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As he hands me the revised version of his essay, “Add It Up,” Mr
Green wears a slight smile that displays something between prid'e anci
defiance. This essay carries precious meaning for him, and for a mg.
ment he reminds me of the many (mostly White) high school ang
college students who have handed in the papers 1 asked them to write
Their faces revealed nervous satisfaction, uncertainty, effort invest:
ment. They trusted me with their ideas and their words. Mr. Gre’en does
too, and in that way he is just like them. Then he turns around an&
walks back to his seat, and 1 see the bars on the window behind him
and realize that the meanings his essay carries are many: contingent
and complex and uncertain.

_ On another day, the students are working individually on an edit-
Ing exercise intended to help them identify errors in an essay 1 have
already returned to them. I am moving from desk to desk in our prison
c]assroon_l, answering questions, helping with specific misspellings or
punctuation and syntax errors, and I walk past Mr. Smith'’s desk. He is
pun_ched over his paper, concentrating mightily, correcting the errors
in his essay. AsI pass him, he looks up, smiling, and says, “This is fun.”
It is a comment that strikes me as incongruous, an exclamation poiﬁt
where there should be a question mark, a whisper instead of a shriek

H_ow can grammar be fun for someone who has been deemed “reme:
dial” and told throughout his school years that his knowledge of stan-
dard English is “substandard”? This young man is sitting in a prison

loc‘k‘ed away from his daughter and his home, correcting errors in his:
writing—and having fun. It occurs to me that he is expressing the
simple joy of being able to manipulate written language in order to
say something he has to say, the satisfaction of getting it right. But
more than that: He also is feeling the subtle excitement that accompa-
nies the realization that writing can represent a kind of power, a real-
Ization that he can make his voice heard in an academic setti'ng ina
way that gains him credibility and standing within that setting, He can
do it right. I, too, have experienced that kind of joy—often—and 1 smile
back. But ] have never had to write as a Black man in prison, and 1 have
never had to prove to a teacher of a remedial writing class that ] can do
it nght. And [ wonder whether my joy is really like his. For the power
of literacy does not necessarily refer to the same thing for him that it
does for me.

The “local-ness” of literacy can be insufferably complicated.

Chapter 4

Writing Roles for Ourselves

Local Literacies and Students’ Lives

{ write because | feel politically committed, because | wauld like to
convince other people, without lying to them, thot what | dream cbout
and what | speok about and what causes me to struggie ore worth
writing about. . . . That is, when we wrile, we cannot ignore our condi-
tion os historical beings. We connot ignore that we are beings inserted

into the sacial structures in which we participote as objects ond subjects.
—Paulo Freire, Letters to Christina

The self is completely autonamaus, yet exists anly in resonance with olf

ather selves.
—Robert Aitken, The Mind of Clover

On a muggy Ohio summer afternoon I am validated. Four university
professors stamp approved on my dissertation. Their approval comes at
the end of the traditional 2-hour oral dissertation defense, held in a
spare but neat English Department conference room, in which they
questioned, wondered, argued, pushed, tested, grilled, chatted, laughed,
invited, listened, disagreed, and finally agreed. My dissertation is ac-
cepted, and so am |.

Eli Goldblatt (1995) has written that “writing is central to the in-
stitutional existence of a university.” "Take away the buildings,” he
goes on, “and you have a university in search of a home; take away
the writing and a university is unimaginable” (p. 30). Take away my
dissertation and 1 do not exist in that university in the same way I do
as a result of that document’s approval by my dissertation committee;
take away that dissertation, and “1” disappear.

During the oral defense, this question of my “academic identity"”
is addressed directly. A significant portion of the 2-hour session, maybe
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30 minutes or so, is devoted to discussion of a postscript [ added to my
dissertation. In that postscript, which I titled “On the Context of Writ-
ing This Dissertation,” [ described the trouble 1 had writing the disser-
tation: not the expected trouble of crafting a coherent argument or
presenting data effectively or structuring the chapters logically; rather,
I described my struggle “to maintain what I hoped to be a genuine voice
in the writing while conforming to the converitions of an academic
dissertation in the field of English—a form seemingly designed to snuff
out the writer's voice” (1991, p. 329). Years later, that statement will
strike me as simplistic and even naive, a reflection of my adherence to
the Romantic conception of the writer (which 1 critiqued in Chapter 2).
But during my oral defense, 1 cannot see it. And all four members of
my committee are surprised by my complaints about “losing” my voice
as I wrote the dissertation. One of them confides that she found my
dissertation very readable and my voice engaging; she wonders what |
found so troublesome about the writing. Others question me about my
conception of “voice” (and only much later will 1 come to see how
uncomplicated and problematic my conceptlon of voice was at the
time). My dissertation director, who is co-author of a well-known book
on collaborative writing, challenges me on this point. You have argued
throughout the dissertation that writing is inherently social, she says,
so why do you want to hold onto the notion that your own writing is
not? Why do you insist on valorizing your voice as a personal matter
rather than something that is socially defined? | know she is right, but
in answer to her questions 1 can only stumble about the familiar ter-
rain of the Romantic writer. Despite my self-proclaimed adherence to
a social view of writing, I am unable to think of my dissertation as so-
cial, as part of the professional discourses that shaped it.

My committee members knew, of course, how central that disser-
tation was to my professional life. They knew, too, how difficult it can
be to write such 2 document. But they couldn’t know at the time the
extent to which my difficulties in writing that text went beyond the
kinds of problems I discussed with them in the many meetings we had
during the year-and-a-half leading up to that oral defense. They couldn’t
know that my frustration was not just a matter of learning to write
academic prose of the kind expected in a dissertation. For 1 never con-
fided to them that as 1 was writing that draft, 1 lamented the passing
of the “writer” I once was—a freelance writer whose sense of self was a
function of the newspaper and magazine articles 1 wrote, about whom
my father’s auto mechanic said, after reading one of my magazine ar-
ticles, “You're a good writer.” I worried that | was no longer that same
good writer as I became the apprentice researcher/scholar/academic
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who authored not magazine articles but a dissertation. I felt my writerly
voice becoming fainter with each page 1 wrote, even as | gained confi-
dence in my ability to participate in the academic conversations that I
was hoping to enter through the act of writing that dissertation. At
the same time, as I worked through successive drafts of each chapter,
| tried to ignore the gnawing suspicion that what I had to say in the
dissertation was irrelevant and trite, that I had no business piaying the
role of scholar, that I knew no more about the importance of writing
and reading than 1 had known all those years before as I whiled away
summer afternoons reading in my bedroom or wrote magazine articles
read by an appreciative auto mechanic. I imagined an audience of schol-
ars dismissing my work as trivial; 1 imagined the elders in my family
dismissing the “50-cent words” I was using.

Writers—student writers as well as professional writers—often con-
fess to such doubts about their writing. Like all teachers, I have vivid
meinories of the anxiety with which students hesitantly have handed
me essays about important matters in their lives, essays that they be-
lieved revealed all their flaws as writers—and as people. Such doubts
have been explained in various ways in the professional literature, from
“writing apprehension,” an almost clinical malady that some re-
searchers {e.g., Rose, 1985) have linked to the cognitive challenges of
academic writing, to a lack of familiarity with academic discourse (see
Bartholomae, 1985). My own difficulties in writing my dissertation
suggest, I think, that such difficulties must be understood wit.hin tt.1e
context of the multiple, shifting, overiapping, often conflicting dis-
courses that are in place in any rhetorical situation: in my case, the
disciplinary discourses of composition studies and empirical educa-
tional research; the professional discourses of graduate education and
scholarly inquiry in the humanities and social sciences; the broader
public discourses of education and that I discussed in Chapter 2. But
the difficulties 1 experienced as dissertation writer—like those of Han-
nah, whose text is reproduced in Chapter 2—also point to the deepl‘y
personal nature of that decidedly social document. For whatever else it
was, that dissertation was my attempt to construct myself within the
university and within the broader disciplines I sought to enter as an
academic; it is a construction of my identity—several identities, actu-
ally—just as Hannah'’s essay about coming to college was an assertion
of her own sense of self-worth as a student and a person. In the post-
script to my dissertation, I muse about the influence of my own back-
ground on my study: the fact that I am White, male, middle class,
Polish, raised and schooled a Catholic, and so on. And | complain that
somehow these aspects of the “I” who wrote that dissertation are lost
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in “the conventions governing academic dissertations” (p. 332). Like
Abby, the student 1 describe in Chapter 1, I did not want to be made
irrelevant by “the discourse.” 1 was struggling to maintain some sense
of self against a world of discourse that seemed to want to erase or re-
define that self. At the same time, as 1 would eventually come to under-
stand, it was only within discourse that 1 could construct that self that
1 so worried about losing.

In many ways, my struggle to construct an academic identity in
my dissertation was far more straightforward than the struggles of stu-
dents like Hannah or Mr. Gréen to construct themselves in the texts
they write. In my case, despite the complexities of the rhetorical situ-
ation, the task was rather clear, the purposes more or less overt and
widely understood, and the discourses invoked relatively well-defined.
But as we saw in the cases of Hannah and Mr. Green, the seemingly
straightforward task of writing an academic essay for a college or high
school class can be enormously complex and uncertain. To sort out
the discourses that come into play in Mr. Green'’s essay, for example,
is no simple matter—either for him or for me as his teacher. To con-
sider the ways in which Mr. Green might effectively enter those dis-
courses and construct a role for himself within them, as 1 began to do
in Chapter 3, is trickier still. But it is essential, 1 think, to try to tease
out the ways in which student writers can do so, keeping in view the
contradictions and possibilities that literacy represents for them as they
do. In other words, if literacy is participation in discourse, and if that
participation is inescapably local, as 1 have been arguing, then literacy
is inevitably about the complex and uncertain task of constructing a
self or selves that can enter specific discourses in order to act in spe-
cific situations for specific purposes—academic or otherwise.

