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Principles and Intentions

Preface

It is not enough to recall principles, state
intentions, point to crying injustices and utter
prophetic denunciations; these words will lack real
weight unless they are accompanied
. by effective
action.
Paul VI, Principles, Prophecy and a Pastoral Response:
An Overview of Modern Catholic Social Teaching 4
.

.

I admit I am still a little surprised when I see things
like the cover of the latest "Call for Program Proposals" from
the Conference on College Composition and Communication.

The

theme for their 1997 convention is "Just Teaching, Just Writing:
Reflection and Responsibility," and leading off the theme's
explanation are two quotes--one from compositionist Kurt
Spellmeyer and the other from Dorothy Day.

I feel torn between

wanting to guard Dorothy Day, one of my heroines, from the
ravages of academia and wanting to yell out "It's about time!"
But that the CCCCs would quote an activist and the
cofounder of the Catholic Worker Movement probably shouldn't come
as such a shock to me anymore.

Over the past three years of

studying rhetoric and composition, I've noticed these kinds of
unlikely links over and over again.

And these links have finally

led me to writing this thesis on community literacy.

One of the most significant links, one that made me realize
I was "home" in studying composition, happened in my first
graduate composition course, "Writing for Teachers."

An assigned

reading for the class--Ann Berthoff's article "Paulo Freire's
Liberation Pedagogy"--pulled me in, straight, hard, and fast, by
the following discussion of Freire's approach:
. the best way to grasp .
. Freire's pedagogy is
to recognize the role he has played in Liberation
Theology, the Church movement in Latin America which
has had so profound an effect on the political fortunes
of those countries. For the nuns and priests who have
taken it as their mission to engage in the struggle for
liberation of their parishioners, Paulo Freire's
pedagogy has been the model. And the murder of the
six Jesuits in San Salvador reminds us that this is not
[just] an "academic undertaking." (320)
.

.

.

Reading those last words, I remembered sitting in the pew of a
darkened College Church at St. Louis University in the fall of
I was there with friends--Jesuits, campus ministers,

1989.

members of the local Catholic Worker community, and others I'd
done service work with--for a memorial for these six priests,
their housekeeper, and her daughter who were murdered in their
home in San Salvador.

Five years later, I found my way into composition studies,

and eventually my study of community literacy, by going back to
liberation theology, a topic I'd learned about in college years
before.

Later in that writing class, while researching for a

paper on liberatory pedagogy, I went to look for my copy of
Leonardo and Clodovis Boff's Introducing Liberation Theology,
hoping it might help.

When I found Freire footnoted there, I

knew these were more than random coincidences.

Almost ten years

after reading this book for the first time, I was brought back to
it because of the teaching of writing.

I'm certain that my experiences as a post-Vatican II Roman
Catholic make me consider my education and my degree in a
particular way, asking certain questions and demanding certain
things.

And these experiences also direct my attention toward

certain models for the teaching of writing.

These models,

particularly community literacy, seem to reflect somehow, in
their ideas and practices, my history as a Catholic, a history
grounded on a faith that says I'm not just responsible to point
out injustices but act to change them.

My sense of this

responsibility comes partly from a Jesuit education, heavily
laced with Catholic social teachings, liberation theology, and
community service work.

Through these teachings and practices, I

began to understand how action and reflection form a balance
necessary for transforming injustices.

During the past three

years, I've found myself focusing on the subjects that make the
connections between writing and social action, between acts of
literacy and acts of social justice.

And today I see how my

interest in community literacy represents an integration of the
influences of my education and faith.

These subjects and models

of writing involve me--as a student and as a teacher of writing- 
in ways I'd been familiar with through theology, but not, until
recently, through pedagogy.

One of the most compelling of these connections has been
between Paulo Freire's notion of praxis and the Jesuit idea of
contemplative action.

Jesuit spirituality, like liberation

pedagogy, integrates action and reflection as a means of fully
understanding the individual's commitment to others.

In

liberation pedagogy, praxis is the balance between action and
reflection and represents Freire's view that language is thought
involved with and balanced by action.

Jesuit spirituality,

grounded in the notion of people as contemplatives in action,
works in much the same way.

It stresses the idea that acting

upon unjust circumstances without reflecting on, or giving
consideration to, what causes these injustices is as limited as
just thinking or speaking about issues without acting to change
them.

The key for projects like community literacy is that this

balance between action and reflection for justice can be struck
through writing.

This link between writing and social justice is what has
interested me most in all my research on community literacy.

Many examples of community literacy center on creating writing
courses that focus on issues of literacy by incorporating
projects that take the students out of the classroom and into the
community.

This way, students not only write about their

experiences, but reflect critically on the reasons why their
services as literacy workers are needed at all.

As a pedagogical approach, community literacy, influenced
by Freire's praxis, emphasizes that it's not enough to reflect or
comment on the unjust systems at work in our communities.
only half our responsibility.

That's

The other half, what makes that

reflection whole and effective, is acting upon those systems to
create change.

What I've found through community literacy, and

in a growing number of places in composition studies, is that
it's not only possible, but imperative, to talk about writing,
education, responsibility, action, and social justice in the same
conversation.

And so when I see Dorothy Day being quoted on the front
flap of a composition flyer, I guess it just makes clear to me
the connections I've found in my studies of rhetoric and
composition.

And these connections have led me to be interested

in community literacy, not merely as a topic to study, but as an
approach to the teaching of writing I intend to make my own
practice.

A Rhetoric of Transformation: The Emergence of Community
Literacy Within Composition Studies

INTRODUCTION

"Moving Ever Outward": An Introduction to Community Literacy
as a Site In Composition Studies

In concentrating upon establishing our position in the
academy, we have neglected to recount the history of
composition in other contexts; we have neglected
composition's extracurriculum.
Anne Ruggles Gere 79
In her article "Kitchen Tables and Rented Rooms: The
Extracurriculum of Composition," Anne Ruggles Gere states that
composition studies, as an academic discipline, has increasingly
focused in upon itself for defining and refining its theoretical
and pedagogical foundations.

This tendency to look back over

composition's history to justify its present--and presence--has,
Gere says, made compositionists forget to look at writing in
other sites outside the academy.

In narrowing the focus of

research in this way, compositionists have lost, or at least
misplaced, a valuable resource for understanding the dynamics of
writing between these nonacademic sites and composition studies.
Gere cites several studies, including ones by Susan Miller,

Shirley Brice Heath, and Patricia Bizzell, which are an effort to
recover this resource.

These researchers have extended their
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looks beyond their own classrooms into the communities around
them, into the extracurriculum of composition.

And in so

doing, they have opened a space both inside the academy and
within communities to explore more fully writing's role and
impact on these sites.

Gere's model of the extracurriculum, which "extends beyond
the academy to encompass the multiple contexts in which persons
seek to improve their own writing," is broad and open ended (80).
It is a vision of writing and composition that moves not only
beyond classroom walls and university/school boundaries, but also
beyond traditional--and often entrenched--definitions of literacy
and composition.

In "Rereading the Academy as Worldly Text," a

response to Gere's article, Jean Ferguson Carr comments that
"Gere's vision of composition's terrain is generous and
expansive, moving ever outward from the narrow confines of school
or propriety to study learning, reading, and writing in their
many complicated forms across culture" (95).

Such a view of

composition studies pushes at the boundaries and expectations of
both academic writing programs and community writing projects
because it resists a simple delineation between these sites.
This view doesn't present a one-dimensional perspective on
writing or on the interaction between university and community.
Instead, Gere's model shows how complex these relationships are.
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As Ferguson points out, "[by] placing these literacy activities
outside but not isolated from the academy, Gere's term suggests
the complicated crossing of boundaries between an 'outside' and
what lies 'within'" (95).

Gere is not alone, however, in suggesting such "complicated
crossings."

Other compositionists and researchers, in addition

to those named in Gere's article, also draw attention to the
complexities of and tensions in writing as it moves beyond the
academy while still residing within it.

One such site within

composition studies is the emerging practice of community
literacy.

Sharing a sense of breadth and openendedness with

Gere's extracurriculum, community literacy makes the move outside
the academy to examine and become involved in the literacy
practices of local communities, while maintaining its ties to the
university.

Those engaged in community literacy, like Gere, want

to move beyond a dichotomy between writing inside and writing
outside the academy.

They urge those involved in literacy

projects not only to recognize the academy's impact on community
writing, but also to appreciate how writing in the local
community has the potential to affect writing within the academy.
In addition to exploring the complex relationship between
these dynamic sites, advocates of community literacy are also
dedicated to understanding how widely and deeply writing impacts
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society.

Within literacy and composition studies writing, as a

social act, is believed to have the potential to transform
situations.

According to Marilyn Cooper and Michael Holzman in

Writing as Social Action, the "central purpose in the

.

.

writing class is to convince students of the value of using
writing to criticize and change their world" (28).

This idea of

writing as a catalyst for change is further emphasized by Tom Fox
in his article "Literacy and Activism: A Response to bell hooks."
In describing hooks's critical approach to teaching, he states
that her "insistence on the connection between activism and
literacy reconnects the academy with the political world it
inhabits and reconnects [teachers of writing] with the political
work that we have a responsibility to take up" (570).

Fox

indicates that educators such as hooks make imperative the
connections between writing, social action, and the interaction
between the university and community.

And they make teachers and

students become aware of their responsibility to these
connections.

Community literacy, which embraces and stretches this
notion of linking literacy to social change, is also dedicated to
using writing to achieve action for justice.

