.).  None of his students responded, leading 

Blake to commiserate briefly, saying, “Yeah, I’m not sure I would, either” (22 Nov.).  

Blake’s question seemed to envision a particular kind of student, one who would have the 

summary to a complex text like this at the ready; his subsequent comment, though, 

acknowledges that this is not the kind of students he has in his class, and nor is he 

necessarily interested in providing the summary either. 

 Unlike in Garrett’s class, Blake did make some use of small groups as a tool for 

engaging students in the text.  Each group had a section of the article and was supposed 

to respond to a question about it.  What struck me as I observed the activity, though, was 

that his students were either silent or off-task in their groups until Blake came around to 

talk to them.  This could be because the class was late in the semester and late in the day 

or that Blake was right and this article was just too difficult for them.  Nevertheless, I got 

the sense, too, that each group was waiting for Blake to answer the question for them and 

that part of the reason for this was that Blake had signaled to his students that some 

readings of the text were right while others were wrong.  This idea came up in the 

following exchange: 
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BLAKE: Well, we didn’t define history yet, and we need to for one of 
your paper prompts.  [Reads from the prompt.]  Does anyone know what 
Janus-faced means? 
STUDENT 1:  Two-faced. 
BLAKE: Yeah, it’s like there’s a dual notion of history.  So, what is 
history?  Can someone give me a definition? 
STUDENT 2:  Events that happened in the past? 
BLAKE: No, it’s not. 
STUDENT 2:  Our recollection of the event? 
BLAKE: It’s not even that. (22 Nov.) 

In this exchange, Blake communicates to his students that the questions he is asking have 

only one answer.  In depicting them this way, then, Blake makes himself the key to 

understanding the texts, similar to in Jordi’s class.  Students develop a kind of learned 

helplessness in response and wait for Blake to give him the answers.  For example, 

during the small-group activity, one exchange, which I observed because the group was 

sitting directly in front of me, went like this: 

BLAKE: What did you guys come up with? 
STUDENT:  I don’t know.  We’re confused. 
BLAKE: Okay.  [Proceeds to explain section to them.]  What about when 
Rufus reads Dana’s history book and asks why people are still 
complaining? [Blake then directs students’ attention to that passage in 
Kindred before moving on to the next group.] (22 Nov.) 

As Blake circled among the groups, he put a great deal of thought and care into helping 

his students, not realizing, perhaps, that he had made his own task doubly hard by not 

giving his students more agency in interpreting the texts.  Blake admitted this when we 

talked after the class when he told me “there’s always some sense in which group work 

allows me to get caught up on my own close reading of the essay” (22 Nov.).  In other 

words, Blake seemed to recognize that he had created a situation in which he, not his 

students, became the arbiter for textual interpretation. 

 When I asked Blake to talk about the advantages of the small group work, he said,  



	   328 

it allows me to focus their attention on one particular text that they already 
read, and read it too quickly and didn’t understand it.  So I can go back, 
and I can give them fifteen minutes to focus on something much smaller 
and shorter.  This gives them a little bit more of a chance to actually 
understand what the text is saying as opposed to simply resaying what I’m 
saying about the text.  And we’ve got an hour and forty minute class 
period, which is just massive time to just focus on close reading of a text, 
so I like to spend some of the time actually rereading it. (22 Nov.) 

Part of Blake’s goal, then, is to give students more critical ability to interpret texts; he 

wants them “to actually understand what the text is saying as opposed to simply resaying 

what I’m saying about the text.”  However, Blake seems to struggle with actually coming 

up with a way to make this happen, perhaps because he finds it difficult to relinquish 

control over the text and its interpretation. 

 Blake’s class was similarly focused on the text the next time I visited, this time in 

the following, spring semester.  Blake had altered the standard syllabus this time around 

to include another piece of literature, Robert Heinlein’s Starship Troopers, early in the 

semester.  In class this time, Blake worked through two chapters that the students had 

read by reading aloud and then asking the students questions, similar to what I observed 

in Garrett’s classroom.  After class, I asked Blake directly about this focus on the texts, 

saying, “One thing that’s come up a lot in terms of my observations from last semester 

has been an emphasis on the text.  Close reading, examining the text” (22 Nov.)  Blake 

responded, 

Yeah.  And that’s something that I’m not sure, I’m not sure how well it 
works with this syllabus.  When um, when I was an undergrad, my 
composition course that I took as freshman was all literature.  We read Dr. 
Jekyll and Mr. Hyde and Nathaniel Hawthorne.  So, I’m not really one 
hundred percent sure how to treat this differently, but I, I’m definitely 
teaching it as a literature course, even though almost everything we’re 
reading is an essay, or an argument.  Um.  There may be another way to 
teach it, but I’ve never taken a course that, that tried to teach, that focused 
on texts like these that were all . . . um.  The only courses, and I minored 
in philosophy, so we read a lot of essays and just discussed different 
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arguments, but there was never a heavy emphasis on writing in those 
courses.  So, this format, of a composition course that, mainly what we’re 
reading in the essays is different for me. (28 Feb.) 

As we continued to talk, Blake revealed that in fact even the composition course he had 

taken as an undergraduate was focused on literature; at the institution he attended, a large, 

public university not far from Public U, English majors took a special course that focused 

on literature, which fulfilled their first-year writing requirement (28 Feb.).  Because of 

this, Blake understandably felt that he was “not sure how to treat this differently,” even 

going so far as to say “I’m definitely teaching it [composition] as a literature course” (28 

Feb.).  What is puzzling to me here, though, is why he did not use some of the methods 

he learned in practicum.  I will return to this at the end of the chapter. 

As he says above, Blake modeled his composition course on a literature course 

that he had taken as an undergraduate, a course taught by his “favorite professor at 

Rutgers” who would later direct his thesis.  He described this class and professor in his 

interview, saying,  

it was their introductory level course for English majors, the course that 
every English major had to take before they could take any other English 
courses, other than English Comp 101, um, and that was the first time I 
had her.  So she was, she was really the professor who taught me how to 
write.  So, I got on in her classes fairly well.  She didn’t do anything 
terribly out of the ordinary.  She just led discussions on the texts we were 
reading, and she did it very well.  Somehow, I just thrived there. (1 Nov.) 

What Blake describes here, a process of leading “discussions on the texts we were 

reading” is essentially what I observed in both of the classes of his that I attended.  Blake 

expanded on his very text-centered understanding of literacy when he talked about how 

he had changed some of the paper prompts this semester.  He said,  

Well, the prompt, the prompts themselves are not geared towards close 
reading.  You can use close reading, which is what I’m trying to get them 
to do, but the prompts are phrased, um, more as opinion papers than as 
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literature papers, which I don’t have a problem with.  I’m just having 
trouble getting them to couch their opinions in terms of the close reading, 
which, and I’m not sure whether that’s a problem with my approach of 
whether I’m on the right track and it’s a skill that they need to learn.  I 
may find that, in the long term, I might just need to change the prompts 
more dramatically.  So that . . . they can’t miss the requirement that they 
need to use the text, rather than that they discuss a text and then forward a 
particular political agenda. (28 Feb.) 

In this response, Blake again asserts that he’s not quite sure whether what he’s doing in 

the course is what he’s supposed to be doing.  He wants his students to use close reading, 

but he doesn’t know “whether . . . [he’s] on the right track and it’s a skill that they need 

to learn.”  In this instance, Blake appears to be grappling not just with what the first-year 

writing program says he should teach but also with what his students actually “need to 

learn.”  This is evidence that he is beginning to question some of his prior ways of seeing 

literacy and develop a teaching philosophy. 

At the same time, the passage above also shows that Blake still finds text-centered 

approaches to teaching composition quite compelling, to the extent that he does not want 

students to veer far from them in order to “forward a particular political agenda.”  For 

Blake, the close reading of the text is the evidence that they can give to support their 

views; it becomes the logos for the text.  I asked him about this: 

ME:  Okay, so I guess that ability to use texts, to analyze a text – that’s 
something that’s very important to you? 
BLAKE:  Yeah.  Um, I don’t know that there’s any other way to . . . is 
analyzing a text that someone else wrote a very different skill from 
analyzing a text that you wrote, and if you can analyze a text you wrote 
then you’re . . . ? 
ME:  Why do think that’s important for them to be able to analyze a text? 
BLAKE:  To teach them how to write.  So, if they can analyze a text, then 
they can produce a text. (28 Feb.) 

As in my interview with Jordi following her second teaching observation, Blake finds it 

difficult to think beyond texts as the basis for literacy.  This is, I think, what he starts to 



	   331 

say when he says, “I don’t know that there’s any other way to . . .” (28 Feb.).  In a way, 

Blake is right.  He is, after all, teaching a very specialized literacy, academic literacy, 

which is very centered on texts and text production, despite what the field of composition 

has to say about alternate literacies.  At the same time, Blake might find it difficult to 

imagine a writing course that might use other forms of evidence in papers.  This is not to 

say that he does not recognize alternate forms of literacy; indeed, he says in his interview 

that his students “were literate in all sorts of other ways” (1 Nov.).  What is apparent, 

though, is that for Blake cultural literacy, which in his estimation is the true literacy, 

holds more currency.   

When I asked Blake, at the end of our interview, whether he wanted to 

incorporate more literature into his own composition course, he replied,  

I don’t know.  I’m really not sure about that.  At some point, yes.  Um, 
although whether that takes the form of completely rewriting the syllabus 
or just getting a job as an adjunct at some other school where it’s more 
geared towards literature.  I’m not picky.  At some point, I need to, I need 
to get a handle on teaching composition both ways. (28 Feb.) 

Blake seems torn in this last statement between teaching literacy as he conceives it, as, 

essentially, literature, and teaching it as he thinks the first-year writing program wants 

him to. 

 

Final Thoughts   

 Based on these observations, it seems safe to say that graduate instructors who 

conceive of literacy as cultural literacy spend more time on textual interpretation in their 

classes and perceive texts and reading to be more central to their work as literacy 

instructors.  Blake even said when holding a small group meeting at the end of the second 

class of his that I observed, “last time we talked about reading.  This time, we’re going to 
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talk about writing, which we haven’t done much of” (28 Feb.).  Because Blake had had 

extensive experience as a student in literature courses, in which reading and interpretation 

are central activities, he also focused on these activities in his teaching, even in the 

different environment of the composition course.   

I would also argue that this emphasis on the text can sometimes lead graduate 

instructors with this orientation toward literacy to perceive the goals of a composition 

class as being somewhat at odds with what they want to teach; this is apparent to an 

extent in Jordi’s data, but more particularly in Blake and Garrett’s.  Because of this 

perceived difference in goals, these graduate instructors seemed to hesitate when it came 

to whether they, as the ones wearing the mantle of the teacher, were supposed to bring 

their students into the fold of “true literacy.”  At some points, it appears that they do want 

their students to appreciate the texts, and particularly academic and classic texts, like they 

do.  However, as Garrett at one point indicates, at other times they seem to think of this 

as an imposition on their students.  In other words, even though they see literature as a 

central part of their own literacy experience, they were not sure whether to enforce this 

same conception of literacy onto their students. 

 Cultural literacy, and particularly Hirsch’s version of cultural literacy, has been 

heavily criticized in composition and related fields.  Shirley Brice Heath, for example, 

discusses the extent to which this essentially monolithic view of culture literacy has led 

educators to perceive students as being “without culture, ambition, or a sense of future” 

(“Foreword” ix).  This was not, however, the view of these participants.  Indeed, even as 

they privilege canonical texts, Jordi, Garrett, and Blake all seemed to view the canon as 

larger, more culturally inclusive, and more flexible to interpretation; this was, in other 
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words, no monolithic view of culture.  Jordi, for example, wants to focus on ethnic 

American literature of the nineteenth century, despite her perception that her father 

thought of these works as less academically relevant.  At the same time, Blake, Jordi, and 

Garrett all seemed to struggle with exactly how flexible their view of what should count 

as literacy should be and, indeed, whether their students did in fact need to know some of 

the more static, engrained literacies that have comprised intellectual, academic culture.  

Whereas all three of them incorporate many of the social/critical ideas of literacy from 

the Practicum into their teaching practice and philosophy, the way in which they did so 

took on a particularly text-heavy interpretation.  This intensive emphasis on texts seemed 

particularly true of literature PhD students.  Although three students can hardly be said to 

be representative of the larger population of graduate students pursuing PhDs in English 

literature in the United States, it seems that the PhD in English literature carries with it a 

sort of gravitas or a ceremoniousness that speaks to conservative values of the university.  

Indeed, the culture of academia, with its emphasis on ritual and status, probably 

reinforces the views of literacy as exclusive and elite. 

These graduate instructors also demonstrated the limitations of this way of seeing 

literacy in the classroom.  In Jordi’s class, for example, texts represent control, which 

indicates one of the dangers of a pedagogy based solely on this cultural understanding of 

literacy.  What my classroom observations seem to suggest is that when educators take 

the centrality of the text to be a given without questioning it, they impede the reflection 

needed to create a purposeful pedagogy.  While it is true, as these three seemed to realize, 

that academia privileges the text in just this sort of way, a realization that I argue is 

important, it also limits them in terms of conceiving writing as a more public, topical, 
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rhetorical activity.  In addition, the unspoken conviction that their composition students 

aren’t writers of their caliber, that they aren’t members of academe and, consequently, 

can’t be trusted with metaphor or creative disquisition in an academic piece also could 

have real consequences for their teaching, particularly in the subtle messages it sends to 

their students. 

I’m not sure if the goal of the Practicum should be to disabuse students like 

Garrett, Jordi, and Blake of this text-centric, hierarchical understanding of literacy, as 

some of the conversion narratives of graduate instructors in the practicum have seemed to 

suggest.  Rather, what the Practicum might encourage, and what these three graduate 

instructors seemed to be doing in different ways, was to become more reflective about 

why we value texts so heavily in academia and of what value this can be for our students.  

In doing so, these graduate instructors need to think of texts as more than an end in 

themselves.  To some extent, Jordi, Blake, and Garrett all used the space of practicum to 

think about these ideas and to question them, even if that questioning produced 

frustration and pain.  Doing so will, I think, make them more understanding and effective 

educators.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 
FUNCTIONALIST AND INSTRUMENTAL LITERACY 

Throughout the 20th century, the U.S. economy not only sustained global dominance but 
provided satisfactory employment for the marginally literate. Today, that economy is 
being replaced by an increasingly complex information-based economy that will reward 
only those who have the skills to serve its changing needs. . . . Beyond the lower rung of 
the agricultural and service sectors, this economy has ever fewer places for the 
marginally literate. In short, the person who cannot read will be disconnected from the 
promise of the American Dream. 

 - William J. Moloney, “To Find the Answer to Our 
Illiteracy Crisis, Americans Must Look Within,” 2006 

We know a good teacher can increase the lifetime income of a classroom by over 
$250,000.  A great teacher can offer an escape from poverty to the child who dreams 
beyond his circumstance. 

- President Barack Obama, State of the Union Address, 
2012 

  
The final conceptions of literacy that I will be discussing, functionalist and 

instrumental literacy, are the conceptions that are most prevalent in discussions of 

literacy and education in the public forum.  These conceptions, which I will refer to 

together as the functional literacy conceptions, are most geared toward productivity and 

efficiency in their emphasis on the skills an individual needs in order to complete daily 

tasks and function in their careers.  Russel Durst, in Collision Course: Conflict, 

Negotiation, and Learning in College Composition, locates the sentiment behind these 

approaches to literacy education in “a long history of American pragmatism . . . 

commented upon as early as 1835 by de Tocqueville in his classic study, Democracy in 

America” (3).  As such, functional literacy is a compelling conception for many 

Americans, a part of an American cultural fabric that values practicality and empiricism.  

C.H. Knoblauch and Lil Brannon argue that this perspective is “so commonplace and 

seemingly self-evident that its ideological contours are all but invisible to the Labor 

Department, the Department of Education, the rest of the U.S. government, all but a 
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handful of schooling projects, and the majority of American citizens” (76).  Functional 

conceptions of literacy, in other words, are both so pervasive and so taken for granted in 

our national discussions of literacy that they are often no longer questioned outside of 

academia. 

This is evident from the fact that political leaders and other government officials 

frame education almost exclusively in terms of a functional orientation toward literacy, 

regardless of political party.  For example, Obama’s Race to the Top Initiative, which he 

started in 2009, is based on the idea of increasing the level of literacy attained by 

American citizens in order to increase America’s economic global competitiveness.  If 

we want to outcompete other countries, the rhetoric goes, we need to outlearn them as 

well.  In a speech on education delivered in July of 2009 to the National Urban League, 

Obama repeatedly locates the importance of education in its ability to advance citizens 

economically, stating, “education is an economic issue.  If not the economic issue of our 

time” (“Remarks on Education”).  In particular, Obama appeals to the pragmatism of the 

American public, saying that education is “an economic issue when countries that out-

educate us today are going to out-compete us tomorrow” (“Remarks”).  Obama’s solution 

to this is increasing college graduate rates, calling on America to answer his challenge by 

“producing a higher share of college graduates than any other nation by 2020” 

(“Remarks”).  He counts again on Americans’ sense of competitiveness when he adds, “I 

want us to be back to number one instead of number 12” (“Remarks”).   

Obama continued to paint this economically driven, careerist version of education 

in 2012.  In a speech given at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, for 

example, Obama tells an audience of undergraduates that they are making the right 
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decision by pursuing higher education, not because it will make them more cultured, 

enable them to find themselves, or work toward social justice but because it “is the single 

most important investment you can make in your future” (“President Obama’s Speech in 

Chapel Hill”).  Obama continues, “Right now, the unemployment rate for Americans 

with a college degree or more is about half the national average.  The incomes of folks 

with a college degree are twice as high as those who don’t have a high school diploma.  

A higher education is the clearest path into the middle class” (“Chapel Hill”).  According 

to Obama, education is not important because it broadens one’s mind or experience; it is 

a means to an end and, specifically, an economic end.  In this context, the “middle class,” 

so often referenced as the holy grail of the American experience in political speeches, 

becomes not so much a matter of status as a guarantee of income. 

In speeches such as these, Obama makes education a matter of productivity and 

economic advantage, setting his standards for literacy in terms of numbers and the 

deadlines when he hopes to realize these numbers.  This gives his ideas a kind of 

scientific appeal, couched as they are in the “rhetoric of objectivism” that Knoblauch and 

Brannon note as the typical way in which this conception is represented in the American 

public (85).  However, as Sylvia Scribner argues in her discussion of “literacy as 

adaptation,” her term for these conceptions, the difficulty comes in setting the standards 

that constitute “functional literacy for all adults” (9).  Obama’s Race to the Top initiative 

has repeatedly sought to raise literacy standards by insisting on higher high school and 

college completion rates and, perhaps most notably, higher completion rates than other 

countries so that we can out-compete them.   But no consensus exists on whether some 
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degree of higher education should be considered a literacy requirement,25 and, indeed, 

such statements have been roundly criticized, notably by former Republican presidential 

hopeful Rick Santorum, who turned Obama’s statements into a cultural attack on working 

class Americans by calling Obama “a snob” for wanting “everybody in America to go to 

college” (“Santorum on Obama”).  These debates, however politically motivated, 

illustrate the fact that notwithstanding its straightforward, “commonsense appeal,” this 

conception of literacy is actually very complex and value-laden (Scribner 9). 

Despite the way in which the parties attempt to paint a polarized picture of the 

literacy debate, they are remarkably similar in their appeal to the notion that literacy is 

important because it enables us to survive and compete in the workforce.  A look at the 

rhetoric of the 2012 presidential debate provides evidence of how deep-seated the 

functionalist perspective of education is.  In his speech in March 2012, for example, 

Romney refers to education as the key to the American dream, saying, “No matter what 

circumstances they were born into, every child has a dream about where they can go or 

what they can become.  Whether that dream is to invent something, start something, build 

something, or create something, it all starts with the basic skills and confidence that only 

a good education can provide” (“Education Speech”).  Like Obama, Romney connects 

the acquisition of these “basic skills” to economic success and, in a move closely 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25Obama has since clarified that higher education does not necessarily mean a four-year college.  In his 
speech at Chapel Hill, he says, 

not everybody is going to go to a four-year college or university.  You may go to a community 
college . . . [or] to a technical school and get into the workforce.  And then, it may turn out that 
after you’ve had kids and you’re 35, you go back to school because you’re retraining for 
something new.  But . . . you’re going to have to engage in lifelong learning.  That’s the nature of 
the economy today.  And we’ve got to make sure that’s affordable (“Chapel Hill”). 

As is evident from this statement, though this specification seems to avoid the cultural repercussions of 
mandating higher education, Obama is still advocating raising literacy standards to fulfill an economic 
imperative.  
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resembling other “Back to Basics” campaigns, laments the decline of these skills today.  

Romney even goes so far as to corporatize his sense of literacy by comparing America’s 

education system to a company.  He states, 

Our public education system is supposed to ensure that every child gets a 
strong start in life.  Yet, one in four students fails to attain a high school 
degree. And in our major cities, half of our kids won’t graduate . . . . 
Imagine if your enterprise had a 25% to 50% failure rate in meeting its 
primary goal.  You would consider that a crisis.  You would make 
changes, and fast.  Because if you didn’t, you’d go out of business. 
(“Education Speech”) 

In comparing education to a corporation, Romney does more than suggest a new 

metaphor; pressures from private and public sectors to make education more efficient and 

accountable are very real.  This corporatization of American education and particularly 

higher education in the name of productivity, efficiency, and “excellence,”26 what Mike 

Rose in Lives on the Boundary calls “that seductive, sentimental buzzword” is what many 

educators fear as the result of a purely functional (what I would call functionalist) 

orientation to literacy (7). 

The supposed transparency of functionalist literacy, cloaked as it is in the 

“rhetoric of objectivism” that Knoblauch and Brannon describe, belies its ideological 

status (85).  However, it is the deceptively value-free, practical image of this conception 

that makes painting literacy in this way a good political strategy, particularly in an 

election year.  As Scribner asserts, this conception has “strong commonsense appeal” in 

that “no justification is needed to insist that schools are obligated to equip children with 

the literacy skills” that they will need in their careers (9).  In the context of the current 

literacy debate, policy makers have argued that individuals need higher-level skills to 

compete in an increasingly complex information economy.  By characterizing literacy as 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26 See Bill Readings’ The University in Ruins for an extended discussion of the term excellence. 
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functional and pragmatic and appealing to its potential as an agent for economic 

advancement, both Obama and Romney can attract a broad range of support for their 

education plans. 

