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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

Feeling Engaged: College Writers as Literacy Tutors
By
Lance-David Bennett Langdon
Doctor of Philosophy in English
University of California, Irvine, 2014

Professor Jonathan Alexander, Chair

Feeling Engaged: College Writers as Literacy Tutors brings together scholarship in the
rhetoric of emotion and in civic writing to show how emotions — confidence, anger,
embarrassment, pride, hope, fear, gratitude, guilt, shame, compassion, enthusiasm, and ennui —
shape the roles we take on in K-16 literacy networks. This dissertation takes as a case study the
community-engaged composition courses, poetry workshops, and literature classes I coordinated
in 2011-2013. The undergraduates I led in this work tutored K-12 students in after-school centers
and public schools in Mexican American communities, assisting with homework, writing poetry,
and leading close readings of American literature. Employing participant observation, interviews,
and discourse analysis, Feeling Engaged argues that the success or failure of such partnership
hinges on the emotional labor of its participants.

Chapter 1 — Blogging Critical Literacy: Notes Toward Engaged Progressivism — offers a
model of a community-engaged composition course, one in which students draw from their
experiences as language learners and tutors, and from discomforting online and in-class

conversations about inequality, in orienting their research into literacy education. Chapters 2, 3

Xii



and 4 document and analyze literacy in two after-school centers with which we partnered. Chapter
2 — Genre and Emotional Roles in K-16 Poetry Workshops — shows how emotion shaped, and was
shaped by, the genres employed in our poetry workshops. Chapter 3 — (Bi)Literacy Sponsorship
in Latin@ After-School Spaces — demonstrates how after-school centers themselves can help
bicultural, transnational students to develop ethnic pride and bilingual competence and to engage
with family literacy networks. Chapter 4 — Teaching Police Discourse at Barrio Center — follows a
Criminal Justice Club led by a police-officer-in-training; it both critiques police discourse and
demonstrates the progressive potential the officer and his students found in it. Chapter 5 — The
Emotional Labor of Outreach — turns to an 11% grade English classroom in a public school,
documenting a series of literature and rhetoric lessons delivered there by undergraduates and
narrating their progression through five stages of emotional labor: frustration, surprise, empathy,
enthusiasm, and care. Cumulatively, the chapters argue that emotions provide essential feedback

on the efficacy of K-16 literacy networks.
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INTRODUCTION

I. Community-Engaged Learning in Composition

Lester Faigley's 1986 article “Competing Theories of Process: A Critique and a Proposal”
provides a commonly accepted narrative of the field of composition, stating that it has passed
through three trends: cognitive research in the mid-century, expressivist investigations in the 60s
and 70s, and inquiries into the social circumstances of writing in the 70s and 80s. Interest in the
last category has not flagged, and recently the social configurations composition investigates
have come to include activity systems that bring the university and surrounding communities
together (Deans, “Shifting”).

This movement among engaged compositionists picked up momentum in the late 1990s
in such journals as Reflections. As part of the social turn, these compositionists attempted to alter
or expand the social circumstances of the college writing classroom by linking its work to that of
community organizations (Bowdon 180). The move went hand in hand with a shift throughout
the academy toward more engagement with off-campus groups. In the wake of Reagan-era cuts
to social services, Clinton-era projects arose to fill the gap, and universities were a fertile ground
for their dissemination (Adler-Kassner, Linda; Crooks, Robert; and Watters, Ann). Perhaps the
leading voice in this movement across disciplines was Ernest Boyer, who pushed colleges and
universities by calling for a “scholarship of application” that would return land-grant universities
to their roots as research centers for local community needs.

The first wave of community-engaged writing scholarship in the mid to late 1990s most
often undertook civic engagement under the banner of “service-learning,” which as the name

implies, brings college students to the community to perform public service, often working in an



internship for a local nonprofit and doing writing either as part of that experience or about it.
Courses making use of this strategy were institutionalized in writing programs in the late 1990s
and early 2000s, sometimes acquiring “SL” designations in course directories and often linking
with campus-wide centers for service and civic engagement. More recently, writing scholars who
engage with local communities have eschewed the problematic associations with charity that can
arise from the term “service” and have signaled an ethic of reciprocity through such terms as
civic writing, community writing, public rhetoric, and the rhetoric of civic engagement.'

Practitioners have long argued that civic engagement, under whatever name, benefits
college students, and more recently third-party researchers have verified those claims. For
example, a 1997 study by Eyler, Giles, and Braxton notes that a one-semester course

% ¢

incorporating service-learning positively impacted students’ “skills, values, and understanding of
social issues.” And a 2008 literature review cites several other studies documenting the successes
of service-learning in “producing students who are more tolerant, altruistic, and culturally aware;
who have stronger leadership and communication skills; and who (albeit marginally) earn higher
grade point averages and have stronger critical thinking skills than their non-service-learning
counterparts” (Mitchell).

Adrian Wurr's 2002 quantitative analysis of holistic grading in a controlled study has
helped to establish some of service-learning's benefits specifically for my field: the teaching of
expository writing. Comparing essays written by a group of students participating in service-
learning to their non-service enrolled peers, Wurr concludes, “Analytical assessments of each

group's use of rhetorical appeals, logic, coherence, and mechanics show service-learning essays

to be superior to comparison essays on every measure” (431).

For a contrasting take on charity, one that argues it can be central to a conception of social justice in religious
traditions, see Morton and Wallace. For reasons I’ll explain in Chapter 1, I describe my own partnerships not as
“service-learning” but as “community-engaged writing.”



Research like Wurr's is helpful in lobbying for engagement to writing program
administrators who might otherwise be suspicious of its motives and results. In other words, it
makes the case that getting engaged makes college writers better writers, and it thereby fulfills
our responsibility to our universities as teachers of writing and administrators of writing
programs. But a persistent question for the types of K-16 partnerships I research has been
whether or not such partnerships actually meet the needs of that other important group: the
younger students whom we “serve.”

The answer to this question in the larger subfield of civic writing have been mixed.
There’s a danger that university students do their time at community sites and leave feeling
complacent in the service they have rendered even as community members continue to struggle,
perhaps hoping for a more responsive partner the next time, perhaps cutting off future
partnerships altogether. In 2002, Ellen Cushman offered a critique that still merits attention of
the damage done in communities by “hit it and quit it” projects (“Sustainable”). Similarly, Paula
Mathieu has drawn attention to recent studies that suggesting that the organizations truly
receiving the most “service” from engagement are too often the universities whose PR machines
benefit from advertising their good-neighbor policies. Citing Stoecker, Tyron, and Hilgendorf’s
The Unheard Voices: Community Organizations and Service Learning, for instance, Mathieu
notes that fully 42% of those organizations surveyed continued their relationships with
universities not because of benefits they accrued but because they saw it as their duty to educate
the university students with whom they partnered (Mathieu, “After” 24).

Mindful of such cautions, other community-engaged WPAs nonetheless stress their
programs’ potential to enact social justice by distributing the university’s resources and

expertise. Steve Parks — no stranger to the needs of the working-class communities surrounding



the campuses in which he has worked — speaks of his “entry into the ‘gravyland’ of the

"ne

academy” as a newly hired professor, a place whose resources he strives to "“pour and pass’ . . .
to the working populations” surrounding his campus (Gravyland xxix). In the conclusion, I’1l
examine Parks’s “edge politics,” which labor to enact partnerships in which local communities
can speak to the university and thereby “disrupt[] paradigms that imagine[] the community as
knowledge receivers” (ibid). For now, however, I use Parks's title to highlight the privilege and
responsibility that Parks and I both find in the academy’s gravyland: the privilege it is to spend
time as a scholar who can research literacy, and the responsibility we take up to marshal the
university's resources for those not fortunate enough to have been granted a place in the ivory
tower. Like Parks, I see outreach as an opportunity to channel the considerable social energy
invested in our college students’ literacy skills into a new partnership, one that guides students in

considering the advantages we enjoy as the beneficiaries of that energy even as it involves us in

teaching younger students upon whom the same energy would not typically be invested.