In their article

"Community Literacy," Wayne Peck, Linda Flower, and Lorraine
Higgins state that community literacy "works for social change
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and

.

.

.

arises from an intercultural conversation that creates

bridges and allows for productive working relationships among
people of difference" (201).

For proponents of community

literacy, writing has the potential to bring together diverse
groups, often with competing agendas, for the purpose of changing
society--and changing the groups themselves.

Literacy projects

that involve an approach like community literacy are grounded in
the attempt to elicit change at all levels of interaction.

They

do this by first joining in conversation with existing voices (of
practices and theories), and then by pushing on the boundaries of
that conversation to open up space for new understandings.
It is this conversation that I pay attention to in this
thesis on community literacy.

I listen, in the next section, to

the groups--or voices--that community literacy is trying to bring
together.

In order to do this, I consider how community literacy

is beginning to articulate itself within composition studies, how
it currently situates itself in this field.

That is, I describe

the theories and practices that are most prevalent in discussions
of community literacy.

And I consider how the theories--some in

seeming conflict with one another--inform and influence the
practices of community literacy.

Only then can I begin, in the

next section, to examine the ways community literacy potentially
challenges and changes these theories.

Additionally, I consider
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how community literacy is trying to move beyond conversation into
a dialectic in which voices not only hear one another but
actively affect one another to create new voices that join the
discussion.

In doing so, I will also consider how community

literacy is succeeding, or not succeeding in reshaping these
current theories and practices within composition studies.
The purpose of my discussion--of this thesis--is not to
argue for the primacy of any one definition or particular project
of community literacy, nor is it to measure one project against
another to see if there is a fit to some mold.

Instead, my

purpose is to make sense of the practical components of community
literacy and to understand the theoretical influences upon
composition studies that, even in their complexity, lend a sense
of integrity to this project.

It is to synthesize

theories and

practice in a way that allows readers to understand how the
dynamics of writing, social action, and community/university
relationships are played out in community literacy.

It is to

listen to how these many voices--pedagogies and practices,

influences, ideologies, and individuals--speak to one another,
what they have to say to each other, and what they want, in the
end, for the field of composition studies to hear about community
literacy.
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CHAPTER 1

Many Different and Differing Voices: An Overview of the
Theories and Practices of Community Literacy

As teachers of writing have always been, we are
dangerous precisely because we threaten the
equilibrium, the status quo. We tip over the melting
pot and allow for the play of difference by enabling
others, our students and colleagues, to compose
themselves, to write themselves into being and hence
to write a new and different narrative, one populated
by many different and differing voices.
Andrea Lunsford 77

Andrea Lunsford indicates, in her article "Composing
Ourselves: Politics, Commitment, and the Teaching of Writing,"
that one of the essential characteristics of composition studies
is that it not only allows but invites and encourages myriad
voices and views into its defining process.

This "new

narrative" that Lunsford describes is one based on the sense of
composition studies as "multi-voiced" and "heteroglossic," as
acknowledging a wide variety of perspectives and respecting the
differences among them (76).

Community literacy has joined in

this conversation, locating itself within the field of
composition studies, while at the same time exploring influences
from outside the academy.

In order to understand how community

literacy is trying to become part of, and reshape, this "new
narrative," I must first pay attention to the voices--of
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individuals, of practices, of theories--that affect it.

What

comes in my discussion of community literacy now is an
opportunity to listen to these voices speaking within this
emergent literacy practice.

The theories and practices presented

here offer ways to consider how community literacy places itself
within composition studies.

This is the first step to exploring

how community literacy might also be trying to redefine or
reshape composition studies itself.

Within the conversation of community literacy are echoes of
many influential scholarly conversations--social constructionism,
cultural studies, service learning, cognitive psychology,
critical literacy, liberatory pedagogy.

In addition, community

literacy is enacted by hundreds of practitioners, each
interpreting its theoretical underpinnings in many different
ways.

No two practitioners seem to be exactly alike.

And the

individual approaches and applications, and unique experiences of
and expectations for these literacy practices, illustrate
Lunsford's "play of difference."

Although no single project can

be identified as a perfect example of community literacy, an
understanding of sorts, broad and without boundaries, seems to be
emerging from within these many experiences.

Looking at how several projects, not all of which label
themselves strictly as "community literacy," are currently
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conducted could perhaps initially provide a way into this
understanding.

In the following explanations, the roles of

writing and of the participants vary, but the consideration of
these two factors can perhaps offer a sense of the variety of
this approach.

These descriptions also offer a sense of the

range and differing emphases and forms such projects may take.
For example, in his article "Community Service and Critical
Teaching," Bruce Herzberg presents a model for the teaching of
writing and study of literacy that incorporates students'
participation in community service projects as an integral part
of the curriculum.

Herzberg's projects began when the English

Department at his school, Bentley College, "challenged [their]
provost to put a human face on the students' education by
supporting a program that would make community service a part of
the curriculum" (307).

For Herzberg, this meant making community

service part of his composition curriculum.

This began simply

enough when "[students] in writing courses visited soup kitchens
and wrote up their experiences" (Herzberg 307).

As the program

progressed, students in certain composition courses became
literacy tutors at a homeless shelter in Boston (Herzberg 307).

However, Herzberg's model in his "composition course is not
devoted to literacy tutoring, but rather to the study of literacy
and schooling" (310).

In such a model, the service work students
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participate in is not the end goal of the course; but it is one
that Herzberg sees as initially necessary if students are to
become aware of injustice in society.

The ultimate goal for such

a composition course is for students "to investigate the social
and cultural reasons for the existence of illiteracy" and to
consciously examine why their services as literacy tutors or
workers in a soup line are needed (Herberg 317).

In an approach

such as Herzberg's, the dimension of community service plays an
important but secondary role in the study of writing.

Through

the active service work, students begin to study connections
between literacy and issues of injustice, and finally, (in the
hopes of teachers who present such models) to reflect "an
understanding of the way social institutions affect [their]
lives, and a sense that [their] responsibility for social justice
includes but also carries beyond personal acts of charity"
(Herzberg 317).

Another project with similar goals but different emphases,
is that of community service writing developed by Ann Watters and
Marjorie Ford at Stanford University.

As they describe in A

Guide for Change: Resources for Implementing Community Service
Writing, this approach "[integrates] real-world writing or
community work into

.

.

.

courses, particularly writing courses"
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(ix).

Watters and Ford believe the goals of community service

writing are for students to
develop audience awareness, since [they] write not
only for an audience of peers and an instructor but
also for interested readers outside the classroom,
giving students a real stake in writing not only to
get a grade, but to communicate information and ideas.
Community service writing also gives students more
investment in their learning and provides
opportunities for them to reflect critically on their
efforts and important social and community issues.
(Watters and Ford x)

In this approach, writing is itself social action, and the focus
is primarily on the service that students provide for the
agencies where they work.

The focus in community service writing

falls more on the act of writing as a social service--to help
others, those running non-profit organizations for instance, work
for social change and justice.

For those committed to the

community service model, the "real-world" writing students do for
the agencies takes some precedence over the writing that occurs
in the classroom, in which students reflect on their experiences
and prepare papers for academic inquiry.

A third and similar approach to the teaching of writing is
community literacy as it is expressed at the Community Literacy
Center in Pittsburgh.

Community literacy as Wayne Peck, Linda

Flower, and Lorraine Higgins describe focuses on the use of
writing as a means to work "for social change and which arises
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from an intercultural conversation that creates bridges and
allows for productive working relationships among people of
difference" (201).

Writing is the space in which students from a

university setting meet with members of the local community.

The

students do not do the work of social change for the community
members; instead they act as mentors to the community writers,
encouraging the writing to emerge from within the community
itself to address its own social issues.

The "vision [of

community literacy] centers on building productive intercultural
relationships [between member of the university community and
members of the local community] in which equity is established
through mutual learning and transactional practices of writing
and dialogue" (Peck, Flower, and Higgins 203).

Community

literacy aims at using writing to bridge oppositional viewpoints
and arrive at mutually agreed upon resolutions (Peck, Flower, and
Higgins 205).

While students do not play a direct role in the

production of written texts for the community as they would in a
community service writing model, they are responsible for
developing lines of academic inquiry about the "logic of how
[different people] are using [their] literate practices to make
meaning" (Peck, Flower, and Higgins 206).

As Peck, Flower, and

Higgins affirm, "community literacy then--in stark contrast to
urban development and community service efforts--places education
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at the center of its practice" (214).

Student mentors thus are

responsible for creating their own texts, based upon academic
inquiry, regarding the issues they encounter through their
mentoring.

These examples by no means represent a comprehensive
understanding of community literacy.

They are but three of an

entire network of representations currently considered under the
umbrella of community literacy.

A look at the many portraits in

the Community Literacy Network Newsletter (CLNN), a collaborative
project sponsored by the Community House and Carnegie-Mellon
University in Pittsburgh, reiterate there is no single way that
community literacy is practiced.

Within the first few moments I

logged onto the CLNN, reading the opening statement of the
newsletter, I realized that there would be no simple definition
of community literacy available to me.

The newsletter revealed

that there were instead interpretations, being made by dozens of
educators in dozens of universities, community colleges, and high
schools around the world, creating an expansive territory much
like that of Gere's composition terrain.

In the initial

introduction to the newsletter, Linda Flower and Elenore Long
explain that those educators interested in community literacy are
asking the same driving question: "how might literacy, social
institutions, and education work together to define and support
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social action?" (CLNN 1).

This question, familiar to all who

research and act upon community literacy, is what lends this
literacy approach its sense of integrity.