 This functionalist vision of literacy is even more apparent in the language of the 

new Common Core Standards, developed by an association of state governors and 

education commissioners.  The standards focus exclusively on argument because of its 

usefulness in the academy:   

The Common Core State Standards provide a consistent, clear 
understanding of what students are expected to learn, so teachers and 
parents know what they need to do to help them. The standards are 
designed to be robust and relevant to the real world, reflecting the 
knowledge and skills that our young people need for success in college 
and careers. With American students fully prepared for the future, our 
communities will be best positioned to compete successfully in the global 
economy. (National Governors Association) 

In this statement, the authors of the standards focus on the “knowledge and skills” needed 

for “success in college and careers.”  The authors are concerned, preeminently with 

making sure students are “fully prepared for the future” so that the United States can 

“compete successfully.”  As in Obama and Romney’s speeches, education is framed 

exclusively in terms of careers and competition. 

 The emphasis on argument as functional skill is evident in the statements of 

policymakers who shape higher education as well.  David Coleman, the new President 

and Chief Executive Officer of the College Board, the organization responsible for the 

SAT and Advanced Placement Program tests, among others, recently stated that he wants 

to align the SAT with the Common Core Standards, which he helped to author.  Coleman 

sounds particularly functionalist in a speech in New York in which he criticizes the use of 
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personal narratives as learning tools in high school.  In an article in The Chronicle of 

Higher Education, Eric Hoover cites comments made in this speech, saying: 

Mr. Coleman said such writing did not prepare students for college and 
careers. “As you grow up in this world, you realize that people really don't 
[care] about what you feel or what you think.”  Mr. Coleman also said that 
it would be rare for someone in the workplace to say, “Johnson, I need a 
market analysis by Friday, but before that I need a compelling account of 
your childhood.” 

Coleman also criticizes the use of the personal essay as a college admission requirement, 

saying, “Let’s look at the fact that some colleges demand two personal statements.  

Maybe what they really need is an analytical essay. If an essential requirement of success 

is to make an argument and write analytically, then why wouldn't the admissions essay 

ask for that?” (qtd. in Hoover).  In his emphasis on accountability and career preparation, 

Coleman demonstrates hostility for imagining literacy as a means to anything else, and 

particularly as a tool for self-reflection or personal exploration. 

  

Functionalist Literacy in the University 

In addition to its broad-based public appeal, composition scholars have argued 

that a functionalist orientation toward literacy is widely held by the undergraduates taking 

first-year writing courses. Durst asserts that students’ “aspirations are overwhelmingly 

pragmatic and utilitarian, far more focused on attaining practical skills and achieving 

career goals than on critiquing current society or developing reflective capabilities” (50).  

These goals of “critiquing . . . society” and “developing reflective capabilities,” reflect 

the orientations of social/critical literacy for the former and either social/critical literacy 

or literacy for personal growth for the latter.  He also cites Jeff Smith’s 1997 study of 

composition students at UCLA, which found that that an overwhelming majority 
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“volunteer college-related career goals – and mention jobs, careers, or some form of the 

phrase ‘being successful’ – when asked an open ended question about their principal 

reason for being in school” (qtd. in Durst 3).  Moreover, a 2011 survey of first-time, full-

time first-year students conducted by the Cooperative Institutional Research Program at 

the Higher Education Research Institute at UCLA found this decidedly careerist emphasis 

to again be true, with 85.9% of participants rating the reason of being “able to get a better 

job” as “very important” in their reasons for going to college and 71.7% also rating as 

very important “to be able to make more money” (John Pryor et al. 32).27  If these seem 

like obvious reasons for attending college, it is in part because of our decidedly pragmatic 

view of education in this country.   

 

Initial Observations on Graduate Instructors’ Attitudes toward 

Instrumental/Functionalist Literacy 

 Given their popularity in American society, it is significant that the functional 

literacy perspectives, functionalist and instrumental literacy, were not the dominant way 

of thinking about literacy for any of the focal participants in this study. Karen and Jordi 

came the closest to demonstrating a meaningful pull from the functional conceptions, 

with 23.3% of Karen’s codes and 18.2% of Jordi’s representing these views, combined.  

However, as I discussed in previous chapters, both of their literacy perspectives were 

much more influenced by another conception: cultural literacy for Jordi (29.6%) and 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
27 To put this into context, only 50.3% ranked “to make me a more cultured person” as “very important” 
(Pryor et al. 33).  However, also prominent among the reasons were “To learn more about things that 
interest me,” which I might associate more with literacy for personal growth (Pryor et al. 33).  Also 
significant was that the numbers listed above were lower among students majoring in the humanities, with 
73.3% saying that getting a better job was “very important” to them in deciding to go to college (Pryor et 
al. 10). 
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literacy for personal growth for Karen (52.3%).  Consequently, although instrumental 

literacy was a facet of literacy for Karen and Jordi, it was not their primary conception, 

nor was it primary for any of the other participants. 

Karen’s attraction to this conception is perhaps also a function of the fact that she 

had taught at a private high school for ten years, the most extensive prior teaching 

experience of any of the participants. It could be that her experience in secondary 

education had made her think of literacy more in terms of its usefulness than the other 

participants.  Of course, she had also had to deal with more functionalist literacy goals as 

a teacher; she mentions in her interview working for a principal who was heavily focused 

on testing and student outcomes.  In addition, Karen had worked in the corporate world, 

an experience she told students in her class about when they doubted the transferability of 

what they were learning. 

 Despite the fact that they themselves did not demonstrate functional conceptions 

of literacy, the graduate instructors saw composition as being much more practically 

oriented than their own fields of study.  In their references to composition as perhaps 

more practically oriented than their own pursuits, the graduate instructors were 

constructing institutional expectations for the first-year course.  The public perception of 

teaching composition was in the minds of these graduate instructors and informed the 

way they thought they were supposed to teach writing, even though it did not influence 

the way they thought about their own writing or their perception of writing outside of this 

course.   

In The Evolution of College English: Literacy Studies from the Puritans to the 

Postmoderns, Thomas P. Miller points to this disconnect as an aspect of academic culture 
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more broadly when he notes “academics’ tendency to distance their professional purposes 

from their service duties” (5).  Miller, in other words, believes that we often separate our 

academic selves from our teaching selves, believing the latter to be less relevant in terms 

of our development and identity as academics.  Jessica Restaino specifically locates this 

phenomena in her own study of first-time graduate instructors, First Semester: Graduate 

Students Teaching Writing, and the Challenge of Middle Ground, when she notes that 

“Many, if not most [new graduate students hired to teach writing] do not plan on careers 

in the field [of rhetoric and composition] and so are easily stressed by the idea that the 

practicum may add extra work to their graduate pursuits” (12).  Restaino quotes one of 

her participants, pursuing an MA in creative writing, as saying “I’d feel a lot better about 

managing my time if FYWP stepped up to the plate by giving us complete and copied 

syllabi, course readers, and complete lesson plans. . . . And why does the practicum seem 

like a lot of work?  I didn’t sign up for graduate school in creative writing to study 

comp/rhetoric!” (11).  This comment signifies the disconnect between 

composition/rhetoric and creative writing or literature as well as the disconnect between 

scholarly and teaching duties to which I was referring.  Unlike in the comment above, 

none of the graduate instructors in this study objected this outwardly to the work of the 

Practicum as distracting from their own scholarly pursuits.  Nevertheless, the fact that 

novices in the fields comprising English studies would have already formed this 

detachment when it came to their teaching responsibilities is particularly interesting in 

that it suggests at least two possibilities.  The first is that the legitimization of the English 

professor’s work as cultural rather than practical is part of a broader cultural motif to the 

extent that graduate students in English programs come to graduate school already having 
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this understanding, although this is something that might be reinforced by their graduate 

seminar professors as well.  The second possibility, which is perhaps not exclusive of the 

first, is that the instrumental purposes for reading and writing are so taken for granted by 

these graduate instructors that they tend not to mention them in their interviews and 

autobiographies, preferring instead to focus on more personal and seemingly transcendent 

reasons for going to graduate school and pursuing a career in academia. 

This distancing of the scholarly from the practical is also compelling in that for 

the graduate instructors learning how to write academic essays may have been more 

functional for them, in terms of training them for their future careers, than it would be for 

their students.  As they learned the practices of academic discourse as undergraduates and 

again as graduate students, the graduate instructors were essentially receiving career 

training for their later scholarly work.  This, to me, was the central irony of examining 

this conception in this context. 

 

Goggin’s Definitions of Functional and Functionalist Literacy 

Citing Knoblauch’s essay, “Literacy and the Politics of Education,” Goggin 

defines functionalist literacy as the basic skills or “basic abilities” approach to literacy 

(71).  This conception, according to Knoblauch emphasizes “readying people for the 

necessities of daily life – writing checks, reading sets of instructions – as well as for the 

professional tasks of a complex technological society” (76).  As the last of these 

“necessities” indicates, technological know-how has become part and parcel of functional 

literacy, as skills like using email, navigating the web, or using a word-processing 
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program, as well as more complex career-specific tasks, have also been cited as part of 

the literacy required for personal and professional success (Goggin 72).   

Because of its emphasis on productivity, the pedagogical attractiveness of this 

conception often comes from the efficiency with which it can be applied to writing tasks.  

Consequently, Goggin contends that “functionalist literacy might seem most directly 

associated with what is often termed the current-traditional approach to teaching writing,” 

in which instructors teach writing “as a rule-driven set of universal actions to produce a 

model text – typically the so-called ‘academic essay’” (71).  Goggin mentions, for 

example, such forms, designed to be learned quickly and applied across multiple 

educational contexts, as the five-paragraph essay (72).  Depending on how it is taught, 

the five-paragraph essay shares the current-traditional approach to writing instruction in 

its focus on form over content; instructors employing this form in the teaching of writing 

may either assume that giving students a readily usable format will enable invention or 

that invention is outside of what can be taught in the composition classroom. 

Goggin also notes the tendency in the functionalist view of literacy for “text 

production [to become] an end in and of itself” (71-72).  This is particularly evident in 

official educational programs where Goggin, citing James Paul Gee, argues the focus is 

on “decontextualized skills in reading and writing as a means of measuring academic 

achievement” (72).  The teaching of reading and writing purely for the purposes of 

standardized testing, for example, promotes a cycle in which students learn literacy skills 

for the purposes of reproducing them in this particular environment, and the skills 

themselves receive justification based on their ability for students to do well on the tests, 

rather than in other environments. 



	   347 

Because of the tendency for this particular conception to decontextualize literacy 

skills, Goggin makes a useful distinction between two ways of thinking about literacy in 

terms of productivity, which he denotes by using two different terms for this conception, 

functionalist and functional literacy, even though he codes them as belonging to the same 

category.  Goggin explains, 

Functionalist literacy views the acquisition of certain reading and writing 
skills as the way to learning and as the solution to learning “problems.”  
On the other hand, functional literacy can be viewed as a component of a 
multiliteracy view in which the acquisition of discrete learning skills can 
contribute to various forms of learning. (72) 

This distinction is important in that it recognizes that not all functional literacy 

approaches are necessarily so narrowly focused or so lacking in context.  Functional 

literacy approaches, in my interpretation, are aware that literacies involve some degree of 

making or doing and thus involve a level functional skill.  At the same time, though, such 

approaches are neither narrowly educational, as in case of learning environments in 

which teachers teach to the test, or narrowly vocational, in which secondary and post-

secondary institutions justify their programs solely in terms of career preparation.  

Rather, whereas with functionalist literacy “questions of ideology are irrelevant,” 

functional literacy recognizes both its ideological status and, while viewing writing as a 

rule-driven activity, acknowledges that the rules vary based on context (Goggin 71).   

In the context of this conception, this is an especially important distinction 

because of the tendency in the public forum to paint literacy in non-ideological ways.  

Functionalist literacy approaches, in other words, adopt what Brian Street calls an 

“autonomous model of literacy,” a problematic view which “conceptualizes literacy in 

technical terms, treating it as independent of social context” (431).   Street contrasts this 

with the “ideological model of literacy” which recognizes that “literacy practices are 
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saturated with ideology” and thus play roles in maintaining and subverting power 

structures (434-435).  This critical appraisal of literacy is important regardless of literacy 

conception and is the key component to the kind of reflective teaching practice the 

Practicum was encouraging. 

As Stuart Selber, another scholar Goggin cites in remarking on this difference, 

argues “functional literacy need not be disempowering and . . . functional and critical 

literacies need not be mutually exclusive” (497-498).  Selber’s words indicate that 

functional literacy is a kind of borderline approach between functionalist and 

social/critical literacy in that it recognizes literacy as socially situated and ideological.  

For the purposes of this study, to avoid confusion between two similar sounding terms, I 

will refer to the functional perspective, which recognizes itself as ideology, as 

instrumental literacy, following Durst’s idea of “reflective instrumentalism” (178).  For 

Durst, “reflective instrumentalism” is an approach which “preserves the intellectual rigor 

and social analysis of current pedagogies without rejecting the pragmatism of most first-

year college students” (178).  In other words, this is different from functionalist 

approaches to literacy in that it adds a “reflective dimension that, while useful itself in the 

work world, also helps students place their additional aspirations in the larger context 

necessary for critical analysis” (178). 

 In this way, instrumental literacy, as opposed to functionalist literacy, also avoids 

subscribing to what Harvey Graff has called the “literacy myth,” which assumes that 

literacy will necessarily lead to economic advancement and will allow disenfranchised 

groups to escape poverty, tyranny, and discrimination.  Graff, for example, points to 

increasing literacy rates among free blacks in America during the nineteenth century to 
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demonstrate that although “literacy and learning represented liberation . . . rising levels of 

literacy did not pay off occupationally or economically” because of “racism and 

structural inequality” (224-225).  Graff also points to other more recent instances in 

which education “may well have followed occupational and economic gains, rather than 

preceded and caused them” (233).  By taking a more reflective approach to literacy, 

instrumental literacy recognizes that literacy instruction alone does not necessarily lead to 

economic success because of the complex social structures in place to maintain the status 

quo. 

However, we have only to look to the political speeches that I cited earlier in the 

chapter to see that the literacy myth is still prevalent in the public forum.  Both Obama 

and Romney in their speeches take for granted that higher literacy rates will yield 

economic results both for individuals and the nation.  This establishes the extent to which 

the public has failed to critically appraise this conception because of its seeming 

transparency and the commonsense, at times scientific rhetoric that obscures its ideology.  

Consequently, although, as Goggin acknowledges, no scholars would identify themselves 

as current-traditionalists, this functionalist view of writing instruction is still very much a 

part of the public conception of literacy. 

 

Coding for Instrumental and Functionalist Literacy 

 In light of this distinction, I will preserve Goggin’s distinction between the two 

and use the term instrumental literacy to refer to conceptions of literacy that are 

vocational or practical but which demonstrate some awareness of themselves as 

ideological.  I will reserve the term functionalist literacy to refer to current-traditional 
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approaches to literacy instruction, or to approaches that are so narrowly vocational or 

pragmatic that text production becomes their only desired end. 

 I coded content units for instrumental or functionalist literacy when they made 

reference to grammar, correctness, or form.  Occasionally, an instructor would refer to a 

certain rule of academic writing without contextualizing that rule, which I, depending on 

the context and how the graduate instructor discussed it, would classify as functionalist 

literacy.  Finally, I coded a unit for instrumental literacy when graduate instructors 

referred to literacy as having vocational aims or as helping students in classes beyond the 

first-year course.  However, as I will discuss, even the instrumental view of literacy was 

relatively rare, especially compared to the frequency with which the graduate instructors 

mentioned other conceptions.  Although the practices associated with these conceptions 

came up at some points in my discussions with the graduate instructors, and this 

conception of literacy, especially in the context of the first-year course represented a facet 

of a few of the participants conceptions, it was not the primary conception for any of the 

participants. 

 

Historical Roots of Instrumental and Functionalist Literacy 

As a field, composition has had an uneasy relationship with instrumental and 

functionalist conceptions of literacy.  As much as we often resist a depiction of literacy as 

narrowly vocational or utilitarian, instrumental and functionalist concerns about writing 

are part of our field’s history.  First-year writing today evolved from a program at 

Harvard University designed to address concerns about undergraduates’ writing skills 

after Harvard had instituted a new curriculum aimed, in James Berlin’s words, “to serve 



	   351 

the middle class” and “to become an agent of upward social mobility” (Writing 

Instruction 60).  Adams Sherman Hill, as the first chair of rhetoric at Harvard following 

the creation of a separate chair for literature, created the first first-year composition 

requirement under Harvard’s President, Charles W. Eliot between 1876 and 1904, 

instituting the first placement examinations.  Eliot cites the need for remediation of 

Harvard freshmen’s “bad spelling, incorrectness as well as inelegance of expression in 

writing, ignorance of the simplest rules of punctuation, and almost entire want of 

familiarity with English literature” (48).  Hill, for his part, complains in Harper’s 

Magazine that, “Every year Harvard graduates a certain number of men – some of them 

high scholars – whose manuscript would disgrace a boy of twelve” (124).  This idea of 

literacy in order to remedy deficits, what C.H. Knoblauch refers to as the “conservative 

temper” of this conception, is also a part of functionalist literacy to the extent that it 

“seek[s] to preserve and advance the world as it is” (78).  The “Back to Basics” 

movements and the various literacy “crises” throughout American history would employ 

similar to rhetoric to Eliot and Hill’s, rhetoric, which is also evident in Romney’s speech 

from earlier in the chapter. 

 The institution of these courses came when the student body at Harvard was 

expanding to include more than just young men receiving elite educations and, just as in 

Obama and Romney’s speeches, it was aimed specifically at the economic advancement 

of the middle class, giving the college a new, decidedly more careerist cast.  In many 

ways, this was a democratic impulse; Berlin argues that “after the Civil War the 

American college became transformed, moving increasingly toward a commitment to 

serving all the citizens of society – not just an aristocratic elite” (Writing Instruction 58).  
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Berlin also emphasizes the fact that the new college curriculum responded to the new 

scientific, empirical directions of knowledge and inquiry by adding scientific disciplines 

to the curriculum and creating an elective system (Writing Instruction 59).  This system, 

in allowing undergraduates to make more choices about their course of study, enabled a 

more utilitarian view of education aimed toward later professional success and economic 

advancement.  Many of the state universities established as a result of the Morrill Land 

Grant of 1862 led the way in making these changes, although Berlin argues that schools 

like Harvard and Johns Hopkins “were themselves leaders in this reform” (59). 

The influence of science in the curriculum extended to the rhetoric taught in the 

composition courses as well.  As Berlin notes, the rhetoric that Hill advocated at Harvard 

and in his treatise Principles of Rhetoric, which the Harvard composition courses used as 

their text, was based on the scientific method (Rhetoric and Reality 38).  Berlin notes the 

way in which this “scientistic approach,” influenced both by eighteenth-century faculty 

psychology, through the influences of Hugh Blair, Richard Whately, and George 

Campbell, and the new elective system impacted the way in which rhetoric and 

consequently composition at the university level was conceived, calling it a “mechanical” 

approach to rhetoric that, unlike in classical and Romantic rhetoric, locates reality only 

“in the external world” (62).  For Berlin, who takes a decidedly negative view of 

functionalist literacy, this new university system “can be regarded as the manifestation of 

the assembly line in education.  Current-traditional rhetoric is the triumph of the scientific 

and technical world view” (62).  This functionalist conception is, in other words, a 

conception geared toward efficiency and stripped of all but the basic “skills” needed for 

success in one’s education and career. 
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The scientific view of literacy continues in both instrumental and functionalist 

approaches to literacy today, taking on an even more pronounced presence through what 

Knoblauch and Brannon call “technological rationalism” (78).  Knoblauch and Brannon 

note this in their own discussion of instrumental and functionalist literacy, arguing 

Technological rationalism assumes that human beings operate primarily 
on the basis of reason rather than instinct, that the exercise of reason will 
gradually discover the natural laws that govern existence, that the most 
legitimate, reliable manifestations of reason are modern science and 
technology, that applications of science and technology will ensure 
progressive social development, and that these institutions alone can 
guarantee human well-being.  What follows is that people must attain 
technical skills in order to participate in, enjoy the benefits of, the world 
that science and technology have already created. . . . Literacy is an 
instrument for controlling one’s relations to the environment . . . , a 
technical competence enabling effective participation in the forms of work 
and environmental management that highly technologized culture has 
made available. (78) 

In the functionalist view, such assumptions can lead to a view of literacy as a “tool” or 

“skill” that can be unproblematically lifted from one context to another for economic and 

social advantage, which is characteristic of what Street calls the autonomous model of 

literacy (431).  And, because this view of literacy is empirical in its assumptions, it has 

strong rhetorical appeal in its claims to objectivity and rationality. 

 As Berlin’s reference to “assembly line” education above suggests, functionalist 

literacy is also appealing in its promises for efficiency.  If rhetoric or writing becomes a 

matter of learning certain forms that can be used over and over again, then it also 

becomes easy to teach and quick to learn.  This aspect of this conception is evident in 

Hill’s definition of rhetoric, which he defines, in his introduction to Principles of 

Rhetoric, as “the art of efficient communication by language” (1149, emphasis mine).  If 

we compare this to Aristotle’s definition of rhetoric “as the faculty of observing in any 

given case the available means of persuasion,” the emphasis in Hill’s definition becomes 
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even more striking in that it replaces kairos with efficiency (181).  This narrow view of 

literacy misses the fact that a more kairotic view might actually be more functional in 

terms of the flexible specialization of knowledge work today.  