I1: K-16 Partnership: Emotions Across Activity Systems

This dissertation makes the case that those wishing to conduct such partnerships in
mutually rewarding ways must be guided throughout by what participants feel. We use emotions
every day in teaching and learning writing but we don’t think enough about what work emotions
do for us and upon us. Emotions are particularly useful in thinking through K-16 literacy
partnerships because each institutional partner — the university and the K-12 school — is an
activity system with its own distinct set of goals, tools, and roles (Deans). In bridging the two
activity systems, we (teachers, tutors, students, and administrators) are thus written into two

competing sets of emotional roles (Averill). Emotions can thus become a lens through which to



understand organizations’ goals: their (and thus, our) social motives. Emotions are crucial to
understanding these roles not as they are articulated on paper but as they play out in practice, to
understanding whose goals they are we are working toward and whether or not they are being
met by the activities we undertake together. Reflecting upon the causes of our emotions can even
help us to assess the justice of those goals and to critique the systems that drive them. We may
understand that ultimately there is no escape from one system of power or another; however,
critical reflection upon our emotions, and upon the emotional communication of others, informs
us of the ways in which our subjectivity is constituted by those systems, and thereby creates the
distance that is necessary if we are to be driven not by impulse but by conviction. In other words,
I’m arguing that reflection upon emotions gives us the opportunity to change not just how we
react to a given activity system, a given set of social motives; it helps us to reform that system
deliberately so that it better matches participants’ needs and goals.

Worsham's “Going Postal: Pedagogic Violence and the Schooling of Emotion,” a key text
in critical emotion studies within composition, has been crucial to my thinking on this topic. It
informs us of the harm that can be done to students in purportedly pedagogical spaces when they
are forced into complicity with a social order that does not recognize their agency and
subjectivity. As its title suggests, it argues that school imposes a symbolic violence on its
students in the silencing of emotions linked to resistance or a dissident politics, and that it does
so differentially along lines of race and class. Because, as Koziak puts it, emotions are “desires
for a certain state of social relations” (Quandahl, “A Feeling” 14), Worsham suggests that when
composition teachers “claim a role in producing, in the real existing world, a different way of
feeling,” they thereby “reclaim education as a terrain of struggle crucial to the reconstruction of a

public political culture” (1005, 1003). Worsham’s work has, for example, attuned me to the



potential pitfalls of a partnership that recruits college students into the demanding role of poetry
tutor and asks younger students to voice a desire for poetry workshops, but it has also signaled
how such partnerships can generate unique learning opportunities as they produce new social
relations in which students can take up “a different way of feeling.”

Micciche’s Doing Emotion: Rhetoric, Writing, Teaching has been another guide. It also
understands "emotion as a social act that shapes and is shaped by social norms, conventions, and
acts of resistance" but offers more specific suggestions for how "we can sharpen students'
reading, writing, and thinking skills by enacting emotion in the classroom" (xiii). Micciche
draws on performance studies to combat the dispassionate reading and writing practices often
valued in rhetoric handbooks. She instead asks us to understand “writing as a material practice
that inevitably gets mixed up with bodily activities and experiences” and outlines suggestions for
embodied rhetorics that call for deep acting (54). Furthermore, she argues for emotion’s central
place in this embodiment, suggesting that “inserting emotions into thought . . . gives students a
chance to understand and seize upon writing’s rhetoricity anew, grasping its potential to shift,
nudge, hurt, or heal” (49). Specifically, Micciche describes how students' dramatic performance
of class readings or of their peers' texts can mobilize emotion to increase their understanding of
the texts', and one another's, perspectives (56f).

However, I depart from Worsham and Micciche in that I consider a different kind of
writing classroom, one set up between institutions in what Paula Mathieu, following Michel De
Certeau, describes as tactical rather than strategic space—that is, not a “proper” (propertied)
institution authorized and organized by a steady authority that can establish values and deliver
reliable rewards, but rather an ad-hoc formation that “relies on personal relationships, mutual

needs, and a shared sense of timing" (“After” 17). This dissertation illuminates how the



emotional roles of instructors and students must be rethought in the context of K-16 literacy
partnerships. To do so, following the composition theorists cited above, I ask us to think of
emotions as always performed, not through pre-planned dramatic scripts but in relation to the
social roles available to us in the institutions we enter and the speech and writing genres we are
asked to take up. But I also ask us to consider how the stakes of such performance are
heightened, or the rules and expectations muddied, when new social formations are brought into
being through a redirecting of existing resources.

To the best of my knowledge, mine is the first book-length study of emotions within K-
16 literacy partnerships. However, several shorter essays have appeared that address emotions in
civic writing, all doing so under the rubric of service-learning. One such study is “The Affective
Dimensions of Service Learning,” in which William DeGenaro describes how affect shapes
college students’ experience of volunteerism as “service politics,” and instructors’ orientation
toward a more confrontational political stance. Many of DeGenaro's examples make the point
that embodied experience — being physically present with (and against) others — inevitably
provokes an affect that is narrated discursively only after the fact; accordingly, he urges
instructors to allow such affect to surface, to listen for student affect without immediately
attempting to redirect it. This point is similar to one made by Shari Stenberg and Darby Whealy
in “Chaos Is the Poetry: From Outcomes to Inquiry in Service-Learning Pedagogy,” which
argues that service-learning courses ought to aim not for measurable excellence but productive
and reorienting confusion. Stenberg notes that confusion, and even failure, involves emotional
reorientation, and argues that this is part of what makes service-learning a high-risk, high-yield
pedagogy. Langstraat and Bowdon, on the other hand, address emotions in the service-learning

composition class by emphasizing the danger that students won 't put themselves in the position



to reorient, instead being content with mere pity. Using Nussbaum’s distinction between
compassion and empathy, the authors find many students involving themselves emotionally but
not practically in their clients’ struggles. Drawing on critical emotion studies, they point to the
"perils of empathy" in reinforcing unjust social relations and power imbalances, in which those
with the leisure to contemplate others' suffering and the refinement to savor it are deemed more
humane for those attentions.

Each of these studies addresses important questions about what role emotions play when
we require college writers to interact with people beyond the classroom. However, none
addresses the particular configuration of a K-16 partnership, in which the hierarchy of tutoring
conflicts with the writing classroom’s emphasis on reciprocal conversation, and in which the
aims of outsiders (most importantly, the younger students), are themselves shaped by educational
systems with their own assigned ““social roles.”

Before further elaborating upon the contributions that emotions can make to our practice
of civic engagement, I must spend a few pages explaining just what [ mean by emotions, how |
understand them as “social roles.” This is a concept I draw from James Averill as well as from
contemporary social psychology. Perhaps surprisingly, that social psychology is heavily
influenced by investigations of the emotions first laid out over two millennia ago in Aristotle’s
Rhetoric.

“Anger,” Aristotle writes, “is a distressed desire for conspicuous vengeance in return for
a conspicuous and unjustifiable contempt of one’s person or friends (Rhetoric 2.2). Let us
compare that formulation with one offered recently in a textbook on social psychology:

The first thing to note is that emotions are related to events that happen in
the world (objects and causes) . . . Second, emotion implies taking a

particular perspective toward events . . . (appraisal). Third, when we are
emotional, our bodies usually react in some way . . . (physiological



change). Fourth . . . we often feel strong impulses to act in certain ways
when emotional (action tendencies) . . . Fifth, particular emotions often
seem to be associated with distinctive muscular movements that can
express what we are feeling to others (expression or display). Finally, we
often try to do something about one or more of these different aspects of
emotional episodes (regulation). (Parkinson, Fischer, and Manstead 4)*

To trace the commonality in their insights, I offer the following chart, which aligns the

six categories laid out in the parentheses above with portions of Aristotle’s statement on anger:

Social Emotion Aristotelian Anger

2005, Parkinson et. al ca. 330 BCE

Objects and Causes unjustifiable contempt

Appraisal unjustifiable contempt

Physiological Change distressed desire for conspicuous vengeance

Regulation distressed desire for conspicuous vengeance’
Expression or Display distressed desire for conspicuous vengeance

Action Tendencies distressed desire for conspicuous vengeance

Figure 1. Emotion in Aristotle and Social Psychology

2 use Parkinson, Fischer, and Manstead to represent the field of contemporary social psychology, but it’s worth
noting that there is disagreement in that field about the six components they present. The three authors suggest “we
can at least agree that when we get emotional, some subset of the [...] processes [in the chart] is probably also
operating” even though “one or more component may be seen as more central to what emotion really is” (4).
Because they propose, at least initially, a few different theories of how the “components” are sequenced, in the chart
I’ve taken the liberty of sequencing those components in an order that highlights Aristotle’s concerns.