As we saw in Chapter 3, that self is a complex, sometimes con-
flicted, even uncertain entity, a multifaceted and contingent subject,
one that arises from unique configurations of factors that Paul Smith
(1988) has defined as the subject’s self-interest. My dissertation was in
the end an effort to construct a multifarious self. It was an attempt to
claim a space for myself within the complex professional discourses 1
sought to participate in and to act within those discourses in a way
that had real consequences in my life and the lives of others. And that
effort to construct an academic identity was complicated by the fact
that my “self” encompasses other identities that are ostensibly distinct
from my academic identity: son, father, husband, brother, neighbor.
Ultimately, that text, even though it was read by only a few people,
and fewer still who were not academics (including my family), helped
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define my “nonacademic self” as much as it helped define my academic
identity.

For students, this task of writing oneself through and into and (as
we'll see momentarily) against discourses that are often conflicting,
unfamiliar, and even “invisible” to them can be just as challenging but
no less significant. As their teacher, I am interested in understanding
pbetter how their texts came to be so that | might be able to help them
claim agency for themselves and ultimately develop the kind of criti-
cal literacy that Paulo Freire (1970/1984) describes, a literacy based on
the notion that writing and reading are part of the ongoing struggle to
become “fully human.” And [ believe to do so is to understand, to the
extent that 1 can, how their specific texts represent local acts of self-
construction, attempts to write themselves into the broader discourses
that shape their lives. And so, drawing on the conception of local lit-
eracy that 1 laid out in Chapter 3, and keeping in view the contradic-
tions and possibilities of literacy that 1 explored in Chapter 2, ] want
to look more closely at the writing of some of the students ] have come
to know, as a way to begin to understand their writing more fully as
acts of self-construction in discourse.

CELINA

On the first day of class, I wend my way from my office through
the network of tunnels and corridors that lie beneath the uptown cam-
pus of the State University of New York at Albany. I am on my way to
the TV-studio-converted-to-computer-lab that will beé my classroom
for the semester. The Peterson’s Guide to Colleges and Universities describes
the campus tunnel system at SUNY-Albany as a practical and conve-
nient way for students to avoid the sharp winter cold that usually ar-
rives in upstate New York in early November and lingers through
March. But the dim passages, with their partially painted cinder block
walls and exposed pipes and ducts, feel dungeon-like to me. And the
dlassroom they lead me to isn’t mich better. On three sides hang dark
reddish, heavy curtains, obscuring the walls from the floor to the high
ceiling, dingy reminders that this room was not originally intended
for a writing class. Six or seven rows have been made from folding tables
pushed together, end to end. Three dozen outdated DEC computers
are spaced along these tables, with bunches of multicolored cables
hanging down from the back of each computer, exposed, like sloppy
remnants of threadbare bunting. A small desk with a newer computer,
a portable blackboard, and an overhead projector stand at the front of
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the room. I walk to that desk, turn on the computer, and begin to pull
papers from my bag as the students arrive.

The class is English 303Z, a nonfiction writing workshop that is
part of the English Department’s new undergraduate writing sequence.
It has never before been offered at SUNY-Albany, and I am happy to
have the opportunity to teach it, During the previous semester, when
course schedules were being finalized, 1 requested that the class be
scheduled in a computer lab. This converted TV studio was the only
available facility. In some ways, the physical space made available to
the class is a metaphor for the place of writing within the SUNY-
Albany curriculum: The value of writing instruction of the kind offered
in the course is questioned by many faculty, and unlike most larger
state universities, SUNY-Albany has no required first-year writing
course. But like the students in my prison writing class, the dozen or
s students who signed up for this course harbor few doubts about the
value of writing.

They reflect the diversity about which we talk so much in our pro-
fessional discussions: White men and women of “traditional” college
age, most from “the City” or “the Island,” as they refer to New York
City and Long Island; several students of color; a few older “nontradi-
tional” students. But their diversity challenges these ready categories.
Gary, for instance, who will graduate at the end of the semester, im-
migrated with his parents from Haiti to New York City when he wasin
sixth or seventh grade. His bilingual background and difficulties with
English qualified him for ESL programs in the public school he at-
tended. To describe him as a person of color or as an ESL student is to
obscure the complex background he brings to his writing class, where
he will describe in one essay the experience of being treated unfairly
and with obvious bias by an African-American teacher who, he says,
disliked Haitians. Larry is a 25-year-old White man from a rural area
north of Albany who found his way to SUNY after taking courses at
several community colleges. Like Gary, he will graduate at the end of
the semester; like Gary, his command of academic English is tenuous
at best. Unlike Gary, he is White and middle class. Celina, an African-
American woman in her mid-20s, is a single mother who works full-
time as a supervisor in an insurance company and attends school nearly
full-time as well. She is from a nearby city that is both urban and sub-
urban, where she lives in a predominantly White neighborhood and
attended a predominantly White public high school. Sophia, a White
woman in her 30s, is also a single mother. She has been raising her
three children in “the projects” (as she calls her urban neighborhood)
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of a nearby city after her abusive husband left her. She is able to at-
tend school full-time through public assistance, whose rules prevent
her from earning extra money. Jennifer is a White woman who seems
in every way a “traditional” undergraduate. Around mid-semester she
will stop attending classes and eventually take an “incomplete” for the
course in order to have a baby, which she will raise on her own. There
are a few others whose backgrounds are also more diverse than the
categories of “White woman"” or “African-American man” suggest.

By this point in the semester, when the dust from registration, fi-
nancial aid, and drop/add procedures finally has begun to settle, only
nine students remain in the course—well short of the 15-student limit
for these new writing workshop courses. A few minutes after today’s
class begins, they are spread out in the dim makeshift computer class-
room, each at his or her favorite seat. The many empty chairs and tables,
the blank curtain-covered walls, and the high ceiling make their small
number seem even smaller. Today, we will discuss Celina’s draft of her
essay for the second formal writing assignment of the semester. For
that second assignment, I have asked the students “to draw on your
own experiences to explore an issue or problem in education that might
interest the rest of us and help us better understand education.” Their
first assignment was'a narrative of a “significant experience in educa-
tion” in which they were asked to tell the story of that experiencein a
way that might reveal something about education, about learning,
about school. This second assignment, I have told them, is not a nar-
rative; its purpose is to explore more broadly an issue or problem in
education that grew out of the narrative they wrote for the first assign-
ment. Celina‘s response to this assignment startles me. She is a quiet,
almost serene woman whose soft eyes are always observant, engaged.
She has not been the most active participant in our classroom discus-
sions, but when she does speak, her insight emerges. There is a calm
confidence about her that seems anomalous in light of how constantly
hectic her life outside the classroom is. She is also confident as a writer,
although up to this point in the semester she has not taken what I would
consider to be any obvious risks in her work. Her first essay was the
story of her mother’s experience in returning to school as a middle-
aged single mother who moved from the rural southern town where
she grew up to Albany, New York. It is a touching story, but after read-
ing the revised version, 1 did not think that Celina quite did justice to
it. She wasn't entirely satisfied with the piece either, but she seemed
to want to play it safe. So I am not quite ready for the approach she
takes in her second essay.



96

Literacy Matters
Be WHo We Been

Everyone in the room realized that our decision in favor of Black English
had doomed our writings, even as the distinctive reality of our Black lives

always has doomed our efforts to “he who we been” in this country.
—June jordon

Langston Hughes, June Jordan, Franz Fanon, Malcolm X, all of
dem wrote about Black English. So it aint nothin new. But white
people keep it out the schools and out the books so black people
only learn what white call standard English. Black people been
pushed out they own culture and pushed into white culture.
White people set up a whole system to hold Black people down.
Where black people live, where they go to school, what they
watch on t.v, where they work, what they buy at the store,
where they work, what they learn in school, how they talk,
white people try to control all a that. And they been doin it
since forever in this country.

Slavery, then segregation and Jim Crow, then now when
white people in newspapers and t.v. talkin about racism is gone
which is a lie, but now they tryin to take away anything that
help black people. For the whole time, they been working on
black people to make black people think like white people
think. White peoople own just about everything and they
decide what is good or bad and then everything they do gota
part of how they think in it. Like they think black people is
criminals and they harass, arrest and put mostly black people in
jail. They think white people is better workers, smarter and
more reliable than black people and they discriminate. and hire
white people instead a black people. And white people got the
best jobs and make the most mone€y. Then they take they
money and buy the best houses and move into the best neigh-
borhoods and send they kids to the best schools. Meantime,
black people aint hardly got no money and live in the worst
places and got to live where people tryin to survive legally or
illegally and they kids go to the worst schools.

All a this been buildin up year after year since slavery one
way or another and black people been tryin to get out a they
situation. Black people see everywhere, in everything, what
white people do and what they got, how they different. Every-
thing they see tells dem that white people and all the things
white people got is so much better than what they got. Then
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they start tryin to imitate white people and what they got
White people want black people to do that. They want thém to
think like that. That way wont nothin really change. White
people will be on top and black people will think they need to
be at the top and be like white people. Or they think the onl
way to get to the top is be like white people. White people bg:en
sayin black people is inferior since they ships was at Africa
qur_e. Black people is savages, they been sayin, that need to be
cn..'lhzed. They claim to be civilizing black people with every-
f’h.ln.g' they do and that they the most civilized. They put they
civilized” in everything so that nobody wont think no other
way: Eu.rope got the most refined, “civilized” cities; the greatest
leaders in history was white; the American dream is bein blue
eyed,. blonde headed, livin in the suburbs—mommy, daddy and
;’),ni s1$1c(‘l.s; o.u}-l‘fmzlncling fathers made this country great; classical
ic is civilized, rap aint; ish i i
e At p aint; standard English is English, Black
Black people took in all a the ideas white people i
society. They believed it. They aint the only oﬁes.p A wplliglce)zulto{cltla
pfaople get worked on by ideclogy. But black people usually the
biggest victim because everything they do gets suppressed
pushed out. That how they language get kept out a schoofs and
§chool books: And it aint but a few novels and things that wrote
in Black English peried. A language a whole group a people got
shut out and almost got took away. White people say that
standard English the correct English. How come it is? They
American English aint the same as England English. Its they
own English. Black English aint the same as standard English
Its black peoples own English. '
Black English grew out a combination of all kinds of African
languages .mixing up since from slavery time and the standard
E_nglish mixing up with it too. Black English done changed some
since way back like other languages. Black English got rules and
follow a pattern. Thats why people that talk Black English under-
stand each other even if they never met or never even lived in
thfz same place. Black English do got dialects so some words or
things people from a different area dont understand.