The projects described

in the CLNN are interpretations of community literacy that are
dependant upon many variables, such as university willingness to
support such activities, existing school-community relationships,
and community need and participation.

Each profile in the

newsletter represents a unique voice, a way to express community
literacy through a variety of specific situations.

The network newsletter brings together educators such as
John Ackerman, of the University of Utah, who wants to focus
"technical writing courses so that they specifically assist notfor-profit organizations and companies" (CLNN 1).

There is also

Susan Popkin, an English education professor at the University of
California, who states that her "interests in community literacy
focus on making [her] teachers more literate, as well as the
students [they] teach" (CLNN 1).

And Mindy Wright, director of

the Ohio State University's first-year basic writing program,
describes her experience in "[piloting] a beginning writing
course for adult students

.

.

.

[one] focus of [which] is on

making connections between 'working and living' and 'writing and
reading,' encouraging students to read and write about their work
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on the job" (CLNN 1).

Still another member, Arnetha Ball of the

University of Michigan, investigates "the oral and written
literacy practices within a working-class or lower-class AfricanAmerican community, a community-based job training organization,
and a community-based mentoring program" (CLNN 1).

Some members,

including Michael Robinson at the University of Arizona, are, in
addition to establishing such programs, asking questions about
how such projects will "impact

.

.

.

academe's definition(s) of

literacy [because] of that interaction with various communities
outside the university

.

.

." (CLNN 1).

While each portrait in

this newsletter presents individual pictures of how community
literacy may be expressed, the connections between certain
elemental qualities of literacy, social action, and a
relationship between community and academy are evident
throughout.

These portraits, in their diversity and fluidity, seem to
be a reflection of composition studies as well, which has long
been in the process of defining itself.

Andrea Lunsford

addresses this process, saying that, like the community literacy
projects I have just described, composition studies as a
profession "is not easily perceived as proceeding in an ordinary
and traditional academic way" (72).

There is nothing ordinary

about the way both composition studies and community literacy
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move across constantly shifting boundaries--across disciplines,
interests, ideologies, and settings--in their process of creating
themselves.

Lunsford explains that compositionists

have been obsessed over the last decade with defining
ourselves--are we a science, or an art? Are we part of
literacy studies, or do we stand against the literary
'mandarins'? Are we theorists or practioners?
Classicists, cognitivists, or epistemic
rhetoricians? (76)

It appears that composition studies and community literacy are
best served if they are defined through their multiplicity rather
than any kind of singularity.

This multiplicity creates tensions

if we try to pin down exactly what we mean by composition studies
or community literacy, if we want to narrow them to such a point
that they fit neatly onto the page.

The resonance of both

composition studies and community literacy comes precisely from
our inability to pin them down, to box them in.
Community literacy, like the field it situates itself in,
is also grounded in the "play of difference" (Lunsford 77).

As

any other approach to writing, community literacy is grounded in
and affected by the interchange between theory and practice.

Yet

what does make the conversation between the theories and
practices of community literacy different is its focus upon the
role of writing in the relationship between the academy and the
community.

For this reason, it is essential to my discussion of
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this literacy approach to show how fluidly practices move among
theories and how malleable theories are to the practices.

As

Anne Berthoff reminds us in her article "Paulo Freire's
Liberation Pedagogy," we must
look--and
look again at our theory and practice
and at the method which we can derive from the
dialectic of their relationship. Nothing in the field
of literacy theory is more important than looking and
looking again at the role of awareness of awareness,
of thinking about thinking, of interpreting our
interpretations.
It's those circularities that make
positivists dizzy.
(315)
.

.

.

This circularity marks the following discussion of the theories
and practices of community literacy.

For as I found when I first

attempted to delineate clear distinctions between theories and
practices, such separation is not only impossible, but
counterproductive.

Instead, then, I have tried to engage the

theories and practices of community literacy (as it appears right
now in composition studies) in dialogue.
however, must begin somewhere.

the following section around

Even a dialogue,

Consequently, I have organized
a discussion of community

literacy's two elemental characteristics--the community/
university relationship and writing as social action.

At some

level, all community literacy projects share common ground in
these characteristics.

And the voices of theories and practices

that speak to community literacy, then, broaden and deepen this
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commentary in such a way as to make the connections to
composition studies more clear.

Cadences: Relationships and Writing
To understand community literacy fully, it is essential to
recognize its insistence upon the community/university
relationship and its goal of working toward its fulfillment.

Joy

Ritchie and Amy Goodburn of the University of Nebraska-Lincoln
emphasize the importance of this relationship to any community
literacy project.

They state in their "pencil portrait"

submitted to the CLNN, that they
remain convinced that the value of fostering
collaborative-university-school partnerships lies
precisely in the on-going opportunities they provide
to move outside one's own institutional perspectives
in order to dream other possibilities.
(1)

This collaboration has long been an issue of concern in
education, and one of the goals of community literacy is to
ensure that there is an effective and viable interaction between
these co-existing entities.

The focus on the university-community relationship comes
out of a rich history of understandings regarding the role of
education within society.

Briefly, this role has long been

considered to be the formation of citizens who will actively
participate in their communities.

As Vito Perrone explains in
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"Learning for Life: When do We Begin," at the turn of the
century, John Dewey particularly emphasized the role of education
in developing citizenship.

Dewey "wrote eloquently .

.

.

about

the need for education to be seen as active--about doing and
acting and being connected to the world" (5).

Along with other

progressive educators of his time, Dewey was convinced that the
mutual interaction between school and community was a source of,
and foundational to, social growth.

Education could not fulfill

its potential--or its duty--if it were not guiding students
toward becoming committed participants in society.

Dewey's

notion of this "connection to the world" has been embraced by
many concerned with literacy practices.

Many theorists and

practitioners in English and composition studies believe, as
Samuel Totten contends in "Educating for the Development of
Social Consciousness and Social Responsibility," "the study of
language is an outstanding place to begin an examination of
social issues in our society" (31).

Through examining the way

language works among individuals, we can begin to understand how
individuals use language to participate in society.

One of the strongest influences upon current composition
theories on the role of literacy in society, and today one of the
most familiar voices in this conversation, is Paulo Freire.
Freire founded his liberation pedagogy precisely upon this belief

20

that education engages learners in society in such a way that it
brings awareness of issues of injustice.

He contends that

through education--and literacy--people are able to "name" the
world, that is, to articulate the unjust forces of power that
exist.

Through naming, individuals recognize their relationship

to these forces, and take on their role in the transformation of
the injustice.

Freire's influences, along with those of

progressive educators from the beginning of this century, are
today echoed in composition studies.

As Norman Greco points out

in "Critical Literacy and Community Service: Reading and Writing
the World,"
[for] many English teachers, teaching literacy has
gained a social or civic purpose. Grounded in the
theories of John Dewey and Paulo Freire, literacy
instruction [according to Roberta Jocius] aims to
prepare "students for responsible citizenship,
helping them to assume an active role in a
participatory democracy." (83)

For both teachers and students, education, here specifically
education for literacy, becomes an act that takes on a dimension
of civic responsibility and commitment to social action.
Comments such as Greco's emphasize that responsibility
accompanies learning.

And there is a move in composition studies

to explore how that responsibility is played out in the teaching
of writing, as it calls teachers and students to be sources of
effective action in their classrooms and communities.
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This notion of responsibility is taken up in such studies
as Cooper's and Holzman's Writing as Social Action and pedagogies
like community service writing developed by Ann Watters and
Marjorie Ford.

Many compositionists today, especially those

interested in community literacy, are dedicated to understanding
the specific role writing plays in addressing this responsibility
for citizenship.

Many teachers of writing are beginning to echo

Ann Berthoff's notion that "teaching literacy [is] a means of
realizing the vision of a humane society" (320).
as a powerful tool in creating a just society.

Literacy serves

Along these

lines, Cooper and Holzman suggest that

the goal of writing is not the comfort that comes from
conformity but rather the unhappiness that leads to
understanding.
[Teachers of writing] must remember
that [their] role is to try to give
students the
ability to criticize and change the world and thereby
claim it as their own.
(58)
.

.

.

Writing, according to certain composition theorists, does not
simply exist, passively, in social situations, but is rather
meant to actively critique and change those situations.
This idea is also expressed by Lisa Toner in "Rhetorical
Prudence and Ethics: Writing as Cultural Criticism vs. Writing as
Moral and Civic Thinking."

She states that cultural critics like

James Berlin approach "writing not as being reflective of reality
but constitutive of it" (3).

Individuals can learn to use
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writing to constitute, to create, to reshape their world.

For

those involved in projects of community literacy, this belief in
the constitutive nature of literacy is enhanced by the influences
of liberation pedagogy, which emphasizes the transformative
nature of literacy.

According to James King in "Critical Theory

and Teaching Writing," within this transformative framework,
"literacy [can be used] for political action aimed at resisting
and restructuring present iniquities in structural power, leading
to change" (6).

Writing, for cultural critics, liberatory

pedagogues, and critical theorists, does more than draw writer
and audience together.

It changes those participants through

critique and challenge, and for those involved in community
literacy, changes larger situations of injustice through action.
This interpretation of writing is reflected in social
epistemic rhetoric, which influences both composition studies
and community literacy.

Described by James Berlin in "Rhetoric

and Ideology in the Writing Class," social-epistemic rhetoric
"embraces the notion that rhetoric is a political act involving a
dialectical interaction engaging the material, the social, and
the individual writer, with language as the agency of mediation"
(488).