3 Desire/regulation is admittedly the most tenuous parallel between Aristotle and social psychology. But “desire,”
like regulation, does imply an intrapersonal dimension to emotion in that it suggests the possibility that the person
may not act on the emotion. Whereas I take Aristotle’s “distress” to be automatic, I argue that “desire” can vary.
Depending upon the person’s appraisal of, for example, the severity of the contempt or of the likelihood of success
in responding conspicuously to it, one might up-regulate or down-regulate, dampening or amplifying that desire.
Thus, I would argue that desire isn’t merely felt (as a physiological change) but regulated, though what faculty acts
on a person’s desire to regulate it Aristotle doesn’t explain in his formulation of anger.



As we can see, Aristotle anticipates all the key features of emotion as understood by
contemporary social psychology. In so doing, the rhetorician offers an account quite different
from the one that would be offered by Descartes, who saw emotions mechanical, strictly
embodied. True, like the Cartesian perspective with which we are familiar, Aristotle and social
psychologists admit that our bodies are essential to the ways we sense emotion—for Parkinson,
in the “physiological” heartbeat, for Aristotle, in “distress,” or as discussed elsewhere in the
corpus “pain and pleasure.” Contemporary science has given us tools with which to measure
such distress. We now know that as we experience emotions we experience changes in "body
temperature, heart rate, blood pressure, and oxygen saturation of the blood," so that for example
when we become angry our body temperature elevates and our blood pressure rises (Sutton,
“Teachers’ Anger” 261). But with their five other categories, both Aristotle and contemporary
social psychologists extend our notion of emotion beyond the body. They argue that emotions
don’t reside in Descartes’ “animal spirits,” William James’ “bodily reverberation” and
“feedback,” Silvan Tomkins’ “density of neural firing,” Schachter’s “autonomic arousal,” or
whatever other brain-in-a-vat schematic (Descartes qtd. in D. M. Gross 23; James qtd. in
Parkinson, Fischer, and Manstead 5-6; Tomkins qtd. in Sedgwick and Frank Ch 3; Schachter
qtd. in Parkinson, Fischer, and Manstead 13). Rather, each thinker stresses that people
experience, understand, react to, and communicate feeling with others. These thinkers thus help
us to consider the social relations through which we constitute and communicate emotions and
the ethics implied in our naming and understanding of those emotions. If one grants that a study
of emotion requires not just physiology, or perhaps “affect,” but also the five additional
categories granted it by Aristotle and social psychology, then one opens up an inquiry of emotion

into politics. For as one investigates the social matter of emotional formations one is led to
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critique those formations inasmuch as they cause distress. One remembers, as Quandahl puts it,
that “dominant regimes work partly by determining the acceptable emotions” (“A Feeling” 17).
One also looks into ethics. Judgment (or appraisal) concerning emotion’s causes and the
appropriate responses to them leads to different patterns of behavior, different virtues. Aristotle’s
work suggests this approach, for along with his Rhetoric it is the Nicomachean Ethics that offers
an extended theory of emotions.

Making use of Aristotle and other ancient thinkers who followed him, James Averill in
the early 1980s helped to clarify anger as a “transitory social role” (6). What’s “social” about
emotion should be evident from the five categories above that exceed physiological change, but
to explain why for Averill emotion involves a “role,” it may help to draw an analogy between the
expression of anger and the launching of a speech act (cf. Austin). For just as a speech act is
carried off if the right person says the right words in the right situation, like a groom saying “I
do” at a wedding, an emotional display can impact its witnesses and respondents only if it is
intelligible during the scene in which it appears. Averill says that in order to count as a social
role,

[Flirst, the behavior must be meaningful in terms of social expectations or rules

of conduct; second, the person must attempt (on some level, not necessarily

consciously) to conform his or her behavior to those expectations; and third,

persons in similar circumstances must be capable of performing the relevant (role)

aspects of the behavior (9).

Translating this statement into the terms of social psychology, we would say that even our
internal appraisal and regulation of emotions is heavily influenced by external social

expectations for what emotions are acceptable to display in a given circumstance, and even what

emotions are acceptable to feel.
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This dissertation explores the very different “social roles” available to participants in
literacy partnerships as they cross institutions. As mentioned, to think through the conflicts
between social expectations for literacy learning in the university and in the K-12 classroom (or
after-school center), I borrow from Thomas Deans the notion of “activity systems.” Deans traces
the genealogy of this concept back through compositionists Russell, Bazerman, and Prior to
Scandinavian researcher Engestrom and finally to its origins in Soviet thought under Vygotsky
and Leont’ev. Much like the discourse community, the activity system stresses the influence of
social contexts on individual actions and highlights writing as a tool that establishes social bonds
and forwards social goals; the activity system formulation also draws out attention to the division
of labor between the members participating in it (“Shifting,” 452-4). Applying the concept to
community agencies that partner with college writing programs, Deans asks us to view each as
involved in different activity systems, across which there is bound to be contradiction (451). He
further suggests “that researchers look to contradictions as points for launching analyses” (461).

Building on this insight, I argue that K-16 writing partnerships, because they bridge two
activity systems, the university and K-12 education, ask all participants to take on conflicting
social and emotional roles. If groups require conformity in the form of “unity of purpose,
homogeneity of perceptions, attitudes and feelings” (Hogg, qtd. in Parkinson et. al 94), what
happens when we belong to two groups? We suffer two sets of perceptions, two sets of feelings.
We are pulled in two directions at once by the “social motives” of institutions (Deans 457). To
the extent that we have taken on one organization’s motives as our own, when we are meeting
the demands of the other organization we may feel emotions which signal that our motivations
are not being realized, such as guilt or anger, depending on whether we blame ourselves or others

(see Parkinson et. al, 7).
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I suggest that anger, fear, hope, and so on can be guides to those who would identify such
contradictions. Indeed, in its strongest form my thesis is that only by heeding such emotion can
engagement efforts respond ethically and intelligently to the needs and wishes of all parties,
including young students and their teachers, as well as college students and their instructors (i.e.
us).

To support this claim, I rely on Sedgwick’s understanding of affect as pioneered by
Sylvan Tomkins. For Tomkins, affect is first and foremost a signal to the self. Humans learn by
putting themselves into situations and finding out afterwards that they’ve done so for the wrong
reasons. Emotion gives us that feedback. Sedgwick quotes Tomkins on the role of affect in
learning: “Cognitive error, which is essential to cognitive learning, can be made only by one
capable of committing motivational error, i.e. being wrong about his own wishes, their causes
and outcomes” (qtd. on 107). Sedgwick notes that engineers who would develop artificial
intelligence—machines that can learn—have discovered a need for a system analogous to human
emotions. Specifically, they have found a need for “parallel distributed processing,” a system
that “thinks” about an event using two different models at once, much like humans use logic and
emotion in tandem to consider the full consequences of our decisions (ibid). Following this train
of thought, I argue that emotions are essential signals for those involved in K-16 partnership.
Due to their tactical, emergent nature, the activities we engage in during such partnership can’t
be worked out ahead of time, but they can be encountered reflectively. We can’t always
anticipate what will bring, in Aristotle's terms, “pain or pleasure,” but we can be vigilant about
their manifestations in all participants and flexible enough to respond to them intelligently.
Action research is about reforming a theory that reforms action as one continues it in subsequent

iterations. I am asking that we pay attention to our own emotions as feedback in such work, and
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also that we make allowances for others' emotional display and raise all participants' awareness
of the action tendencies available to them. By explicitly addressing our emotions we address the
motives that inform them. We discover something about why we do the work we’re doing and
how that work can be reshaped to alleviate the frustration that comes from having our motives

blocked or the ennui that ensues when the activities in which we engage do not match our goals.