. Black English aint no harder than standard English to learn
Aint nothin wrong with Black English that it aint considered
parta “correct” English except that the white people and
ideology got everybody thinking that its only one right lan-
guage a{:1d that the one they put into everything. But its like
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this, why cant we have more than one right language? Why we
got to talk only one way? Why that one way gotta be standard
English? Why aint it Black English? What make standard En-
glish better that Black English cant do the same thing?

White people keep they way a thinkin in everything includ-
ing language and they set things up so that nobody dont even
hardly recognize whats happening. Everybody just be thinking
that one thing is good or better than something else, like
standard English is better than Black English, and everybody
start trying to write and talk and read in standard English. Black
people trying to change how they communicate so it could be
like the standard English. So they can get some of the power
that white people got and so that they can be like them. Black
people tying to change the way they communicate so it could
be like the standard English. When they block out they lan-
guage, they block out they history, they culture. They think like
the standard English tell you to think. They pick up the values
that ali in standard English and they pick up the culture that
makes standard English and sustain it. Standard English push all
a the blackness out and try to stop black people from being who
we been.

1f I am surprised by this essay, 1 shouldn’t be surprised by the dis-
cussion it provokes during our class workshop. Sophia, never one to
hesitate to offer her view, says that Celina’s unconventional approach
in the essay is right on target. Celina, she says, needs to use “Black
English” to make her point. A few others agree. But there is some un-
easiness as well. Larry, who has struggled to write effectively in aca-
demic forms, worries about standards. Celina’s point is important, he
says, and her approach is interesting, but allowing such writing in aca-
demic settings inevitably would weaken standards, That comment, of
course, leads to much discussion about language conventions and race
and education. It is a sometimes-intense discussion, although never
hostile, and I consider it productive, for it raises issues about literacy
that I want my students to consider carefully. It is the kind of discus-
sion that can begin to challenge the myths about literacy, such as I
examined in Chapter 2, that many of them espouse.

Despite the intensity of the discussion, Celina is her usual calm,
measured self. In truth, the discussion was really not about Celina’s
draft but about the larger issues her essay was intended to raise about
language and power and race relations. And she seems pleased by that
(as am I). But what is hidden from her classmates as they engage her
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text are the many other meanings that it carries for her. In other cir-
cumstances, such as a larger class in which [ would have fewer one-on-
one interactions with the students, those meanings, and the struggles
her text represents for her as a writer and as a person, would be hidden
from me as well.

Later, in my office, Celina and 1 discuss her draft as she considers
revising it for the required mid-semester portfolio. She confesses to
having had trouble with the language in the original draft, and she is
unsure about some of the revisions suggested by her classmates. In an
email message she sent to me prior to our meeting, she tried to describe
her uncertainties.

1 used as a basis for the technical aspect of writing and con-
structing the language the rules June Jordan listed in her book. I
tried to follow the rule that says use direct language, which is
why 1 repeatedly list white people in my piece. [ also used the
rule which says that if it dont sound like it came out of
somebody’s mouth, it aint right. I fear that in focusing on
getting the language right, | missed focusing on the direction
and content of the paper . .. 1 am still struggling to let go of my
standard English in favor of Black English so there are some
problems with consistency of language.

Celina’s sophisticated sense of how language works is evident in this
message. She is able to articulate the complexities of language use in a
much savvier way than most undergraduates I have worked with. We
talk again about her concerns and about her goals for the piece (some
of which have already been realized, given the discussion the draft
provoked during our in-class workshop). But I am not much help. My
suggestions focus on matters of style and tone and how these will af-
fect her readers, and 1 confess to her my worry that her use of Black
English, as she calls it, will undercut her implicit argument about lan-
guage and community and power. Some readers, I suggest, especially
white readers, might dismiss her essay as too simplistic and focus on
the intentional “errors” in the essay, thus missing the compelling ar-
gument about language and race that drives the piece. (Larry’s reac-
tion during the workshop is an example of the kind of concern I am
expressing.) I suggest that she try to incorporate elements of conven-
tional academic argument into her piece without changing the Black
English style; that is, she might try to make reference to some of the
other readings we have done as a way to bolster her position. Or she
can try to use multiple voices, weaving together “Black English” with
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“standard” academic prose. In other words, | am advising her to retain
her argument but to make it something a little closer to a conventional
academic argumentative essay. She is unsure. She knows what she wants
to say in her piece, but my suggestions seem unsatisfactory, as if I can’t
quite see the real issue.

Struggling to Construct a Self Within Discourse

In some ways, Celina's difficulties with this essay are straightfor-
ward and not entirely surprising given the challenges such an essay
presents to a student writer. We can think of those challenges in terms
of the voice she is trying to construct, the style she uses to help con-
struct that voice, and the expectations of her intended audience (in
this case, her classmates and myself)—all of which are conventional
and valid “writerly” concerns. We might also address the nature of
argument in academic writing (for despite its unconventional nature,
her essay is still an academic piece): how it functions in a context such
as her writing class and in the institutional setting of the university;
the conventions governing academic argument; and so on. To an ex-
tent, these issues did come up in the workshop, and [ addressed them
as well in my conference with Celina.

But although these concerns represent valid ways of thinking and
talking about this essay, they don’t enable us to address adequately the
way In which this essay functions within the context of the broader
academic and cultural discourses that seem to be at play in this piece
of writing; nor do they allow us to gain insight into the more personal
significance of this essay for Celina: how this essay represents her on-
going effort to confront those discourses and find voice within and
against them, how the essay reflects her struggle to claim agency for
herself in an academic context. If we begin to examine Celina’s essay
in terms of this struggle to participate in discourse and to construct a
self that can act within discourses that inevitably shape that self, other
issues come more clearly into view, and we may gain some insight into
her text that can be hidden when we focus on those more conventional
issues 1 focused on in my meeting with her; we may see better what
this essay “means.”

First, consider the overt and even self-conscious way that Celina's
essay draws on several rather well-defined discourses. Three emerge as
central to her essay: (1) the specific discourse of “Black English,” which
relates to other discourses about language and race; (2) the broader cul-
tural discourse surrounding race relations in contemporary American
society; (3) and the more or less conventional academic discourses im-
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plicit in her writing, to which she refers in her email comment. Obvi-
ously, the distinctions 1 am making here among these discourses are
artificial, since these discourses overlap and cannot be separated so eas-
ily from each other. And that is part of the point here: For although
we tTy to define these discourses separately in order to illuminate Celina’s
writing, the larger cultural discourses about language and race relations
overlap with, inform, and at the same time conflict with the discourses
of academic writing, linguistics, and language theory such that dis-
tinctions blur. Thus, how we talk about, in the popular media, and
understand, say, ebonics as an issue of language use cannot be separated
from popular conceptions and ways of talking about race relations or
from educational discussions about teaching writing and reading or
from academic discussions about representations of race and language,
and so on. The controversy surrounding ebonics in Oakland, Califor-
nia, in 1997 revealed the complex ways in which these various dis-
courses intermingle in public and professional discussions. Similarly,
Celina’s attempt to make an academic argument about language use
by consciously adopting a nonacademic style cannot be seen as situ-
ated entirely within a distinct and specific acadernic discourse. Discourse
is simply too messy to allow for such clean distinctions and definitions.
Instead, Celina’s essay can be seen as situated at the shifting intersec-
tions of these various discourses that somehow encompass issues of
language and race.

It’s important to keep in mind that these discourses are not static
nor are they monolithic. As Paul Smith (1988) points out, discourses
not only contradict each other, but they contain inherent contradic-
tions within themselves. For exampie, professional discussions about
literacy education often focus on the importance of valuing a student’s
own language even when that language is unconventional (as articu-
lated, for example, in the well-known NCTE document Students’ Right
to Their Own Language); at the same time, specific standards of lan-
guage use are reaffirmed and also valued (as in the standards move-
ment supported by NCTE in the late 1990s). In addition, popular
discussions of literacy education often focus on the importance of
setting rigorous standards for writing and reading performance in
schools in ways that clash with how standards for literacy are under-
stood in professional educational discussions. So ways of thinking and
talking about specific issues can vary and diverge both within and
among discourses.

Furthermore, since we confront and construct our worlds through
language, discourse inevitably shapes not just how we use language
but how we think about and understand our worlds. In this case,
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Celina does not merely draw on specific styles or conventions of lan-
guage use associated with specific discourses as if she is selecting a
font style in her word processing program; she conceptualizes the

issues about which she writes within and through those same dis-

courses. So the discourses—of academic argument, of race relations,
of language use, and so on—upon which she draws and within which
she writes shape both her language and her understanding of these
matters as well. And she, in turn, acts upon those discourses through
her writing. Further, Celina’s sense of herself—as a student, as a worman,
as an African American—is also a function of these same discourses.
Each of those discourses makes available to her specific “subject-
positions” at the same time that it limits the subject-positions that
are available to her. Celina is positioned differently within these dif-
ferent discourses. Her identity Is thus not a direct effect of discourse,
but it also cannot be separated from discourse.