This is in large part a result of switch in emphasis from oratorical rhetoric to 

writing, which Hill demonstrates in his reference to scientific writer Herbert Spencer’s 

principle of “economy of attention” (qtd. in Hill 1150).  According to Hill, Spencer 

“thinks that the sufficient reason for choosing the best words for the purpose in hand and 

arranging them in the best order is, that the reader’s attention, being thus subjected to the 

least possible strain from the machinery of language, can be more closely given to the 

thought” (1150).  In this statement, Hill reveals that rhetoric is no longer a complicated, 

kairotic process of gauging context and audience to find “the available means of 

persuasion” (181).  It is instead a matter of “choosing the best words” and “arranging 

them in the best order” (1150).  In other words, although Aristotle, as well as Isocrates 

and, arguably, Plato recognized rhetoric as a contingent art, for Hill and other current-

traditionalists, it becomes a matter of style and form.   

This attention on the part of the writer also leads to more efficient reading because 

the reader is not subjected to “strain from the machinery of language” (1150).  Spencer, 

in his Philosophy of Style, emphasizes this close attention to word choice and 

arrangement, saying that words should be picked for their “brevity” and that this same 

“principle of economy” should be applied to sentences because “in every sentence there 

is some one order of words more effective than any other” (1156, 1158).  This attention 

to efficiency would later be echoed in Frederick Winslow Taylor’s 1911 Principles of 

Scientific Management, a widely-read document in corporate America, whose goals was, 
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in the author’s own words, “increasing our national efficiency” (5).  As Donald McQuade 

argues in the history of composition published in Redrawing the Boundaries, this 

document influenced not just business management (and business writing) but “middle-

class reading habits as well” so that “reading for information replaced reading for 

pleasure” (489).  The new, more efficient standards for reading and writing had a 

pervasive impact on the literacy habits and attitudes of the American public. 

Instrumental and functionalist conceptions of literacy in the public continued into 

the twentieth century, heightened by the evolving information economy and even more 

emphasis on productivity.  As Deborah Brandt summarizes it in Literacy in American 

Lives, “If the ability to read and write was once regarded as a duty to God or democracy, 

it is now, according to the government, a duty to productivity, and one with increasingly 

sharp consequences for those not in compliance” (26).  This sentiment was perhaps 

nowhere as evident as it was in the rhetoric surrounding the various literacy crises, which 

seemed to crop up about once a decade (so that we are always, it seems, in a crisis), often 

in response to wars, which required higher literacy rates among soldiers, and population 

migrations like the one that occurred when large numbers of people moved from rural 

areas to cities and sought literacy training in the 1920s.28  World War II is one such 

period that brought about renewed focus on literacy training that resulted in the 

Serviceman’s Readjustment Act of 1944, commonly known as the GI Bill. 

The harbingers of these crises came in various publications lamenting the state of 

literacy and the American educational system.  Rudolph Flesch’s Why Johnny Can’t 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 For more information on the way in which the mass migration of the 1920s affected literacy, see Deborah 
Brandt’s Literacy in American Lives, p. 32.  Brandt cites Elizabethada Wright and S. Michael Halloran’s 
“The Teaching of Writing in America to 1900,” from James J. Murphy’s edited collection, A Short History 
of Writing Instruction from Ancient Greece to Twentieth Century America.  Davis, CA: Hermagoras P, 
1990.  121-150.  Print. 
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Read, for example, launched an attack on progressive education and called for a renewed 

focus on phonics in teaching reading.  Two decades later, the influential “Why Johnny 

Can’t Write” appeared in Newsweek.  The functionalist orientation of the latter 

publication is clear, though it has some elements of cultural literacy as well.  The author, 

Merrill Sheils, argues that the crisis is in large part because of the “inadequate grounding 

in the basics of syntax, structure and style.”  This is mixed with a fear of cultural demise 

(Sheils quotes Marshall McLuhan as saying, “Literary culture is through”), which is 

blamed on too much television watching.   As in Flesch’s book, though, the main target is 

progressive educators’ focus on “creativity” over the “basics” of “grammar, structure and 

style.”  Sheils asserts that “many high school teachers have simply stopped correcting 

poor grammar and sloppy construction.”  The remedy is, of course, a return to “the 

basics,” including sentence diagramming.  Notably, though, Sheils’ article is actually less 

functionalist than the speeches that I cited earlier by Obama and Romney in that he 

argues that the crisis is “beyond the basics of jobs or social mobility.” 

The functionalist understandings of literacy continued in the 1983 report A Nation 

at Risk, delivered by the Reagan administration’s National Commission on Excellence in 

Education.  This report further dramatized the literacy crisis by turning it into a matter of 

national security.  The report declares, in dramatic fashion: 

If an unfriendly foreign power had attempted to impose on America the 
mediocre educational performance that exists today we might well have 
viewed it as an act of war. As it stands, we have allowed this to happen to 
ourselves. We have even squandered the gains in student achievement 
made in the wake of the Sputnik challenge. Moreover, we have dismantled 
essential support systems which helped make those gains possible. We 
have, in effect, been committing an act of unthinking, unilateral 
educational disarmament. (5) 
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In this statement, literacy becomes not just a tool but a weapon for competition.  As in 

Obama’s Race to the Top Initiative, literacy matters because it ensures productivity, but 

in the current state of education, the report’s authors argue, America’s “once 

unchallenged preeminence in commerce, industry, science, and technological innovation 

is being overtaken by competitors throughout the world” (5).  In this statement, the report 

authors yoke literacy to technological and vocational competence, a move that appeals, 

just as in the political speeches I cited earlier, to the pragmatism of the American public. 

Of course, as recent historiographic studies on Hill, Eliot, and the Harvard model 

have pointed out, functionalist reasons were not the only ones Eliot and Hill cited for the 

institution of the first-year course, nor was Harvard the only or even the first site to 

institute the first-year course.  In addition, in The Resistant Writer, Charles Paine strives 

to paint a more complicated version of our field’s history, arguing that although he does 

not “advocate that we follow their methods and reasoning” that Hill and Edward T. 

Channing “were complex figures” in contrast to the flat and diabolic ways in which they 

are often depicted (23, 35).  Paine’s larger argument is that we often survey the 

nineteenth-century origins of our field “too hastily and broadly, rejecting most 

everything, finding little in the past that had relevance for the moment” (22).  His 

argument is that whereas current-traditional rhetoric “was rejected for good reason,” we 

must instead see phenomena like this not as monolithic but instead look to more detailed, 

localized narratives for a richer sense of the field’s origins (22).  In the context of 

historiographic studies, this is certainly a valid point, and one I hope not to lose sight of 

as I seek, in my own way, to challenge the taxonomies that often define and delimit our 

work as scholars and educators.  In another sense, though, part of my work is also to 
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characterize and operationalize the way in which we feel the influence of these 

movements today, which is in a starkly functionalist way. 

The view of writing as narrowly vocational continues to be repeated, often 

explicitly citing the reports and articles above, in the twenty-first century, and its effect 

has been not only to create fear about the state of our educational system but to engrain a 

certain vision of what literacy is for in the American mindset.  Although, as I have 

established in the preceding chapters, this functionalist view of literacy is not the only 

one vying for preeminence in the public, it is the view that is repeatedly resurrected in 

discussions of educational policy.  It is also perhaps the dominant view that 

undergraduates are entering our colleges with, meaning that even though this was not the 

view that the graduate instructors in my study held, it was one that they would repeatedly 

encounter in their first semester of teaching.  Again, my description of this as a “view” in 

some ways mischaracterizes what is a more complex set of views that stem not just from 

one but from many historical and local forces.  Nevertheless, the conception that the 

graduate instructors were often responding to was the simplified, reductive version of 

literacy painted by the broader public. 

 

Instrumental and Functionalist Conceptions of Literacy in Composition Today 

 In reexamining the works of Hill, Spencer, and, extending the net a bit, Taylor, it 

is easy to see why scholars like Berlin criticized current-traditional rhetoric, and by 

extension functionalist conceptions of literacy, for its mechanical, often narrow emphasis 

on form and style.  However, scholars, like Paine, whom I cited earlier, and also Susan 

Kate in her 2001 Activist Rhetorics and American Higher Education have challenged 
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Berlin’s contention that this conception of literacy dominated writing instruction in 

American colleges from roughly the end of the nineteenth to the middle of the twentieth 

century.  Moreover, at least in the field of composition, current-traditional rhetoric is no 

longer considered an acceptable theoretical basis for literacy instruction, and, 

consequently, leveling an attack on it is resurrecting an old argument that has long been 

settled.  Winterowd contends that “though people write current-traditional rhetorics (i.e. 

composition textbooks), . . . [no one] in the past fifty years . . . has argued in their favor.  

In other words, current-traditionalism simply has no advocates” (14).  (Winterowd’s aim 

in saying this, though, is to blame another camp, the Romantics/idealists/expressivists for 

the current dysfunction of the English department, saying that these scholars set up 

current-traditionalism as a straw man.)   David Gold, in similar fashion, has called it “a 

‘theory’ without theoreticians,” which he moreover argues cannot “be easily classified, 

identified, . . . [or] dismissed” (19).  Indeed, even though as the modern field of 

composition defined itself in the sixties, many members of the new field theorized 

literacy in opposition to functionalist literacy and current-traditional rhetoric, for many, 

this is no longer the easy target it once was.  Responsible scholars today will, as Gold 

argues, resist “the temptation to reinscribe easy binaries, taxonomies, and master 

narratives even when countering them” (17). 

 At the same time, functionalist conceptions of literacy continue to be discussed 

because of public and institutional pressures on the composition course.  The popularity 

of instrumental and functionalist conceptions of literacy both in the public and among 

university administrators is partly responsible for the fact that first-year writing continues 

to be funded and promoted as part of the college curriculum; “pragmatic” and 



	   360 

“professionally oriented programs of study” are, as Durst acknowledges, “marketable” 

(12).  In addition, the proliferation of composition textbooks that teach writing according 

to the “modes” that Alexander Bain described in English Composition and Rhetoric in 

1866, shows that many programs, particularly at two-year institutions, are still advocating 

this form of instruction.29 

I would also argue that instrumental conceptions of literacy in composition are 

enjoying a resurgence in the scholarship, in part because of the field’s new focus on the 

issue of transfer between the first-year course and the writing college students do across 

the curriculum.  Many, if not most, instructors who identify themselves as belonging to 

the field of composition do want, after all, to be useful to their students, but for them this 

usefulness comes in the form of a critical, less narrowly vocational view of literacy.  For 

example, Durst argues that whereas we should be concerned about undergraduates’ 

“bottom-line mentality” that centers only “on their anticipated performance in the 

course,” represented, of course, by the grade they receive, other instrumental expectations 

that undergraduates may have, such as the view that “the instruction they receive in first-

year composition should help them more generally in their academic work” or later on in 

their careers may actually be helpful and are “an important part of the justification for a 

required composition sequence” (51-52).  Although Durst acknowledges the short-

sightedness of undergraduates’ belief that in order for the first-year writing course to be 

useful to them it should focus primarily on remedying their “weaknesses in grammar, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29 Bain’s modes include description, narration, exposition, and persuasion.  The process of teaching modes 
is out of favor in the field of composition (see Crowley’s 1984 “Response to Robert J. Connors, ‘The Rise 
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own search on a large textbook publisher’s website under First-Year Writing, nine textbooks were listed 
under the heading “Modes.” 
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punctuation, and word choice,” his main argument is that “we can best teach critical 

literacy in first-year composition not by denying or trying to undermine students’ 

careerism” (6).  Rather, he believes, composition teachers should use “that careerism not 

as an end in itself but rather as a beginning point on which to build greater awareness and 

sophistication” (6).  In doing this, we may create frustration for students who want 

“shorter, more streamlined, and more efficient writing processes” but with the goal of 

ultimately being more useful to students (59). 

Another larger point that Durst and others like Lisa Delpit have made is that the 

so-called current-traditional, functionalist pedagogy is actually not useful to students 

because it ends up teaching them only how to succeed in one context, whether it is on a 

standardized test, in a particular class, or even more narrowly on one particular 

assignment.  In other words, the constricted focus on grammar or the mechanical way of 

thinking about structure and form actually does not do what it is supposed to do because 

it is so rigid that it teaches students only how to succeed on one particular task that will 

never be replicated in their later careers or academic or personal lives.  This is the main 

criticism of the “modes” method adapted from Bain.  Delpit argues, citing the increased 

mandates for standardized tests following the No Child Left Behind legislation, “We 

have given up the rich meaningful education of our children in favor of narrow, 

decontextualized, meaningless procedures that leave unopened hearts, unformed 

character, and unchallenged minds” (xiv).  Ironically, then, what would be labeled as 

functionalist conceptions are actually not functional, even though in some cases they 

have strong appeal for students and educators because of their promise of practical 

instruction that students can use in their careers. 



	   362 

 

The Literacy Autobiographies  

The graduate instructors in the study often had ambivalent feelings about 

instrumental and functionalist conceptions of literacy.  One of Blake’s comments, during 

the Practicum meeting on September 24, is typical of how these conceptions worked their 

way into their thoughts about literacy.  After a journal response at the beginning of class 

in which they had to “comment on their teaching experiences so far now that they had 

collected their first paper,”30 Blake announced to the class, “I’ve found that their [the 

undergraduates’] actual writing, the grammar and so forth, isn’t really the issue.  Most of 

them have a decent grasp on that.  But I’m a bit concerned with their souls.  They make 

their arguments solely on pragmatic grounds.  None of them are using ethical arguments” 

(Field notes, 24 Sept.).  Blake’s comment, on the surface, communicates a non-pragmatic 

view of argumentation and writing.  Writers cannot, he argues, make arguments only on 

“pragmatic grounds” (Field notes, 24 Sept.).  At the same time, Blake’s comment also 

reinforces a functionalist reduction of writing to grammar.  He implies, through 

apposition, that their “actual writing” is equivalent to their “grammar and so forth” (Field 

notes, 24 Sept.).   

Nevertheless, Blake separates his own concerns as a writing instructor from these 

more functional ones, preferring to deal with writing as a transcendent art.  In this 

instance, Blake eloquently expresses a dilemma that seemed to be on the mind of many of 

the graduate instructors.  They believed that the composition course was supposed to 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30The prompt for the journal response, which was on a handout the graduate instructors received at the 
beginning of class read, “Now that you are four weeks into teaching, what do you think teaching is?  What 
did you think teaching was before you began?  What do you think now?  How has teaching changed you?” 
(Field notes, 24 Sept.). 
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teach students practical skills, like grammar, which they could use later on in their 

coursework.  At the same time, they saw literacy, and especially their own literacy, as 

something much more complex and personal, a matter of character as much as of skill. 

 Perhaps in part because of the graduate instructors’ tendency to separate their own 

literacy goals from those of the composition course they were teaching, instrumental and 

functionalist understandings were largely absent from both sets of their literacy 

autobiographies, with only eight mentions of instrumental literacy in the early 

autobiographies and four in the later ones.  Functionalist literacy conceptions, according 

to how I differentiated these conceptions, were completely absent.  This was the only 

conception that actually saw a decrease in the later autobiographies, which were longer 

and thus contained more content units.  Clearly, even though the graduate instructors saw 

instrumental literacy as being part of what they were supposed to be teaching in the 

composition course, they did not see it as playing a significant role in their own lives. 

 Even when the graduate instructors did discuss instrumental literacy in the 

autobiographies, they were ambivalent about it.  For example, Lily was the one with the 

most mentions of instrumental literacy in her early autobiography, perhaps because she 

was the only one who discussed teaching as a part of her literacy development.  However, 

when she mentions this conception, it is often with hesitation.  She starts by discussing 

how when she entered her English Education program, many of her classmates “were 

already teaching and looked at our class material more practically and less self-

indulgently than I did” (10 Sept.).  She describes her confusion over how to create 

practical lesson plans, saying 

Surely I could not teach writing with this misunderstood conception of 
why people write at all.  How then could I teach someone to write who 
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struggled with issues of language construction, like subject verb 
agreement?  Simultaneously, this person’s writing might be filled with 
clichés about love.  In a society where the use of traditional grammar 
classifies a person socioeconomically within a single conversation, how 
could I teach creating original content before acceptable form? (10 Sept.) 

The warring conceptions of literacy within this paragraph are the cultural literacy 

bestowed on her by Professor Keller, her undergraduate German literature professor who 

had a hierarchical, cultural understanding of texts and their creation, and the more 

instrumental literacy that she believed she had to teach at the Access Center.  In the 

excerpt above, she seems to think that the way she can be useful to students is not by 

teaching them how to create “original content” but to give them an “acceptable form” 

with which to express themselves.  In other words, in order for her to achieve the more 

personal goal of self-expression, Lily has to get at issues like “language construction” and 

“subject-verb agreement.” 

 Lily goes on to describe her work as a tutor at the “Access Center,” a tutoring lab 

at a small, urban women’s college, which offered continuing education opportunities for 

women who might not have traditionally had access to college education.  Mechanical 

concerns with writing quickly crop up at the center; Lily says, “Students handed over 

their papers, and I knew not where to start.  Every other world had a grammatical error, 

and the thesis behind these errors argued very little” (10 Sept.).  Grammar and form are 

concerns that Lily has to somehow deal with within this new environment, whether she 

wants them to be there or not. 

At the center, she describes working with Sylvia, an African-American woman 

who had been assigned an essay in which she is supposed to create a classification, and 

who decides to classify men, and specifically “controlling man, womanizing man, and 
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momma’s boys” (10 Sept.).  Lily even provides an excerpt of this essay, most likely 

something she had saved from her teaching portfolio: 

When a woman have healed an knows a 
Controlling man she can spot on and the future 
An then she know not to go near him she know his way. 
Womanizing man is a same. (10 Sept.)   

Lily then describes how she worked through the passage with Sylvia, saying 

Inch by inch, we traveled through this paper together, correcting subject 
verb agreement, ans that accidentally replaced ands, inserted commas, 
took out misused semi-colons, and gave subjects and/or predicates to 
sentence fragments.  Throughout this revision, as I was instructed, I gave 
advice on how to use these various punctuations, defined the term adverb, 
and explained the concepts of independent and dependent clauses.  There 
was a disclaimer on the door of the Access Center written by my 
supervisor that tutors “reserve the right to pause in the revision process to 
teacher basic grammar concepts.”  Although I had learned in my pedagogy 
classes that teaching grammar proved ineffective outside the context of 
writing, I listened to my boss. (20 Sept.) 

Lily had suggested earlier in the autobiography that grammar is important, but for reasons 

of equality; she says, “the use of traditional grammar classifies a person 

socioeconomically within a single conversation” (10 Sept.).  Based on this excerpt, Lily 

wants to teach Sylvia these “basic grammar concepts” that would help her avoid this 

classification, and, in this sense, Lily’s views are similar to Delpit’s, who argues that we 

must teach students of color, non-native speakers of English, and those who speak non-

standard dialects “skills,” by which she means “useful and usable knowledge which 

contribute to a student’s ability to communicate effectively in standard, generally 

acceptable literary forms” (18-19).  Delpit argues that teaching these forms, far from 

being racist as many liberal educators had argued, was actually empowering; according to 

Delpit, “If you are not already a participant in the culture of power, being told explicitly 

the rules of that culture makes acquiring power easier” (25).  Perhaps because of her 
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background in education, Lily seemed to have similarly complex ideas about instruction 

in grammar and correctness that moved far beyond an all or nothing approach. 

At the same time, Lily’s views are far from fossilized, and her autobiography 

demonstrates her deep unrest about how she is instructed to give instruction in grammar 

and skills.  She had “learned in . . . [her] pedagogy classes that teaching grammar proved 

ineffective outside the context of writing,” but feels this is what the Access Center wants 

her to do (10 Sept.).  The puzzling part of this excerpt is that it does seem that she is 

teaching grammar in “the context of writing” – she is, after all, helping Sylvia with her 

paper, not giving her a grammar drill worksheet.  It could be that Lily is critiquing the 

assignment as well as a bit airless and a way of getting at form.  Nevertheless, the anti-

functionalist sentiment in the second part of the excerpt above is clear. 

 Lily, consequently, says that she “continued to work [with Sylvia] through 

mechanical issues that I explained with a kind of hopeful doubt that they would be 

retained” (10 Sept.).  What seems more important to Lily, though, is to give Sylvia 

personal encouragement, telling her, “Sylvia, this is your art, it came right out of you, 

artists make the art first, then they worry about the details” (10 Sept.).  At least in this 

stage of Lily’s teaching development, her view of literacy as an agent for personal growth 

is difficult to reconcile with more instrumental concerns in practice, although she stated 

above the necessity of teaching grammar for reasons of equality.  Lily’s example 

exemplifies the graduate instructors’ responses to instrumental conceptions of literacy in 

that even when instrumental concerns with writing are discussed, they are either 

problematized or pushed aside in favor for other reasons for writing.  Lily declares, as I 

mentioned above, “Surely I could not teach writing with this misunderstood conception 
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of why people write at all” (10 Sept.).  For Lily, at least, the reasons for writing are much 

more personal than instrumental. 

 

The Later Autobiographies 

 In the later autobiographies, instrumental literacy shows up most in Jordi’s 

autobiography, in which she describes how she learns Spanish.  Jordi says, 

learning Spanish made a profound impact on several aspects of my 
understanding of how reading and writing function in the world.  In the 
academic setting, Spanish forced me to learn grammar in a way I never 
had before.  As the child of an English professor, I had grown up knowing 
what proper grammar sounds like.  This was both a privilege and a curse, 
in that I always knew how to speak "correctly," but never had to learn why 
such speech was particularly "correct."  With Spanish, grammar suddenly 
became essential to understanding. (10 Dec.) 

This passage is compelling in its suggestion that learning a second language (or to extend 

Jordi’s argument, another dialect or a secondary discourse) gives someone what  

 would call a “meta-knowledge” of his or her primary discourse.  According to Gee, 

“meta-level cognitive and linguistic skills” if taught in the right way can be used “to 

critique various discourses throughout their lives” (543).  In Jordi’s case, Spanish 

becomes a new way of seeing, a new lens for critiquing and realizing new things about 

her primary language.   