Through social-epistemic rhetoric, the writer is regarded

as a political entity, influenced by and participating in
activities outside the classroom, and using writing not only to
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communicate ideas, but also to instigate change in social
situations.

This vision of change is also the core of service learning,
another influence upon the development of community literacy.

As

an experientially based educational approach, service learning
centers on highly active and involved school programs linked to
the community.

Similarly rooted in the philosophies of

progressive educators, and currently implemented in many public
schools today in connection with the National and Community
Service Act of 1990, service learning is a revival of the
original interpretation of education as citizen preparation.
Susan Seigel and Virginia Rockwood discuss the legal foundation
of service learning in their article "Democratic Education,
Students Empowerment, and Community Service: Theory and
Practice."

They indicate that for many teachers interested in

projects such as community literacy and service learning, a legal
foundation for their teaching approach, provided by the Community
Service Act, reiterates their commitment to ensuring that "the
function of public schools across the nation [be] to prepare
young people to become socially responsible citizens in a
democratic society (66).

Ann Watters and Marjorie Ford also explain this
understanding in their introduction to A Guide for Change:
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Resources for Implementing Community Service Writing, stating
that the "principle of higher education

.

.

.

emphasizes the role

that high schools and universities can play in preparing students
to be citizens through service to their communities" (xi).

Their

approach to community literacy--community service writing--seeks
to connect students with their communities so they may become its
critical members.

As Byrd L. Jones and Atron A. Gentry, editors

of Equity & Excellence in Education, explain, community service
learning "is an expression of values--service to others,

community development and empowerment, reciprocal learning--which
determines the purpose, nature and process of social and
educational exchange

.

.

." (3).

With this emphasis on

connection between education with community service and "the
expression of values," the service learning model reflects an
orientation toward justice and approaches the education of
students as a decidedly political project.

For those in composition studies, the emphasis upon the
inherently political nature of education is hardly a radical
idea, having been expressed and explored through cultural studies
and critical literacy approaches that influence the field today.
Bryan Deever, in his article "Critical Pedagogy: The
Concretization of Possibility" discusses this approach to
education that community service learning models, saying
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the general focus of education is to encourage an
engagement with existing inequities by advocating more
humanistic conditions within the social order and
helping students to become critically aware citizens
dedicated to the dynamic concept of participatory
democracy. The objective of formal schooling is to
help students recognize and respond to the need for
necessary social reform.
(72)
Students are educated in order to become actively engaged
citizens in the process for social justice and change.

This

belief lies at the heart of every major theoretical and practical
influence upon community literacy.

Harriet Malinowitz emphasizes this political dynamic in
"The Rhetoric of Empowerment in Writing Programs."

She indicates

that because there is a "necessary connection between students as
people who write and think in a classroom and people who live in
a sociopolitical universe," writing naturally has a certain power
to effect beyond the individual (153).

Getting students to

personally accept this potential to effect change, however, is
sometimes a difficult goal to accomplish.

Ann Watters and

Marjorie Ford try to convince students who will participate in
their community service writing projects that their writing can
certainly be transformative.

They tell students: "Your writing

may touch only a handful of your friends or those in your
classroom.

Your words may speak to members of your community, or

they may move many people to make serious changes in their values
and their attitudes toward others" (Writing for Change xvi).

For
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proponents of community literacy, a central belief is that, given
the opportunity to connect with issues of concern in a "humane
society," words will move, will change, and will transform
(Berthoff 320).

Many other teachers of writing involved in community
literacy would agree with this belief; many would add

that [the]

central purpose in the first-year writing class is to
convince students of the true value of using writing to
criticize and change their social world" (Cooper and Holzman 28).
Writing becomes the door through which students pass to look at
and affect their world.

For community literacy specifically, it

is writing that works as "a goal-directed process dedicated to
social change; it is a form of action in both the community and
the lives of the writers" (Peck, Flower, and Higgins 208).
But at the same time that writing is serving as a means of
action, it also serves for reflection.

While students

participate in their community projects, they also write about
their experiences in a variety of ways, and thus reflect upon
their activities.

According to the Alliance for Service Learning

in Education Reform,

[r]eflection is the [necessary] framework in which
students process and synthesize the information and
ideas they have gained through their service experience
and in the classroom. Through the process of
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reflection, students analyze concepts, evaluate
experiences and form opinions, all in the context of
the school curricula.
(72)
As elemental to their active service, students must also be able
to discover and uncover the ways their thoughts about the issues
change through their experiences.

Norma Greco indicates that

this is possible "[through] journal writing

.

.

." in which

students "develop Freire's 'critical posture,' and

.

.

create a

.

socially conscious reflective voice shaped by a new-found power
to effect meaningful change" (84).

Balancing "a socially

conscious reflective voice" with active participation in the
community, achieves what Freire refers to as praxis.

The key,

for those in literacy and composition studies, is that these
projects specifically combine action for justice with reflection
through writing.

But this combination of efforts comes with its own set of
challenges and possible misunderstandings.

In "Community Service

and Critical Teaching," Bruce Herzberg cautions that this balance
is not always struck in some courses grounded in the relationship
between service and inquiry.

He quotes Susan Stroud, Bentley's

Campus Compact Director, who emphasizes that "if

.

.

community

.

service efforts are not structured to raise the issues that
result in critical analysis of the issues, then

.

.

not involved in education and social change--(they]

involved in charity" (309).

.

[they] are

.

.

.

are

An essential part of community
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literacy projects is that students not only reflect personally on
the experience but also examine why they experienced what they
did, why, for instance, it was even necessary for them to be
working as literacy tutors at a homeless shelter.

Herzberg

believes it is important to ground students' experiences in
"learning about the nature of the problems that cause these
organizations to come into existence" (308).

Otherwise, the

likely response from students will be an attitude reflected in
the following overheard conversation between two students:
"No sweat.

Write that before you went, you had no sympathy for

the homeless, but the visit to the shelter opened your eyes.
Easy A" (309).

In order to avoid community literacy projects

becoming just an "Easy A" or simply acts of charity, students
must extend their participation through inquiry.

They must move

beyond the experience into critically analyzing the reasons for,
and the foundations of, the societal situations that make these
events necessary.

Elenore Long indicates that trying to achieve

this balance among reflection, inquiry, and action can frustrate
students sometimes.

In her article "The Problematic Link Between

Literacy and Social Action: College Mentors Situating Arguments
from the Field of Rhetoric and Composition," she states:

In struggling with the question of literacy's link to
social action,
[student] mentors
. negotiate
competing disciplinary voices--voices they confront
.

.

.

.

.
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as assumptions from their own experiences, as arguments
that other people pose to them, as the agenda of the
Community Literacy Center, and as theoretical
positions from academic texts.
(3)

She maintains that the dynamic between classroom learning and
service experiences can serve as a challenge to students to
engage their learning in new, more critical ways.

Linda Flower echoes this approach in "Negotiating the
Meaning of Difference" when she describes the curriculum for her
course on community literacy.

In this course, which eventually

leads to the students' participation at the Community Literacy
Center as mentors, students "begin the semester-long course
investigating literacy in terms of discourse communities and the
problems of crossing boundaries" ("Negotiating" 47).

Their

experiences as mentors are first grounded in a study of the
debates in literacy and composition studies.

For Long, Herzberg,

and Flower--and other proponents of community literacy--one of
the central goals of their projects is to incorporate classroom
educational approaches with service experiences in order to
strike this balance between action and reflection--to achieve, in
Freire's term, praxis.

In community literacy, students service

work must equally be grounded in critical reflection and study of
the issues--inside and outside the academy--surrounding and
making necessary these services.
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For this reason, Peck, Flower, and Higgins want to make
sure that students who work as mentors in the projects of the CLC
are, like Herzberg's students, reflecting on the issues that
underlie their experiences.

They also want to make sure that

students are learning to do the academic work and writing that
will be required of them beyond their volunteer experience.

In

"Literate Action," Linda Flower addresses the tensions that
students are faced with regarding their own writing when working
in community literacy projects.

In many of these projects,

students are simultaneously producing texts for local
organizations and for their own literacy or composition studies
courses.

This dynamic tension, which Flower explains as

essential to "literate action," "is located in the practice of
crosscultural conversations, in the practice of planning, and in
the writing of an academic paper" ("Literate Action" 3).
Students are not only considering how they might help local
community members produce their own texts, or figuring out which
audiences to address and formats to use for pamphlets or
newsletters, they are also considering their own literacy
practices as they write papers for their university courses.
They often run up against previous, perhaps unchallenged, notions
of "good writing" and notions of writing that they are witnessing
through their experiences.

Flower says these moments move
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students "toward negotiated images of what good writing means--a
conditionalized, qualified, experimental understanding"
("Literate Action" 7).

What Flower hopes students gain through

this dynamic relationship with writing is the ability--and
desire--"to test and conditionalize the generalities of theory
with the observations of real situations" ("Literate Action" 13).
Community literacy functions on a variety of levels through
this element of negotiation.

In such projects, negotiation is

occurring, constantly and often simultaneously, between mentor
and writer, among understandings of literacy and writing, and
between theory and practice.

According to Peck, FLower, and

Higgins, negotiation is "an attempt to respond to the array of
conflicts and constraints, to some of the competing goals,
forces, and voices that shape the discussion of literacy"
(206).

This "attempt to respond" to the many differing

perspectives one comes up against in moving between communities
and understandings is evident in community literacy projects.
For example, in her article "Community Literacy and Literature:
An Alternative Approach to Integration," Anita Helle describes
how negotiation played a significant role in a literature project
that brought together local teachers and writers to "co-create
curriculum around a regional literature anthology" (2).