I11. Humanities Out There (HOT): A History of Literacy Outreach

As I mentioned, in my literacy partnerships I took up the role of one who could lead
college writers as we tried to “pour and pass” the resources of our own university — the
University of California, Irvine (i.e. UC Irvine, or UCI) — to younger students in the surrounding
community. And because I wished to do so through English studies, I soon found myself
involved in a longer-running activity system: the Humanities Out There (HOT) program,
founded by Shakespeare professor Julia Lupton just as service-learning was surging in the late
1990s. Though not all of the literacy partnerships described in this dissertation were directly
associated with HOT (my first chapter describes a stand-alone service-learning course in UCI’s
composition program), to a large extent they all shared HOT’s “social motives.” Thus, I take a
few pages here to describe HOT’s origins, its history, and its motives so as to shed light on HOT
as a unique activity system, one that articulated the relationship between the units that sponsored
it in the university and those that welcomed it in K-12 schools. This section also gives the reader
a sense of just how diverse the population of students was in UCI’s gravyland, and how these
literacy partnerships figured into the UCs’ larger strategy for ensuring that diversity.

HOT was designed as one part of the university’s response to the elimination of

Affirmative Action in California in the late 1990s, first through Governor Pete Wilson’s
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executive order and later through Proposition 209. Given that SAT scores are directly linked to
income and race both within California and nationwide (Mantsios; Geiser), and that Asian
Americans and Caucasians are far more likely to graduate from secondary schools eligible for
the UC than are African Americans, Native Americans, Latin@s and other disadvantaged
minority groups (ibid), the dismantling of Affirmative Action threatened to skew the UCs’
enrollment toward middle- and upper-income Caucasians and Asian Americans. UC Irvine
responded with PACE—the Partnership to Accelerate Eligibility—of which HOT formed the
Humanities wing (Center for Educational Partnerships). As onetime HOT director Robert
Moeller, Professor of History, put it in a grant proposal of HOT’s decision to partner a nearby
school serving underrepresented students, “Targeting this particular school is also part of a
strategy to ensure the continued ethnic and socio-economic diversity of the University of
California system in the wake of suspension of Affirmative Action programs” (8).

The activity system of outreach places confidence in the existing K-16 educational
system’s capacity to promote the interests of its working-class and ethnic-minority students; it
holds that college and career success is a plausible and achievable goal within that system. In this
case, HOT’s outreach efforts sought to ensure that the world-class education offered in the
University of California system would be within reach for those that standard metrics such as the
SATs judged to be the hardest working and most talented of the underclass. This is the ideology
of uplift, which, for all its problems continues to animate and fund institutions ensuring income
and ethnic diversity at the UCs (for examples of the problems, see Ana Ribero on Dreamer
rhetoric; Martin on HOT).

Other strategies have since been implemented at the statewide level to ensure the

continued diversity of all of the UCs, which include flagship schools Berkeley and UCLA as
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well as eight other campuses. For instance, under a program called Eligibility in Local Context
(ELC), the top 9% of the graduating class at each California public school is guaranteed
admission to at least one campus in the University of California system, ensuring that high-
achieving students from even the most troubled districts have a chance for a UC education
(University of California Regents). Nonetheless, despite this and other policies, post-affirmative-
action patterns of under-enrollment among disadvantaged minority groups persist (Associated
Press). However, progress has been made at UCI and at the UCs in general in increasing the
enrollment of underserved ethnic minorities, particularly Latin@s. UCI, for instance, has almost
reached the 25% enrollment threshold required to make it eligible for designation as a Hispanic-
serving institution.

Concerning our university’s class diversity, the picture is also promising, though
constantly shifting. UC Irvine is a selective, four-year, research-intensive, public university.
Stanley Aronowitz's analysis of class structures in schooling maintains that “only about a
quarter” of working-class youths achieve post-secondary credentials, and that the majority of
them do not enter highly competitive universities like UC Irvine (109). Similarly, in his 2013
Address at the CCCC, Chris Anson suggested that as few as 3% of students at elite universities
grow up in working-class households (“2013 Chair’s Address”). However, my research into the
demographics at UCI revealed more working-class students than Aronowitz’s and Anson’s
figures might lead us to expect. Recent efforts by the UCs to recruit Pacific Rim students who
can pay out-of-state fees (i.e. tuition) are changing our school’s demographics again, but at the
time of this writing, most of UCI's students (61%) receive need-based grants and scholarships,
and two-fifths of them (40%) receive Pell Grants (Office of Institutional Research). Given that

most Pell funding “goes to students with a total family income below $20,000,” and that the
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grants cap out at $50,000 family income, a significant minority of the UC’s students are, in fact,
low-income (“Pell Grant Eligibility”’).* This despite the near doubling of fees that UC
undergraduates from within the state of California suffered in the Great Recession.’

The success we have had in promoting racial and class diversity on campus I attribute in
large part to the Center for Educational Partnerships (CFEP). The CFEP provided much of
HOT’s initial support, but eventually it refocused on other means of reaching K-12 students,
leaving HOT to solicit funds from the Dean’s office and the Departments of English and History.
Though the CFEP suffered through the recession along with HOT and continues to scramble for
funding, it has maintained partnerships with a number of underserved schools in the area,
supporting their efforts to enroll students in classes that render them eligible for the UCs and
assisting their students in the college application process.

HOT, on the other hand, found it impossible to maintain the scale of its efforts with such
schools.’In the end, the La Mesita Unified School District, with which HOT had been working,

declared HOT a “boutique” program, unable to accomplish the heavy lifting

4 Anecdotally, I've gathered recently, perhaps because of the rise in fees, that more of my students are fulfilling
work responsibilities, perhaps in part to avoid the $16,000 average debt-load listed carried by our average
graduating senior (and that figure doesn't count whatever debt their parents incur on their behalf in coming up with
the $30,000 in total annual expenses for a UC education).

> It is common sense that higher UC fees will drive away working-class students, and that idea has been borne out
by research at other universities. For instance, a recent study suggests that working-class youths decline to take on
student debt to finance higher education (Hardeep). Indeed, to help address this new squeeze on the middle class,
whose representation at the UC has been shrinking of late, flagship school Berkeley implemented a new policy for
the 2012-2013 school year that specifically targeted students with parents in the $80-140,000 range (Gordon). The
rise in fees at UCI was accompanied by increased financial aid, but to the best of my knowledge the school has no
such policy for upper-middle class students. One wonders if our middle-income enrollment is also shrinking.

6 HOT was initially able to fund the graduates who served as workshop coordinators with a small stipend that
supplemented their salaries as teaching assistants within more traditional parts of the English program (i.e. English
and writing classes for undergraduates). However, it was determined that such supplemental work for supplemental
pay violated graduate students’ maximum appointment to 50% time, meaning that the HOT shifted to a model in
which graduates like myself who served as workshop coordinators took this on as their primary position, earning fee
(i.e. tuition) remissions and undertaking a set of readings associated with civic engagement. The cost to support
those working in my coordinator position grew along with tuition even as its initial grants expired and HOT’s
support from the CFEP shrunk.

17



to boost the test scores or graduation rates of large numbers of district students, the vast majority
of whom are Hispanic English learners receiving free or reduced price lunch.”In 2008 HOT
partnered with a new district on a smaller scale, but it continued to understand outreach as one of
the program’s principal goals and a college-preparatory curriculum as the principal means to
accomplish it. Thus, when I turned from the composition program to the literature program in
seeking to build a literacy network that could “pour and pass” university resources, I connected
with HOT founder Julia Lupton and began talks about sponsoring a series of poetry workshops

in local after-school centers.