On the other hand, although I would still categorize this as instrumental literacy 

because of the way that Jordi connects language acquisition primarily to developing a 

better understanding of grammar, this passage came close to being functionalist in that 

Jordi does not question her analysis of the way she and her father speak as “proper 

grammar,” although she does put the word “correctly” in quotes to note some of this 

ambivalence.  What Jordi seems to be describing in this passage is metalinguistic 



	   368 

awareness, something that only becomes possible once Jordi cannot rely on the patterns 

of language that she had previously learned at home.  Nevertheless, Jordi uses this new 

lens to learn about rather than critique the way of speaking, being, and doing that she had 

learned at home 

 Another idea Jordi mentions in her literacy autobiography, which would come up 

later in the interviews for other participants, is that she had not received explicit 

instruction in writing and that now, looking back, she would have been grateful to get 

some.  She says, of her experience of writing her honors thesis in college, “no one had 

explained it to me.  Although the required thesis-prep class introduced me to various 

theoretical approaches to research -- New Criticism, feminism, psychoanalysis, etc. -- it 

provided little or no guidance on the practicalities of research and writing” (10 Dec.).  

Barbara echoes this concern in her final portfolio for the Practicum when she says, 

“Throughout . . . [my college] experiences, I never remember receiving instruction from 

any professor to the tune of ‘this is how you write a college lit paper’” (Practicum 

portfolio, 12 Dec.).  These statements are significant in that neither implies that writing is 

a natural process that explicit instruction would have disrupted, which is something that 

literacy for personal growth might argue.  Instead, both Barbara and Jordi want someone 

to demystify the process of writing an undergraduate thesis or a college literature paper; 

they want some instruction in “the practicalities” (Jordi, Literacy narrative final, 10 

Dec.).  Jordi continues, in her own Practicum Portfolio, “I would have perhaps 

appreciated even more a step-by-step research and writing guide” (10 Dec.). 

 Despite this, Jordi’s only other mention of more functional concerns, when her 

thesis advisor looks at her drafts, seems to quickly brush aside these practicalities.  She 



	   369 

says that her advisor “did not have much to say about them.  A few formatting errors (I 

had never utilized epigraphs before and had no idea where to put them), a few light 

questions, perhaps an affirming ‘good,’ and I was sent away to start in on the next 

chapter” (Literacy narrative final, 10 Dec.).  Even though she wishes now that she had 

received more practical instruction in writing, in the end, she seems not to have needed it. 

 Indeed, this casual treatment of instrumental literacy was typical in the data.  In 

the literacy autobiographies, only Karen ever mentions writing as a vocational concern.  

She says, 

When I went out into the “real” world, whether I was a park ranger, social 
worker or corporate trainer, writing and teaching eventually became a part 
of my job description once my proclivities were discovered by others.  I 
wrote volumes and volumes of newsletters, memos, manuals and 
educational programs that mainly centered on the dry, lifeless, technical 
information of business. (10 Dec.) 

Consequently, writing and literacy, for these graduate instructors seems to occupy a 

sphere that is not directly practical or vocational; it is, in a sense, transcendent.  Even in 

the instance above, Karen seems to imply a kind of other-worldliness for the rest of her 

writing.  The “real” world is in quotes, bracketing it off from the kind of writing she was 

describing before even as the quotes might question this classification, and the writing 

she has to do in this world is “dry, lifeless, technical information,” hardly something that 

someone should get excited about (10 Dec.).  For the graduate instructors in this study, 

writing should be interesting, personal, creative, analytical, not “dry” and “technical.”  As 

a result, they often tried to distance themselves from the instrumental view of writing, 

even though they seemed to think that they might have benefitted from more instruction 

on form when they were undergraduates. 
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The Interviews 

 In the interviews, the references to instrumental and functionalist conceptions of 

literacy were more frequent than in the autobiographies, but still many less than 

discussion of the other conceptions.  Significantly, the graduate instructors mentioned 

instrumental literacy almost exclusively in the context of discussing their teaching, rather 

than their scholarship or personal writing.  Similar to in Jordi’s literacy autobiography, 

some of the graduate instructors in the interviews mentioned that they wished that they 

had learned more about grammar or the rules of writing earlier in their schooling because 

it would have helped in teaching their composition students now.  However, the majority 

of the graduate instructors mentioned instrumental or functionalist literacy only with 

ambivalence, discussing grammar, correctness, or formal rules for writing as something 

they dealt with in their class but only “indirectly,” as Lily says (Interview, 15 Oct.).   

In many of the interviews, instrumental and functionalist ideas about writing are 

mentioned only in the negative.  Max, for example, seems to advocate a flexible view of 

language as governed by rules that are constantly in flux, according to both time and 

discourse community.  When describing his own creative work, which mixed poetry and 

prose, for example, he says, “I don’t follow, uh, quote-unquote correct grammatical 

syntax all the time.  I don’t use punctuation, often” (25 Oct).  Max translated his own 

perception of grammar as something context-dependent and flexible into his teaching.  

When I asked him how important he thought it was for his students to learn correct 

grammar, he said, 

Not as important as other aspects, or elements of their writing.  I mean, 
none of them are struggling with those issues enough that it detracts from 
the meaning of what they’re writing in their papers.  So, I think they’re at 
a pretty good point with that.  Um, they keep asking to do more with 
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grammar, punctuation things.  So, every once in a while, I’ll kind of, give 
them little grammar lessons or like bring in a worksheet that they can 
work on, and they seem to not like it at all.  So, then, I just kind of balance 
doing a little bit of grammatical instruction with more focusing on just 
writing an argumentative essay, which analyzes texts and is able to talk 
about multiple texts and make new ideas from these ideas. (25 Oct.) 

Just as in Durst’s study, Max perceives grammar and skills-based instruction as 

something that his students want but that he considers less important than other “elements 

of their writing” like being able to “analyze texts,” “talk about multiple texts,” and “make 

new ideas from these ideas.”  Max’s conception here is more social/critical in the vein of 

Bartholomae’s social-constructivist idea that students need to be able to write themselves 

into a particular role in order to succeed in college writing.  Although Max humors his 

students by bringing in worksheets and “doing a little bit of grammatical instruction,” 

such things seem almost besides the point.  

Barbara brings in another interesting take on this conception when she talks about 

how she failed to think of her own undergraduate education in more practical, career-

oriented ways and was thus ill-equipped to find jobs when she graduated.  This 

recognition of writing as vocational was present in the interviews of Barbara, Jordi, and 

Karen, who also unique in discussing this in her autobiography.  Barbara says, 

I graduated from Public University in 2006.  It took me five years to 
graduate.  Uh, I had an English degree.  I put no thought into jobs, 
whatsoever.  Um, no one really asked me about it until my Dad’s business 
was failing, and then my parents got anxious about supplementing my 
income and were like, “What are you going to do?”  And, um, I didn’t 
have a lot of confidence.  I just went to a temp agency and got a job at an 
office, where I had to make calls and persuade people to perform services 
for my company of doctors for less money than they wanted to get, and I 
hate talking on the phone anyway.   So, it was a very bad experience, and I 
hated working in an office, which I hated before college too, so I could 
have known that. (22 Oct) 
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Interestingly, although she describes the vocational import of an undergraduate 

education, any vocation Barbara describes outside of education quickly turns negative.  

She hates working in an office and talking on the phone, which eventually leads her to 

reevaluate what she wants to do and turn to teaching.   

Nonetheless, her experience points to the fact that perhaps we should begin to 

think more vocationally about what degrees in English can become so students like 

Barbara are not so lost when they graduate.  Miller argues that this lack of a vocational 

goal has been a historical problem with the English major.  Tracing these “professional 

anxieties about the functions of an English major” to a survey of English majors 

conducted in 1895, Miller contends that “English departments have been hesitant to 

specify what they make of students ever since English majors were disarticulated from 

general education offerings.  Even to ask what an English major prepares students to do is 

to raise doubts about whether one understands what English studies are about” (137).  

This lack of focus on vocational paths for English majors clearly affected Barbara as an 

undergraduate and in her first few years of work.  However, she was heartened to 

discover that teaching could be one such path.  Consequently, Barbara is the only focal 

participant, other than Karen, to discuss the interaction between her teaching and her 

work as a scholar in the portfolio she turned in for her final project in the Practicum.  She 

says, “Teaching writing also drills the basics of a good paper into my head” (Practicum 

portfolio, 10 Dec.).  In other words, Barbara paints herself as learning along with her 

students, suggesting ways in which her teaching and her scholarly self interact.  She 

points to her realization of teaching as the vocational end for her interest in writing as 

“the happy ending to . . . [her] literacy narrative” (Practicum portfolio, 10 Dec.).  She 
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says, “I know what I want to do with my life, I love my students and the work I do as 

their teacher” (Practicum portfolio, 10 Dec.).  However, as I will discuss in an upcoming 

section, this connection between literacy and vocation was atypical of the respondents, 

showing up only in Jordi and Karen’s data in addition to Barbara’s. 

 

Jordi and Not Using “I” 

Jordi and Karen had the most codes for instrumental literacy in the interviews.  

Jordi, for whom I coded twelve instances of instrumental and functionalist literacy 

combined, the most of these conceptions of any of the participants from any data source, 

discussed this conception by and large in the context of discussing rules she was trying to 

teach her students.  Jordi appeared to be the most rigid of the graduate instructors in 

terms of restricting the forms they were allowed to use in their papers.  In particular, she 

made it a rule that her students could not use first-person pronouns in their papers, which 

is a common rule high school teachers make for their students, but that is often more 

relaxed in humanities courses in college. 

The first mention Jordi makes of this restriction came in the context of talking 

about her own writing.  I pointed the use of first-person out in the seminar paper she gave 

me as one of her writing samples and asked her to talk about.  She replied, 

e I don’t do it, uh, consistently, but it comes up when, you know, I don’t, I 
don’t  consciously avoid it so much as I used to.  Like, in undergrad, it’s 
definitely, and I always tell my students it’s against the rules, but, um, 
yeah, if it works, I don’t, I don’t like to use it throughout the paper on a 
regular basis, but uh, but yeah it just, where it works I just put it in.  And 
you, know, like, if it comes up I don’t go back necessarily and try to avoid 
it (26 Oct.). 

In this instance, Jordi again comes close to the functionalist conception of literacy.  

Although she no longer “consciously avoids” first-person pronouns in her own writings, 



	   374 

she “always tell[s] . . . [her] students it’s against the rules.”  It is perhaps her mixed 

feelings about the use of “I” that causes the hesitation that is evident in her verbal 

faltering above.  However, Jordi repeats this restriction later in the interview when she 

talks about her second piece of writing, a letter of complaint she sent to an airline. 

 However, the most interesting part of Jordi’s mentions of instrumental and 

functionalist literacy in her interview is the fact that whenever I ask her to talk about what 

she would or would not want her students to do in their writing, she mentions mostly 

sentence-level or formal issues, such as, “providing clear topic sentences,” including “a 

bibliography that is formulated in MLA style,” or “clarifying the wordiness” (26 Oct.).  I 

mention this not because this is Jordi’s primary conception or even the conception that 

was most apparent in her teaching but because it seemed like it was the only aspect of 

writing that she felt she could carry from the context of her own writing to her students’ 

writing.  It seems that even though this conception was not the primary conception for 

any of the graduate students, it was one that they felt they were supposed to be teaching 

their students. 

  

Jordi, Karen, and Vocational Literacy 

 Like Barbara, Jordi and Karen both mentioned the fact that they hoped this course 

would prepare their students for other kinds of writing later, in both their future courses 

and their careers.  Although this may seem like an obvious way of thinking about the 

reading and writing they were teaching in their composition courses, the fact that it only 

came up in three of the seven interviews, and even in those only briefly, speaks to the fact 

that even though these graduate instructors were themselves making a vocation out of 
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writing, they were not always making this connection about their students.  Jordi 

discusses this in the context of talking about the complaint letter she wrote to the airline 

after her delayed flight, when I asked her what kinds of things she was doing in this piece 

of writing that she would want her students to do in their writing.  She told me, 

I think I’m struggling with that . . . because I’m so used to teaching 
discussion sections and grading papers that are about literature and literary 
analysis, so I think part of me would say, yes, I want to teach them how to 
do the academic close reading.  Uh, but, I think I’m trying to accept more 
that this class is obviously much broader than that, and so the complaint 
letter might actually be applicable to what they’re going to be using their 
writing for.  You know, I’ve definitely tried to tell them that [sigh], um, 
that no matter what kind of profession they’re going into, knowing how to 
write well will serve them in some sense. (25 Oct.) 

I wrote the sigh in as I transcribed this section of Jordi’s interview from the audio 

cassettes because it was so audible on the cassettes and so indicative of the hesitation, the 

ambivalence Jordi seemed to be feeling about discussing the usefulness of the course.  

Jordi was used to, and in some instances even seems to have preferred, teaching literary 

analysis, as opposed to a course that had goals “much broader than that.”  Consequently, 

it is with reluctance that Jordi admits that something like a complaint letter, a non-

scholarly, non-academic genre, “might actually be applicable to what they’re going to be 

using their writing for.”  It is at this point in the interview when Jordi seems to see herself 

as ventriloquizing the goals of the composition course, ones which are important but just 

not as important, on a personal level, as the kind of writing she values.  She expands on 

this idea in her Practicum Portfolio, when she says, “my work as a teaching assistant 

allowed me to take for granted the basic writing skills that many of my current students 

lack” (26 Oct.).  Jordi, then, sees her role in the composition course, as opposed to her 

previous work with English majors as being, in part, to remedy deficits. 
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 Karen, by contrast, seemed to feel excited that she could offer her students some 

long-term justification for practicing the kinds of writing that they were doing in their 

composition course.  As with the example I gave from Jordi’s interview, our exchange 

happened after I asked Karen to discuss what about a non-academic piece of writing, in 

this case, a creative, narrative piece, she would not want her students to do in their 

writing.  She replied, 

Well, obviously they can’t follow that . . . it’s a different form, and it’s 
not, um, it’s not an academic paper.  There’s different rules for that that 
are not being followed here.  They need to know those and know how to 
follow those rules.  This is much . . . the form of this, and what, the form 
of this is not something they could use in academic writing, and the, that 
it’s only description.  I don’t, I don’t know if that would be totally useful 
in academic writing either because primarily it is description. (19 Nov.) 

Karen’s description of academic writing is of something rule-bound and dependent on 

form, which causes her to struggle to relate her piece, a narrative about the first time she 

met her husband’s family, to her students’ writing at all, deciding, that “this is not 

something they could use in academic writing.”  

However, as Karen continued to look at her story, she began to see it in less 

contained terms.  She continues, 

well I, huh, and it’s funny.  It’s funny because in some ways you could say 
this is a thesis statement, but it’s not . . . an argumentative thesis 
statement.  I guess, um.  Yeah, uh, I guess in some ways it is, actually if I 
look at that sentence there. . . . So I guess it kind of does follow it in some 
ways more than I think it does, but I think the language is too poetic, 
overall.  And also more informal.  Like some of my sentence structures are 
not formal sentence structures.  They’re fragments.  I mean they’re - you 
know, I’m not obeying grammatical rules.  [Laughs.]  You know, 
professors are looking for, you know, in . . . more formal writing. (19 
Nov.)   

In this passage, Karen seems momentarily taken aback when she sees genres blurring 

together and certain characteristics, like “an argumentative thesis statement,” that she 
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would only apply to “formal” academic writing appearing in her less formal, more 

personal and narrative writing.   However, Karen also has other reasons for dividing 

these kinds of texts; she believes that “professors,” meaning professors of other courses 

her students will take, “are looking for . . . more formal writing” (19 Nov.).  In what I 

would actually argue is an instrumental, rather than functionalist, argument, Karen makes 

the case that she has a responsibility to teach her students a certain kind of writing, even 

if, as she has begun to realize, this academic writing is actually a bit more elusive and 

difficult to define or separate from other kinds of writing than she first thought.  I asked 

her directly about this, to make sure I understood what she was saying: 

ME:  So, sorry I just want to make sure I’m not reading too much into 
what you’re saying.  [Karen:  [Laughing] Okay.]  When you mention, 
what professors are looking for, are you seeing yourself as preparing them 
for other professors’ expectations? 
KAREN:  Yeah, and that’s, that’s to me what the job of first-year writing 
is, in my mind.  Preparing them to be successful in college.  You know, 
writing for a college audience. (19 Nov.) 

In this instance, Karen makes the issue of transfer the key to the first-year writing course.  

To her, it is only useful if, as Delpit says, it is “usable,” a sentiment that might be shared 

by many other first-year instructors.  However, this is the only time one of the 

participants in this study stated the goals of the first-year course in these kinds of terms.   

Karen expanded on this by discussing the vocational necessity of the course, 

saying, 

I bring in my business experience, and I talk about that a lot, uh, because I 
think a lot of kids are doing that, so I talk about well, why do you need to 
know how to write?  Well, you do because . . . and I talk a lot about . . . 
[how] I worked in the corporate world.  And I tell them about what kinds 
of writing skills translate . . . because there’s an assumption that all of 
them want to get a job, so that’s another way I can appeal to them is that 
skills are important and how you can transfer them. (10 Nov.) 
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Unlike Jordi, who was hesitant, in some ways, to talk about the vocational aims of her 

students and the ways in which first-year writing might translate into other environment, 

Karen seems to embrace this possibility with excitement because it is a way to “appeal” 

to her students, in a similar way that the political speeches I cited earlier appeal to the 

pragmatic and vocational concerns of the public.  Karen is strategically instrumental, 

even to the point of discussing how skills can transfer from one environment to another, 

and thus making explicit for her students what to many instructors might be an implicit 

assumption about the first-year course. 

 

“At a Mirror, Darkly”: Karen’s Struggles with Structure 

Because of the way in which Karen was able to make these connections, I found it 

interesting that she, like the other graduate instructors, still had difficulty connecting her 

own experiences as a graduate student writer to her students’ experiences in the class.  

This was particularly poignant because, unlike the other participants with the exception 

of Barbara, Karen also discussed instrumental literacy in the context of her own writing, 

rather than applying it mostly to her discussion of teaching.  Dylan Dryer, from whose 

article “At a Mirror, Darkly: The Imagined Undergraduate Writers of Ten Novice 

Composition Instructors” I borrow the phrase used in the title above, notes this tendency 

in his own study of ten new graduate teaching assistants to “project versions of their own 

academic writing histories onto the students” (425).  However, in Dryer’s study, as in this 

one, they often did this in surprisingly reductive ways and without realizing they were 

doing so.  Consequently, although Karen seemed to be drawing parallels between her 

own experience as a new graduate student and her students’ experiences as new college 
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students, she did not, at first, admit that her students were feeling the kind of resistance 

that she was because of the similarities of their experiences.   

Like many of her undergraduate students, Karen had entered a new discourse 

community, which was in her case that of graduate school in English, and was struggling 

to adapt the forms she had used in her writing before to the new requirements in her 

graduate seminar.  Like the undergraduate who discovers that the five-paragraph essay no 

longer covers all writing exigencies, Karen was frustrated because her old ways of doing 

no longer sufficed.  She explains, 

during my Master’s program, I didn’t find writing difficult. . . . You know, 
generally, the systems that I developed to help me write, like, even 
academic papers still worked for me . . . in my Master’s program.  Like 
the way I would outline before I wrote a research paper, be able to put 
together what I was going to say, how I was going to say it.  Um, and 
organize it.  Uhh, I do not find that in this class [gestures to other paper] at 
all.  It’s that this class.  [Sighs.]  . . . And this gave me a headache writing 
it.  Honestly.  A huge headache.  Um, so I did not enjoy writing that paper.  
At all. . . . One of the things that made it difficult is I was assigned this 
topic.  I didn’t get to choose.  I had to choose something, I wanted to talk 
about it, but this, to me, is not very exciting.  [Laughs.]  It was not 
interesting to me.  Really.  Or maybe now I hate it more because I was 
forced to think about it for so long - I don’t know!  Maybe I was like, now 
I’m like blech.  Um, you know she [the seminar professor] didn’t give us a 
choice; she told us what chapter we were responsible for. (19 Nov.) 

Even though she had done well on the paper, earning a high grade in comparison to other 

students in her seminar, Karen was hesitant even to talk about this paper during our 

interview, even though she had volunteered it as one of the samples we would discuss.  

This is in part, as she discusses above, because she felt that her seminar professor had a 

certain form in mind, one that Karen herself was not privy to but which was nevertheless 

necessary for receiving positive feedback for the assignment.  She sees her professor, in 

other words, as being overly prescriptive, also because, as I discussed in the chapter on 

literacy for personal growth, she does not give Karen “a choice.”  
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I saw this as an opportunity for Karen to connect to similar feelings her students 

might have about writing.  They were, after all, given assignments with very specific 

prompts where they had little choice on what they could write about, so I asked Karen if 

this made her feel empathy for her students.  Nonetheless, Karen replied, “I feel like they 

have a lot more choice than I did in this.  Yeah, because I tell them, pick an aspect and 

then you can pose for me alternates.  Now, kids definitely don’t take me up on that, but I 

say, if you want to write about something else, let me know, and we’ll talk about it” (19 

Nov).  This was one instance in which Karen refused to see her own concerns about 

writing, in her desire for material to be personally meaningful, reflected in her students 

even though the parallels were clearly there.  Dryer refers to this particular response as 

“effacement,” saying that “it is surprising that a group of teachers who talked at length 

about their own ambivalence about academic writing practices only minutes before 

invariably effaced such struggles from the students they constructed” (432).  Unlike the 

graduate teaching assistants in Dryer’s study, though, Karen did eventually come to see 

the connection between her own concerns and those of her students, and she wrote about 

it in her reflection statement for her final project for the Practicum. 

At the time that I was interviewing her, though, this effacement becomes even 

more evident when Karen discusses the forms she was used to writing according to 

compared to the forms she felt her graduate seminar professor was asking her to use.  She 

says, 

Because I would, in the past, I would do an introductory paragraph - you 
know, I would set it up.  Then I like to do my little body paragraphs and 
conclusions.  You know, but I was very traditional, but this . . . she didn’t 
want that, you know?  It was very . . . so that was really hard for me to 
figure out.  You know, some of this, you had to set it up in a certain way 
with the thesis, and . . . it was just so different from anything I had ever 
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written. . . . so this is a totally new organizational structure.  Cause to me I 
don’t really get what I want to talk about necessarily until the second 
paragraph, right?  Make my assertions.  That’s weird. (19 Nov) 

What Karen seems to be saying here is that the form she used before – introduction, 

examples in body paragraphs, and then conclusion –  no longer works in graduate school, 

or at least in this particular seminar, a revelation that she finds “weird” because her thesis 

does not come until her second paragraph.  I saw this, again, as being remarkably similar 

to the undergraduate who can no longer use the five-paragraph essay to successfully 

address every writing exigency.  During this interview, though, Karen does not yet see 

the connection or think about the ways in which different forms might be necessary to 

accomplish different kinds of socially situated writing tasks. 