Helle

recounts that not all interactions around the development of the
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Oregon Literature Series went smoothly because of the many
different expectations of both teachers and writers, observing
that unsuccessful partnerships arose "mainly when the assumptions
that 'integration' [meant] 'fusion' rather than dialogue, or
rigid adherence to integration as prescribed by preexisting
curriculum rather than growing out of the dynamics of
collaboration" (4).

This negotiation--which sometimes first takes the form of
misinterpretation--is also described by Jeremy Cohen in his
article "Service or Censorship? A Relationship Approach to
Community Service."

His community literacy project connected

college journalism students with local seventh and eighth graders
who were publishing a school newspaper that parents and local
community members would also read.

At one point in the project,

the university students felt their experience working with the
student writers was being undermined through "censorship" by the
classroom teacher.

The teacher wanted to leave out a student

article that might have been interpreted as insulting to
community members.

This tension between participants arises,

Cohen believes, when "students' expectations and their images of
what they should be doing

.

.

.

come face-to-face with the

community's perception of what needs to be done" (italics mine
12).

Cohen acknowledges that often in projects based in
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community service, the service element "plays havoc with
expectations.

It is messy.

It lays bare the consequences of

what seems dry and theoretical in the classroom" (11).
This tension between parties, with expectations and
preexisting ideas on both sides, is the place, Peck, Flower, and
Higgins suggest, that is ripe for negotiation and is precisely
the moment in which fruitful inquiry begins.

Both Helle's and

Cohen's experiences reflect Linda Flower's comment that "in

.

.

collaboration one's old patterns of meaning making and
understandings of events often break down in the recognition of
competing forces, voices, interpretations" ("Negotiating" 50).
What results from these moments of negotiation, which have arisen
out of the process of working through differences, are new ways
of considering old situations and visions for new efforts.

The

understanding that grows out of negotiation is, therefore, one
that is shared and significantly different than any that was
initially brought to the interaction by individuals.

Peck, Flower, and Higgins suggest that the only way to
properly achieve this new understanding is to bring together the
many diverse voices in the discussion of literacy.

And that

means getting outside the classroom and coming in contact with
the community.

This is what students engaged in community

service writing do as they learn to "write in different discourse
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communities, both on and off campus

.

.

.

to reinforce the

connections between the academy and its surroundings" (Ford, CLNN
5).

In this model, writing gets students to go past the academy

walls as part of their effort to critique and change what they
see.

Choruses: Universities and Communities
In community literacy, the centrality of this movement
between communities affirms the notion, begun in the settlement
house movement at the turn of the century, that the university
does not exist in isolation from, but rather in relationship with
the community.

The settlement house movement, which shared

Dewey's progressive ideals, spread from England at the turn of
the century and took hold in urban areas in the eastern United
States.

Settlement houses became community centers of sorts,

often providing classes in literacy and practical skills to new
immigrants and low-income urban residents.

The key to the

settlement house movement, however, was not that it merely served
as a center for social service programs.

More essentially, it

stressed an element of education that went beyond assistance to
the needy and into promoting organized academic inquiry about the
situations creating these necessities.
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Settlement houses were established to reflect the thinking
of educators and philosophers who believed that universities and
communities were intimately connected (Peck, Flower, and Higgins
201).

The settlement house movement was intricately connected to

education, founded by educators who sought to study the issues
affecting communities in order to bring change.

The value of

this movement was

that [it] emphasized relationship and interdependence
among people and community institutions. The
settlement house model with its twin footholds in the
community and the university, enabled people to cross
boundaries, allowing them to work together to improve
the educational practice and cultural climate of their
neighborhoods.
(Peck, Flower, and Higgins 202)
This interaction, based in a "scientific approach toward dealing
with urban issues in low-income neighborhoods was dependant upon
the collaboration of educators and community members" (Peck,
Flower, and Higgins 201).

However, the once strong commitment to the reciprocal
nature of what Patricia Bizzell refers to as the "town and
gown relationship" has become increasingly in need of actively
engaged educational projects to keep it alive (68).

Community

literacy, in part rising out of a long history of dedication to
this relationship, is trying to meet that need.

This connection

to the world, the larger world community as well as the local
one, lies at the heart of community literacy, which aims at
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linking the university to the community in order to provide a
reciprocity of change.

Without the community, proponents of

community literacy contend, literate acts are incomplete.

So,

too, without the university, the academic inquiry and
investigation, community efforts to address the issues that
plague it are incomplete.

To compositionists who ground their

teaching in community literacy--with all its myriad influences
and practices--the relationship between writing and its potential
to change things is central to their teaching and claims its
roots in rhetoric.

And part of this notion is the belief,

inherent in community literacy, that writing serves a purpose
beyond the functional.

Writing is transformational.
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CHAPTER 2

Bringing Everyone to the Table: A Discussion of Community
Literacy as Negotiator in Composition Studies

.we will insist, as we compose our stories, on
combining the private and the public, the personal
and the professional, the political and the social.
Andrea Lunsford 77
.

.

The words of Andrea Lunsford again allow me the opportunity
to enter this second part of my thesis.

Lunsford indicates that

within composition studies there exist some divisions--public/
private, personal/professional, political/social--that are in
need of challenging.

Part of the dynamic of a field such as

composition studies is that it embraces so many differing, often
oppositional, perspectives.

There is an undeniable potential for

richness in such combinations.
risk as well.

However, there is an undeniable

Because voices don't harmonize upon first try,

often singers must endure moments of discordance.

Part of the conversation of composition studies of late has
been focused upon how harmony might be created from dichotomies
such as the social and the cognitive, the academy and the
community, the public and the private, theory and practice.

Many

questions have been raised about how possible it is to create
pleasant--even beautiful--sounds out of such diverse voices.

And
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for some, those questions have become challenges.

Many

compositionists today are no longer content to let simple
acknowledgement of differences suffice.

There is a strong move

toward developing ways to actively make these dichotomies work
together.

Deborah Brandt's call for a social-cognitive theory,

bell hooks' move to integrate personal and academic writing, Anne
Gere's exploration of composition's extracurriculum are a few
examples of this.

Community literacy is another.

Proponents of community literacy are making a claim for its
potential to move conflicting voices past conversation and into
dialectic, creating new understandings in and of composition
studies.

Dialectic, in the rhetorical tradition, has always

carried with it the sense of developing fuller knowledge from the
available perspectives.

Community literacy, as explained by

researchers like Linda Flower, Wayne Peck, and Elenore Long, goes
back to the rhetorical roots of composition, to the method of
dialectic, first to bring together differing voices and to put
those voices into conversation.

Then, after voices have

acknowledged their differences, community literacy pushes that
conversation to a place of dialectic.

Thus, "what might be

regarded as 'the trap of oppositional thinking' is also the very
quality of dialectic that moves us toward enriched understandings
and interpretive resolutions" (Nystrand, Greene, and Weimelt 273

39

4).

For those committed to community literacy, it is this

potential for "enriched understandings" that makes enduring the
moments of discordance worthwhile.

In the previous section of this thesis, I noted how
community literacy is in conversation with the field of
composition, how the theories that influence composition studies
also influence the practices of community literacy.

This section

will consider how community literacy is staking its place at the
table as a negotiator among these voices that often come from
oppositional perspectives.

The current conversation among

theories and emergent practices in the field reflects the notion
of the composition field that Martin Nystrand, Stuart Greene, and
Jeffrey Weimelt explain in their article, "Where Did Composition
Studies Come From?"

The authors state that most accounts of

composition studies "neglect to point out important connections
between evolving trends, that is, how one builds on another, at
once responding to and conditioning the positions of those that
come before and after" (271).

Community literacy, as it is

emerging today, is trying not only to recognize these connections
but pull these voices together so they affect and alter one
another in ways potentially transforming.

The notion of composition studies that advocates of
community literacy are trying to put forward is one in which the
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theories and practices involved do not remain autonomous, as
voices performing solos, but rather address one another- 

affect, change, and help to refine one another.

Peck, Flower,

and Higgins indicate that this kind of "responding" and
"conditioning" in composition studies also occurs on multiple
levels through community literacy.

community literacy

.

.

.

While "the writers of

are building meanings or interpretations

in the awareness of multiple, often conflicting goals, values,
ideas, and discourses," community literacy itself does this
within composition studies (Peck, Flower, and Higgins 213).

The

descriptions given of community literacy, especially by Peck,
Flower, and Higgins, reveal that this project is trying
simultaneously to serve as negotiator in the community and within
the field of composition.

In describing his college journalism students' volunteer
experience, Jeremy Cohen presents a model around which community
literacy forms itself, and which could work as a model for the
conversation in composition studies as well.

He explains that

Community service has a long tradition of success based
on the creation of individual relationships and the use
of those relationships to work on issues of mutual
concern
Among community organizers this is
known as 'bringing everyone to the table,' and the
reason behind this tactic is simple. As long as
everyone is at the table--Mrs. T, the Informer staff,
the university community service students--there is a
chance to tackle the important issues in a manner in
which everyone benefits.
(13)
.

.

.

.

4 1

This model of communication, of bringing everyone to the table,
is one that moves beyond a simple conversation, one in which
members might merely state what they feel about an
issue to one in which they become actively engaged in developing
new approaches to solving problems.

Inherent in the discussion

of community literacy is the potential for change because "when
complexly different representations do become live options, they
can call for a fundamental change" in the thinking of the
participants (Flower, "Negotiating" 81).