IV. Overview of the Chapters

Feeling Engaged: College Writers as Literacy Tutors is an analysis of the connections
made not just in those poetry workshops, but in the other attempts at K-16 language education in
which I involved myself at UC Irvine. Employing participant observation, interviews, surveys,
and discourse analysis, Feeling Engaged takes as a case study the community-engaged
composition courses, poetry workshops, and literature classes I coordinated in 2011-2013. The
undergraduates I led in this work tutored K-12 students in after-school centers and public schools
in Mexican American communities, assisting with homework, writing poetry, and leading close
readings of American literature. This study brings together scholarship in the rhetoric of emotion
and in civic writing to show how emotions — confidence, anger, embarrassment, pride, hope,

fear, gratitude, guilt, shame, compassion, enthusiasm, and ennui — shape the roles we take onin

"In the case of the La Mesita school district and La Mesita High, I continue to use pseudonyms to protect the
identity of participants.
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K-16 literacy networks, and it argues that the success or failure of such networks hinges on the
emotional labor of those who participate in them.

My first chapter — Blogging Critical Literacy: Notes Toward Engaged Progressivism —
addresses a community-engaged research and argument course I created in UCI’s composition
program. The course requires composition students to do research on educational policy not just
by searching databases and libraries but also by serving as tutors to K-12 students in Mexican
American communities. | trace how the college writers respond to course readings on critical
literacy, the idea that public education reproduces and naturalizes inequality between mainstream
and underrepresented groups. I argue that a composition course with progressive political aims
runs the risk of silencing multiple perspectives and short circuiting critical thinking, but it need
not do so if students are able to bring their past experiences, fieldwork, and bibliographic
research to bear as they gather the courage to tell their truths. Responding to scholarship that
debates the uses of critical literacy in composition classrooms, and drawing on the theories of
bell hooks and Michel Foucault, I argue for what I call “engaged progressivism.” This practice
requires emotionally attuned educators to manage discomforting, generative conversations in
which college writers reflect together upon their diversity as language learners and, in the case of
this community-engaged course, discuss their experiences as literacy tutors. Engaged
progressivism also enables educators to guide college writers in pursuing research as a mode of
orientation, an authentic inquiry into their own unsettled questions.

Chapter 2 — Genre and Emotional Roles in K-16 Poetry Workshops — shows how emotion
shaped, and was shaped by, the genres through which the university established relationships
with two after-school centers. In understanding genre, the chapter draws on Anis Bawarshi’s

investigation into writers’ invention. In illuminating emotions as social roles, Chapter 2 drawson
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Aristotle, Heidegger, James Averill, and Sara Ahmed, as well as contemporary scholarship in
social and educational psychology. In the chapter, I demonstrate how participants used course
proposals to convey confidence, flyers to advertise desire, private emails to confess fear, friendly
letters to generate enthusiasm, lyric poetry to sustain wonder, and spoken-word poetry to
overcome embarrassment. Writing in these genres, the poets, teachers, learners, and
administrators who brought this partnership into being managed historical and rhetorical
constraints on their emotional communication; they also exerted agency by tapping emotions to
move their readers.

The following two chapters explore literacy development in the after-school agencies
with which we partnered: Dios Center and Barrio Center.® These centers are at once American
public institutions and Mexican@ cultural centers, and as such they offer a rare opportunity for
Mexican American youth to develop ethnic pride and biliterate competence. Teens at such
centers can draw on the funds of knowledge of diverse sponsors: families, mentors, tutors, and
university researchers. However, this opportunity is often lost. Mexican American teachers,
shamed for their use of Spanish, shy away from teaching it; university partners, angry at student
indifference to Anglo-American curricula, refuse to yield authority and learn from those they
teach. Chapter 3 — (Bi) Literacy Sponsorship in Latin@ After-School Spaces — draws on
Deborah Brandt’s notion of “sponsorship” in demonstrating how such emotions can bog down
literacy educators. However, it also sheds light on the work of sponsors who respect students’
ethnic identities and develop their biliterate competence: a Mejicali-born supervisor who engages
in a playful affirmation of Brown pride, a bilingual educator who teaches biliteracy as a path to

college success, and parents and siblings who care for and support students’ bilingual language

8 Barrio and Dios are pseudonyms I created, “Barrio” to reflect that center’s class and ethnic identity and “Dios” to
reflect that center’s Christian affiliation. See Chapter 3 for a fuller discussion of these centers and a more detailed
rationale for these pseudonyms.
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acquisition in order to maintain transnational family networks. Such examples prompt us to
reconsider the Anglocentric and monolingual education being delivered in writing classrooms,
and to envision how language education might be reconceived to match the transnational
discourse communities in which writers participate.

Even as universities support such progressive, bicultural education, they must also
cooperate with partners who push for student success within conservative, monolingual
institutions. Toward that end, Chapter 4 — Teaching Police Discourse at Barrio Center — follows
a police-officer-in-training as he guides Mexican American youth in one after-school center in
taking up the “institutional identity” of the police officer (Gee, “Identity’”’). Mike, who grew up in
the neighborhood, teaches the young people how to read, write, speak, act, perceive, and value as
police officers. Yet he reveals in interviews that he experiences double consciousness as a result
of this discourse, that being pressed into the emotional role of the suspicious policeman causes
him conflict with his identity as an indignant member of this racialized Mexican(@ community.
Through observations of his workshop and analysis of its curriculum, I explain how Mike, as he
puts it, “see[s] it both ways,” reconciling these dual perspectives and encouraging students to do
the same. I also suggest how university partners can build on, supplement, and even challenge
the institutional discourses developed by community agencies with which we work.

My fifth and final chapter — The Emotional Labor of Outreach — describes the work of
undergraduate tutors in the HOT program, which partnered UCI’s English Department with an
11™ grade classroom at City High School for the last time in 2012-2013. Educated in honors
programs during high school and in a literature curriculum during college, the majority of the
tutors were not prepared to teach the students served by HOT: English-language learners in a

non-honors classroom. Having conducted a discourse analysis of the tutors’ online discussions
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and of my follow-up interviews with them, I narrate the tutors’ progression through various
kinds of “emotional labor” (Hochschild; Sutton, “Goals”). I explain how the tutors used the
online discussions to share their sense of frustration at their students’ initial disinterest and to
express support for their peers. As the term progressed, the tutors lessened their frustrations by
opening themselves up to being surprised by students’ goals and by re-appraising their students’
abilities and effort. Finally, the tutors found ways to motivate the students by paying attention to
their interests and responding to their ideas—that is, by showing care for them as people. The
students reciprocated this care and thus confirmed the tutors’ emergent identities as teachers. In
this partnership, as in all of the literacy partnerships analyzed in this dissertation, emotional
communication proved indispensable to students’ growth as learners and teachers, readers and
writers.

Without further delay, here are those chapters.
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CHAPTER 1: BLOGGING CRITICAL LITERACY: NOTES TOWARD
ENGAGED PROGRESSIVISM
I. Introduction
A. Course Setup and Philosophy

Billy, a student in my community-engaged first-year composition course, reflected upon
his first few weeks of tutoring at Dios Community Center as follows:

The Latinos here seem really content with their lives as opposed to the oppression

and doubtful attitudes littering the pages of Kozol's article [Shame of the Nation].

They live in a mostly Hispanic community as I once lived in a mostly Asian

community. The outside world was fascinating to me as a child, with its multitude

of diversity and changing ideals, so I never really felt "segregated", only

interested. It appears by the joyful attitudes and carefree demeanor of the children

that it's the same for them.

Sires (pronounced “Series’), another student in the course, responded to Billy’s blog:

Your comment about the complicity of the local Latino community got me

thinking about my own life. I'm pretty sure they're not happy with the life they

live . . . They simply want what’s promised to them: the American dream. Never

assume they've settled for less. Always help those less fortunate than you.’

This chapter investigates a course I teach that requires composition students like Billy
and Sires to research educational policies not just by searching databases in libraries but also by
reading critical literacy essays, reflecting on their own education, interviewing educators, and,
most importantly, serving and observing K-12 students in schools and after-school programs in
low-income Mexican@ communities.'® Students shared their perspectives on each “text”—
essays, personal experience, and fieldwork—not just in class discussions but also in online

forums and blogs like those above. In keeping with others in experiential education, I maintain

that such a class setup engages composition students in research as a learning process, one that

? Blogs and forums have been edited and the names of students and community partners have been changed. See Ch.
2 for explanation of these decisions.