 Karen continues to talk this way when she tells me about an upcoming task for the 

same seminar.  She states, 

I’m kind of still in limbo because I have this research paper to do, and I 
can’t exactly take this structure and impose it on a twenty page paper.  So 
then what do I do?  I’m really not sure.  Cause she doesn’t tell you, but she 
has a certain idea about how it should be structured.  In my mind, it’s like 
she has definite ideas about it, so I wish she would give us examples - it 
drives me crazy.  Yeah.  And the reason I got this structure is because 
Nicole gave me a paper she wrote with something totally different, but I 
was like, oh, okay, that’s the structure she wants.  And it’s a little, little 
different because I was writing more about [sighs] it’s not a theory paper - 
do you know what I’m saying?  So, I had to kind of adapt it, but at least I 
got a sense of [sighs] what kind of structure she was looking for and how 
she wanted me to present the argument, which was different from anything 
I’d ever done before. (19 Nov.) 

In the passage, I was struck by how similar Karen’s desires were to the career-oriented 

undergraduates Durst describes who want to learn ways of writing that are “simple, 

quick, and efficient; applicable in all or most situations; and either reducible to a formula 

or straightforward set of rules, or free from rules, prescriptions and restrictions” (2).   She 

wishes, in essence, that her professor would just spell it out, just give her the form she 
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needs to use so that Karen could fill in her content.  One might criticize Karen for having 

an overly reductive vision of composing that imagines writing as filling form with 

meaning.  Language is not, as Ann Berthoff famously says, “a set of muffin tins into 

which the batter of thought is poured” (744).  However, I think both Karen and the 

undergraduates have a point when they have these concerns with the “structure” of the 

assignment, concerns that instructors often dismiss as overly instrumental or even as 

wanting their instructors to do the work for them.  When someone is entering a new 

discourse community, however, it is often an easy-in, a quick form or way of doing 

something that can ease this transition until they have internalized the often-unspoken 

rules of this discourse community. 

 However, Karen, again misses the opportunity to connect this concern to those of 

her students’.  When I asked her to talk about things she did in this piece of writing that 

she would want her students to do in theirs, she says, 

I think this is just different.  I mean there are certain structures, yeah, that I 
have.  You know, I have a conclusion paragraph; I wrap it all up.  And I . . 
. kind of introduce something.  I have a thesis that’s not in the place I 
usually put it in, and I’m providing specific evidence, I guess.  That’s 
something that I’m teaching now, how to talk about that evidence.  But it’s 
just a different.  It’s very different from undergraduate writing, in my 
mind.  And maybe I’m too close to it.  I shouldn’t have picked it.  But I 
picked it because I talked so much about it with you. . . . But maybe I 
haven’t totally processed it all either.  You know what I’m saying?  I’m 
not totally comfortable with this mode of writing yet. . . . maybe after I do 
this research paper.  [Laughs.]  (19 Nov.) 

In the passage above, Karen repudiates the connections between the writing that her 

students are doing and her own because “It’s very different from undergraduate writing.”  

In another way, though, this is precisely the difficulty; Karen cannot break this kind of 

writing down into a digestible form that makes sense to her because it is so different from 

the writing she had done in the past.  Although she at first denies the connection between 
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her own and her students’ writing, I do see the beginning of an insight into the 

similarities in this last passage.  As happened so often when I spoke with Karen, she 

begins to realize, even as she is talking, that different possibilities exist for the ways in 

which she is thinking about literacy.  She admits, “maybe I haven’t totally processed it 

all, either.”  As Restaino argues, for graduate instructors in their first semester of 

teaching, sometimes, in the process of juggling seminar work and the teaching 

commitments that support them financially, the “opportunity for reflection may not 

emerge” (24).  For Karen, though, this time does come at the end of the semester. 

 

Assignment Ranking Activity 

 The Assignment Ranking Activity also pointed to the negative or ambivalent 

feelings the graduate instructors had about this literacy conception.  Fifty percent of the 

graduate instructors ranked the assignment that I designed for functionalist literacy fifth 

or sixth.  (I did not design a separate assignment for instrumental literacy).  Critical 

Activist Literacy was the only other conception ranked this low, with 66% ranking it fifth 

or sixth.  Most compelling, though, was the fact that none of the graduate instructors 

ranked this conception first.  This was only true of one other conception, literacy for 

personal growth; however, 22% ranked literacy for personal growth second, whereas only 

5.6% ranked the functionalist literacy assignment second. 

 The assignment I wrote to represent this conception reflects functionalist literacy 

in its emphasis on form.  The following was the assignment, which appeared as 

“Assignment 4” on the ranking sheets I handed out in class to the graduate instructors: 

For this assignment, you will be asked to practice the writing skills we 
have gone over in class.  The assignment should summarize the key points 
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of Patricia Nelson Limerick’s essay, “Denial and Dependence.”  To do 
this, you should carefully go over the passage, identifying Limerick’s 
main points.  Then, you should summarize these points in your own words.  
Follow this summary with a close reading of one or two paragraphs of the 
essay that illustrate these points.  Because this is a close reading, you 
should pay careful attention to the words Limerick uses and how they 
contribute to her tone and voice.  In the close reading section, make sure 
that you use quotes, documented according to MLA format, and 
quote/paraphrase combinations.  Remember to carefully check your paper 
for grammar and correctness before handing it in. 

In order to emphasize functionalist ideas, the assignment points to practicing “writing 

skills.” It also essentially hands the student writers the order in which the paper should be 

written, giving them a form into which content can, as in Berthoff’s metaphor, easily be 

poured.  Finally, it points in the last few sentences to surface-level features like correct 

MLA documentation, urging students to hand in grammatically correct papers by asking 

them to “carefully check . . . for grammar and correctness.”  I expected this to give the 

graduate instructors plenty of fodder for discussion.  Instead, during the class discussion 

of the responses they gave, no one mentioned Assignment 4 at all.  This was the only 

assignment that did not merit a mention during the discussion.   

I have two possible interpretations for this lack of discussion.  It could be, on the 

one hand, because none of the graduate instructors selected this as their number one 

choice for an assignment, and, consequently, we simply never got to talk about it because 

the graduate instructors were too excited about other assignments.  Nevertheless, the 

graduate instructors did discuss assignments they felt particularly turned off by during the 

discussion, spending the most time on the literacy for personal growth assignment.  I 

interpret the absence of discussion on this assignment as an indication that, to the 

graduate instructors, this was an ideologically neutral, somewhat boring assignment.  

Where I perceived an assignment rife with ideological issues, they say something run-of-
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the-mill and thus not worthy of comment.  However, in ignoring this assignment, they 

simultaneously reinforced the notion of literacy as autonomous rather than ideological, 

thus pointing to this conception’s tendency to conceal itself as ideological. 

Among the seven focal participants, Jordi ranked this assignment the highest at 

third, but qualified her ranking by saying that it would be “a good beginning-of-the-

semester assignment” because it emphasizes the “basic skills of summarizing” 

(Assignment ranking, 22 Oct.)  However, probably more attractive to Jordi than the 

assignment’s basic skills approach was its emphasis on “close reading” (Jordi, 

Assignment ranking, 22 Oct.).  Blake, on the other hand, ranked it fifth, saying only “I 

hate the word ‘summary’” (Assignment ranking, 22 Oct.).  Lily also ranked this 

assignment fifth but did not mention it at all in her write-up.   

Max, Karen, Barbara, and Garrett all ranked this assignment last, with Barbara 

saying that it seemed “very rote” (Assignment ranking, 22 Oct.).  Garrett had perhaps the 

most insightful response in terms of the assignment’s limitations; he wrote that it “seems 

designed for the teacher and not the student” (Assignment ranking, 22 Oct.).  Perhaps 

what Garrett was responding to is the apparent subtext of the assignment, which seems to 

ask students not to make any mistakes; it reminds students, at the end, “to carefully check 

. . . [their] paper[s] for grammar and correctness before handing it in.”  Garrett’s 

comment also points to another motivation for assigning papers like this that are so 

prescriptive, which is that they are easier to grade.  By giving students a definite format 

and building expectations for the formal qualities of the writing into the assignment, 

grading papers like this be done quickly and easy, even to the extent that an instructor 

could use a checklist.  However, what Garrett seems to point out is that it does not enable 
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students to make choices in their writing, something that he, as well as the other graduate 

instructors, deemed important. 

 

The Teaching Observations 

 Instrumental and functionalist conceptions of literacy came up only rarely both in 

my observations of the classes the graduate instructors taught and in the follow-up 

interviews I had with them afterwards.  In the case of Lily and Garrett, such concerns 

came up only briefly and in cases when they appeared to be expressing institutional goals 

for literacy to their students.  In my interpretation of these statements, Lily and Garrett 

were allowing the first-year writing program, as they saw it, to speak through them about 

what they interpreted as the larger programmatic goals of the course.  However, they 

dissociated these ideas from their own thoughts about literacy. 

 This was particularly apparent at the end of one of Lily’s classes, when she gave 

students a handout that the mentors for the Practicum class had given all of the new 

graduate instructors to use in their class.  The handout had two paragraphs from one of 

the Gandhi’s pamphlets on peaceful protest on a sheet of paper with plenty of white space 

around the paragraphs.  The undergraduate students were supposed to mark the passage 

up by underlining important passages and writing comments in the margins.  When Lily 

discussed the activity with a small group of her students, whom she was meeting with for 

the final half hour of her class, she said, “In case you haven’t been formally instructed on 

this, we like to give you reading strategies so you can actually remember some of what 

you read.  So, underline what you think is important.  Circle any words that you’re not 

sure of their meaning” (21 Feb.).  What is so compelling about this statement, is that Lily 
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switches from her typical “I” voice to a “we” voice, which to me, signaled that she was 

voicing the desires of the program for her students’ literacy development and not her 

own.  Although this activity, in and of itself, is more reflective of an instrumental than a 

functionalist agenda on the part of the program, perhaps Lily saw it as something that she 

was supposed to be doing in her course but that she did not completely support.  For Lily, 

the activity was not so much about allowing students to interact with a text, question it, 

and push back against it as much as it was a directive to students to read and mark their 

texts in a certain way.  The fact that Lily went through this activity quickly and cursorily 

and with little of the same feeling that she had applied to other class activities that she 

had developed on her own supports my interpretation.  The apathy with which she 

appeared to be approaching this particular activity as opposed to other activities I 

observed in her class seemed similar to her descriptions of having to teach grammar to 

students at the Access Center. 

 Garrett made a similar kind of move when I asked him, after the end of my 

second teaching observation if there was anything, either in that class or in the course as a 

whole that he particularly wanted to stress to his students.  He replied,  

I feel like I have an academic goal, but it’s not so much my goal for them.  
It’s more institutional.  I want them to read well, write well.  I don’t really 
care about nouns, pronouns, that stuff.  I want them to write seriously, 
read seriously.  I want them to read with effort to get something out of it 
and writing something.  I want them to get something for themselves.  I 
just want them to push a little bit harder. (27 Apr.) 

The way I interpret this passage, Garrett sees the “institutional goal” as concerning 

“nouns, pronouns, that stuff,” whereas he just wants to them to “write seriously, read 

seriously” so that they can get “something for themselves.”  What Garrett seems to 

suggest is that because literacy is essentially a personal project, he cannot really have 
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these goals for his students; any goal imposed from outside is necessarily “institutional” 

and dead.  Pushing “a little bit harder” seems, for Garrett, to be something you have to 

want for yourself.  Garrett’s comments are surprising in that they suggest a certain kind 

of futility for the first-year course.  It may be that I just caught Garrett on an off day, one 

on which he was not quite sure just what he was supposed to be doing in his class.  

However, if he did see the goals of the course as being so narrow in this way, it is no 

wonder that he would have difficulty in making them his own literacy mission or even his 

mission for his students. 

 

Barbara and Max: Fitting Writing “into their Majors or Goals in Life” 

 A few of the graduate instructors did want their students to make connections 

between the first-year course and their other courses, something that I saw as an 

instrumental literacy goal because of its emphasis on literacy in order to accomplish a 

particular, relatively immediate end.  Barbara, in particular, had been getting a lot of 

advice and support from Karen, who she saw as being better equipped to teaching writing 

strategies than she was because of Karen’s experience as a high school teacher.  Barbara 

says of Karen’s advice: 

she’s been helping me a lot to just go kind of beyond discussing the 
material and really pointing out more of the mechanics of writing, you 
know, and these strategies that students are going to need to use in their 
essays because that’s one thing that I felt like I didn’t do enough of last 
semester, or maybe I had great discussions, but I wasn’t really - and the 
students I have this semester are weaker writers overall than the ones last 
semester, so I’ve been trying to focus more on, just strategies. (3 Mar.) 

Barbara told me this after the second time I observed her, which was early in the second 

semester that she had been teaching.  In this semester, Barbara wanted to focus on more 

than just having “great discussions” – she wants to get at “the mechanics of writing” and 
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“strategies that students are going to need to use in their essays” (3 Mar.).  What Barbara 

wants, in other words, is to give her students that practical advice that she felt that she 

herself had never received and which would help them to accomplish the specific writing 

tasks in the first-year course and those they would encounter later on.  Barbara continued 

to tell me that these were things that she felt she had missed out on until she got to 

graduate school.  She said, “I had a comp class, but I don’t remember us ever getting 

specific instruction on how to write an essay” (3 Mar.).  Significantly, though, many of 

the “strategies” Barbara discusses go well beyond grammar and form, which suggests a 

broader instrumental view of literacy at work.  Although in the excerpt Barbara shows 

evidence that she sees literacy as a way to remedy deficits (the students are “weaker 

writers overall” so Barbara sees more need to focus on “mechanics”), Barbara, like 

Karen, wants to demystify writing for her students, to pull aside the curtains and reveal 

what her students need to know.  

In our interview after the second of Barbara’s classes that I observed, Barbara 

continues to explain that, besides the social/critical goals she described for her students, 

she also wants them to “come out with some improvement in their writing skills to maybe 

see where writing can fit into their majors or their goals in life” (3 Mar.).  This goal is 

clearly an instrumental one.  Barbara talks here about “writing skills” and seeing how 

writing can “fit into their majors” (3 Mar.).  However, there is an element of the personal 

here, too.  Although Barbara herself talks about how her own college experience left her 

without vocational direction, here Barbara does not refer to her students’ later careers but 

rather “their goals in life” (3 Mar.).  Although careers are clearly part of that, Barbara’s 

instrumental goals for her students appear to be much larger than that.  Consequently, 
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even though Barbara is trying to incorporate instrumental literacy into her teaching 

practice, it is not a narrowly functionalist goal for literacy that she is enacting. 

This was true of Max’s classes as well.  In the second of his classes that I 

observed, Max was near the end of his second semester of teaching and had handed out a 

set of instructions for his students detailing how they were to prepare and submit their 

final portfolio.  As Max was reading the instructions, he told his students, 

So, and I’m stressing this a lot, revising means a lot more than just fixing 
grammar and spelling errors.  It’s in bold.  It’s in bold twice, actually. Nor 
is it just fixing what I commented on, for two reasons.  First, I didn’t 
necessarily catch everything.  And also, you are responsible for making 
these revisions.  Having this experience will help take you through the rest 
of your college career.  Revision means a lot. (21 Apr.) 

This statement was interesting to me for a few reasons.  First of all, Max clearly 

emphasizes to his students that what they are doing now, in their course, would be 

instrumental for them later – it would help them “through the rest of . . . [their] college 

career[s].”  He brings this up a second time, later in the same class when he asks his 

students to start working on the self-reflection for their portfolios, saying, “Another thing 

to discuss is, what can you take from this class and bring to other classes?  Especially for 

those of you who are not English majors, what does this class do that you could bring to a 

science class?” (21 Apr.).  Max explained to me after the class, when I asked him about 

these moments, “A lot of them are art majors and theater majors.  I wanted to have them 

relate the kind of thinking they were doing in this class to the kind of thinking they were 

doing in other classes” (21 Apr.).  Max seems to feel that in order to make this course 

compelling, he had to appeal to his students’ instrumental and personal aims.  He wants 

them not to feel alienated by the first-year course but rather to see it as an example of 

“the kind of thinking they were doing in other classes.”  As in Barbara’s example above, 
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he wants it to be instrumental but not narrowly functionalist in that making this 

justification is also a way to get them to feel personally connected.  However, at least as 

Max sees his students’ goals, the personal sometimes comes through the instrumental. 

At the same time, Max wants to deemphasize the one kind of skill that most of the 

larger public might think would transfer from one context to the next, “grammar and 

spelling errors” (21 Apr.).  Here again, Max, even in the process of supporting the 

usefulness of the course seems to be appealing to his students on the level of what he 

thinks that they value, which Max thinks is vocational.  Accordingly, even though he 

does not discuss instrumental literacy as one of his personal literacy goals or connect it to 

his scholarship, he sees it as a way to connect to his students. 

 

Karen and Jordi: “Basic Skills” and the Five-Paragraph Essay 

The most references to instrumental and functionalist literacy came in Karen and 

Jordi’s classes.  Jordi’s emphasis on “basic skills” came, as I discussed before, as a result 

of the frustration she felt that her students did not have as much confidence and command 

of academic writing conventions as the English majors she was used to teaching.  She 

told me, of her composition students, “I was assuming that they knew more about how to 

write than they do.  And so I didn’t, I didn’t take nearly enough time . . . [to teach writing 

skills]. . . . I realized that they really didn’t know what I was talking about” (18 Nov.).  

Jordi found herself in the position of having to invent writing instruction for herself 

because the courses she had TAed for only modeled how to teach reading strategies and 

hold discussion.  Consequently, early in the semester, Jordi mostly focused on getting her 
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students to understand what they were reading, without giving explicit instruction in 

writing. 

The one point in which I thought Jordi was exemplifying functionalist literacy 

was when we were talking about teaching synthesis.  The prompt for the essay her 

students had just written, which was the third paper of four in the standard syllabus 

created by the First-Year Writing Program, asked students to “synthesize material so that 

the sources you use from . . . [the course reader] and from other places “talk” to one 

another” (“Suggested Syllabus”).  Accordingly, the prompt asked students to “refer to 

several sources within one paragraph” (“Suggested Syllabus”).  Jordi explained to me 

that this had been the worst set of papers that she had collected of the papers so far, a 

frustrating experience for a new teacher who wants to see her students making progress.  

She explains, “this set of papers was the worst that I’d gotten so far, so I wasn’t 

necessarily expecting to have to see any of them because I really haven’t had failing 

papers.  I’ve had like one, one student that was on the edge of failing, but this time there 

were definitely, like four” (18 Nov.).   

Jordi also felt discouraged because her students had interpreted the assignment to 

mean that they only needed to synthesize their sources in one paragraph of the paper, 

which Jordi felt was an especially reductive interpretation of the prompt.  Her students, 

Jordi explained, had interpreted the statement “refer to several sources within one 

paragraph” as referring to several literally within only one paragraph, rather than, as Jordi 

thought they should be, synthesizing throughout the paper and organizing their papers by 

ideas rather than sources.  She says, “I, again, didn’t anticipate that that would mean to 

them, you do not have to synthesize anything else within your paper” (18 Nov.).  In this 
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example, Jordi’s annoyance comes from the fact that her students are trying to do the 

minimum they need to do in order to complete the assignment; in Jordi’s view, they were 

seeing writing in simplified terms. 

At the same time, Jordi also did not seem to have a firm grasp on what synthesis 

in the papers was supposed to accomplish.  She explained synthesis to me in what I also 

thought of as a narrow way of seeing it:  

JORDI:  You know, like you have to have three sources in a paragraph 
that are synthesized. 
ME:  Oh, really? 
JORDI:  Yeah.  Which I, again, didn’t anticipate that that would mean to 
them, you do not have to synthesize anything else within your paper.  
[ME:  Yeah.]  I don’t know.   
ME:  Where did the three sources in a paragraph idea come from? 
JORDI:  Whoever wrote the prompt. 
ME:  Oh, really? 
JORDI:  Um.  [Looks for prompt.]  I might not have it.  Um, hmm, “refer 
to several sources within one paragraph.”  Where is the three? 
ME:  I guess several would be more than two, you’d think. 
JORDI:  Yeah.  I guess, maybe the rewrite of it.  Because I rewrote it, too.  
Maybe this, maybe this confused them, like somebody sent out to the first-
year writing. . . . Yeah, this is where the three came from.  I mean, it does 
say several within the original prompt, but it says “each paragraph should 
have at least three different sources quoted or summarized in it, and the 
connections, relationships between the ideas should be made clearly.”  
And it does say, throughout the paper you need to synthesize concepts.  
So, I think they latched onto, one paragraph has to have three rather than 
throughout. 
ME:  What do you think of that kind of thinking about synthesis? 
JORDI:  You mean, the three in a paragraph? 
ME:  Yeah. 
JORDI:  I mean, I think it’s fine, but I think, I think what I might try to 
emphasize more next semester is that we do this already.  This is a skill 
you already have in your head, you relate the way different people think 
about the same topic, in different ways.  This is just an academic 
structuring of that process.  And then, also, I would emphasize more that 
it’s not just within paragraphs, it’s within your whole paper.  Um, and then 
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it’s actually, it’s after having read the papers, I would also want to focus 
that this isn’t just for the sake of the paragraph.  I had a couple that kind of 
tacked on the paragraph that was like, “this is my synthesis!” (18 Nov.) 