Thus the conversation

becomes negotiation because, while everyone voices their concerns
about an issue, more is involved than simply acknowledging
differences.

It requires working toward resolving conflicts

among perspectives and developing decisions based on new
understandings.

In promoting this model of "bringing everyone to the
table," community literacy advocates emphasize that its aim "is
not only to speak to multiple communities but to build a
intercultural conversation among writers, among groups separated

by race, culture, social and economic power" (Long, "Literate
Social Action" 5).

This form of conversation, bringing together

usually separate and disparate, or dichotomous, perspectives,
lends itself to many tensions.

After accomplishing the feat of

just getting the voices to the table, the real work begins-
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figuring out how to make the voices reach new levels of
understanding.

Such is the situation in many community literacy

gatherings where people who do not usually work together to
resolve problems are brought to the same place.

Once they are at

the table, "[the] question [then becomes] how to create an
atmosphere of respect, a commitment to equity, and an
acknowledgment of multiple forms of expertise at the table"
(Peck, Flower, and Higgins 210).

And Elenore Long extends this

metaphor of the table to also include theoretical debates within
composition studies.

She believes that "it is possible not only

to identify the relevant voices in the disciplinary debate over
literate social action, but also to bring these voices to the
table," to bring them to the place where transformation is
possible ("Literate Social Action" 6).

Having all the voices at the table, and learning to listen
to them, is part of developing the skill of critical thinking for
all involved participants, whether they are university theorists,

community practitioners, or students engaged in community
literacy projects.

According to Susan Seigel and Virginia

Rockwood, being at the table is the necessary first step toward
thinking critically.

They state:

[learning] to think critically involves an
acknowledgement of the problematic and conditional
perspectives found in an uncertain world.
Grounded
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in inquiry, the practice recognizes that there are
usually several ways to perceive an issue, solve a
problem, or answer a question
Through dialog
centered on controversial issues or problem-posing
topics, students can develop critical thinking skills.
.

.

.

.

(67)

As I indicated earlier in section one, for educators such as
Herzberg, as well as Seigel, Rockwood, Long, and others, this
arrangement at the table of "problematic and conditional
perspectives" is imperative for the process of critical thinking
and change-centered action.

Participants in the process need to

be aware of how many different voices comprise the conversation- 
and how loudly the diverse voices are speaking their piece.

And

participants need to recognize their role and position in the
process of negotiating new understanding that can lead to change.
For supporters of community literacy, then, there are
several tables at which participants sit simultaneously.

Students and writers from the community meet at the table,
negotiating through cultures, backgrounds, and other differences
in order to produce texts.

Students also meet at the table of

the academy, where theory and practice speak to--and sometimes
argue with--one another.

And community literacy itself meets at

the table with composition studies.

Here, theorists,

practioners, researchers, and visionaries gather to try to
understand where composition studies might be going from here.
It is from the perspective of these multiple and concurrent
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gatherings that I turn now to look at what community literacy, as
an emerging practice in composition studies, hopes to do with
these voices, once they're at the table.

Restructuring the Conversation
Linda Flower states that community literacy "is emerging as
the social, the cognitive, and the rhetorical strands of English
studies weave themselves together and begin another
reconstruction of composition" ("Literate Action" 1).

The

weaving together of these strands is not accidental for those
involved in community literacy.

It is essential that the

different perspectives that ground current composition theory and
pedagogy are not only considered in terms of the development of
community literacy, but integrated into it--actively and
purposefully.

In this way, community literacy can try to meet

its goal "to openly acknowledge not only the difficulty of
empathy and the history of failed conversations, but to

.

.

examine the genuine conflicts, assumptions, and practices we
bring to these new partnerships" (Peck, Flower, and Higgins 205).
This examination occurs on the level of interaction in community
literacy projects as well as within the composition field.

Flower affirms in her discussion of literate action, which
lies at the center of her vision of community literacy, that this
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approach creates a special problem for traditional views of the
relationship among theories within composition--that is, that
they don't, can't, and shouldn't interact.

She states:

literate action is a social/cognitive, personal/public
process, [that]
is rarely guided by single goals
or simple forces. Instead, it is often a site of
conflict among multiple goals, alternative goods and
opposing shoulds; it calls for negotiation among
unavoidable constraints, options, and alternatives.
("Negotiating" 1)
.

.

.

For Flower, literate action is one of the primary ways through
which participants in community literacy may work together
productively.

Out of first acknowledging and then moving toward

adapting and recreating differences rises community literacy's
transformative potential.

This claim, however, is not only for writers and readers
involved in the projects of community literacy but for
composition studies as well.

Community literacy, grounded in

literate action and transactional writing, won't stop at bringing
dissenting voices into conversation but will also allow for the
kind of work needed to make a new discussion ensue.

The practice

of community literacy becomes a metaphor for what community
literacy advocates want to have happen within the field of
composition.

For its proponents,

community literacy means more than simply representing
different views in conversation. It seeks to
restructure the conversation itself into a
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collaboration in which individuals share expertise
and experience through the act of planning and writing
about problems they jointly define.
(italics mine,
Peck, Flower, Higgins 205)

Flower, among others, sees the need in composition studies at
this time to make room for bringing these many voices to the
table.

The existing dichotomies among theories--and theory and

practice--in composition studies is making it necessary
for some force in the field of composition to address these
splits.

To understand how community literacy might be trying to

bring voices to the table, we can first listen to other voices
from within composition studies that have recently acknowledged
the places in the field where some restructuring is necessary.

The Social/Cognitive Dichotomy

Perhaps one of the most controversial dichotomies shaping
composition studies today is that of the social/cognitive split.
This dichotomy has been present in composition theory since the
mid 1970s.

At this time, Linda Flower and John Hayes began

researching the cognitive dimensions of the writing process.
Their research initially focused heavily upon the individual
writer going through the processes of composing texts.

At

roughly the same time, in Brazil, Paulo Freire was developing his
liberatory pedagogy which focused on literacy as the essential
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element

in transforming unjust societal conditions.

These two

disparate perspectives of writing have simultaneously added to
and tugged at composition studies over the past three decades.
Currently, there is a move in the field, especially among those
involved in community literacy, to

try to see how these two

influential forces might actually work together instead of
against one another.

Early studies in cognitive theory by Linda Flower and John
Hayes focussed on the mental processes involved in
writing.

For cognitivists, "writing [was] a dynamic problem-

solving process in which writers 'strategically' (purposefully)
[represented, adapted, and transformed] information and meaning
in response to a given rhetorical situation" (Nystrand, Greene,
and Weimelt 317).

Researchers followed the mental processes

writers went through while translating information into written
texts (Nystrand, Greene, and Weimelt 281).

And cognitivists

observed these processes through oral protocols, which Flower and
Hayes described as a "record of the minute-by-minute
accomplishments of written meaning making" (cited in Brandt,
Literacy as Involvement 34).

However, "socially oriented scholars [challenged]

.

.

. the

premise that meaning can be uniformly cognitive (univocal) in a
pluralist world" (Nystrand, Greene, and Weimelt 286).

This
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occurred when more attention was paid to the notion that the
writer and text were mutually affecting while being affected by
myriad influences present during the composing process.

Thus,

through the influence of studies on the social dimension of
writing, there was a shift away from regarding the writer as an
autonomous and solitary creator of text.

Many composition

scholars devoted their studies to the implications that the
recognition of the social dimension of writing had for both
teacher and student, and for the teaching of writing that
extended beyond the classroom setting.

The focus of such study

was more on understanding how the writer created meaning while
acting or functioning within social contexts.

These seemingly irreconcilable strands of composition
studies continued to influence--often separately--research and
pedagogy throughout the eighties.

Deborah Brandt describes the

split between these strands in her 1990 publication of Literacy
As Involvement: Acts of Readers, Writers, and Texts:
The [social and cognitive] perspectives have been
glaringly difficult to bridge. Socially oriented
research has illuminated the degree to which literacy
is embedded in and shaped by cultural, political, and
rhetorical processes. But these studies usually focus
on big pictures--neighborhoods, classrooms, whole
disciplines, or large chunks of historical time--with
little consideration of how these big-picture
constituencies come into play during individual acts
of writing. On the other hand, the little pictures,
such as the oral protocol studies of Flower and Hayes,
describe writers caught up in the mental machinations
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of producing texts, working through the sweaty problems
of setting goals, accessing knowledge, drafting, and
revising, with very little reference to the big picture
matters.
(11)
While neither side of the split seemed ready or willing to
acknowledge that there might be alternatives, the way Brandt
describes the situation, it is evident the two perspectives could
potentially enhance and complete each other.

Bringing these two

perspectives together, in a socio-cognitive approach, could lead
to a fuller understanding of the dynamic atmosphere writers
compose in.

In addition to Brandt's, research by Linda Flower has
contributed tremendously to the development of social-cognitive
theory.

A year previous to the publication of Brandt's Literacy

as Involvement, Flower acknowledged a shift in her own research
and thinking about how these two sides might be reconciled.

In

"Cognition, Context, and Theory Building," she questioned how
possible it would be to "reconcile commitment to nurturing a
personal voice, individual purpose, or an inner self-directed
process of meaning making,

.

.

. with the

.

.

.

recent assertions

that inquiry in writing must start with social, cultural, or
political awareness" (282).

The questions led Flower to

acknowledge how writers in the act of composing form a complex
system of meaning, determinant upon myriad outside factors.

And,
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she acknowledged, this system is "a richly interactive social and
cognitive event" ("Cognition" 292).

The two researchers worked out of the same debate over the
social-cognitive split.