In short, if we see Celina’s essay as an act of self-construction in
discourse, the complexity of that act begins to emerge in ways that can
be obscured by our more conventional emphases on matters of aca-
demic style and convention.

At this point it’s also important to distinguish here between the
very useful arguments of scholars like David Bartholomae and Patricia
Bizzell about the role of academic discourse in student writing and the
kind of analysis of writing as participation in discourse that I am try-
ing to conduct here. For scholars like Bartholomae and Bizzell, the
primary assumption ls that when students engage in academic read-
ing and writing activities, they are in effect being asked to enter a dis-
course community with which they are largely unfamiliar and to which
they do not necessarily already belong. As Bartholomae (1985) puts it,
they are, in effect, learning

to speak our language, to speak as we do, to try on the peculiar ways of
knowing, selecting, evaluating, reporting, concluding, and arguing that
define the discourse of our community. Ot perhaps I should say the vari-
ous discourses of our community, since it 1s in the nature of a liberal arts
education that a student, after the first year or two, must learn to try on
a variety of voices and interpretive schemes—to write, for example, as 2
literary critic one day and as an experimental psychologist the next; to
work within fields where rules governing the presentation of examples
or the development of an argument are both distinct and, even to a pro-
fessional, mysterious. (pp. 134-135, emphasis in original}

These students are, Bartholomae says, “trying to write their way intoa
new community” (p. 156).
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This perspective provides a powerful way to explai

difficulties students have with sc]i',lool-sponso);ed wﬁfii?;na: Ct.rhne;cg;ttlg
master the conventions of this “new language” and acquire unfamiliar
ways of knowing that characterize academic discourse. We can make
sense qf many of the “problems” we saw in Mr. Green’s and Mr. Jarrel’s
essays in Chapter 3, for instance, by thinking of their essays as attempts
to use the conventions of academic writing with which they are not
gntirely familiar or comfortable. We can gain insight into Celina’s essay
in the same way. For instance, her struggle to make a coherent argument
throughout her essay may arise in part from her lack of experience in
constructing conventional academic arguments. But I wish to extend
the': analysis beyond a focus on discourse Itself to the role of the student
writer within discourse. Bartholomae’s focus on language convention
and'speciﬁc ways of knowing that are associated with academic discourse,
I think, tends to obscure the complexity of that discourse—really, dis:
courses, as Bartholomae himself points out; moreover, it does not’give
us sufficlent means by which to examine how those discourses figure
info how students understand and construct themselves as writers and
tpmkers and persons, nor does it enable us to see the conflicted rela-
_tlonship between academic discourses and the other discourses that are
in place in a situation such as this. For there is more, 1 think, to Celina’s
essay than her struggle to negotiate a rather tricky rhetorical situation
an.d to make an ambitious although unconventional academic argument
It is not just an attempt to enter an unfamiliar academic discourse com:
munity but also part of her effort to construct a self that can claim agency
within as well as outside that community and its discourses.

Self-Interest and the Complexity of Self-Construction

Ce;lina provided some insight into all this when she discussed this
essay in her portfolio. I had asked the students to include a self-
evaluation in which they discussed their first two essays for the course.
The :second essay to which Celina refers below is the essay on Black
English (reproduced above); the first is the narrative about her mother
that I referred to earlier. Here, in part, is what she wrote about her work
on that second essay:

The best of the two essays is the second essay. While I was
struggling somewhat to work out the piece, 1 think I accom-
p}ished much more of what I wanted to than with the first
piece. The second essay is also a more objective piece meaning it
is not specificaily about me and I am much more comfortable to
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write about subjects that are not too personal or that are specifi-
cally about me or my family. The second essay was as much an
exercise of constructing the right tone and the right language
and the right message as it was about the “implications” of the
piece. Questions came up, from within and from others, about
who I am writing this for; to whom is this message addressed,
what audience. Alsc what is the best way to structure the piece?
Should it be written completely in Black English? . .. Anyway, |
finally concluded that I will use strictly Black English, with the
exception of one part, and there is an explicit reason why 1 use
standard English there. The paper is a “political” piece, I
decided, and that the message has to be made “all the way
live”, there can be no “half steppin” here. So the second essay
worked on a lot more than just my technical writing skills—
putting a well written essay together and making my point.
The whole question of well written was at stake here and 1 was
not so sure that I could make it work. I was determined, but
not sure. 1 had to play out, or talk out, the essay over and over
again in my head, to myself out loud, to my friends, to my
peers, to teachers, to my co-workers. Everyone’s opinion could
be categorized by race. The White people that 1 talked to
said—mix the language. It was too “simple” sounding and too
easy to “dismiss”. It was never going to be considered “accept-
able”. The Black people that I talked to said—don’t give up
anything. If you are going to make the statement say it, and
say it right.

1t seems clear that this essay was about more than just “putting a well
written essay together and making my point,” as Celina puts it. She
obviously invested a great deal of herself in this essay, and perhaps
the more so since she was one of only two students of color in the
class for which she was writing this piece. Celina was making her case
about the validity of “Black English” to her White classmates but also
to a broader imagined (and perhaps real) audience of White readers.
But she makes it plain that she also was writing for Black readers, al-
most as if to assert that she is not “half steppin” in a way that could
be seen as repudiating her home dialect and her race. She is, in other
words, not just making an academic argument; she is writing also to
construct an identity that encompasses the successful student in a
mainstream academic institution as well as the African-American
woman who grew up in a suburban community and in predominantly
Black urban communities in Albany, Detroit, New York City, and Chi-

e
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cago, where her extended family lived. It is an identity that encom-
passes a home language that differs from mainstream academic lan-
guage but is deeply important in her daily life. Constructing that
identity is more than a matter of becoming familiar with the con-
ventions of academic discourse; it is a matter of negotiating among
various complicated, overlapping discourses and claiming agency for
herself within and against them.

That self-construction is mediated by Celina’s complex self-interest.
she claims in her self-evaluation that she is much more comfortable
writing “about subjects that are not too personal or that are specifi-
cally about me or my family.” And while that revelation may seem to
explain some of the decisions she made in her second essay, it also im-
plicitly reflects the complex personal aspects that came into play as
she wrote that essay. Her first essay, which told the story of her mother’s
struggle to raise her children and return to school to earn a nursing
degree, Tevealed the power of her desire to validate and give voice to
her mother as single Black mother. But it also represented her attempt
to define herself as a Black woman, one who, like her mother, is alsoa
single parent returning to school. In that first essay, she described her
mother’s struggle to overcome a difficult past characterized by segre-
gated schools and a relocation from the southern state where she was
born to New York, where eventually she succeeded, on her own, as a
returning student. Although Celina never refers overtly to this part of
her personal life in her essay on Black English, the experiences she
describes in the first essay and her sense of herself as the daughter of a
determined Black woman nevertheless seem to energize that second
essay. In other words, given what we know of Celina as a person—a
woman of color, a single parent, the daughter of a single mother who
achieves academic and professional success—her second essay becomes
more than an attempt to enter the discourses about language use and
race relations; it becomes another part of her effort to construct her
complex identity within those discourses.

1 want to emphasize at this point that I am not referring specifi-
cally to personal writing here. Much debate in composition studies and
English education has focused on the relative merits—and dangers—
of assigning personal narrative essays in English or composition classes.'
The terms of that debate, in my view, largely ignore the fact that to
some extent all writing is “personal” and that genres such as personal
narrative are not always as clearly defined as they may seem. In my
English 303Z class, 1 assigned a personal narrative for the first assign-
ment primarily as a vehicle for exploration of the issues concerning
literacy and education that 1 wanted to encourage students to confront;
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only secondarily was | interested in allowing students opportunities
to explore personal narrative as a genre. But whethet they were writ-
ing something that might be called “personal narrative” or “academic
argument,” their complicated self-interest came into play as they made
the countless decisions about subject matter and language and style
that writers must make as they construct their texts. What 1 am sug-
gesting here is that to understand Celina’s writing adequately—both
her narrative about her mother and her argument about Black English—
1 must try to take that self-interest into account as best 1 can and under-
stand her essay not only as shaped by that self-interest but also as a
statement about herself. And in doing so 1 can gain insight into how
her essay came to be—and the significance it mlght carry for her. With
that insight, perhaps 1 can find ways to help her make that essay work
better for her own purposes as well as for the purposes of the course
for which she is writing.
This effort to account for a student writer's self-interest goes be-
yond the traditional effort on the part of teachers to understand some-
thing of their students’ life situations in order to work more effectively
with students. Good writing teachers, 1 think, always approach their
students’ work with a measure of empathy and understanding. But 1
am suggesting something more here: that in completing her academic
writing assignments for my writing course, Celina is not simply nego-
tiating the complexities of academic discourses but is also engaging In

acts of self-construction through writing; her writing is thus about who

she is and can be within specific circumstances as much as about what

she wants to say. Her texts become a kind of “shared territory,” as
Margaret Himley (1991) puts
their individuation within,
phasis added).

Over the course of the semeste
learned more about Celina and came

nificance of her essay on Black English to her. 1 learned, for example,

that as one of the few African-American students in h
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it, “in which persons compose and express -
through, and against culture” (p. 5, em-

r—and subsequent semesters—I
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within the sometimes exclusionary discourses of the academy. She
describes a struggle, much like Celina’s, to construct an identity within
the academy that enables her to gain access to the privileges of the
academy without erasing or repudiating her race and gender and class
background. It is no easy task to construct such an identity, and hooks
refers to the obstacles to doing so within the academy and to her need
to do so in the face of such obstacles: “I want to speak about these
contradictions [between home and school] because sorting through
them, seeking resolution and reconciliation has been important tome
both as it affects my development as a writer, my effort to be fully self-
realized, and my longing to remain close to the family and commu-
nity that provided the groundwork for much of my thinking, writing,
and being” (p. 75). Hooks insists that giving voice to this struggle to
construct an identity sometimes means working explicitly against the
language conventions of the academic world: “[T]he use of a language
and style of presentation that alienates rnost folks who are not academi-
cally trained reinforces the notion that the academic world is separate
from real life, that everyday world where we constantly adjust our lan-
guage and behavior to teet diverse needs” (p. 78). Accordingly, she ar-
gues for a language that works against insularity, against a situation in
which “academics and/or intellectuals can only speak to one another”
{p- 78). For hooks, this effort involves more than writing and speaking
plainly in ways that nonacademics can easily understand. It is about
power: “What is true is that we make choices, that we choose our audi-
ences, that we choose voices to hear and voices to silence” (p. 78).