In my question above, which is admittedly leading, I was looking for whether Jordi 

would problematize the reduction of the concept of synthesis to citing three sources 

within a paragraph.  However, her response to my question was, “I think it’s fine.”  What 

I saw as a mechanical way of thinking about synthesis, a functionalist approach that 

mandates a number of sources to be used within a paragraph to Jordi was not a concern in 

and of itself.  However, Jordi did find it problematic that her students responded to the 

assignment in ways that were overly reductive.  The students had, in essence, latched on 

to the form being mandated but did not grasp synthesis as a way of bringing ideas 

together that resulted in invention.  Consequently, although Jordi did not view the 

assignment’s apparent functionalist agenda as an issue, she did view her students’ 

functionalism as a problem. 

Jordi, then, had very mixed views about instrumental and functionalist literacy.  

She thought it might be okay for assignments to be extremely prescriptive, to the point of 

reducing a relatively complex skill down to a mandate to include three sources within 

every paragraph.  At the same time, she had doubts about where explicit, skills-based 

instruction could get her in the composition course.  She said,  

the problem with, also with doing kind of specific writing instruction is 
that every paper I get, it’s great on like, the past two, the most recent two 
writing workshops we’ve done.  And then, everything else beforehand, 
that I thought that I had taught them really well, is gone out the window.  
Because it happened a month ago, and they’re like, they can focus on one 
aspect of writing well at a time.  Not all of them, but . . . (14 Mar.) 

In this passage, Jordi is frustrated that the skills she has taught her students seem to wash 

from one paper to the next and attributes it to the fact that her students can only 
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remember how to use one or two of these skills at a time.  What Jordi does not consider, 

though, is that students may just not see certain skills as transferring from one writing 

situation to the next. 

 Part of Jordi’s frustration stemmed from the fact that she herself was having 

difficulty connecting the course with any larger practical goals.  She was not sure when 

and how her students would be using a skill like synthesis again, and, consequently, her 

own thinking about synthesis might have seemed, to her students, to relate only to the one 

paper they had to write.  I pointed out to Jordi that her students would use the concept of 

synthesis again in their Mosaic courses, another required course for all undergraduates at 

Public University that focused on teaching foundational texts from both Western and 

non-Western intellectual history.  Jordi responded, “Really?  See, that’s another . . . I feel 

like I don’t have a good enough concept of how this class transitions into that, and I know 

that I could threaten them more if I said this is a skill that you’re supposed to use” (14 

Mar.).  In other words, in order for skills to transfer and thus to be instrumental and not 

narrowly functionalist, the instructor and the students need to be able to see them as part 

of larger way of thinking about writing.  This is a problem that many educators face. 

 The only class in which I observed an obviously instrumental literacy agenda was 

in Karen’s.  When I walked into her classroom, Karen was busy at work talking to 

students who had shown up early for class and writing a list on the whiteboard at the 

front of the class of skills her students needed to work on from their last paper.  Karen 

lectured to her students to remember basics like remembering to use signal phrases when 

introducing quotes, making sure they connected their topic sentences to their thesis 

statements, and working on their “rebuttal,” which I took to mean the part of arguing 
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against a countering argument when they refute that argument (26 Oct.).  However, most 

interesting to me in Karen’s list on the board was a relatively minor error that students 

had in common in their paper: that they had not hyphenated African-American.  Karen 

said, “this is just a minor thing, but I am an English teacher.  You use a hyphen in 

African-American” (26 Oct.).  This statement was intriguing to me in that she seemed to 

paint the “English teacher” as having a functionalist conception.  Here, she draws on a 

particular cultural archetype of the “English teacher” as a grammar-obsessed school 

marm.  Notably, she does not use the word “professor,” which would probably be to 

invoke a different, more male archetype.  Instead, Karen’s conception is the American 

descendent of what Mike Rose describes in Lives on the Boundary.  He says, “The 

Middle Ages envisioned the goddess of grammar, Grammatica, as an old woman.  In one 

later incarnation, she is depicted as severe, with a scalpel and a large pair of pincers.  Her 

right hand, which is by her side, grasps a bird by its neck, its mouth open as if in a gasp 

or squawk” (1).   

Rose interprets this image, saying that the pincers and scalpel “are reminders to 

the teacher to be vigilant for error, to cut it out with the coldest tool” (2).  Although 

Karen resists this depiction in many ways, she also seems to feel its influence, both in the 

way that she plays with this reference when telling her students what they need to revise 

and later in another reference she made in that class to not always being able to “catch” 

all of their “errors” (26 Oct.).  I asked Karen about these statements in our in the 

following part of our interview: 

ME:  So, at one point, you were talking about them hyphenating African-
American, and you said, “I’m an English teacher.”  I wanted to ask you 
about that - do you associate English teachers with caring about things like 
that?   
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KAREN:  Yeah, well, I do circle their editing errors, but I say that I don’t 
want to emphasize those things, but I do want to call attention to them.  
The missing hyphen in African-American just drove me crazy! 
ME:  Do you see English teachers as having little, nutty things like that? 
KAREN:  That’s been my experience, yeah.  I had an English teacher who 
went around with a marker, correcting the signs at a grocery store. 
ME:  Really?  When was that? 
KAREN:  That was in high school.  And then he would ask stuff like, 
what was the name of the maid in Great Expectations on page 187.  He 
taught me to read for nonessential details.  I didn’t hate that teacher - I 
actually did well in the class.  He liked me, but I didn’t agree with his 
teaching. (26 Oct.) 

In this excerpt, Karen demonstrates that she is resistant to this functionalist way of 

teaching.  She does not agree with going around and correcting grocery store signs or 

asking students about “nonessential details” from their reading.  At the same time, even 

though Karen does not want to “emphasize” these things, she does want to “call 

attention” to them.  Although Karen is clearly not a functionalist, the influence of her 

high school teaching experience and the archetype of the grammar-strict teacher are 

evident in her teaching and the way in which she talks about writing.  This is another 

instance of the larger cultural conception of literacy exerting its influence, albeit 

indirectly, in the classroom. 

 However, the most functionalist part of Karen’s class, as I saw it, was her 

discussion of the thesis statement as something that had to have “three points” (26 Oct.).  

Karen passed out a handout, using excerpts from past papers that she instructed her 

students to evaluate.  In her instructions, she says, 

Okay, so let’s take a look at the handout I sent around.  You’re all doing a 
good job of making an argument and giving three points, but you need to 
limit the scope a bit more.  So, what I want you to do is look at the topic 
sentences I listed here and decide: does each topic sentence reflect 
something in one of the three points?  Then look at the evidence, is the 
evidence connected to the claim? (26 Oct.) 
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The aim of Karen’s activity, which was to get students to narrow the scope of their papers 

and connect their evidence to the claims they were trying to make, was not a functionalist 

agenda, although it was instrumental in that it she was instructing them in skills that they 

could potentially use in their writing for other classes.   

At the same time, I immediately connected Karen’s instruction that her students to 

have three points to the five-paragraph essay, the quintessential example of functionalist 

literacy.  When I asked Karen about this in our discussion after the class, though, she 

immediately saw that I might make this connection and explained herself: 

 ME:  Okay, so why three points in the thesis? 
KAREN:  Well, three or more.  I mean, I know about the problems with 
the five-paragraph essay.  But most of them just have one and a lot of 
them don’t have enough.  I don’t want it to be formulaic, but I have to give 
them a goal to shoot for.  And I say, “When I tell you this, it’s not the only 
way you do it.  It’s a starting point.  You can go beyond it.”  I mean, 
they’re trying to make connections between World War II, Martin Luther 
King, and they’re using these broad, nonspecific statements to lead up to 
it.  I want to show them a way to avoid that. (26 Oct.) 

Karen, again, resists functionalist literacy on the surface in her statement that she does 

not want students to be “formulaic” and in her admission that she knows “about the 

problems with the five-paragraph essay.”  At the same time, the pull of functionalist 

literacy, whether from public perceptions of literacy or from her experience as a high 

school teacher is clearly present.  Karen’s aim, of course, is to give students a clear 

benchmark so that they would know whether their thesis statements were sufficiently 

complex, and she states that she emphasizes to her students that the three points is “not 

the only way you do it.  It’s a starting point” (26 Oct.).  This is similar to justifications of 

the five-paragraph essay as a kind of training wheels for students until they are able to 
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create more complex organizational patterns in order to respond to the rhetorical situation 

within which they are writing. 

 Karen was not typical of the graduate instructors in her emphasis on form, which, 

as I said, is probably the result of her own history as a teacher of high schools students, in 

which she had to respond to institutional pressures and ready her students to meet 

curricular and testing goals set by her principal.  In many ways, though, Karen is an 

interesting case to look at because her own conception of literacy, in general, was much 

more personal.  In terms of her teaching, though, Karen thinks that the way to help her 

students is by setting specific, concrete goals for them.  This is good pedagogy in many 

ways.  The danger, however, is that students who have been exposed to these more 

functionalist agendas, through years of testing, will disregard Karen’s statements that 

these are only benchmarks and that they can write and respond in other ways and see, 

instead, evidence that writing is just a matter of meeting requirements, fulfilling a certain 

number of points, and getting their punctuation right.   

  

Final Thoughts 

 When I set out to conduct this study, although I did not expect any of the graduate 

instructors to be latent current-traditionalists, I did expect, based on my work with pre-

service educators, a few whose concerns with grammar or form obscured their ability to 

see their students’ writing in terms of anything else but error.  While in some sense I am 

relieved that this was not the case, I am unsure whether or not to feel triumphant.  On the 

one hand, if we take this group as an indication of the kinds of students entering the 

various fields comprising English studies, we can be assured that the public’s interest in 
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writing instruction as efficient and as attendant primarily to form will not be reproduced 

and that we will continue to have educators and scholars in these fields who will stand up 

to the corporate university’s attempt to define writing so narrowly and vocationally.   

On the other hand, the fact that the graduate instructors did not engage critically 

with this conception at all might be cause for concern.  As I pointed out in the section on 

the Assignment Ranking Activity, this could in part be because the graduate instructors, 

while preferring not to deal with concerns like form because they prefer to see writing as 

a more organic process, also see such concerns as ideologically neutral.  If this is indeed 

the fact, it demonstrates that graduate instructors may need to receive continued 

opportunities to reflect both on what they choose to teach and what they choose not to 

teach beyond those available in the Practicum.  Some of this work can and clearly in this 

case, did happen in the Practicum as well.  Dryer, for example, points to the need for 

disrupting graduate instructors prior conceptions by “deroutinizing GTA’s uptakes of the 

genres that constitute the subjectivities they are revising” (442).  In other words, Dryer 

argues that the goal of the practicum should also be to disturb “genres like the seminar 

paper and the marginal comment” in order to alter graduate instructors’ ways of seeing 

them (442).  For Dryer, “messiness should be foregrounded with GTAs rather than 

ignored or denied” (441).  Clearly, such disruption is needed in the case of students like 

Jordi and Karen, who seem on the verge of problematizing these genres but just have not 

arrived at a point where they have the reflective space to do so. 

A second possibility is that the graduate instructors did not talk much about 

instrumental or functionalist conceptions of literacy because of the dissociation between 

their scholarly and teaching roles.  While this did not seem true in the case of Barbara and 
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Karen, who clearly identified as much if not more with being a teacher as with being a 

scholar, it might have been true in the case of the other graduate instructors and 

particularly in the cases of the three literature PhD students.  As other researchers have 

suggested, this could be the result of the fact that the practicum is often the only space in 

which graduate instructors are encouraged to make connections between their scholarly 

and teaching selves and, moreover, to view teaching through a scholarly lens. 

Although scholars like Kathleen Blake Yancey have pointed to the tendency of 

graduate instructors to identify with their students, as Dryer notes, they often do so “in a 

curiously flattened way” (200, 431).  In this case of this study, though, such identification 

was effaced when it came to instrumental and functionalist literacy, perhaps because of 

their lack of critical engagement with this particular conception.  I would argue that this 

is a result of the value-free way in which literacy is described in public discourse.   

However, I want to close this chapter by referring briefly to what Karen said in 

her final project, the Practicum portfolio: 

I have found writing papers for my Introduction to Graduate Study class 
most challenging. . . . [This class] has required that I write in a way I have 
no experience with.  Many times I felt frustrated by the lack of ease I now 
composed with. . . . When Meaghan interviewed me, she asked me if this 
experience made me empathetic toward my students’ struggles to master 
academic writing.  Initially, I said no, but I was wrong.  It has and it 
should because keeping this in mind will make me have more patience 
when my students become overwhelmed by the writing expectations of the 
academy. (10 Dec.) 

At least in Karen’s instance, this critical evaluation and reflection, both of the similarities 

between the novice undergraduate and the novice graduate student and of the role of 

instrumental literacy in both experiences, was beginning to happen.  Karen recognizes, in 

this statement, that both she and her students are negotiating the often complex and 

sometimes prescriptive “writing expectations of the academy.”  In Karen’s case, this 
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probably happened in large part because of her identification of her teaching practice as a 

scholarly practice, an identification we should encourage of other graduate instructors as 

well.  For her, the choice of rhetoric and composition as her field of study made the 

connection between teaching and scholarship more relevant, as she saw it as impacting 

her future as a successful scholar as well.   

However, as Dryer also notes in his study, this response is atypical.  In his own 

study, he reports that the graduate teaching assistants “reported self-awareness as either 

readers or writers of pedagogical texts like assignments or even comments was extremely 

low” (445).  Dryer noted that only one of the non-composition GTAs saw herself “in any 

substantive way as a reader of composition theory” and, even among the composition 

GTAs one characterized “himself as a writer of research in composition” (445).  The 

graduate instructors in the group I studied had a number of strengths and points of insight 

about literacy that they brought with them to this first semester of teaching and learning 

how to be teachers; however, it seemed as if issues of discipline and identity, of how they 

saw themselves as teachers and scholars, produced a disconnect that would be difficult to 

overcome in just one semester. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
CONCLUSION 

The questions of disciplinarity and identity that I bring up at the end of the last 

chapter are particularly important in terms of this study’s implications.  I would argue 

that the findings here have direct bearing on how we think about the goals of graduate 

students’ professionalization.  These are considerations that impact not only the field of 

rhetoric and composition but also the larger departments and universities that house first-

year writing programs.   

Before getting to these implications, though, I would like to take a step back and 

look briefly at some of the findings of this study that occurred across the four data 

chapters.  I began this research with two questions: 1) what are the conceptions of literacy 

that graduate instructors bring with them to their first semester of teaching composition, 

and 2) how if at all, do these conceptions of literacy influence their pedagogical 

decisions?  The responses from the seven focal participants reshaped the way I thought 

about these conceptions and the work of teacher training.  If the data I discussed in the 

preceding chapters are an indication of the larger population of graduate instructors who 

are teaching composition for the first time, this group seems to be a particularly 

fascinating one for studying conceptions of literacy.  All of the participants in this study, 

Max, Jordi, Karen, Lily, Barbara, Blake, and Garrett, offered revealing windows into how 

these conceptions are lived and practiced, in particular with regard to the mediating 

institutional space of the English department.  What were once compelling but flat 

conceptions, researched in definitional arguments about literacy and then typed as lists 

into a chart I used as I coded my data, jumped into vivid reality in the stories and insights 

of these seven graduate instructors. 
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In using the definitional categories developed by the theorists I’ve mentioned, 

James Berlin, Sylvia Scribner, C.H. Knoblauch, Russel Durst, and, most importantly, 

Peter M. Goggin, I hope this project has done important work in helping to describe and 

operationalize the conceptions, in particular by depicting them in relation to the work and 

experiences of graduate instructors.  In his own working on examining literacy, Goggin 

likens the scholarship on computers and writing to a geographic terrain that 

compositionists must map. Goggin contends, 

Mapping one area can provide an example of a heuristic for exploring 
questions concerning what we mean when we profess literacies that are 
relevant to other areas.  Mapping one area can also demonstrate the 
potential for future map-making to contribute to the ongoing exploration 
of writing/literacy studies as an evolving field of disciplinary inquiry. (3) 

 
I am grateful to Goggin for providing the heuristic in the form of the codes I used for the 

conceptions and hope that this study also helps to answer the question of “what we mean 

when we profess literacies” (3).  The data I elicited in this study provide new ways of 

seeing these conceptions as well as insight into how these conceptions are actually lived 

and practiced by new teachers and scholars. 

 

Findings – Literacy Conceptions 

 When I began the study, I did not expect to find any participants who were what I 

might call a pure type in that one literacy conception acted as their primary lens for 

viewing the world.  Goggin cites the work of Michael T. Clancy, who, in his examination 

of “competing/overlapping literacies in 15th century Europe” contends that “actual 

literacy practices are less contained than theories of literacy” (74).  While this is true in 

some respects, I expected the categories I set forth to be more fuzzy and leaky than the 
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way they showed up in the data.  Whereas all the participants at some point described 

views or engaged in literacy or teaching practices that ran counter to the conception I 

thought they had, each one appeared to have a primary conception, or one main lens 

through which they usually viewed the world of literacy.  This came through most 

apparently in Lily’s data, which fits so clearly and in such telling ways with the 

conception of literacy for personal growth.  Karen, Barbara, and Blake were also 

relatively pure types, embodying the conceptions of literacy for personal growth, 

social/critical literacy, and cultural literacy, respectively.  The participants whose literacy 

conceptions were most hybrid were Garrett, Jordi, and Max.  Garrett and Jordi both 

seemed most split between social/critical literacy and cultural literacy, whereas Max 

seemed to have be a hybrid between literacy for personal growth and social/critical 

literacy. 

 It was here that my understanding of each conception of literacy as attending to a 

particular dimension of the literacy experience was particularly helpful.  For example, 

although social, communal understandings of literacy were important for Garrett and 

Jordi, more important in each of their lives were the role of the text and the elevation of 

the pursuit of higher, scholarly knowledge.  This was most evident when I observed their 

teaching, which was dominated by a focus on understanding texts.  Similarly, although 

literacy for Max was about making personal connections to a reading or writing topic, his 

work with experimental, conceptual poetry made him most interested in how those 

personally relevant readings and writings helped to connect him to others.  Consequently, 

although the graduate instructors all had some degree of hybridity in their conceptions, all 
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of them had one primary conception, a sort of default setting or main lens that selected 

the particular dimension of literacy to which they were most attuned.  

As I hope I have demonstrated in the four data chapters, the three conceptions that 

were most relevant in terms of understanding the motivations and backgrounds of the 

graduate instructors when it came to literacy were literacy for personal growth, 

social/critical literacy, and cultural literacy.  The other two social categories that Goggin 

discusses, literacy for social growth and critical activism literacy did not represent 

primary conceptions for any of the participants.  I used these codes only rarely, so that 

they did not constitute even a significant literacy facet for any of the participants.  

Functionalist and instrumental literacy did act a facet of the literacy conceptions of a few 

of the participants, particularly Jordi and Karen.  However, all this conception was an 

influential one for the participants, particularly in the way that they used it to construct 

the institutional expectations of the first-year writing course, for them it was not a 

compelling way of seeing literacy in terms of their own writing and experience. 

 

Gendered Conceptions 

Gender also influenced the literacy conceptions these graduate instructors had in a 

few significant ways.  The role of gender was most clear with respect to literacy for 

personal growth.  If I were to rank the participants in order by the extent to which they 

were influenced by this conception in terms of the numbers of codes, then Lily, Karen, 

and Barbara would come first, followed by Max, who would switch spots with Jordi for 

fourth place, and then Garrett and finally Blake.  This data demonstrated to me that the 

nurturing aspect of this conception was particularly attractive for the women participants.  
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I saw this most in Karen’s data, who “sought to nurture the budding literacy of . . . [her] 

students and daughter” (10 Dec.) and discusses how the “women” in her life, her 

“mother, the librarian, and . . . [her] teachers” nurture her “ability to read and enjoy 

books” (10 Dec.)   The women also seemed to more clearly value expressive and personal 

writing, as Lily, Karen, and Barbara demonstrate. 

 Gender played a role, albeit smaller, in cultural literacy.  With its emphasis on 

hierarchy, this conception is often described in masculine terms.  For example, as I noted 

in chapter four, the epithet “man of letters” as well as the description of liberal learning 

as the education befitting a gentleman suggest at least its gendered historical roots.  

Moreover, although Guillory argues against seeing the canon in terms of issues of 

representation, it is nevertheless true that the canon, in its imaginary form, is still 

dominated by works of male authorship (8).  This is particularly true of what Guillory 

calls the theory canon (176).  A quick Google search of syllabi for theory courses, for 

example, yielded the names of figures of Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault, Paul de Man, 

Walter Benjamin, Louis Althusser, and Antonio Gramsci, among others.  The only 

woman theorist consistently represented is Judith Butler.  This conception was less 

concentrated among the men than literacy for personal growth was among the women; 

the three PhD students, Blake, Garrett, and Jordi had this as their primary conception, 

suggesting that discipline is perhaps a more relevant consideration than gender.  

However, Jordi, the female participant who held this as her primary conception, also 

communicated this cultural understanding of literacy in conjunction with the male figures 

who helped initiate her into academia: her father and her thesis director (Literacy 
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narrative final, 10 Dec.).  Jordi’s honors thesis was also on T.S. Eliot, a male canonical 

figure (Literacy narrative final 10 Dec.). 

 A masculine understanding of literacy was also present in Blake’s literacy 

narrative, in which he describes literacy in terms of hierarchy and masculine argument.  

In “Recomposing as a Woman,” Terry Myers Zawacki suggests that the critical essay, the 

primary way of communicating new research in English studies, is a gendered form of 

literacy associated with traditional academic hierarchy” (319).  This form, Zawacki 

argues, citing Keith Fort, “conditions students to think in terms of authority and 

hierarchy” and often pushes “women . . . [to] embrace male values” (316, 317).  These 

themes are clearly evident in the following passage from Blake’s final literacy narrative, 

which is from his opening paragraph: 

One way or another, literacy for me has almost always been a story about 
antagonism and conflict, but not always in the negative sense those words 
imply.  Certainly learning to write was sometimes a context of wills 
between my mother and I, but in later years, I came to understand literacy 
as primarily (excepting, perhaps, the pleasure I derived from reading) as a 
medium, as an arena that allows the conflict of debate to touch the world.  
However dreadfully trite it sounds, the pen truly is mightier than the 
sword. (10 Dec.) 