Summer 39C Course Director Lynda Haas first authorized me to attempt this engaged composition course, and
Fall Quarter Course Director Tira Palmquist allowed me to make a second pass at it. I am in their debt.
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calls for students to develop a perspective by integrating knowledge with experience.
Simultaneously, it provokes them to understand how the knowledge we instantiate through
academic discourse speaks to issues that affect real people in a tangible manner—in this case,
that the educational policies they’re researching affect the children they tutor and the educators
with whom they work.

Just as community rhetoric was taking off in the late 1990s, Thomas Deans categorized
civic writing programs into three types: Writing about the Community, Writing for the
Community, and Writing with the Community. Deans's description of a typical writing about the
community program fits my course, which involved “tutoring children and bringing that
experience back to the classroom as a text to be analyzed alongside other texts” (Writing
Partnerships 97). Accordingly, I am most concerned with what my students had to say about the
after-school programs in which they worked, and particularly with how my students depicted the
education received by the children they tutored. The genres of writing required in my course
demonstrated those goals; whereas a writing for the community course often requires students to
write public relations materials on behalf of NGOs, and Flower's writing with the community
model produces alternative texts such as “community problem-solving dialogues” from and for
“vernacular local publics,” my course educated students in academic discourse by requiring
observations, reflections, and extensive bibliographic research that culminate in an expository
essay.

Traditionally, such a course would be described as “service-learning,” and I first
designated the course as such, but I have since found that “community-engaged learning” more
accurately describes the methodology that I undertook along with my students. In this

characterization I take my inspiration from Eli Goldblatt, who has named Temple University’s
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engagement programs a “Community Learning Network.” In doing so, he speaks of a desire to
“get away from the idea of service” (Anthony, Kerr, and Scanlon). “Service” implies that the
middle-class students are giving their working-class recipients something they need; in
particular, the tutoring relationship posits that tutees will benefit from learning tutors' skills.
Early work in the field critiques the “service to the needy” model of service learning (Crooks and
Stroud, qtd. in Herzberg 58), and that critique has developed with the years. Linda Flower, for
example, has characterized work like tutoring as the teaching of “technical expertise,” and placed
it second from the bottom of a four-part hierarchy of service-learning paradigms (“Partners”).
Yet my eight years as a secondary educator led me to conclude that such technical
expertise is often undervalued in the critical literacy model, especially given that literacy is a
prerequisite for participation in many sectors of the job market and in many forms of public
debate, not to mention academia. One concern, then, was how to reconcile two competing
claims: one was that my college writers could serve as tutors and perhaps even role models to
tutees who would benefit from acquiring academic literacy; the other was how to open up my
students to the possibility that they would learn from the tutees, and, going further, that one
lesson they would learn was that the tutees were not likely ever to occupy their own privileged
positions as full-time university students, and not because of their individual personalities and
choices (as the neoliberal rationale would have it), or because of some cultural practices or
values unique to the Latin@ communities in which we tutored (as some students maintained),
but because of our society's abiding systemic racism and socioeconomic inequality. Thus the
question of how to inform an outreach project with critical literacy's critique of school-based

literacy was central.
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Goldblatt offers “community-based learning” as a resolution to this dilemma, with a
focus on connecting people from on and off campus(“Community Learning Network™).
Goldblatt’s focus on connection and relationship-building allows his version of community-
based learning to focus equally on the campus’s impact on the community and on the
community’s impact on the campus. That is, his frame allows university students to continue to
count, with the measurement of their learning forming a large part of the assessment of the
success of an engagement program. Currently for Goldblatt, this means seeing community-based
learning as a way to educate university students on Philadelphia’s persistent class and racial
divisions, issues that I also address in my dissertation with respect to the divide between many
Irvine students and the working class, transnational Mexican@ and Mexican American
communities with which we partnered. One inflection of “community-based learning,” then, is
that it describes how undergraduate learning is “based” in the community; as mentioned, for
Goldblatt’s and my projects, this often means that tutoring experiences in communities serve as
the text that promotes reflection. Because Goldblatt’s notion of “community-based learning”
allows a focus on what college students can learn from the community, this focus suits a project
like mine, authorized and funded by the university. However, because my partnerships arise in
classes that would guide the learning process — by offering texts, by requiring peer-to-peer and
student-teacher discussion — I continue to emphasize the classroom space as central and thus
name the work not “community-based,” but “community-engaged.”

This work is different in key respects from that of Linda Flower, arguably the field’s
leading practitioner and theorist. Flower takes a position outside the university. She writes, for
example, that “the 'community' stand in sharp relief to the 'university' arriving with its vanload of

white, middle-class, educated outsiders” (Engagement 23). The goal of this “load” of university

26



mentors who work with Flower in Pittsburgh's Community Literacy Center isn't so much to help
students succeed in K-12 schools — Flower criticizes those schools' narrow vocational goals and
stifling disciplinary procedures — as it is to amplify the voices of community youth, to listen and
record as they convey their perspectives on school and community problems.

In the course I describe in this chapter we were not, as Linda Flower would have it,
engaged in intercultural inquiry. We conducted inquiry, of course. We brought questions about
why the younger students’ education took the shape it did, about the policies behind it. The staff
members who supervised our work at the after-school centers and in the high school were kind
enough to consent to interviews about what they saw as right and wrong with the education their
students were receiving, so their professional culture was an aspect of our inquiry. But we
weren’t in the position to ask too many questions of the young students themselves about their
opinions on the matter. And we weren’t being asked to have them critique their own education,
as Flower has her high school students do. Nor did we require the younger students to ask
questions of us, though they did ask a few. After all, we had been invited there as tutors, not
writers. Yet this one-sided relationship was, oddly, our form of reciprocity, our means of
fulfilling what the after-school centers and high school demanded of us. We were welcomed in
the after-school centers and the schools because, the after-school centers and I agreed, we had
acquired cultural capital to distribute to the working-class youth they tutored.

In keeping with the goals of the traditional research and argument course from which
mine was adapted, my students didn’t just “read” their tutoring experiences; they also read
academic texts on critical literacy, namely Jonathan Kozol's 2005 Shame of the Nation on
segregation, Patricia Gandara’s Forbidden Language: English Learners and Restrictive

Language Policies, and a selection from Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed. The principal
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genres in which my students wrote were also academic, at least inasmuch as their audience was
their peers and instructor; they composed reflective blogs in which they discussed their
experiences working with the K-12 after-school programs, participated in discussion forums in
which they addressed course readings and tracked their research, and wrote a final research paper
in which they outlined the causes of a contemporary problem in K-12 education. While much
engagement stresses collaborative writing with communities, my about course seizes upon the
opportunities for sustained rumination and investigation that academic research provides. It is
true that more immediately efficacious genres—public service announcements, correspondence
with those who hold the levers of power—have a key place in politics and in civic writing
projects that engage politically. My chapters on poetry (2 and 3) should make it clear that I
understand how that genre can incorporate local vernacular, often in ways that are more
immediate, somatic, musical, and imaginative than the essay. [ would never dismiss the value of
our students’ participation with community members in collaborative and hybrid discourses that
make knowledge and put it to work outside of the academy (Flower, “Partners”; Flower,
Engagement; Cushman, “Public Intellectual”; Parks, Gravyland). However, this course is
premised on the equally valid claim that the distance provided by the academy and its discourse
— and the time allowed in this space for sustained inquiry — remain as indispensible for
responsible citizenship as the action required of us following upon that inquiry. (For another
version of this argument, see Deans, Writing Partnerships.) As will become more clear when I
discuss emotions in this chapter’s case studies, I understand research and discussion as practices
through which we refashion our orientations. Sustained inquiry, in this case into history, when
that inquiry is understood as a careful listening to divergent perspectives, allows our students to

go beyond easy explanations and to consider how they can position themselves with and against
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others who address the same common controversies and concerns. And it does the same for us as
instructors.