In some ways, Celina's essay about Black English represents a con-
crete example of the kind of struggle that hooks describes and rein-
forces hooks's insistence that other, nonacademic discourses be brought
into academic conversations. To do so is to validate the racial and
gendered and class-based identity that hooks wants to preserve as she
carves out a space for herself in the discourses of the academy. But
hooks’s characterization of academic language practices and her descrip-
tion of her efforts to remain true to her family and community seem
to mask some of the complexities of the challenges facing a student
writer like Celina. For Celina, there is no straightforward dichotomy
between her “home” language and the language of the academy. Dis-
course, as |'ve already noted, Is messler than that. And althcugh Celina’s
essay about Black Engllsh might suggest that the problem is a relatively
simple matter of making allowances within the academy—and in so-
ciety more generally—for “alternative” or nonmainstream ways of
speaking and writing, her own experience as an African American ne-
gotiating among several discourse communities indicates that the
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issue is more complicated, for just as academic discourse is not mono-
lithic, neither is Black English. Further, hooks (1989) suggests that the
central struggle is to maintain some sense of her “real” identity as a
Black, working-class woman within a setting whose language and lan-
guage practices work against such an identity. But as 1 suggested in
Chapter 3, “identity” is always conflicted and necessarily constructed
within discourse, such that Celina’s identity outside academe is as
complex and circumscribed as is her identity on campus. Her experi-
ence thus underscores this complex relationship among language, lit-
eracy, and identity: She adopts different roles in different settings and
constructs slightly different identitles—or has different identities con-
structed for her—through discourse in those different settings. She is
always “Black,” but “Black” might mean different things in, say, her
home community, her high school English classroom, and her high
school cafeteria; it means something different at Howard University
and at SUNY-Albany. And her engagement in specific acts of reading
and writing—and speaking—in these different settings reflects those
varied and sometimes conflicting identities. In short, the effort to con-
struct a self that can claim some agency in a specific situation—aca-
demic or otherwise—is never so simple a matter as overtly resisting
discourse conventions or writing (or speaking) in one’s “true” language.

1 am arguing here that this effort to construct such a self is always
part of the writing and reading that students do, that we all do, even
when those acts of writing and reading seem to be relatively straight-
forward efforts to complete a conventional academic task. Celina's
final essay of the semester in English 303Z, for instance, was ostensibly
a.conventional research paper that grew out of the previous writing
and reading assignments in the course. Celina chose as her topic the
movement to establish African-American immerslon schools, all-Black
primary and secondary schools whose curricula emphasize African-
American culture. But a look at the opening passage of her paper, which
she titled “It Takes a Whole Village to Raise a Child: The Need for
African-Amerlcan Immersion Schools in the Post-Integration Era,” in-
dicates that this apparently conventional paper Is as much a part of
her ongoing effort to construct herself and claim agency for herself as
her essay on Black English was. Her attempt to write herself into the
various discourses that are in place with respect to these complex
issues seems clear in the context of her previous writing.

I was not yet born when the U.S. Supreme Court unanimously
agreed that the doctrine of “separate but equal” was inherently
unequal and ordered the desegregation of schools, but I do
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know that decision has greatly impacted my life. [ was raised in
the suburbs and I have lived a fairly comfortable life. [ have
never wanted for food or clothes or shelter, nor front or back-
yard in which to play, nor toys or activities to occupy my time,
nor a room of my own. And I am blessed with a family full of
my best friends. As a child I liked to play kick ball, tennis, ride
bikes and go swimming. . . .

Living a comfortable life in the suburbs and attending well
funded schools that provided me the opportunity to get the
education and develop the talents and skills that are highly
valued in the larger society was part of the legacy of desegrega-
tion. I have been well versed in the norms and culture of White
mainstream society.

_ Perhaps the flip side of my experience is the Black students
in inner city schools, the children who languish in schools and
in environments that have blocked their opportunities to
survive, let alone flourish. Some four decades after the Brown v.
Board of Education decision, Blacks are still disproportionately
affected by poverty, crime, violence, poor living and working
conditions, under and unemployment, undereducation and
miseducation. Black children in inner city schools are more
likely than their White counterparts to be truant, suspended or
expelled or drop out of high school. Traditional schooling has
been largely unsuccessful in meeting the needs of African
American students even in this post-integration era. A quote
from one frustrated student at a poor, inner city school in East

.St. Louis sums up the sad state of today’s poor urban schools:
“We have a school in East St. Louis named for Dr. King. . .. The
school is full of sewer water and the doors are locked with
chains. Every student in that school is black. It's like a terrible
joke on history” (Qtd in Kozol 35). ‘

Too many African American children have not benefited
from the social and (personal) rewards that desegregation
promised. Consider this:

¢ Homicide is the leading cause of death for Black males
ages 15-24 (Wright 14). ...

¢ The gap between Black and White unemployment rates
grew in the 1980s and for the most part, the difference
has always been af least double (Marger 322).

* Black college graduates have jobless rates much higher
than White college graduates (Marger 322),
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¢ White high school drop outs have a lower jobless rate
than college educated Blacks (Marger 321). ...

In the mid 1980s educators, public administrators,
journalists, parents and scholars began seriously rethink-
ing schools and education in an effort to address the
failures of schools for Black children in the inner city. As
a result, African American immersion schools (AALS)
emerged. ‘

As a writing teacher, I see in this text a student writer who has mas-
tered many of the most important conventions of academic writing
and who has developed the ability to successfully complete a special-
ized if conventional academic task. That ability in itself, as scholars
like Patricia Bizzell (1989) and Lisa Delpit (1995) have provocatively
argued, represents a measure of power for Celina. It is a means for claim-
ing agency by entering the conversations of academe and society and
giving voice to her ideas and concerns. This is no small achievement
for any student. And yet these few paragraphs of Celina’s research paper
also reveal that this piece of writing is anything but conventional, that
it grows out of—and is part of—her effort to construct a self, to write
herself into the discourses that shape her life. In that sense, the achieve-

ment this paper represented for her was even greater. -

LARRY

Later in that same semester, I am sitting in our basement class-
room with Larry. Class has finished for the day, but Larry and 1 remain
to work on a draft of an essay he is writing. Sophia is there, too, hav-
ing stayed after class to ask me a question about an assignment. S0 is
Gary, who is having some of the same problems Larry is having—
except that Gary’s difficulties result largely from what ESL scholars call
“second language interference.” The four of us sit together at one of
the rows in the center of the room, and our physical closeness makes
the room feel even emptier than it normally feels. Larry is a bit frus-
trated with his draft, and he is asking me about some of the comments
[ have written on it. After reading it a day or two earlier, [ asked him to
speak to me directly, because the draft contained so many problems
that worried me so late in the semester. Some are problems that I ex-
pect to see in student writing even at this stage: lack of focus, underde-
veloped ideas, weak organization—troublesome but relatively straight-
forward “technical” writing problems that teachers routinely address
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in student writing. But some are problems that 1 don’t expect to see
very much in an advanced writing workshop, especially in the draft of
a student who will graduate in a few weeks: sentence fragments and
run-on sentences that indicate to me a lack of control of some basic
conventions of written English; and larger difficulties with the devel-
opment of ideas, which indicate difficulty in sustaining a coherent,
extended argument in an academic essay. These problems appeared
periodically in Larry’s writing earlier in the semester, and we discussed
them in conference. But his latest essay seems to have even more of
these problems. I am worried, and I tell him so.

Despite the seriousness of the writing problems 1 want to discuss
with Larry, the atmosphere in that almost-empty classroom is relaxed.
And that’s no surprise, since by now Larry has established himself as
something of the class cut-up. He likes to throw out one-liners in an
unthreatening kind of way that endears him to most of his classmates,
who appreciate the way he helps lighten the atmosphere in that dingy
classroom. In turn Larry seems to relish the subtle jokes that 1 some-
times return at his expense.

“Wait a minute!” he interrupted as I demonstrated a computer tech-
nique during a recent class. His interjection provoked smiles and a few
chuckles from his classmates, who are by now well acquainted with
his computer foibles. “I'm stuck!” The slight smile, barely visible in the
dim light, betrayed his enjoyment of the attention he receives when-
ever he gets “stuck.”

“Yes, Larry,” 1 replied, with feigned frustration, enjoying the game
myself. “Did you turn the computer on?” The laughs from his class-
mates broadened his own smile.

Maybe this unthreatening clowning endears Larry to me, too, for
despite the serious problems in his writing and my growing sense of
my inability to help him address those problems, 1 enjoy working with
him. Now, away from the stage that the class meetings provide him,
we are still trading jokes as we focus on an especially troublesome pas-
sage in his draft.

“Do you see what's wrong with this sentence?” I ask him, point-
ing to a fragment in the passage that | had underlined.,

“Yeah, it's too short,” he says after a pause. And perhaps because
we have been joking, Sophia and Gary chuckle. But it's no joke, That's
his answer, and | am stunned.

“Larry!” I say, emphasizing my astonishment. “Too short?!”

“Yeah.” But of course now he knows he is wrong.