Brandt, in her article "The Cognitive as

Social: An Ethnomethodological Approach to Writing Process
Research," was calling for a method that recognized the "public
functions of the private thinking that is captured

.

.

.

in the

transcripts of writers' or readers' think-aloud protocols" (326).
And Flower was beginning to develop her notion of cognitive
rhetoric which serves as
framework that acknowledges the pressure and the
potential the social context can provide, at the same
time [that] it explains how writers negotiate that
context, create their own goals, and develop a sense
of themselves as problem-solvers, speakers, or subjects
who create meaning and affect other people through
their writing.
(italics mine, "Cognition" 284)
Peck, Flower, and Higgins also describe this method as it is used
at the Community Literacy Center, stating that "cognitive
rhetoric treats writing as both a strategic, social act and an
individual thinking process that invites study, teaching and
learning" (208).

Writers involved in community literacy projects

are not only attentive to their own cognitive processes, but are
simultaneously in contact with other writers doing the same.
together, they are working toward developing texts that
transform.

And
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For many proponents of community literacy, the socialcognitive split is becoming reconciled through the act of
writing, in seeing writing as a highly recursive and complex
process that involves the individual making personal choices that
affect others within social surroundings.

For Flower, community

literacy has the potential to affect the way compositionists see
the discussion about literacy as much as it can affect the way
writers at the Community Literacy Center see writing.

She

states:

a social cognitive analysis reveals how the academic
claims or generalizations we make,
our values
and our goals
. enter into our lived
experience in chorus and conflict with each other and
with a myriad of other voices
[The] price of
collaboration is going beyond the security of our best
analysis to the construction of more hazardous
negotiated images of possible action.
("Literate
Action" 53)
.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

Both Brandt's theory of ethnomethodology and Flower's cognitive
rhetoric are trying to use a dialectical approach, laying the
opposing theories on the table, and trying to understand a new
way to look at writing.

Yet Brandt and Flower represent only two

voices expressing how the social and cognitive strands of
composition studies might be combined.

The development of

cognitive rhetoric is by no means definitive in resolving how
these strands may come together.

In order to fully explore this
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issue, other voices in composition studies still need to "come to
the table" and ask questions not raised by Brandt and Flower.
In addition, a social-cognitive theory of writing is in
itself not enough to make community literacy a force behind
transforming composition studies.

Understanding the potential in

combining these perspectives is only half the work.

The other

half is determining how this approach can be acted upon and acted
out in ways that will make that potential a reality.

The Theory/Practice Dichotomy
At the same time that many compositionists have been trying
to comprehend the possibilities of a reciprocal relationship
between the cognitive and the social, they have also been trying
to reconcile the rift between theory and practice.

Most

compositionists would like to believe they don't reinforce this
dichotomy but are instead "committed to maintaining the dynamic
tension between praxis and theoria" (Lunsford 76).

However,

according to Elenore Long, "the current field of rhetoric and
composition has largely lost sight of this relationship"
("Literate Social Action" 11).

This division between theory and

practice manifests itself in the influences upon community
literacy as well.

And while voices from liberation pedagogy,

cultural studies, critical literacy, and service learning have
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all attempted in some way to address this split, community
literacy is trying its hand at bringing theory and practice to
the table for a new conversation.

This debate over the theory/practice relationship has
shaped much of the discussion between liberatory pedagogy and
critical literacy over the past decade.

As Jennifer Gore

describes in her book The Struggle for Pedagogies, in spite of
their years of teaching experience, both Henry Giroux and Peter
McLaren, leading critical theorists, focus their work primarily
on the theory of critical pedagogy and not its actual classroom
practice.

A primary question for Giroux, stated in his "Critical

Pedagogy, Cultural Politics and the Discourse of Experience," is
"how to theorize and develop a pedagogy that embodies forms of
experience in which teachers and students display a sense of
critical agency and empowerment" (italics mine 23).

This heavy

emphasis on theory can cause frustration for teachers committed
to incorporating critical practices into their teaching because
neither Giroux nor McLaren offer advice on how to go about
integrating theory and practice.

Critics of this privileging of

theory complain that "the discourse of critique offers few
strategies for change

.

.

.

.

Critique is necessary but

insufficient on its own terms for building a just society.

Without a clear strategy for constructing more participatory
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practices, critique alone" won't fulfill its promise for a more
just society (Peck, Flower, and Higgins 205).

The recognition of this split between theory and practice
has been voiced by many in composition studies, as well as Paulo
Freire and other liberatory pedagogues who are more focused on
developing pedagogical practices that center on social action in
addition to a social vision.

Ironically, however, even Henry

Giroux notes this gap in critical theory, stating that he, too,
"wants to move beyond the language of critique and in so doing
analyze the possibility for constructing forms of pedagogical
practices that allow for teachers and students to assume the
thoughtful, critical role of transformative individuals" (italics
mine, "Critical Pedagogy" 24).

Community literacy is grounded in

the potential for transformation that can come only from the
mutual relationship between theory and practice.

The

transformative power envisioned by those who support community
literacy potentially blends reflection and action, learning and
making a difference, into a vital, hopeful pedagogy.
Community literacy supports the notion that literacy is
fully critical when educational theories and classroom practices
reflect equally upon one another.

And this interaction between

theory and practice also translates to another level, affecting
students as they move between classroom and outside communities.
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This interaction might take the form of matching classroom
experiences with projects that take students outside of those
surroundings, into their communities.

In this way, students

become critically literate when they are able to see how the
power relations they have critiqued on a microcosmic level (the
classroom) are played out on the macrocosmic level.

Community

literacy, "[as] a pedagogy of writing, not just reading

.

.

invite[s] students to test and conditionalize the generalities of
theory with the observations of real situations" (Flower,
"Literate Action" 13).

Because community literacy is, at heart,

a literacy of transformation, this action in "real situations" is
an essential aspect.

Yet those involved in this project want to

make it clear that this relationship is reciprocal, that action
informs theory as equally as theory informs practice.

Community

literacy's goal is for
[reading] about literacy, mentoring, and writing [to]
put theory to the test of practice. In putting
theoretical claims on the table and acknowledging
generative conflicts, it [brings] their meaning under
more active negotiation and it [puts] students in the
role of observation based theory builders." (Flower
"Literate Action" 13)

Students becoming theory builders, as Flower describes, is
essential in playing out the reciprocity of the theory/practice
relationship.

Theories are examined through experience at the

same time that experiences are interpreted by and through theory.
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This back and forth movement is evident in the way Beck
Howard describes the community literacy project he organizes at
Colgate College:

When students in COMP 264 have become familiar with
the major theories of rhetorical education and the
corresponding pedagogies, they
. examine these in
the venue of writing center theory. Students
have an opportunity to put theory of rhetorical
education into practice, the practice of tutoring
either in the Colgate Writing Center in in community
service. The class
. then reflect[s] upon the
ideals of theory, the exigencies of practice, and the
correspondences--and tensions--between the two.
.

.

.

.

.

.

.

(CLNN 5)

The principle underneath community literacy is that it works in
such a way as to put theory and practice in a dynamic and
inseparable relationship at several levels at once--for theorists
and practioners within composition studies and for students and
teachers in the classroom and outside communities.

It is vital

to community literacy projects, therefore, to recognize how
dynamically theory and practice compliment and complete one
another.

The Community/University Dichotomy

The third, but certainly not final, dichotomy I will
consider here is one that seems divided along similar lines
as that between theory and practice.

As I indicated in the first
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section of this thesis, the relationship between the university
and the community is foundational to the community literacy
approach.

However, this is not necessarily the case for

composition studies, nor for the academy at large.

This

dichotomy arises in part from the way the academy places value on
certain things.

And in general terms, the values of composition

studies have, over the last several decades, come to reflect
those of the academy.

That is, in the academy, there is a

tendency to value research over teaching, the individual effort
over the collaborative, the (professional) work done inside the
academy over the (amateur) work done outside.
In an effort to place itself within the academy,

composition studies has embraced some of the academy's tendencies
to dichotomize.

Anne Ruggles Gere cautions compositionists that

the gap between the university and the community continues to
grow in composition studies.

She indicates that this increasing

division has resulted from composition's drive to legitimize its
place in the academy.

Instead of being primarily focused on

professionalization, compositionists, she says, must "also learn
to value the amateur.

The culture of professionalism, with its

emphasis on specialization, abhors amateurism, but composition's
extracurriculum shows the importance of learning from the
amateur" (88).

Despite composition's best efforts to emphasize
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pedagogy and practice, research and theory and the drive to
professionalize have begun to dominate the field.

Gere, among

others, wants to counter this attitude and reminds teachers of
writing that they "must insist more firmly on the democracy of
writing and the need to enact pedagogies that permit connections
and communication with the communities outside classroom walls"
(91).

Tom Fox reinforces Gere's call, adding that while

composition's history has emphasized the gap between the
university and the community, there is an emerging effort to
reconcile the division:

One of the consequences of composition's history as a
service course is that the study of writing in social
and cultural contexts has not been a major part of our
discipline's work.
Only recently have studies been
taken up by composition scholars
So while the
teaching of college writing has a long history of
study, the study of literacy practices outside the
university has not been at the center of composition
studies.
(569)
.

.

.

.

The reparation of the relationship between the university and the
community, as I stated earlier, is being enacted by those who
support the practices of community literacy.
In his article "Critical Literacy and Student Experience:

Donald Graves' Approach to Literacy,"

Henry Giroux calls for "a

project of possibility, one that can be developed around forms of
community work, through curriculum projects that address concrete
instances of suffering, or through school projects aimed at
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addressing public issues

.