In this passage, Blake both simplifies and complicates his notion of literacy, suggesting 

on the one hand that it is “primarily a medium” but then arguing that it is “an arena that 

allows the conflict of debate to touch the world.”  In this passage, Blake suggests a 

particularly agonistic conception of literacy; as in ancient rhetoric, argument functions as 

a substitute for physical combat.  

 Later in his narrative, Blake puts forth exactly this militaristic sense of literacy.  

He says, 
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About the same time I was introduced to formal logic, I began to study jiu-
jitsu.  At the time, it certainly would not have seemed significant in 
relation to writing, but I continued to study various martial arts, and by the 
time I finished high school, it had become so.  Allow me to describe 
myself as prepared for my first year at college.  I was an A student, with 
top-percentile SAT scores.  My closest friends at school had been at least a 
year older than me, and when they graduated as I completed my junior 
year, I found that I stood head and shoulders above many of my remaining 
peers.  I was incredibly arrogant (graduate school has helped in this 
regard), though I hid it well (at least to myself).  I came from a section of 
the population which I perceived in some sense to be marginalized and 
antagonized by main-stream society.  I held a shodan black belt and some 
minor tournament trophies in kenpo karate, and I was a champion clay 
pigeon shooter (admittedly in a very small-time tournament). . . . My point 
is, that when I graduated from high school, I felt that I was invincible.  
Both mentally and physically, I was ready to fight, and I did, often and 
with pleasure.  I don’t mean that I picked fights in a negative sense; I 
never struck a malicious blow and rarely spoke a malicious word (though 
occasionally condescending ones).  But I relished a good debate in much 
the same way that I loved a friendly sparring match.  It is not a 
coincidence that the English language does not allow us to describe a 
debate except in military terms (just try to marshal an argument to prove 
me wrong) (10 Dec.) 
 

Here, Blake directly associates his training in martial arts with his literacy.  He is “ready 

to fight” both with hands and with words.  He “relished a good debate.”  Also apparent 

here is a sense of hierarchy in his literacy accomplishments.  Blake describes himself as 

“incredibly arrogant” and standing “head and shoulders above” his peers.  Interestingly, 

though, this penchant for warring with words masks a point of vulnerability.  As someone 

who is home schooled, Blake feels that he is “marginalized and antagonized by main-

stream society.”  And his impulse when faced with that marginalization is to fight.  There 

is an element of self-effacement here too.  Blake notes that “graduate school has helped” 

to take away from some of this arrogance, suggesting the position of the graduate student 
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as marginalized communicated in so much of the scholarship on resistance and the 

training of graduate instructors. 

 Blake connects this to his approach in the classroom.  He says, 

Naturally, I emphasize argument when I teach as well.  I’m usually fairly 
gentle with my students, which I myself find somewhat surprising.  I think 
this is primarily a reaction to the abilities that they display; I know that if I 
express myself too forcefully, they are likely to respond with increased 
passivity.  Somehow I doubt that they will find it helpful to watch me have 
a debate with myself.  My goal, however, is for my class to function in 
some sense as a self-defense class.  I want the classroom to be a safe place 
–  a place where no one is silenced.  I am aware, though that students 
encounter many unsafe places; I want them to learn the skills necessary to 
resist being silenced in those places as well.  Ideally, the classroom should 
be a place where students can safely and amicably engage in 
conversational full-contact sparring.  But that may be a tall order for first-
year writing students. (10 Dec.)  

Blake’s description of creating a “safe place . . . where no one is silenced” is similar to 

some of the ways in which Karen and Lily described their classrooms.  Lily says that it’s 

“really important to . . . [her] to make it safe to talk” (Teaching observation interview 1, 

15 Nov.).  She continues, “they begin talking a lot more once they’ve realized I wasn’t 

going to embarrass them or whatever” (Teaching observation interview 1, 15 Nov.)  

Karen says of her goal for her students, “You want them to be able to express because 

you want the opportunity to talk about it and shape it” (Interview, 19 Nov.)  Blake’s 

description, however, is fundamentally unlike Karen and Lily’s descriptions of the safe 

classroom.  For Blake, the way to create a safe space it to enable his students to fight.  He 

says, “I want them to learn the skills necessary to resist being silenced in those places as 

well.”  In some ways, Blake has a point.  Compositionists continue to teach their students 

argument because it’s the way that they can argue with and against the established values 

of the academy.  It’s hard for me to picture a similar argument coming from one of the 
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women participants, however.  Although I’m not sure that these passages align with any 

one specific literacy conception (I see, for example, elements of instrumental, cultural, 

and social/critical literacy here), it is an attention-grabbing take on how gender influences 

pedagogy.   

 Of course, not all of the conceptions lined up along gendered lines, indicating that 

viewing them only in terms of gender can be a shortsighted, essentialist position.  Max, 

for example, described literacy in some nurturing, expressive ways, while Jordi’s 

conception of literacy as primarily cultural made her see literacy in terms of hierarchy. 

 

Conceptions in the Disciplines 

 Disciplinary identification clearly correlated with the literacy conceptions of the 

participants.  The most typical example of this was the fact that all three of the literature 

PhD students had cultural literacy as their primary conceptual lens, suggesting the 

continued power of this conception among individuals who see themselves as readers and 

writers of literary criticism.  Discipline also played a significant role in literacy for 

personal growth and social/critical literacy, but in unexpected ways.  My expectation was 

that the creative writing MFAs, Max and Barbara, would have been more oriented to 

literacy for personal growth, considering its focus on the expressive power of the 

imagination, whereas the rhet/comp students would align with social/critical literacy 

because of the dominance of this paradigm in the field.  I found exactly the opposite.   

Max and Barbara both saw literacy more in terms of its communal and critical 

nature, although literacy for personal growth was also a significant facet for both of them.  

For Barbara, the influence of the feminist writing communities she had been part of made 
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her cognizant of the sociocultural nature of literacy.  She also discussed her fiction 

writing not in terms of finding her voice, but of strategically employing “voices” in order 

to “break out of . . . [her] personal Barbara voice and actually embody other people” 

(Interview, 22 Oct.)  Max, similarly, saw his poetry as a way of experimenting with 

social constructs and taking on other voices.  In particular, his experimental poetry played 

with the conventions of documentations, demonstrating a dialogic view of writing.  Max 

described intertextuality as “really important” and told me that one of his goals for his 

students would that they saw themselves and the texts they were reading as existing in 

relationship to other texts (Interview, 25 Oct.) 

I was most intrigued, however, by how personal the conceptions of the two 

rhet/comp students were.  This could be because rhetoric and composition is often a 

discipline and a field that graduate instructors do not encounter until graduate school.  

This was almost certainly the case for Karen who began the program intending to pursue 

a PhD in literature but changed her field after she found herself connecting more to the 

ideas in the Practicum than in her literature courses.  Dryer discusses this phenomenon in 

the context of his own study, in which he found that the two composition students 

identified strongly with other fields.  Dryer explains this saying that the fact that 

“composition studies at State U., as nationwide, relies on postmatriculation ‘converts’ 

accounts for traces of Rex’s former affiliation with creative writing and Vivian’s with 

literature” (445).  I would also add that literacy for personal growth was perhaps my own 

primary conception when I first began graduate school, in part because of the way I had 

been trained as a writing center tutor at my undergraduate institution and, in part, because 

teachers had always told me that I had a “natural” gift with words, often overlooking the 
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fact that being raised as the daughter of an English professor and a librarian played no 

small role in my literacy development. 

More interesting was Lily’s continued identification with more personal ideas 

about literacy, especially given that she had earned a Master’s degree in Education from a 

well-known program, which undoubtedly exposed her to social constructivist theories 

and models of composing.  However, whenever Lily referred to what she learned in her 

Master’s program, she discussed it in relation to more personal ways of thinking about 

reading and writing.  For example, she seemed heavily invested in the ideas of Lucy 

Calkins, who argues for personalized writing curricula and reading lists, and Louise 

Rosenblatt.  Although I would identify Rosenblatt with a more transactional view of 

writing that considers both the individual and the social, Michael W. Smith and Dorothy 

S. Strickland point out that even though “The emphasis on personal connection may not 

honor Rosenblatt’s writing in all of its complexity . . . , it does typify the influence that 

her theories have had” (274-275).  Citing Susan Hynds and Deborah Appleman, Smith 

and Strickland argue that “‘the private, personal nature of the literary reading process’ is 

Rosenblatt’s most famous and most influential contribution to the teaching of literature” 

(142).  Lily also referred to more personal understandings of reading and writing learned 

from her Master’s program in describing her ideas about teaching.  When she told me 

how she decided to take a break in the composition curriculum and have a “poetry day” 

the second time I came to see her class, she said, “I had a teacher once who was just – 

who said that if a student reads a poem and likes it, that’s fine.  Like, that’s a lesson.  

That’s learning” (21 Feb.).  In this case, Lily stresses the idea of literary for enjoyment, a 

view I would associate primarily with literacy for personal growth.  The fact that Lily and 
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Karen still continued to see literacy in more personal terms, despite their disciplinary 

identification with a social/critical field, demonstrates the remarkable fixity of 

conceptions of literacy. 

   

A Note on Religion 

Although I did not set out intending to find evidence of religious identification 

with conception of literacy, Blake’s data demonstrated a clear connection between 

cultural literacy and Protestantism, a claim he makes consciously in his final literacy 

narrative.  As Guillory contends, the association between the scriptural and vernacular 

canons meant that as literature entered the canon, it “borrow[ed] the slowly fading aura of 

scripture as a means of enhancing and solidifying its new prestige” (76).  Scribner also 

associates this conception with a religion in her references to literacy “as a state of grace” 

and as “salvation” (13).  However, as Guillory and Scribner both imply, although this 

religious association imbues this literacy conception with a sense of reverence, it has also 

been secularized, to the extent that Jordi discusses in her final literacy autobiography how 

she and her father “spent more than a year reading the Bible as literature” (10 Dec.).  

Indeed, the secular emphasis in most literature departments and scholarly work today 

obscures the religious ways of seeing these texts that have played a role in our intellectual 

history. 

Religion also becomes an important consideration for Lily, although not to the 

extent that I would associate Judaism with literacy for personal growth.  Rather, for Lily, 

developing a personal connection to literacy is also a way for her to embody her Judaism 

more deeply and with more authenticity.  In her Master’s thesis, Lily describes her search 
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for a more meaningful connection to Judaism by teaching at a secular humanist Jewish 

school.  She says, “I hoped that I would find a new wave of people who felt similarly and 

also searched for the kind of spirituality for which I have yearned” (Writing Sample 1).  

Lily’s literacy development was for her, finally, a spiritual quest, motivated by the desire 

for alignment in “what you think, feel, do and say” (Interview, 15 Oct.). 

 

The Power of the Conceptions 

The finding that persists across these four data chapters is that the conceptions of 

literacy that graduate instructors brought with them to their first semester of teaching 

were both remarkably persistent and influential in terms of what they taught in the 

sections of College Composition that they were assigned to.  Given the fact that all of the 

graduate instructors received the same syllabus, the extent to which each one of them was 

able to inscribe their own ideas about teaching and literacy on the course was surprising 

and points to the power of these literacy orientations, even in the face of competing ideas 

about literacy from the Practicum. 

This finding has important implications with respect to the literature on graduate 

training programs.  As I discussed in the introduction, this subsection of composition has 

often foregrounded the notion of conflict between the understandings of teaching and 

writing that new instructors bring with them and the emphasis in the practicum.  Nancy 

Welch discusses this as the conversion model of the practicum, which asks new graduate 

instructors “to participate in a range of identity-changing, ideologically-situated 

assumptions about language and learning, about the relation between individuals and 
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institutions, about the construction of knowledge and the construction of self” (388).  

Sidney Dobrin contends, moreover, that  

We must recognize that the manner in which the practicum disseminates 
cultural capital is a means of control; call it a means of conversion or even 
enculturation.  By professing a particular cultural capital through the 
practicum, the program itself is able to maintain control over what can and 
should be taught not just in FYC classes but also in any other class 
students then teach. (25) 

My difference with Welch and Dobrin, however, is that they imply that the 

identities of the graduate students in the practicum or training programs are remarkably 

changeable.  My own data appears to disconfirm this.  Blake was the extreme in depicting 

the fixity of the conceptions in my study.  In his final literacy narrative Blake contends, “I 

am somewhat surprised to find my attitudes toward literacy remain largely unchanged” 

(10 Dec.).  The second time I observed his class, Blake asked me to explain, again, 

exactly what I was doing for my project.  When I confided to Blake that I was surprised 

to find how much each participant’s conception of literacy impacted their teaching and 

persona in the classroom, Blake replied casually, “Well, I shouldn’t think that should be 

surprising at all.  From day one, it’s been us in the classroom” (28 Feb.).   

While I would argue that Blake, and perhaps Lily as well, are extreme cases, they 

nonetheless point to the persistence of these conceptions.  Although Dobrin 

acknowledges that “new teachers rely heavily on previous classroom experiences,” he 

continues that “the practicum takes those experiences and does more than name them for 

student teachers” (25).  The practicum often acts, Dobrin argues, as “an ideology-shifting 

control mechanism” (24).  However, in Welch’s narrative, the fact that many students, 

including her, resisted the indoctrination of the training program demonstrates the 

relatively fixed nature of these conceptions.  Welch describes at least two other graduate 
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instructors who leave the program during the semester (she herself ends up leaving at the 

end).  In one instance, Welch discusses her peer, Adam, who says of the program, “This 

is indoctrination . . . Going around the table like that, getting us to confess. And now that 

they know what we're about, they know what to do to change us. I've been in places like 

this before” (391-392).   Adam leaves the program, saying, “So, screw it. I've got my 

backpack; I'll go kick around Yellowstone for a while” (392). 

Of course, the intent behind Dobrin and Welch’s work, as well as the work of 

other literature on the practicum, is to argue against the kind of bullying indoctrination 

that graduate instructors like Welch experienced.  However, the effect of this has been to 

swing the pendulum too far in the other direction.  Dryer points to these studies as 

constituting a reaction among other compositionists studying graduate training programs, 

pointing out that in many of these studies “the question of student identity after 

matriculation is deferred,” so that we shy away from asking “who do we want them to 

become as teachers and scholars?” (424).  Although Dryer acknowledges that he would 

not “aspire to be like the smug indoctrinators who ran Nancy Welch’s teaching 

practicum” he also asserts, “we may need to move past skittishness on the question of 

teacher identity” (424).  I agree with Dryer and would further contend that one of the 

purposes of the practicum should be to guide graduate instructors in terms of seeing 

which conceptions of writing and pedagogy are most productive for them in their 

teaching practice.  And, like Welch, I would argue that this work comes in allowing 

graduate instructors to critically examine their assumptions about literacy. 
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Graduate Students and Professionalization 

If, as my study suggests, graduate instructors will persist with views of literacy 

that they held prior to their work in the Practicum, it brings up the very important 

question of what we should do in the practicum and what role it should play.  Although I 

would not want the practicum to indoctrinate these graduate instructors, it should have 

some influence in enabling them to develop an effective and reflective teaching practice, 

and, as I have suggested, questions of identity are inextricably entwined with teaching.  

Despite the apparent simplicity of the role of the practicum as a place for 

reflection, as scholars like Jessica Restaino have pointed out, this reflection is often hard 

to come by in a semester packed with three graduate seminars, new teaching 

responsibilities, and a host of other encumbrances.  According to Restaino,  

Staffing issues, a divide between theory and practice (particularly because 
those doing the theory and those doing most of the practice can be quite 
separate), and the overwhelming number of undergraduate students who 
need to make the first-year requirement make critical reflection crucial but 
also sometimes secondary to daily concerns. (107) 

As Restaino hints, the difficulties that the practicum has to overcome are many.   

The “divide between theory and practice” she refers to was certainly evident with 

the graduate instructors in this study, who often, as I discussed in chapter five, talked 

about functional literacy concerns almost exclusively in the context of their teaching.  

One way of interpreting this is that these graduate instructors thought of themselves as 

scholars first and teachers second.  It could also be true that they were not thinking about 

graduate school in terms of professionalization and consequently were simply not 

considering the role that developing their teaching practice would play in their later 

careers.  I myself had been told by one of my seminar professors, as a first-year PhD 
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student, to pay more attention to my work in my seminar courses because that, not 

teaching, was what I was here to do. 

 This ambiguous stance towards teaching and other aspects of graduate student 

professionalization is also noted in a 2002 report from the MLA Ad Hoc Committee on 

the Professionalization of PhDs.  The report notes “the continuing resistance to 

professionalization in general and to professional training of graduate students in 

particular” by PhD programs in English (“Professionalization in Perspective.”)  Quoting 

Gerald Graff and Andrew Hoberek, the report points out that “Our ‘entrenched anti-

institutionalism’ makes us reluctant . . . to ‘imagine graduate education as the 

professional training it presumably is’” (“Professionalization in Perspective.”)  This 

strong anti-institutional ethos, was at times present in the discussions I had with the 

graduate instructors and particularly for the literature PhD students, who sometimes 

resented the distraction from their coursework that teaching, and particularly grading 

papers, represented. 

 Because I didn’t ask these graduate instructors directly about what they hoped for 

their careers or what role they saw teaching playing in their careers, it’s difficult for me 

to say anything definitive about how they viewed their own professionalization.  As I 

discussed in the last chapter, Karen and Barbara were the ones who seemed to most 

readily identify as teachers, and Barbara does discuss this in terms of her career.  

Nevertheless, the final Blackboard posts provide perhaps the most revealing glimpse into 

what the graduate instructors were thinking about their future careers, what they could do 

to prepare for them, and what role teaching might play.  For the post, David asked them 

the following questions: “How has the semester gone for you as a graduate student and as 
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a writing teacher?  How does your role as a student affect your role as a teacher?  How 

does teaching affect you as a graduate student or a professional?” (Blackboard, 18 Nov.) 

In this post, many of the graduate instructors did, in fact, connect teaching 

explicitly to their professionalization, and Max, Barbara, Lily, and Karen do this most 

directly.  In her post, Barbara writes, 

Inhabiting the role of teacher has made me feel like a professional, given 
me a community and colleagues (such a joy to have after the isolating 
experience of working in an office as an admin assist.), and has been I 
think the next step in my life of “growing up,” of moving from perpetual 
student to adult with a career.  I've discovered how much I love teaching, 
and knowing that that’s what I want to do after I graduate makes 
graduation a lot less scary and unknown.  Receiving my degree in May 
will not be the end of something, but a transition into the next phase of my 
life.  (Blackboard post, 18 Nov.) 
 

In this passage, Barbara ties her professional identity explicitly to her role as a teacher 

and credits this identity with moving her “from perpetual student to adult with a career.”  

In this statement, she commits herself fully to a career as a teacher, making teaching a 

part of her identity. In a similar fashion, Max writes, “teaching is helping me see myself 

as a graduate student as in a professional position, and not just a student, which I've been 

for many years now, so this is a nice change” (Blackboard post, 18 Nov.).  Here, teaching 

becomes the missing puzzle piece that makes graduate school as a career path make 

sense. 

 Lily also discusses her love of teaching and its connection to her later career.  For 

her, teaching seems to be what she was most successful at during this busy semester.  She 

says,  

In an attempt to apply what I have learned through my challenges with my 
own academic writing to my teaching, I find my teaching persona surfaces 
on its own. And it's a much more authentic one. I have struggled all 
semester with committing to my arguments in my papers.  I realize this 
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challenge is embedded in the issue of finding my voice (with conviction) 
as a teacher and a writer.  (Blackboard post, 18 Nov.) 

 
In her search for authenticity, Lily seems to discover that it is when teaching, not 

when writing academic arguments that she seems most comfortable and able to 

“find . . . [her] voice (with conviction).”  In part, Lily is reacting to the frustration 

that some of her seminar teachers felt with the writing she was producing for her 

courses and her explicit refusal to write a traditional academic argument, which 

she felt was inauthentic for her.  When teaching, however, her “persona surfaces 

on its own.”  Lily ends her post, saying, 

I have enjoyed teaching and the practicum the most out of all the things I 
have been doing. Not to be a brown noser or anything. It has kind of been 
the light at the end of the tunnel, that if I get through this . . . I will be able 
to teach these kinds of courses at this level. Is that weird? (Blackboard 
post, 18 Nov.) 

 
As in Barbara’s post, teaching is what ultimately gives her purpose in all of this.  

If she “get[s] through this,” meaning graduate school, teaching will be her reward. 

In her post, Karen identifies herself as a teacher first and a student (and 

potentially scholar) second.  She connects this to the fact that teaching had been her 

career for ten years prior, saying, 

I have found that teaching has been a lighted buoy in the stormy seas of 
graduate school adjustment.  A lot of this has to do with the fact that I 
have been a teacher for the last ten years and have a large repertoire of 
activities and content in terms of writing instruction . . . from which to 
draw.  Even more importantly, I know, both intuitively and consciously, 
how to engage students and build a classroom environment where students 
want to achieve out of respect for both me and each other and feel safe in 
revealing their foibles and confusion as I reveal mine.  Ultimately, I love 
teaching . . . (Blackboard post, 18 Nov.).  
  

Karen ultimately seems to decide that teaching, and not her studies, is what she will put 

most of her efforts toward, though she says this with some guilt.  She reflects,  
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At times, therefore, like today, this means I find myself devoting my time 
first to what I’m going to teach and how I am going to teach it out of 
interest and the strong sense of obligation/responsibility I feel towards my 
students. As a result, I can feel a bit guilty and panicky about neglecting 
my own studies.  I hope, as I continue to teach and be a student, I become 
more equipped to balance these two roles and their workloads more 
effectively.  It seems as if my studies in Composition and Rhetoric will 
allow me to indulge my love of reading, thinking about and putting into 
practice ideas about teaching and learning the art and process of writing. 
(Blackboard post, 18 Nov.).   

Her choice to make rhetoric and composition her area of focus is, in Karen’s 

view, what will allow her to maintain the balance, with the implication being that 

this field, and not literature, more clearly integrates the two roles.	  