“Look,"” I say, “"Gol’ is a complete, grammatically correct sentence,
and it contains a single word. Length has nothing to do with it.”
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“Really?” He says sheepishly, and although he is still smiling, he
betrays concern of his own. He really didn't know that.

This impromptu lesson continues for another 45 or 5¢ minutes,
during which I explain, with occasional help from Sophia, some of
the other errors in his draft and learn more about his understanding
of these errors—or lack of it. 1 realize that 1 should have had this con-
versation with Larry much earlier in the semester. In my commitment
to help my students engage “theory” and explore the complexities
of language in ways that Celina tries to do in her essay on Black En-
glish, [ have overlooked serious problems in this one seemingly ordi-
nary student that prevent him from engaging these complex issues
of language in ways that I designed the class to facilitate. [ am upset
with myself and shocked by Larry's good-natured response to our
session, even as the seriousness of his writing problems begins to come
clear to him.

“You know,” he says as we pack up our books and I begin to shut
down the computers, “no orie has ever pointed this stuff out to me,
except one guy.” He goes on to explain that among the several writing
teachers he had at two community colleges he attended before com-
ing to SUNY-Albany the previous semester, only one—an older, expe-
rienced faculty member at a nearby 2-year college—had spent any class
time on what Larry calls “grammar.”

“He was hard,” Larry says, “but he made us do corrections. Other
than that guy, no one paid any attention to my grammar.”

[ ask him how he did in these other writing classes, and he tells
me he generally earned Bs. And when 1 ask him about other courses—
not writing courses—he tells me the same thing. I am incredulous. He
is struggling to maintain a C in my course, and that grade is largely a
resutt of the fact that my grading scheme in the course rewards par-
ticipation and completion of drafts,

“1 always knew my grammar was bad, but it never really mattered
much,” he says.

But it’s clear that he knows it does matter—not the “grammar” as
such but what it reflects about his abilities as a writer: that he hasn’t
learned how to write in ways that the academy values, despite earning
Bs in his courses. It seems to me that Larry’s devil-may-care, class cut-
up personality, whatever else it might say about him, masks the seri-
ousness with which he approaches his academic writing and hides his
deep worry that he isn’t ready to be the successful citizen that he came
to college to be, For Larry, literacy is a means to becoming that person,
and as he prepares to graduate from college, he senses that literacy has
become an obstacle rather than a vehicle to that goal.
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Writing Competence and Writing a Competent Self

I share this story about Larry as a kind of counterbalance to my
earlier story about Celina. Celina’s struggles to negotiate among vari-
ous discourse communities circumscribed by the tricky factors of race,
gender, and class underscore my point about the complex connections
between literacy and identity. In some ways, Celina’s racial identity
makes it easier to see those connections as she confronts the ways of
writing and reading and speaking valued in the academic world. By
contrast, Larry, on the surface, seems to be “mainstream” as that term
tends to be used in professional discussions about literacy and educa-
tion: He is White, male, ostensibly middle class. Yet it's clear that Larry’s
struggles as a writer—and the significance of those struggles in his life—
involve more than his apparently “mainstreamn” identity. In that sense,
he and Celina are engaged in the same complex struggle to write them-
selves into their world, although their struggles play out in very differ-
ent ways.

For Larry, that struggle seemed to grow out of an ongoing effort—
which he tends to characterize largely as unsuccessful—to establish
himself as a competent person in school and in school-related venues
such as sports. | won’t offer a pseudo-psychological analysis to show
the relationship between Larry’s apparently conscious effort to set him-
self up as class clown and his sense of self-esteem, but in his writing
Larry consistently dealt with issues of competence and self-esteem. (See
Tobin, 1993, for a provocative discussion about the inherent “psycho-
logical” transaction that Tobin sees at the center of teaching writing.)
In response to the first assignment for my class, a namative about a
significant school-related experience (the assignment for which Celina
wrote about her mother), Larry wrote about the unfair and almost
abusive treatment he received at the hands of his high school track
coach, Mr. Farmer. Larry seems to have had some ability as a runner,
but his essay includes relatively little discussion of the sport itself;
rather, the essay focuses on how his coach viewed and treated him as
a person. It raises issues of self-esteem that Larry would retumn to
throughout the semester. In the following excerpt, the second para-
graph of his first essay, those issues begin to emerge:

In most schools (from what 1've heard) the class clown was
placed on a voting list and the winner ended up on a Superla-
tives page, in the year book. I was a nominee but never a winner
by any stretch of the imagination. During my junior year, 1
remember having a track coach by the name of Mr. Farmer.
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Don't be fooled by the name though, he wasn’t one for agricul-
ture. He never bred plantlife, nor did he breed any decent
runners, shotputters or discus throwers. He could run his feet as
well as his mouth, however, he seemed to always be searching
for “the right words” and never found them. I remember Mr.
Farmer as being tall, slender and very aerodynamic (ie. he lacked
hair). I also remember him as my Chemistry teacher. I lacked in
the fundementals in the math and science venues, as a matter
of fact I still do. Whenever I recieved a sub-par grade on a test or
a quiz 1 would use humor to raise my self esteem. 1 can’t think
of many teachers who appreciate the class clown and 1 can tell
you Mr. Farmer (again not a real Farmer . .. no overalls) was one
who didn’t. Not on the track and not in chemistry class. |
suppose it would be safe for me to say I enjoyed the two seasons
I ran track, and if cohearsed 1 could utter the words “I liked
chemistry”, but as for Mr. Farmner there was little to like.

Some of the kinds of “grammar” problems that would so concern me
later in the semester appear in this passage (for example, spelling and
punctuation errors, run-ons), along with a lack of cohesion as Larry
offers a somewhat random description of his former teacher. But what
struck me—and pleased me—at the time as 1 looked over this first ef-
fort to write in my class is Larry’s ability to engage me as a reader with
his strong voice and his knack for turning a phrase. In addition, Larry
displays an eye for detail and a sense of how to use detail effectively in
his description of his teacher, and his wit suggests a sharp mind as well,
Perhaps it was these qualities that led his other writing teachers—and
me—to overlook some of the serious problems Larry had in his academic
writing. But whatever the case, 1 was not troubled by those problems in
this first essay; instead, 1 saw potential here. As a narrative, Larry's essay
worked fairly well, in my estimatior1, and he raised what I thought were
important issues about the authority of teachers, issues to be explored
as we continued with the sequence of writing assignments.

But perhaps because I enjoyed the pleasant jokester that he was in
dass, I also overlooked the anger in Larry’s voice in this first essay—
anger that would characterize all his writing for the course. 1 discussed
with him the issues of self-esteem as they emerged in his descriptions
of the relationships between students and teachers and coaches, and 1
saw Larry trying to confront these issues in productive ways that would
fit in well with my goals in that course. But 1 didn’t hear his anger that
I now see as growing out of his frustration——even years after the expe-
riences about which he was writing—to be the person he wanted to
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be. And that frustration, I now think, was two-pronged: frustration that
he was never able to be the successful athlete and student—and per-
son—that he wished to be, and frustration that was unable to write
about his experiences in ways that are considered “successful” in an
academic setting. Like my students in the prison writing class, Larry
was implicitly told he was a failure as a person and explicitly told he
was a failure as a student. No wonder he was angry.

At the time I neglected to see his writing—and his difficulties with
his writing—as a function of his ongoing struggle to construct a self
that could be deemed “successful” in academe and outside it. Rather,
like Bizzell and Bartholomae and others who have helped us under-
stand the difficulties students encounter when they enter academic
discourse communities, I saw the problems in Larry’s essays as a result
of his inexperience with academic writing and his lack of understand-
ing and control of the conventions of academic discourse. I still think
such a perspective was valid in helping me make sense of some of what
I was seeing in Larry’s writing. But it wasn’t the whole picture.

For the second assignment, which asked students to discuss an issue
that emerged from their first essay, Larry focused directly on the mat-
ter of self-esteem, and although this assignment called for a more
measured academic voice, Larry’s anger is loud. The following passage
is the second paragraph of his second essay:

We know what happens when someone tries and fails . . . that
person may be considered to be a loser. And there often is no
place on a team for the loser who tries. When high school

competition is in question one must first look at the process in -

which the children are selected. There are the “try” -outs, which
oddly enough in some schools is the only encouragement for
trying. The children try to get on the team. I can remember
being the last one picked in gym class to play basketball because
[ couldn’t make a basket if the hoop was the size of a manhole
and the ball was a tennis ball. I was the last one picked and
everyone knew who not to pass to. It was my teammates judg-
ment, their assessment of my playing ability, that sidelined me.
I might've had a bad day the first time | played; nevertheless, I
was judged. The verdict was in and | was found guilty of being a
poor player. This is how kids are judged outside of gym class in
a more organized setting. All of the children are expected to
perform as well as they can under an extreme amount of pres-
sure, They're all lined up and they're judged. They're judged by
the coach and they’re judged by their peers. Behaviors toward
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the kids that don’t make the team change and the behaviors
within the those kids change. They may feel below average and
subhuman. The "nanny, nanny, nah, nah” effect takes place at
times. The “1 made the team and you didn't” breeds foul words
and foul feelings. The child in essence can be placed upon a
crucifix for their entire world to see. The children can feel
embarrassed, beaten and hopeless. The coach can avoid such
things by explaining that everyone has done well, however,
only so many positions are available, and there are t00 many
children who want them.

This second assignment did not call for a narrative, yet it seems that
Larry is telling the same story of mistreatment and low self-esteem that
he told in the narrative he wrote for the first assignment. He was to
have discussed an issue or problem, but he quickly returns to his issue,
his problem. And his essay becomes another effort to confront that
problem and reclaim some sense of self-worth—very much as Hannah's
essay, which I discussed in Chapter 2, was about her belief in herself as
a student who can succeed. He continues to try to construct a viable
self within a set of discourses that define him as marginal.