For practical reasons, I focus this chapter on the Fall 2011 version of the class, though I
have taught the class three times (most recently in Spring 2013) with slight changes each time.'!
At the time I taught this course, the standard research and argument course at our university
required that undergraduates research a “problem” in society, describe the history of that
problem, and find the appropriate public policy solution to it. The course I analyze in this chapter
took the same basic approach, looking at problems in the field of K-16 education, but requiring
students to substitute for some of the online research their own observations in the field during
24 hours of tutoring I required that they complete in after-school centers run by nonprofits in K-
12 education. (This course, 39C, typically requires that students research using forty online
sources; my students were required to use twenty.) I pitched this service as first-person research;
that is, I expected that my students would keep an eye out for problems their tutees faced within
the after-school programs and, based on their observations of their tutees' skills and homework
assignments, problems in the K-12 schools. As part of the field research, my course required that
students conduct a personal interview with a professional educator and write up a transcript of
that interview. (In practice, they usually interviewed supervisors onsite or former teachers.) The
series of reflective blogs I have mentioned were meant to serve as vehicles through which
students would process course readings and reconcile them with field observations and were,
along with the discussion forums, intended to build toward the course’s main research paper.

One option for that paper was the standard course essay requiring students to draw on a 20-

Hy received approval from the IRB to review student work from both my initial iteration of the course in Summer
Quarter 2011 and the second one in Fall Quarter 2011, but aside from a few comments upon the summer course I
have focused in this chapter on the fall course, for I asked the individuals in that class for permission to discuss their
work just after the quarter ended and grades were submitted, and thus received a far greater response rate (16/23 vs.
7/19).
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source bibliography in analyzing the causes of a contemporary problem; a second option allowed
students to incorporate, along with the online research, information they gathered from their
field-notes, mixing fieldwork and bibliographic material together in a “Community-Based
Research Paper” (adapted from Deans, Community Action 7).
B. Engaged Progressivism as Critical Literacy

I take up this “about” model from a stance one might call, in a turn on Russel Durst’s
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“reflective instrumentalism,” “engaged progressivism,” where progressivism refers to my
political stance and “engaged” to my approach to students’ political orientations. Why
progressivism? Along with others practicing community-engaged composition and civic
writing—Linda Flower, Paula Matthieu, Steve Parks, and Tom Deans come to mind, though
there are countless more—I am committed to writing instruction as a practice of fostering literate
citizenship in a pluralistic democracy. And like many of those writers I find that democracy
hobbled by the neoliberalism that has in the last half-century confined far too much of our
society’s vast wealth in the hands of the powerful even while castigating the powerless and
under-resourced for their “gaps” and failings. Today’s dominant narrative, that we live in a
postracial, meritocratic society, would erase knowledge of our identities as racialized, gendered,
classed subjects and ill equip us for a world structured by these binaries to the detriment of the
majority and the privilege of the few.

Composition offers an alternative to such magical thinking. Our university’s research and
argument course calls for extended, research-based investigation of the history of a

contemporary problem, and for a policy that would address that problem.'? As such, it asks

students to imagine themselves not in an individualistic competitive sphere in which they only

12 To fit this class, with its expanded field research requirements, into the same 10-week quarter, the policy paper
had to be been jettisoned.
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achieve agency by virtue of mastering the skills required of them by the economy as it has been
arranged. Instead, it calls upon them to fulfill their roles as citizens and decision makers, as
participants in ongoing negotiations over the just allocation of resources—including their own
labor. And, in my community-engaged version of this course, the composition students work
with and learn from those who most stand to benefit from social justice, with those whom Mae
Ngai has termed “impossible subjects”: racialized members of our nation’s perennial underclass
who grow and thrive as they can in the parched terminus of trickle-down economics.

This chapter focuses on the extent to which blogs and forums allow students to engage
intellectually and emotionally with the course’s critical literacy perspective and to take on
authority of their own as they make an argument in relation to it. As I define it, critical literacy
acknowledges the role of race, class, and English-language hegemony in shaping students’
educational opportunities. It understands class- and race-based inequality as the result of power
struggles and suggests that language (and language education) perpetuates this inequality.'?
Thus, critical literacy investigates how racial and socioeconomic injustice is perpetuated through
literacy education. Another way of putting it is as follows. First, critical literacy suggests that the
current socioeconomic system and the educational system that grows out of it detract from the
full human development of all members of our society; hence the term “critical.”'* Second,
critical literacy argues (as Durst sums it up) that “language and other cultural tools” shape our

roles “as actors in history” with particular attention to the differential access to dominant

13 Certainly, by privileging race and class I ignore gender, sexuality, and ability. This perspective is not uncommon
but is by no means universal among critical literacy theorists. For a notable exception, see hooks, who critiques
Freire’s androcentrism even while pointing to the liberatory possibilities of his philosophy.

14F or an extended critique of neoliberalism’s interference with the full human development of the oppressed, see
Freire’s Pedagogy of Indignation.
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discourses offered in schooling (3).'> Educational policies that exacerbate class inequalities are
the principal “problem” in K-12 education from this perspective.

Another, more capacious way of putting those points is Knoblauch’s definition of critical
literacy, which states that it would “identify reading and writing abilities with a critical
consciousness of the social conditions in which people find themselves.” That definition goes on
to address a more reflexive aspect of critical literacy, one that arose inevitably as we described
the younger students’ literacy education: “recognizing the extent to which language practices
objectify and rationalize these [social] conditions and the extent to which people with authority
to name the world dominate others whose voices they have been able to suppress” (qtd. in
Anson, “On Reflection” 172). The last part of this last definition allows for a discussion of the
rhetorical power exerted by the terms with which we refer to the education of the younger
learners, for instance “education gap” versus “achievement gap,” and to the learners themselves,
whether “underprepared,” “oppressed,” “non-dominant,” or what we will. That is, it explains
how our descriptions of education are, if not already forms of intervention in it, at least maps for
how such interventions can be understood and executed; in that students trace their own
education in relation to the policy topics they analyze, their research and naming of the
“problems” in education are also interventions in our own educational and life trajectories (see in
particular Hannah’s and Pilar’s case studies, later in this chapter). To those who ask what critical

literacy does for university students, I would answer that this reorientation has profound

15 Durst goes on to include in “critical literacy” other politically neutral skills that I would rather include under the
term “critical thinking.” He traces critical literacy’s roots to both Frankfurt School Marxism and continental critical
theory and suggests that the political concerns pertinent to my use of the term have arisen only more recently; more
central to the concept of critical literacy, he argues, are “self-reflection, multi-perspectival thinking . . . rigorous
development of ideas, and questioning of established ways of thinking” (3). It would be foolish to argue that my
writing course did not push students toward these goals, which are nearly universally valued by literacy educators.
However, I prefer to describe such skills as “critical thinking” and to reserve “critical literacy” for more explicitly
political considerations.
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implications for how students approach their everyday schoolwork, let alone the decisions they
make at the ballot box or in other arenas of political engagement.

However it is defined and whatever it does or does not accomplish, critical literacy is
contentious and political, a topic about which students brought strong convictions. My conviction
(my orientation) is that first-year composition offers a unique opportunity for students to reflect
upon critical literacy, to consider how, as Goldblatt puts it, “some people get privileges and
others do not based on how they interact with texts and the social agencies those texts represent"
(“Van Rides” 90). Furthermore, I believe that an engaged course that requires students to step off
campus and witness this divide even as they participate in bridging it is worth creating. The
emphasis on inequality, injustice, and oppression above serves to alert readers that [ draw more
heavily on Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed than Dewey’s Democracy and Education, but
both are in play in this course and in the broader civic engagement projects of which this
composition course is one key part. Following Dewey, this course calls upon students to take up
the identity of informed and active citizens; following Freire, it calls upon them to listen and
respond to the moral injunction that they be willing to think and act in support of the
dispossessed, to act as members of a public even as that concept is assailed by multinational
capitalism.'®

That dispossession from what Sires names as “the American Dream” is just as much a
reality in the impoverished and segregated schools of Orange County in the second decade of the
21% century as it was seventy years ago, when Mendez v. Westminster overturned de jure
segregation here. Nationwide, following a brief period of mandated integration, our educational

system has grown more segregated over the last forty years (Kozol). Thus, most first-year

16 o . .
For a description of this assault, see Giroux.
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students arrive from high schools that are not as diverse in terms of income and ethnicity as are
our public universities, which have in greater measure come to reflect the people of our nation.