.

.

" (179).

And this call is being

answered in the many projects of community literacy, including
Stanford's model of community service writing, which create
"opportunities for combining community or public work and
academic work in ways that enhance each, while stressing the
mutuality of the giving and receiving in any community-based
action" (Ford, CLNN 5).

However, this relationship between

community and university is not easy to develop or maintain.

In

order to successfully bridge the gap, participants on both sides
must learn to "engage in serious negotiation between discourses
and structures of university and community institutions" (Ritchie
and Goodburn, CLNN 6).

This negotiation is necessary because, when crossing from
the academy into the community, students, teachers, and
administrators will certainly come into contact with cultures and
experiences that, while perhaps represented on campus, are
unfamiliar.

But this element of negotiating difference,

which comes hand-in-hand with bridging communities, is a benefit
because students can learn about themselves as well as other
cultures.

In these cross-cultural situations, students "will

become better informed about the ways in which relationships form
and develop between individuals and groups--be they social,
professional, political, or collegial" (Watters and Ford, Writing
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for Change xii).

This interaction will, proponents of community

literacy believe, result in "new conversations

.

.

.

about

learning, about writing, and about the ways in which service and
learning reinforce each other to the advantage of both students
and communities" (Watters and Ford, Writing for Change 3).
What I've tried to do in this section is to look at the
primary dichotomies within composition studies that community
literacy appears to be trying to reconcile, through practice and
developing theory.

Those involved in community literacy seem

perfectly aware of the tensions involved in trying to bring
together voices that so often disagree with one another.

Yet

they also seem just as aware of--and excited about--the notion
that this tension is the richest source for potential growth and
transformation--for individuals, for groups, for institutions,
and for society.

What began as a parlor filled with diverse

voices, speaking to and with and against one another, is being
reshaped into a new vision--catapulted by conflict and moving
toward change.

Agreeing to disagree is not enough, proponents of community
literacy believe, to accomplish any kind of deep-rooted and farreaching change for justice.

Community literacy instead calls

for "intercultural collaboration [to be] a site of generative
conflict rather than simple consensus, one that invites players
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into the demanding process of constructing a negotiated meaning"
(Flower, "Negotiating" 50).

Collaboration, in terms of community

literacy, is more than "the warm language of cooperation,
mutuality, empathy, and reciprocity typically used to describe"
such interactions (Flower, "Negotiating" 60).

Getting together

to really collaborate, as any who have tried it know, is better
"described as a kind of persistence in the midst of conflict, a
willingness to keep on keeping on" (Flower, "Negotiating" 60).
And community literacy uses writing to make this
collaboration concrete.

In the production of text, writers work

their ways through multiple competing voices--in their school,
community, cultural, economic, and private backgrounds.
According to Ann Watters and Marjorie Ford, "through writing,
individuals can share and argue for what they believe in and can
involve others in the issues that are important to them, both as
private individuals and as members of a community" (Writing for
Change xv).

Community literacy, on several levels at once, tries

to "build on and beyond the metaphors of reproduction,
resistance, and conversation to rename this dilemma as a
rhetorical constructive process" (Flower, "Negotiating" 67).
Through a process of dialectics, community literacy maneuvers its
way among diverse voices, not simply avoiding conflicts but
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actively seeking engagement in order to accomplish something new
-to achieve understanding and state a belief and make a change.
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CONCLUSION

"The Press of Possibilities": Conclusions about Community
Literacy and Composition Studies

[The] duty of rhetoric is to bring together
action and understanding into a whole that is greater
than scientific perception. The realization that just
as no action is really indifferent, so no utterance is
without its responsibility introduces, it is true,
a certain strenuosity into life, produced by a
consciousness that "nothing is lost." Yet this is
preferable to that desolation which proceeds from an
infinite dispersion or feeling of unaccountablity.
Even so, the choice between them is hardly ours to
make: we did not create the order of things, but being
accountable for our impulses, we wish these to be just.
Richard Weaver, "The Phaedrus and the Nature of Rhetoric"
1064-65
.

.

.

At this point in a discussion of community literacy, an
obviously politically-minded approach to the teaching of writing
and the study of literacy, it might seem odd, perhaps even out of
place, to quote from a rhetorician such as Weaver, well known for
his conservatism.

However, as I have come to understand through

my study of community literacy, to look to Weaver as a potential
source for insight into the study of literacy is appropriate
simply because the aim of community literacy, as indicated
earlier in my discussion, is "to create an atmosphere of respect,

a commitment to equity, and an acknowledgement of the multiple
forms of expertise at the table" (Peck, Flower, and Higgins 210).
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In my understanding of how community literacy hopes to work in
local and academic communities, to find Richard Weaver at the
same table with compositionists such as Patricia Bizzell might
not seem so strange after all.

This is the reason why I have continually come back to this
quote from Weaver since I first began my research into community
literacy.

Somehow, Weaver's words echo a message that I believe

is being issued by the voices currently articulating community
literacy from within composition studies.

While no single

perspective represents what "community literacy" is, each
perspective resonates with this sense of bringing "together
action and understanding into a whole" that is aimed at creating
justice (Weaver 1064).

And throughout this thesis, I have tried

to listen to these voices as they have described their own ways
of meeting the "duty of rhetoric."
Wayne Peck, Linda Flower, and Lorraine Higgins, the "three
tenors" perhaps in this discussion, have described some of the
dynamics involved in working within a community literacy model.
They want those interested in this model to
consider the different bodies of knowledge, the
attitudes, the social expectations, and the
rhetorical demands this act of interpretation calls
into play. Writing calls into being a metaphoric
circle of outer forces and inner voices--voices that
speak their advice and demands with the mind of an
individual writer who must negotiate this press of
possibilities.
(213)
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Supporters of community literacy seem intent upon making sure
people recognize that it's no easy task to set the table for
negotiating these forces and voices.

But they seem equally

intent upon making sure people know how essential it is to make
the effort to negotiate, without which transformation would be
impossible.

As "we begin to build this more precise account of

how voices--available in conversation--become forces in the
process of construction," we will know what it is to transform
the situations at hand (Flower, "Negotiating" 72).

This is not to say that community literacy has smoothed out
all its edges and is the final success story in the history of
composition studies.

It is too soon to tell.

There are many

variables to consider--and many oppositional voices who would
question the approach and endeavor of community literacy.

This

project is without a doubt a political one; and while it comes
with a multitude of resonances, it also comes with its own sort
of agenda.

Teachers and practioners who engage a community

literacy approach in their classrooms are asking students to
consider the world and their own role in it in a particular way.
Not every teacher would, or could, demand that every student see
things in the same way, but I believe every teacher committed to
this project demands that students take a look.
this can lead to resistance.

For students,
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And not every composition program is ready--or able--to
handle such an approach.

Among the many considerations involved

in implementing this project is that of discerning to what extent
community literacy might be employed in a particular composition
program, at a particular school, in a particular community.

And

there is also resistance to approaches such as these from within
composition studies itself.

Maxine Hairston, among others, has

voiced concern about such a "new model [of composition
instruction that] envisions required writing courses as vehicles
for social reform rather than as student-centered workshops
designed to build students' confidence and competence as writers"
(180).

So I acknowledge that this approach to composition comes

with its own set of resistances built in--from students in the
classroom, from faculty in the lounge, from members of the board,
and people in the community.

While these issues of resistance

are beyond the scope of my study here, they should be part of a
comprehensive understanding of the community literacy approach of
bringing voices to the table and finding out what they have to
say to one another.

Only by getting these resistances to the

table can we find out the possibility of change.

At this point it is still not clear if the project of
community literacy will maintain its current pace, or if might
possibly fall to similar fates of other movements in
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composition--to take over then be turned over by a new and
opposite approach.

Certainly, twenty years from now the project

currently called community literacy will have evolved--and
perhaps a new term or terms will appear to designate current
assumptions and practices.

But the impact of community literacy

on composition studies will, I believe, remain significant.

For

community literacy, with a foundation built upon negotiation
among diverse voices, does not set itself up by negating another
view.

Instead, it builds upon the differences--like those among

Weaver, Hairston, Bizzell, and Flower--making those its source of
richness.

Rather than turn the tables on previous and current

perspectives, community literacy appears to be trying to bring
them all to the table instead.

This is evidenced also among its

supporters, who came from across the curriculum and within
different academic and non-academic communities.

And such

variety "illustrates the importance of bringing all participant
in community [literacy] projects into the discussion to work on
issues in a manner that does not create winners and losers, but
rather benefits all participants" (Watters and Ford, A Guide for
Change 2).

It has not been my attempt to prove winners or losers,
orthat any one of these voices stands above the rest.

Instead, I

have wanted to step back and look more broadly at the practices
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and theories of community literacy.

In this way, I have hoped to

provide a richer, fuller sense of what is involved in the project
of community literacy.

I have also wanted to provide an

intellectual framework that is more enabling than one that
excludes and dichotomizes.

This is what I believe community

literacy is itself attempting to provide--for writers in the task
of collaborating and composing and for the field of composition
studies in its task of taking account of its situation.

I have come also to believe that there is a chorus of
voices, repeating refrains of social action and critical
reflection, collaboration, praxis, and writing, which is today
reaching a crescendo in the developing discourse of community
literacy.

And as teachers of writing, involved in somehow trying

"to teach students a notion of the composing process that will
enable them to become effective persons as they become effective
writers," we probably should pay careful attention to the sound
being made (Berlin, "Contemporary Composition" 59).
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