For the third essay assignment, students were asked to read their
classmates’ narratives from the first assignment and write what 1 called
a “reflective analysis” in which they were to identify a key theme or
problem that emerged from those essays and try to explain it. Even in
the context of this assignment, which asked Larry to focus on other
students’ essays directly, the same issues of self-esteem and mistreat-
ment—and the same angry voice—are evident. In this case, Larry chose
to discuss Celina’s essay about her mother and Gary’s essay about his
experiences in New York City schools as arecent immigrant from Haiti.
Interestingly, Larry, the White, middle-class male, chose to discuss the
essays written by the only two Black students in the class. Yet he really
doesn’t deal with issues of race as much as he deals with the same
issues of self-worth that he himself confronted in his overwhelmingly
White, rural high school. Here are extended excerpts from the essay
{which was untitled):

What is education? What exactly does it entail? What are the
job descriptions and obligations of the people who work within
this system? Everyone has their own answers to these questions
and their own definition of education. However, just like
snowflakes there are never two that are exactly alike. In a
blizzard of possible narrations, two students draw upon their
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experiences to paint a picture of education for us. Unfortu-
nately, the only colors used are that of black and white. Racism
and ignorance are proving to be immortal creatures that con-
tinue to plague our society.

Gary and Celina both had discussed the issue of racism
within the education system. Gary is in his twenty’s and he
hails from Haiti. His first white teacher also happened to be his
first white contact in the United States. Her name was Mrs.
Findiey and she held the African American and the Hatian
american students in low esteem. Then a very young Gary had
an experience with her he will never soon forget.

1t was apparent to Gary and other students that Mrs.
Findley held something against her minority students. There
was one day in particular that Gary recalls and his writing
makes this scene vivid and proves to be an effective tool. Mrs.
Findley used to wait until the last five minutes of class to post
the homework assignment on the board. This may not seem
problematic to those of us who are native to this country.
However, Gary’s native language isn’t english and it took
additional time to record the assignment to his notebook. As he
copied the assignment down Mis. Findley grew more and more
impatient. On his way out of class he was grabbed by her and
shoved into the wall. She was scolding him for taking too much
time to copy the assignments. Instead of posting the assign-
ments earlier she took her frustrations out on young Gary. He
remembers crying, but he doesn’t say how long he cried for.
Perhaps from time to time he sheds a few tears while recalling
Mrs. Findley. The fact is our teachers within the education
system are trusted with the children to teach the information
and to make sure they are protected within the time spent on
campus. Gary wasn’t being protected, if anything he became in
danger while within reach of Mrs. Findleys grasp. It would
appear that our trust as well as our minority students are being
violated in todays schools. . . .

These are the years that are crucial to a childs develpment.
This experience has scarred him for life. What business of the
teacher is it to humliate a child? Would Mrs. Findley have trated
a white student with the same disrespect? Perhaps, perhaps not,
it is Gary’s opinion that she would not have. Can we afford
racial conflicts in our schools? Can we afford to take the words
of our children over that of a teacher? 1 ask you, can we afford
not to?
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Celina tells of her mother’s experiences in a segregated
mississippi grade school. This story had taken place twenty years
before Gary’s experience with Mrs, Findley. The teachers in
Celina’s mother’s school were poorly trained and unusually
young. The black kids stayed with black kids and the white
stayed with the white. The black children were forced to use
books of yesterdays past. They were horribly outdated and
decrepit. Celina’s mother wasn't forced to sit in the back of the
bus. As a matter of fact she wasn't allowed on the bus at all.
This was a priveledge reserved for the white children exclu-
sively. Celina’s mother remembers throwing rocks at the bus
while it sped past filled with white children laughing at her.

It obviously was the opinion within the school board that It
was okay that these children use inadequate facilities and tools
to learn with. Gary and Celina’s mother do not concur... ..

What can we do? We can listen to our chilren with patient
ears. We can create an environment within schools that are
appropriate to learn within. it is obvious that over the years
between the youth of a woman in her fourties and the youth of
a man in his twenties that this society hasn’t hardly evolved at
all. After twenty years, segregation is still actively encouraged.
However, it isn’t a physical segregation it is emotional and we
should be ashamed.

1t's worth noting here that the “grammar” problems that seemed
to concern Larry later in the semester were largely gbsept fr?m t.he
passage taken from his second essay (above) but reappear in. .thls tthC_l
essay with a vengeance. I'd suggest that one reason for this is the dif-
ficulty Larry had in constructing and sustaining a conventional aca-
demic argument—a task he struggled with throughout the rest of the
semester, But what strikes me about this essay is the way in which it
continues—implicitly—to tell Larry’s story of mistreatment and low
self-esteem, and in that sense it can be seen as part of his ongoing
struggle to construct through his writing a sense of identity that re-
claims that self-esteem as a competent young White man about to leave
college and enter the workaday world.

Self-Interest and Self-Worth
Larry’s struggle, as personal as it clearly is, nevertheless must be

understood within the context of the ways in which he is positiom_ad
by the discourses he is confronting as he engages in these acts of writ-



120 . Literacy Matters

ing and reading: He is a “novice” within the discourses of academic
writing and education reform, as those discourses are manifested in the
reading and writing assignments 1 gave to the class and more broadly
in the discussions within the popular media about education; he is a
“student” in those same discourses; he is a “student athlete” within
the broader discourses in our culture surrounding competitive sports
and interscholastic athletics; he is a “male athlete” and a “young man”
defined in specific ways within those same discourses and within other
cultural discourses about gender. In short, like Mr. Green, whom I dis-
cussed in Chapter 3, Larry is positioned variously within all these dis-
courses, and these various subject-positions shape his struggle to con-
struct an identity that allows him some sense of self-worth. In other
words, how Larry understands himself and these various circumstances
that he describes (competing on a high school track team, for instance)
is partly a function of these various, sometimes conflicting discourses
that shape his sense of what it means to be a student, an athlete, a man,
and a writer. What is striking to me is that in each case Larry seems
somehow compromised and relatively powerless. He has rather mar-
ginal competence as a student writer, for example, and if we take him
at his word, he seems not to have been successful as either a “student
athlete” or a “young man” in high school. Yet the various discourses
that position him in these roles inevitably shape his own sense of self,
It's an insidious kind of catch-22, in which he can adopt only roles
that are available to him—that are constructed for him within these
broader discourses—yet in adopting those roles, he is constructed as
something less than competent.

In the previous chapter I argued that literacy must always be under-.

stood as “local” in the sense that each writer and reader engages the
discourses in place in a specific situation in decidedly personal ways; 1
invoked the concept of self-inferest to help explain this dynamic be-
tween the broad, inherently social and cultural discourses that we all
encounter as we read and write and the idiosyncratic and unique indi-
vidual writer and reader who is constructed through specific literate
acts. Larry cannot escape those discourses that assign certain subject-
positions to him, but he confronts those roles—and adopts or resists
them—in ways that are mediated by his self-interest. 1f we could iden-
tify key aspects of that self-interest, we undoubtedly would include his
prior experiences with teachers and coaches like Mr. Farmer; for Celina,
we would focus on her experiences as a young African-American woman
moving among several different community and institutional contexts,
each of which values her race and language in different ways, and we
would likely include her relationship with her mother, and so on. For
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each student, these specific elements that can be said to be part of
his or her self-interest are different. Yet the task facing each student
is fundamentally similar: to write (and read) a way into those dis-
courses and claim space for himself or herself. And my task, as their
teacher, is to help them understand the complexities of written lan-

age and develop some measure of competence with it so that they
might find viable—and satisfying—ways to write themselves into
those discourses. That is a task that goes well beyond helping such
students acquire some mastery over the conventions of writing in
specific contexts.

In working with Larry I did not appreciate this. Although at the
time 1 supported the arguments Larry tried to make in his essays and
empathized with his sense of indignity and injustice, I did not under-
stand the extent to which Larry’s writing in my class was all really
about the same set of difficult and complex and personally troubling
issues as he tried to write himself into discourses that defined him in
complex and troubling ways. [ am confident that I helped Larry be-
come a better writer by helping him work through drafts of these
essays in order to address the obvious “technical” problems of focus
and organization and the frustrating grammatical mistakes; I am con-
fident that I helped him understand better some of the conventions
of academic writing and enabled him to make some small progress
toward learning to use those conventions in sustaining academic
arguments or analyses. And I think 1 helped him gain insight into
the social and cultural nature of written discourse. But I'm not sure I
helped Larry make any progress in his real project that semester: to
construct an identity through his writing that would enable him to
claim a sense of agency—one that encompasses a sense of confidence
and self-worth—within the discourses of academe and of our culture
more generally; to become fully human, in Freire's sense of that term.
The decisions Larry made about what and how he wrote in my class
that semester were, |l would argue, much more intimately a function
of this project than they were of his inexperience with academic dis-
course or the intellectual challenges of the writing and reading tasks
1 was asking him to complete. In other words, I might have better
understood those decisions—and the difficulties he had in his writ-
ing—had 1 been able to see his writing in terms of his effort to con-
struct a viable self in his academic work.

As 1 write this chapter nearly 2 years after that semester ended,
Larry’s self-evaluation, which I assigned as part of the required course
portfolio, seems to underscore my inability, as his teacher, to appreci-
ate his struggle to construct that self. In that self-evaluation, Larry
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refers to the writing problems that frustrated him all semester: sentence
structure, focus, organization—which he calls “the basic structure of
writing.” He establishes the sober tone of that brief document in the
very first line: “I have struggled all of this semester. I have struggled
with sub-topics, and I have struggled with commas. As well as having
an over-all struggle with computers.” I'm sure he did not intend the
irony in that last sentence fragment. And then, without a hint of the
humor that was so much a part of his classroom presence, he concedes
that he did learn something as a result of his struggle with computer
technology, the use of which he resisted all semester: “By the way |
used computer applications like you showed me to reorganize my
paper. Don't feel like a total failure. 1 learned how to do that from you.”
He encourages me not to feel like a failure, yet he implies that he does,
Again.