 For the three literature PhD students, however, the relationship between 

teaching and professionalization is less clear-cut.  Jordi, for example, describes 

her frustration that she has to cut corners in her teaching in order to prioritize her 

studies.  She says, 

My role as a student has affected my role as a teacher in numerous 
ways. Most obviously (though not to my students, I hope), my grad 
student load of 153-books-to-read-in-the-next-year has made me quite 
bitter as a teacher dealing with freshmen who seem positively distraught 
(if not offended) at the prospect of reading a fifteen page academic article 
or at the thought of spending more than one hour in preparation for class. I 
am normally able to hold any vindictive outbursts at bay. At the same 
time, however, my memory of struggling through abstract theoretical 
articles during my first semester at Public U. has made me more 
understanding of my students’ complaints. Additionally, I hope that my 
time as a student and my memory of particularly effective pedagogical 
approaches my professors have utilized (a certain tone in paper feedback, 
a certain perspective on a particular subject, etc) have made me a better 
teacher. Logistically, however, my role as a student often makes my 
teaching take a backseat. After finishing my write-up of The Puritan 
Origins of the American Self, as mandated by my self-imposed study 
schedule, I realized that I still had papers to grade and a lesson plan to 
write for my class the next day. Dividing my attention between these two 
roles tends to reveal a bias toward the student rather than the teacher role. 
(Blackboard post, 18 Nov.).   
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Despite this “bias toward the student” role, Jordi does assert that teaching has made her a 

more reflective and critical scholar.  She notes, “I pay more attention to my own writing 

processes and take note of techniques that work (or not) in others’ writing and 

argumentation, whether I find such examples in newspaper articles, television 

advertisements, or the obscure tomes of dead white men like Bercovitch” (Blackboard 

post, 18 Nov.).  On the other hand, Jordi does not mention how either her teaching or her 

scholarly work will serve her in her later career, in part because it seems she has given 

herself permission to just be a student for the time being. 

 Like Jordi, Blake seems to prioritize his role as a student, though he does not feel 

as comfortable in this role as Jordi, which is perhaps a reflection of the fact that he is in 

his first semester, whereas she is in her third year.  He begins his post by talking about 

having to keep up with the paces of his seminar courses, saying, 

As far as the semester has gone as a graduate student, I’m still not sure I’ll 
make it.  I’m pretty confident I’ll pass, but I’m not sure about getting a 
GPA high enough to keep my teaching fellowship (is fellowship the right 
word?).  In spite of the fact that I’m still in a state of panic, though, I’m 
pretty sure what I need to learn to do next semester.  Two things: I need to 
learn how to manufacture 20 pages worth of interest in subjects that don’t 
always grab my attention, and I need to learn how to read faster. While the 
former of these seems more difficult in the short term, it’s the latter that 
bothers me more.  I don’t enjoy reading at a breakneck pace.  (Blackboard 
post, 18 Nov.)   

Blake’s post is, I think, a revealing look into why questions of career and 

professionalization are so difficult at this early stage in one’s graduate career.  Blake 

seems concerned at this point just with maintaining his fellowship and keeping his head 

above water.  As a new father who is juggling his role as a student and a teacher, later 

questions of career seem part of a too distant future, while maintaining his GPA, writing 
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twenty-page seminar papers on subjects that do not interest him, and reading faster are 

the immediate hurdles.   

In the scheme of things, then, teaching often takes a back seat, although 

Blake clearly seems to derive some motivation from it.  He reflects, 

Teaching, however, is a different story.  There have certainly been some 
challenging moments.  There have definitely been a couple of lesson plans 
that only came together on the subway immediately before class, and there 
have been a couple of times when I’ve told the class that I’m really not 
sure what a text is about.  But again, I’ve learned a lot, and I feel confident 
about adjusting the syllabus for next semester.  One thing has been 
particularly encouraging.  My students are always comparing the readings 
favorably with Gandhi.  Very little is even as close to as challenging as 
that text was.  They don't realize it yet, but they're already better readers 
than they were three months ago. (Blackboard post, 18 Nov.)   
 

Blake seems to be saying that his success as a teacher, at least at this stage, is more 

measureable.  And yet, he also admits that at times he is putting less into his teaching 

than into his studies, and he does not connect either to his later hopes for his career.  

Instead, he looks only to the next semester, where he feels “confident about adjusting the 

syllabus.”  Blake’s lack of discussion of his ultimate career goals is perhaps indicative of 

the fact that he felt himself floundering at this early stage.  Although Blake was a favorite 

among the graduate program professors and clearly had ability when it came to scholarly 

writing, his final Blackboard foreshadows the fact that he would end up leaving the 

program, perhaps because of continued frustration in trying to maintain this balance. 

Perhaps most interesting, and most conflicted is Garrett’s response to this 

prompt, which demonstrates both a resentment toward and an insight into the way 

in which teaching might play a role in his later career.  Garrett notes of his 

feelings about being a teacher, student, and professional: 
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The most striking aspect of this semester has been its divergence from my 
previous semesters as a graduate student. Because I am teaching, taking 
practicum, and fulfilling a requirement for a class in the early modern 
period, my work has not been self-centered. It has had nothing to do with 
my “interests” or my developing a place or perspective on or in “the 
field.” In fact, two of my largest time investments, marking papers and 
making lesson plans, have no residual value that I will see externalized 
(directly). My students next semester will be gone, those portfolios and 
papers I graded will be in the file cabinet in my office, and my 802 
notebook from the Fall of 2010 will be sent to rest, henceforth unopened, 
on my bookshelf until the day I die and some merciful soul tosses it in the 
trash. Beyond conceiving of these activities (planning lessons and marking 
papers) as abstract goods, my motivation to work has been to think about 
how when I finish these activities, they will no longer be there to do. That 
is, “Please, somebody, make it go away.”  (Blackboard post, 18 Nov.)   

 
Of all of the statements, Garrett’s is the most directly inimical to teaching.  He sees his 

time spent grading and planning lessons as having “no residual value that . . . [he] will 

see externalized (directly).”  Presumably, Garrett does realize that his time marking 

papers and creating lessons might have value in terms of helping his students and his own 

work as an educator, but their absence (he says that his “students next semester will be 

gone”) makes him unable to observe this directly. At this point in his post, value seems to 

reside solely in those tangible products of his labor, like the seminar papers he will write.  

At this understandably trying time of the semester, as he looks forward to writing three 

seminar papers and grading a heap of student portfolios, his motivation is to merely get 

rid of the work, represented by the pile of student papers, saying, “Please, somebody, 

make it go away.” 

 I suspect that a number of educators who care deeply about teaching and their 

students have encountered similar feelings about the drudgery of grading, so I hope it 

doesn’t seem like I’m picking on Garrett here.  On the one hand, it does seem like the 

sheer amount of work he has to take on the semester is, at times, impeding further 
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reflection about how the practicum and his experience teaching might have helped him, 

rather than just given him more work.  On the other hand, in his final paragraph, he does 

hint at the value this might have for him.  He says, 

Often, this shift has made the semester dull and tedious. But on the other 
hand, the practical activities of working before, during, and after class 
have felt substantive in surprising ways. The classroom produces energy 
for me, albeit a different energy than I get from work on my own pursuits. 
Also, teaching is a type of work that is much easier to justify to other 
people. I can use classroom stories to spice my weekly conversations with 
my parents, which is a new luxury.  But ultimately, teaching . . . 
[composition] has given the end of my coursework a clearer sense of 
destination. It has presented me with a more realistic sense of what is 
expected of me as an end-product of this graduate program and a more 
realistic sense of how I might begin to adapt that to my own ends. 
(Blackboard post, 18 Nov.)   
 

As someone who has been raised by people with careers in education (his grandparents) 

and his parents who had more blue-collar careers, justifying himself as a professional 

seems to be important to Garrett, and teaching enables him to do this.  Teaching seems 

more like a credible job than being a scholar is.  In addition, it has given him “a clearer 

sense of destination” for him as he approaches the end of his coursework.  Although 

Garrett doesn’t use the word career, he invokes a more practical consideration of his 

pursuits as a graduate student in his discussion of the “end-product of this graduate 

program.” 

 The striking thing, though, is that vocational considerations only come up 

fleetingly for most of the participants and only when prompted.  Although they must be 

thinking about teaching in terms of professionalization, only Karen discusses this directly 

in her final literacy autobiography.  Furthermore, as I discussed in the last chapter, the 

graduate students largely do not seem to be viewing literacy as a vocational pursuit.  

Garrett, for example, looks in his Blackboard post for value in the texts he is able to 
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produce and not what these texts might actually get him in terms of his career or his 

development as a professional.  Although he says he values the fact that his time spent 

teaching has given him “a more realistic sense of what is expected of . . . [him] as an end-

product of this graduate program,” he appears to come to this conclusion only reluctantly, 

preferring, for the time being, to work on his “own pursuits.” 

This is in spite of the increasing pressures on graduate students in English to think 

about professionalization in order to prepare them for the competitive, demanding, and, at 

times, dismal job market even the best and brightest among them will encounter.  The 

2002 MLA report I cited above notes, 

Perhaps the most significant change in the last thirty years in our field has 
been a shift to the years of graduate training of certain aspects of 
professionalization that previously occurred only after employment. The 
distance between then and now can be measured in Gerald Graff’s 
observation: “When I got my doctorate in the early sixties, jobs were so 
plentiful that my utter lack of savvy about all these matters [of 
professional preparation] didn't matter, whereas today it would disqualify 
me” (1192). In other words, what John Guillory once called 
preprofessionalism--the “penetration of graduate education by professional 
practices formerly confined to later phases of the career” (92)--has become 
the normal level of professionalism expected by hiring committees.  
(“Professionalization in Perspective”) 
 

Clearly, teaching is not the only aspect of graduate student professionalization, nor is it 

the one that the MLA report emphasizes first.  Among other aspects of graduate student 

professionalization, the report argues that,  

Departments should consider how they reveal, through their practices and 
policies, the value they place on various professional activities: research 
and publication; undergraduate teaching and broad humanistic education; 
continuing education of secondary school teachers; new developments and 
changes in the field; the study of rhetoric and composition, creative and 
expository writing, and applied linguistics and language-acquisition 
theory. (“Professionalization in Perspective”)   
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At the same time, one of the recommendations of the report is that providing a 

comprehensive sense of the profession should involve affording opportunities for 

graduate students “to connect research and teaching” (“Professionalization in 

Perspective”).  This would indeed afford graduate students with a clearer perspective of 

the profession and how their teaching might connect with it.  It would also allow them to 

see fields like rhetoric and composition as legitimate disciplines that produce knowledge, 

something that the graduate instructors in this study, at some points, seemed not to 

realize.  Of course, the practicum can and should play a role in this, but it cannot be the 

only place for this important work.  The graduate students seminar courses and other 

opportunities, like conferences hosted by the university, workshops on presenting at 

conferences, and workshops giving advice on the job market, would all aid graduate 

students’ development.  Also at issue is the marginal role that the practicum often 

occupies with respect to graduate instructors’ other courses and activities.  In an ideal 

world, the graduate students exploration of how teaching connects to their other scholarly 

pursuits would continue beyond just this course.  Students might consider, for example, 

how the values expressed by figures like Alexander Pope or Samuel Taylor Coleridge 

relate to the project of education today.  Garrett, for example, would have to continue to 

think about how Kant’s dialogic between the aesthetic and the sublime informed his 

literacy conception and thus his approach to teaching literacy. 

 

So What Should We Do?  

As I noted above, although there were many moments of critical insight, for a 

course designed to provide space for graduate instructors to reflect, the graduate 
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instructors were often surprisingly unreflective about their writing and teaching.  This 

raises interesting questions about the purpose of the practicum course.  Although this 

study in particular does not position me to answer these questions fully because I was 

focused much more on the individual conceptions of the participants rather than the 

pedagogy of this particular practicum, I do think that the data from this study provides a 

partial answer.   

The two drafts of the literacy narratives that the graduate instructors wrote seemed 

like one of the most valuable tools for inviting them to consider and reflect on the 

understandings of literacy that they brought to the course, a reflection I would argue is 

crucial to their development as teachers.  For the most part, the revisions to the final 

narratives brought with them a critical perspective and a self-reflexivity that, although not 

completely developed, provide a moment to pause and consider.  As I discuss at the end 

of chapter four, for example, the graduate instructors who seemed the view an 

understanding of the text as an endpoint at least began to grapple with and problematize 

this view in the final autobiographies, showing that although they had not yet had time to 

fully think through the implications of these positions, they were beginning this process.  

These autobiographies took a step toward allowing them to, as Welch says, “identify and 

question their own taken-for-granted assumptions . . . as assumptions, as historically 

situated and politically informed ways of constructing and understanding teaching and 

learning” (398-99).  In other words, one of the goals of the practicum should be to 

provide safe space for reflection while at the same time making the familiar strange and 

disrupting students’ tendency to codify.  Graduate instructors, in order to become 
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effective teachers, would have to become more comfortable with the messiness of 

teaching. 

 However, because these reflections only came at the end of the semester, the 

graduate instructors did not get the chance to compare and analyze the two versions of 

their literacy autobiography.  I would argue that if they could have examined critically, 

and with the distance of a few weeks, their final literacy autobiography and discussion of 

their teaching portfolios, they might have been able to see more than they did by just 

producing the portfolio, which probably took place in a flurry of other seminar papers 

they had to write.  A follow-up activity to the submission of these final autobiographies 

might be to return their final portfolios and have them reflect on the literacy values they 

see at work in them.  In hindsight, it might have been useful if I had returned the 

portfolios and had them sit down with the coding guide I developed for conceptions of 

literacy and see where they might place themselves and why.  This discussion would be a 

valuable one not just in their development as teachers but as scholars as well. 

 In general, I would argue for more opportunities that enabled students to examine 

and question their own views of literacy and literacy instruction throughout the practicum 

course and beyond.  Often in the practicum, the graduate instructors reacted negatively to 

critical articles that they had read for class without fully understanding them, which is 

something they might have witnessed of their own students in the classes they were 

teaching.  Max said at one point, that he worried that discussion in the College 

Composition class he was teaching was “impeded when the discourse level is too high” 

(Field notes, 10 Sept.)  However, the graduate instructors seemed not to think that the 

same could be true for them – that they might not be unable to enter into meaningful 
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discussions about texts written for discourse communities with which they were 

unfamiliar.   

In chapter three, I discussed the negative reaction that many of the students had to 

Susan Jarratt’s article, a reaction I attribute in part to the fact that they simply did not 

have the background knowledge in the field of rhetoric and composition to process a 

number of her assertions.  Another revealing instance of this occurred during the class in 

which the graduate instructors read David Bartholomae’s “Inventing the University.”   

David had put students into groups and asked them to find a portion of the article that 

they found “difficult” and then talk about what it was about that passage that made it 

difficult.  However, during small group work, in the group I sat in on, and in the large-

group discussion, none of the graduate instructors wanted to admit that any part of the 

text was difficult for them.  Rather, they pointed to sections where they found 

Bartholomae’s assertions “problematic” (Field notes, 10 Sept.).  David probed further, 

asking, “Isn’t this fun?  What is the distinction between difficulty and problematic?” 

(Field notes, 10 Sept.)  However, this probing question, which invited the graduate 

instructors to consider their own relationship to the text and to the discipline of rhetoric 

and composition, did not yield any more insightful responses.  I remember leaving that 

class with the sense that something had been left unresolved.  The graduate instructors 

might not have wanted to acknowledge the difficulty of this text because it was an article 

in a field that many of them, with the exception of the students in rhetoric and 

composition, considered beneath their own.  In other words, they had already perceived a 

hierarchy in the disciplines, with literature ranking above rhetoric and composition as a 
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more scholarly, academic pursuit, while rhetoric and composition was more interested in 

those less worthy practical matters. 

 The journaling activities that David had students complete at the beginning of the 

class were one pedagogical tool that he used to help the graduate instructors examine 

their own perspectives and create connections between the theoretical texts they were 

reading and their experiences as scholars and educators.  I also think, however, that an 

additional layer of reflection may have been needed, similar to what I have described 

above.  If the graduate instructors could have kept teaching journals and then examined 

these teaching journals at the end of the semester as part of their final portfolio, it might 

have enabled them to look with a more critical eye at the assumptions they were making 

about themselves, their roles as scholars, educators, and professionals, and their students. 

This is not to take away from the development that I did see happening as these 

graduate instructors moved through their first semester of teaching.  As I noted above, 

Restaino discusses how hard to come by reflection can be in these graduate instructors’ 

first semester.  Dryer too notes the tendency for other, more immediate concerns to take 

over.  I would argue that by viewing reflection as difficult, we can see the graduate 

instructors’ attempts at critical self-inquiry as more significant, more worthy than if we 

expect reflection merely as part of the status quo.  These are, after all, teachers and 

scholars still in process.  Just as we cannot burden the first-year composition course with 

all of the writing development that needs to happen for undergraduates, neither should 

one semester be deemed sufficient for the kinds of self-reflection and consideration that 

are so important for these graduate instructors as new teachers and scholars.  The work of 
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the practicum needs to continue into other semesters and other aspects of these graduate 

students’ personal and professional development. 
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APPENDIX A 
INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

Demographic Questions 

1. What did your parent(s) and/or guardian(s) do for a living? 

2. Where did you attend high school? 

3. What kind of high school (public, Catholic, etc.) did you attend? 

4. Where did you go to college? 

5. When did you decide that you wanted to go to graduate school?  What prompted 

this decision? 

Stimulated Recall Interview 

1. Tell me a bit about this piece of writing. 

2. What prompted this piece of writing? 

3. In the first piece, you talk about ___________ .  Can you tell me more about that? 

4. You also discuss_______________________ .  What do you mean by____ here? 

5. What kind of audience did you imagine for this piece? 

6. What might this piece tell your reader about who you are? 

7. What are you doing in this piece of writing that you would want students in your 

class to do in their writing? 

8. What would you not want students in your class to do? 

9. Let’s switch gears now and look at your second piece of writing.  How would you 

compare this piece of writing to the first? 

10. Tell me a bit about the process of writing the second piece. 

11. Both the first and the second piece of writing________.  Can you talk about the 

significance of _______ in your writing? 
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12. What kind of audience did you imagine for this second piece? 

13. What might this piece tell your reader about who you are? 

14. What are you doing in this piece of writing that you would want students in your 

class to do in their writing? 

15. What would you not want students in your class to do? 
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APPENDIX B 
ASSIGNMENT RANKING ACTIVITY 

Below I have included six writing assignments.  Rank these according to which you think 
you would most want to assign in your class (1) to least want to assign (6).  You may 
want to make notes in the margins to explain your ranking.  Once you’re done ranking, 
write down a brief rationale for why you ranked the assignments as you did. 
 
______Assignment 1 

The concept of “Manifest Destiny” is a defining part of American culture – knowledge of 
which all literate Americans should have.  For Leslie Marmon Silko, for example, 
understanding this idea is essential because it impacts the way we think about our 
national borders.  Your task for this assignment is to demonstrate that understanding 
Manifest Destiny is essential to Americans’ cultural identity in the twenty-first century by 
identifying one way in which this idea has shaped our culture today.  You should 
consider a current issue in which an understanding of Manifest Destiny might aid the 
public’s understanding of that issue.  Your thesis should answer the question: why should 
every American know about Manifest Destiny? 

______Assignment 2 

Our readings on the frontier movement in American history have prompted us to consider 
the following questions like, what does it mean to be American?  In what ways do the 
qualities of Americanism described by authors like Turner still typify Americans today?  
What happens when we view these characteristics of Americanism from a different 
cultural perspective from our own? 

The goal of this assignment is to expand these problems beyond the walls of the 
classroom and consider them in the context of the many cultural communities . . . 
[surrounding Public U.]  You will sign up to volunteer for Project Glimmer, a program in 
which volunteers tutor older adult immigrants who are studying to pass the citizenship 
exam . . . After you have spent ten hours volunteering over the course of the next several 
weeks, you will write a reflective essay in which you discuss how your experiences 
challenged your ideas about Americanism and culture.  

_____Assignment 3 

Both Leslie Marmon Silko and Jane Tompkins write about disturbing experiences that 
nevertheless end up producing some sort of revelation or new insight.  Choose one of 
these essays and reread it, paying close attention to Silko and/or Tompkins’ personal 
reactions to what they were seeing and hearing.  Then, write an essay in which you 
compare either experience to a similar experience you had.  How were your reactions 
similar and/or different to Silko’s or Tompkins’?  What do you think accounts for these 
differences or similarities? 
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_____Assignment 4 

For this assignment, you will be asked to practice the writing skills we have gone over in 
class.  The assignment should summarize the key points of Patricia Nelson Limerick’s 
essay, “Denial and Dependence.”  To do this, you should carefully go over the passage, 
identifying Limerick’s main points.  Then, you should summarize these points in your 
own words.  Follow this summary with a close reading of one or two paragraphs of the 
essay that illustrate these points.  Because this is a close reading, you should pay careful 
attention to the words Limerick uses and how they contribute to her tone and voice.  In 
the close reading section, make sure that you use quotes, documented according to MLA 
format, and quote/paraphrase combinations.  Remember to carefully check your paper for 
grammar and correctness before handing it in. 

______Assignment 5 

Our readings on the frontier movement in American history have prompted us to consider 
the following questions like, what does it mean to be American?  In what ways do the 
qualities of Americanism described by authors like Turner still typify Americans today?  
What happens when we view these characteristics of Americanism from a different 
cultural perspective from our own? 

For this assignment, you should identify the key words and ideas Turner associates with 
Americanism.  What traits needed for frontier survival contributed to these ideas?  After 
considering this, in a few paragraphs, choose one of these ideas and think about one of 
two specific ways in which this idea is present in our culture today.  How does 
acceptance of this idea mark someone as being American?  You may wish to consider a 
personal experience to illustrate this. 

______Assignment 6 

In “The American West and the Burden of Belief,” N. Scott Momaday writes that “Our 
human tendency is to concentrate the word on a stage” (627).  And though this view of 
the world, and in this case, the West, “fascinates us” it is also “a distorted view of the 
West” (627).  For this assignment, you should write a critical essay in which you analyze 
Momaday’s views on the mythologization of the West and the “narcissism of the 
European tradition” (627).  Then, respond to Momaday’s argument by viewing a film 
featuring elements of the West.  You should use specific instances from the film to 
support your analysis. 