As with most selective universities, even public ones, UC Irvine educates primarily
students of privilege, students on the better-resourced side of the education gap.!” For these
reasons, I understood UCI students as middle-class and the students whom I required them to
tutor to be working-class. However, the actual demographics of the class I study here, happily,
proved more difficult to sum up than simply “middle class.” It did prove difficult to pin down my
students’ class status. I did not request permission to view my students’ college records, nor did I
ask them systematically about their home languages, ethnicity, or family income, so my
description of my students’ demographics relies upon what I gathered from what they chose to
share about those topics in their writing. But even these sources provided crucial information. As
I’11 discuss in more detail during the case studies, many students, perhaps even most of those
who commented on the topic, self-identified their homes as language minority households;
several described their secondary schools as lackluster or struggling; finally, while only one
student mentioned his family’s economic struggles specifically, several more offered comments
— describing moves to less wealthy neighborhoods, for instance — that were consistent with
families experiencing economic stress.

I did not know all of this when I selected the readings, which I understood would address
the differences my students’ privilege and the younger students’ disadvantage and would guide
our discussions of whether or not those differences were just or inevitable, and of what caused
them. As I developed in the introduction, I hoped the tutoring would in some small way address
injustice by directing resources to underserved K-12 students. Equally important, I wanted the

writing that grew out of it to encourage my students to understand themselves as citizens

17 . . . o, .
See Introduction for more discussion of Irvine’s demographics.
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responsible for making decisions on policies that address not just their own interests but also the
welfare of others in a shared democratic society.

By adapting our “Research and Argument” course, the second of two courses required of
non-humanities majors to fulfill their lower-division writing requirements at UCI, I moved to
realize such ambitions; this chapter describes how the course played out in reality and isolates
the role of technology, emotions, and authority in that realization. In doing so, it contributes to
our field’s ongoing conversations about how best to conceive of and implement civic writing,
arguing that the traditional genre of the research essay continues to offer students — perhaps now
more than ever in our culture of distraction — a unique opportunity to recast local and immediate
experience (in this case their own education and their fieldwork) in light of larger histories and
public policies. In other words, it argues that creating research-based essays offer undergraduates
an apprenticeship in genealogical thought.

C. Scholarly Debate on Critical Literacy Pedagogy in College Composition

In 1994, Herzberg wrote, “I don't believe that questions about social structures, ideology,
and social justice are automatically raised by community service. From my own experience, [ am
quite sure they are not” (46). The article in which that statement appears has since been
circulated in a few composition anthologies, probably because Herzberg identified with gritty
particulars a crucial difficulty that has stuck with service-learning: how to move students beyond
a notion of service as charity.

Yet can writing teachers get students to grapple with issues of social justice and
ideology? And should they? Even as critiques like Kozol's have become a staple of English
departments—much to the dismay of traditionalists like Stanley Fish—such “critical literacy”

scholarship has itself undergone critique, oftentimes by practitioners sympathetic to its claimthat
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college composition can be a site to raise critical consciousness. This long-running conversation
within composition generally, and civic writing in particular, gets at the very purpose of first-
year composition and, indeed, of higher education.

In what follows I limit my literature review to the ways in which this conversation, which
was reinvigorated in the late 90s community-engaged-writing movement by Herzberg’s essay,
has subsequently been taken up by compositionists Russel Durst and David Seitz and
community-engaged compositionists Kara Kozma and Paul Feigenbaum. On one side, here
represented by Durst and Seitz, are those who value critical literacy but who are ultimately
skeptical that it can be effectively taught in college writing classes. On the other, represented
here by Feigenbaum and Kozma, are those who are aware of the pitfalls that teachers of critical
literacy encounter, but who believe that such teachers can responsibly encourage student
engagement with critical literacy themes by being responsive to students’ perspectives. My goal
in focusing on these authors is to draw into sharp relief how opposition to the teaching of critical
literacy within composition has shaped the work we do in progressive classrooms.

Durst, a critical literacy skeptic, bases his argument in Collision Course on a pair of first-
year composition classes he observed at the University of Cincinnati, a city whose milieu he
describes as conservative. He suggests that college writing instructors who would teach the
complex thinking and radical politics he identifies with critical literacy will encounter what he
terms a “twin resistance” to both these goals. He argues that effective composition instructors
must learn to work with students' pragmatic, careerist reasons for taking their classes if they are
to motivate those students. This compromise he terms “reflective instrumentalism.” While the
“reflective” aspect of this concept allows instructors with critical literacy approaches some

wiggle room in encouraging students to question the uses to which their literacy is put, Durst’s

36



emphasis on instrumentalism is ultimately conservative, urging students to accept the
institutional and social configurations that shape their reading and writing.

In Who can afford critical consciousness? Seitz adopts a similar skepticism of the
practicality of teaching critical literacy, though he puts the experiences of working-class and
immigrant college students center stage. Through close readings of his own students’ writing and
conversations with his students and with those taught by other instructors, he comes to the
conclusion that disadvantaged students resist middle-class instructors' attempts to inculcate
values of cultural critique for well-founded, practical reasons pertaining to their own
understanding of their tenuous purchase on the upward mobility promised by university
education. As Seitz puts it, their “instrumentalist view of their education may be part of a
working strategy to sidestep recognized discrimination and limited opportunity in the dominant
society” (58). In Seitz's terms, they “bullshit” their way through assignments that call for
students to voice a radical politics, or avoid politics altogether.

In “Traps, Tricksters and the Long Haul: Negotiating the Progressive Teacher's
Challenge in Literacy Education” Feigenbaum responds to such critiques. Though the article
does not address Durst’s reflective instrumentalism directly, it critiques similar versions of
critical literacy such as those practiced by Gallagher and Jacobs, theorists who argue that
instructors ought not to engage in explicitly activist pedagogy but ought instead to assist students
in locating themselves individually with respect to institutional literacies. Similarly, he critiques
Graff and Lynch for arguing that the instructor ought to aim for ideological neutrality by playing
the devil’s advocate. Feigenbaum understands such practices as privatized, and argues, “[ A]bsent
an explicit grappling with the teacher's social vision, institutional literacy will become a practice

used to advance private interests to the exclusion of working collectively for societal change"
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(16). That is, if we don't present politics, then the classroom is a purely instrumental space:
students getting their money's worth in skills to enable their individual success. Such an
understanding of teaching and learning enacts a neoliberal political view without marking it as
such.

I agree with Feiegenbaum that progressive literacy instructors ought to seek ways to
avoid this fate; for instead, "[L]iteracy education should enable everyone to participate actively
in a just and democratic society" (29). Indeed, the ambition of the Service-39C course was to
make students aware of the unequal delivery of literacy education in our local communities even
as I enlisted them, in whatever small way, with an organization whose mission included the
delivery of such education to nondominant youth. Yet Feigenbaum is aware, as are Durst and
Seitz, that it is students’ uptake of critical literacy ideas rather than the instructor’s that
ultimately concerns the progressive educator. He thus outlines how such teachers might bring
their passions and beliefs concerning social justice to the classroom even as they seek out
students' perspectives and speak in response to them. Feigenbaum argues that teachers must
ground their progressive pedagogy in students' existing perceptions. Quoting Myles Horton's The
Long Haul, Feigenbaum states that instructors must "build a proper 'tension between where
people are and where they can be."" Horton notes that, "If you lose track of where people are in
the process then you have no relationship to them and there's nothing you can do." Instead,
Horton speaks of "making people uncomfortable" by "pushing them, trying to help them grow"
(qtd. in 26). As I will illuminate in the case studies, scholarship in the emotions of composition
pedagogy has helped me to understand how not just students but I as the instructor could grow
via the discomfort produced as we discussed critical literacy together in a process I call engaged

progressivism.
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Indeed, though I find myself in agreement with many of Feigenbaum's major claims, like
Gallagher and Jacobs whom he critiques I deemphasize "collective action." I do so because I
note that UCI students are not gathered as political collectives when fulfilling their lower-
division writing requirement, and that they are not typically in the same position as Horton’s
students in 