His self-evaluation was thus one more part of the larger, inter-
related set of texts through which he struggled to define himself as
something other than a failure. In my obsession to help him under-
stand writing as discourse, 1 didn’t see it. I didn’t see that his individual
struggle to confront discourse was, for him, not about the discourse
itself but about his place within it.

PERSONAL AGENCY AND POLITICAL EXISTENCE

The day’s mail brings, unexpectedly, an anonymous flyer, which
begins,

NEIGHBORS, WE MUST BE VIGILANT!

Do we really need or want a high density housing area just
west of Green Meadows?

Is there room for 230 houses on only 77 acres?. ..

To those living in Green Meadows, what happens to your
water pressure and sewage?

What does the future hold?

1 am one of the “neighbors” to whom this document is addressed, one
of “those living in Green Meadows,” a subdivision some 2 miles outside
Of West Lafayette, Indiana, where Purdue University, my employer, is
located. As I walk from the roadside mailbox back up the driveway to
our house, 1 skim the flyer, then 1 read it again, more carefully. | am aware
of plans for expanding this subdivision, a modest neighborhood of some
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150 homes that has existed for nearly 50 years, but the numbers—230
new houses, 77 acres—are new to me. And they concern me. My wife,
Cheryl, and 1 chose tolive in this neighborhood for a variety of reasons,
but we were especially attracted to the quiet, settled character of the
subdivision, which suggested that we would not have to deal with rapid
new construction of the kind we witnessed near our previous home in
Ohio. Our choice was perhaps shaped mostly by the fact that this was
our first house (we previously had rented), and we wanted it to be just
the right place for our two school-aged boys and for us. The flyer’s tone
of waming brings back all these considerations at once, a rush of thoughts
that intensifies my reading. “we MusT BE VIGILANT!”

1f self-interest, as | have been using that term, uniquely shaped how
Larry and Celina wrote their essays for my composition class, it just as
surely shaped how I read that flyer. I read that text not only as a new
homeowner, but as a husband, a father, a parent of schoolchildren, a
taxpayer, a mortgage holder, a voter, a neighbor. Each 9f those roles—
those subject-posttions—is circumscribed by various dlscoursgs—eco-
nomiic, political, cultural, social. But those roles are mediated in terms
of my self-interest—which encompasses my prior experiences as, say,
a voter and taxpayer and renter and son of homeowners as well as my
knowledge of matters like taxes and zoning and drainage. Those expe-
riences and that knowledge, along with my broader beliefs about such
things as development and private property (beliefs that are themselves
a function of discourse) and my “skills” and experience as a reader (a
literate person)—all these mediated my engagement with this text and
thus shaped the way I made meaning of it. More important, my effort
to make meaning of this text—to determine its meaning for me—rep-
resented an act that reflected a measure of agency on my part. That is,
the meaning of this flyer was a function of the significance of that text,
as 1 understood it, given the circumstances 1 have described. That
meaning will change from reader to reader—as a function of each
reader’s circumstances and self-interest—and thus is always local.

But that's not the whole story. For literacy represents power only
within broader economic, political, social, cultural, and institutional
contexts within which it is assigned value. As Deborah Brandt (1998)
reminds us, “Literacy, like land, is a valued commodity in this economy,
a key resource in gaining profit and edge” (p. 169). In this sense, the
flyer by itself is just a text; what 1 might do with it—beyond my act of
“decoding” it—and what | can do with it within these broader contexts
and within this particular situation make all the difference. 1 can, fqr
example, throw it in the trash can, in which case the act of reading it
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amounts to little more than decoding the words and does not neces.
sarily represent the kind of potential empowerment that I have associ-
ated with literacy. Or I can show it to a neighbor and use it as a way to
engage that neighbor in a discussion, which may include our collec.
tive decision making about some further act. That act may include
attending one of the meetings to which the flyer refers, or it may in.
clude voting for or against the unnamed county commissioner in the
next election, or it may mean making phone calls to “let everyone know
that this area needs to remain as low-density and non-commercial,”
as the flyer suggests, or it may mean writing a letter to the county plan-
ning commission or to the local newspaper expressing opposition to
the development. Any such act would be influenced by my prior act of
reading that flyer, and in that sense my reading of it may represent
the kind of Freirean empowerment that | believe literacy can be. As an
experienced writer and reader who possesses a general understanding
of matters that are important in this instance (mortgages, taxes, etc.),
then, | do have some measure of potential power, circumscribed though
that power ultimately may be.

Ideally, I want my students to acquire such power, too; I want lit-
eracy to represent a means of action in whatever situations they may
confront that matter in their lives as much as the subdivision develop-
ment mattered in mine, Student loan documents, rental agreements,
employee tax forms, leases—such texts might intersect their lives in sig-
nificant ways as the flyer intersected mine. How they read those texts—
how they can read themn—may determine what kind of action is possible
for them in those situations. And in this sense, the kind of self-construc-
tion that I have described Celina and Larry engaging in through their
academic writing must be seen, eventually, within the broader contexts
of their literate lives outside the classroom. In other words, literacy rep-
resents an ultimately limited kind of empowerment for them if it is only
about how they construct themselves in their academic papers. If those
acts of self-construction cannot be extended beyond the classroom, to
intersect with others in social and political and economic contexts, then
their writing and reading, as important as they may be in helping them
construct a sense of self, will not become a significant means by which
they can act as citizens and voters, by which their self-construction can
becorne meaningful in a social and political sense. Thus, literacy can rep-
resent empowerment for Celina and Larry only to the extent that they
can use it to negotiate the challenges they face in their lives outside the
classroom. Their self-construction in writing may always be local, but it
will not always be school-sponsored (see Chapter 6).
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Elspeth Stuckey (1991) offers the depressing insight that literacy
s “an economic and social regulation” (p. 19). The truth of her state-
ment is evident—for me, at least—at a meeting | attend some months
after the flyer appeared in my mailbox. The meeting has to do with
the sale of some land adjacent to the subdivision that is owned by the
corporate entity that operates the Green Meadow_s water systen}. Asl
sit on one of a few dozen folding chairs arranged in hasty rows in the
prightly painted basement of a church a few blocks from my home, I
try to understand the status of this entity-—a nonprofit, nongovern-
mental corporation that has controlled the water system since its con-
struction 45 or so years earlier. The three vaguely familiar 50-ish men
sitting at the table in the front of the room politely answer questions
posed by their neighbors. Everyone knows everyone else here. The
friendly, air-conditioned atmosphere makes it easy to forget the op-
pressive summer heat outside and the seriousness of the matter at hand.
Large placards with blueprints and information about the sale stand
at either side of the table, and as they talk, the men distribute several
handouts with more information—including statistics about tax assess-
ments and land values—to the dozen or so of us sitting in front of them.
Each attendee is asked to sign a list that is circulating among the rows.
1 imagine that this list will serve as documentation for the number of
attendees that will be noted in the official minutes of the meeting. Little
concern is expressed about the fact that this sale almost certainly will
result in development of the land, which lies across a county road that
forms the southern border of the subdivision and which is now a patch-
work of open meadows and small woodlots where the neighborhood
kids regularly play. Cheryl and I and our sons live directly across from
that land, and we like the rural feel it gives to the neighborhood. 1 try
to match the figures and maps on the handouts with that pleasant
image of the meadows and woodlots and kids in my mind. And I lis-
ten to the casual talk of legal statutes and tax assessments and mort-
gage arrangements as | sit there.

Two years later we will sell that house and move to another state.
By then, both subdivision developments—the one described in the flyer
and the one discussed at the church baserent meeting—are completed,
or nearly so. A great deal of writing will have shaped that work, most
of it invisible or inaccessible to the residents of the neighborhood.
Dozens more homes will become part of the subdivision. lts settled
character that so appealed to us when we bought the house v?rill be
changed. As we leave, we will carry with us dozens of complicated
legal documents relating to the sale of our house and the purchase of
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another—documents that reflect a bewildering complexity of discourses
that assign us roles, that shape the meanings we make of them that
change the landscape of our lives, ,

I'do not know what kinds of documents Celina and Larry will reaq
and write as they confront important situations in their lives as sty.
dents and citizens and voters and employees and tenants and prop-
erty owrers. But [ know they will,

Chapter 5

Technology, Subjectivity,
and Local Literacies

Technology, along with the issues that surrround its use in reading- and
writing-intensive clossraoms, both physically and intelfectually disrupts
the ways in which we make meaning—the ways in which we communi-
cate. Computers change the ways in which we read, canstruct, and
interpret texts. In doing so, technology forces us ta rethink what it means
to be human. .
—Cynthia L. Seffe and Susan Hilligoss,
Literacy and Computers

It seems to me to be fundomental for us taday, whether we be mechonics
or physicists, pedagogues or stonemasons, cabinetmakers or bialogists,
to adopt a critical, vigilant, scrutinizing attitude toward technology,
without either demonizing it or “divinizing" it.

—Paulo Freire, A Pedagogy of Hope

In the eleventh week of the semester, Sammy posts the following mes-
sage to the email list I have set up for a graduate course I am teaching
at SUNY-Albany called “Literacy, Technology, and English Studies”":

From: Sammy

To: English 725

Subject: late

hello all. my commentary is going to be late, but i would like to
share some things with you as to why.

on the one hand such sharing is a demand i suppose, and
considering the medium and the context, an imposition. 1 have
read __imagologies _ once already, but i do want to, am reading
it again, getting new hits i hadn’t gotten before. the last few
days have been dizzying to say the least: i've driven six hundred
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