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Introduction from the Editors

We first began the work of what would 
become the 4C4Equality initiative in fall 
2013. As graduate students studying 
Rhetoric & Composition Purdue University, 
we watched the debate surrounding the 
2014 Conference on College Composition 
and Communication (4Cs) unfold.  4Cs 
was set to take place in Indianapolis, 
IN--a state whose laws were growing 
increasingly hostile toward LGBTQ people. 
Living and working in Indiana, we had a 
front row seat to the shit storm that was 
HJR-3, a piece of legislation that sought 
to write discrimination against same-sex 
marriage into the state constitution. We 
were simultaneously appalled that such 
a law was picking up steam and eager to 
do something to oppose it. On the WPA 
LISTSERV, folks around the country debated 
what to do about the conference. There 
were a lot of ideas bandied around, but it 
seemed like no one was going to put them 
into action. We gathered a group of fellow 
graduate students together and created a 
plan of action, taking a few ideas from the 
online conversations and developing some 
of our own. Eventually, we reached out to 
colleagues to support our plan to engage 
4Cs attendees and draw them into actions 
that supported Indiana’s LGBTQ citizens 
and allies. 

When it came time for 4Cs to take place 
in Indianapolis, we were encouraged by 
the support others in our field showed 
for our grassroots, graduate-student led, 
and donation-funded initiative. Writing 
instructors from all over the country 
volunteered to sit at our conference table 
and speak with other attendees about 
the fight against HJR-3. New and veteran 
conference goers donated funds to defray 
the costs of our promotional materials. 
You can read more about our history and 
approaches to focusing on local activism 
at our website, 4C4Equality.wordpress.
com. Additionally,  we detail our ongoing 
work with the initiative in “Considering 
Global Communication and Usability as 
Networked Engagement: Lessons from 
4C4Equality,” set to appear in Thinking 
Globally, Composing Locally Rethinking 
Online Writing in the Age of the Global 

Internet in the December  2017 from Utah 
State University Press.
 
From its earliest days, 4C4Equality 
organizers have worked to develop an 
infrastructure that connects rhetoric & 
writing scholars to local activists in the cities 
that host 4Cs. Through yearly interventions 
centered around the annual 4Cs conference, 
we have employed different tactics to make 
this infrastructure sustainable, from serving 
as local organizers at 4C14 in Indianapolis, 
to supporting the work of local activist-
scholars at 4C15 Tampa, to circulating an 
online map that locates activist-scholars 
around North America at 4C16 in Houston. 
This collection is the next step in that work. 
The pieces included in this zine reflect only 
a small cross section of the vibrant and 
energized approaches to activism in the 
field of writing studies. These approaches 
take on new weight light of the current 
political climate in the US.

Following the 2016 US presidential election, 
American politicians—led by Donald 
Trump—and their sympathizers have 
stepped up legal and extralegal attacks on 
poor and working-class people--particularly 
immigrants, muslims, and all people of color, 
transgender people and queers, women, 
people with disabilities, and even children. 
To oppose these attacks, activist groups 
have organized national, regional, and local 
resistance. Activist-scholars have played a 
role in such resistance, from participating 
in high profile national actions—such as the 
2017 Women’s March on Washington and 
A Day Without Immigrants—to carrying out 
day-to-day organizing in their communities, 
fields, and classrooms. 

To shed light on such work, this zine bridges 
conventions in academic and underground 
publishing to build a network of activist-
scholars. Through our call, we hoped to 
highlight activist-scholar work in a more 
rapid and accessible manner than is found 
in most traditional academic publications. 
A DIY-approach has been integral to 
4C4Equality from its beginning. Broadly, 
each piece included here addresses one 
overarching question:
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In the current political climate where 
students and faculty are becoming 
increasingly involved in direct action and 
local organizing, where do writing, rhetoric, 
and literacy studies and adjacent areas of 
inquiry fit in this work?

To focus this question, we asked contributors 
to describe the activist and organizing work 
with which they are involved, how they feel 
writing, research, teaching, and service play 
into this work, how they discuss activist work 
among academic and organizing audiences, 
and how they collaborate with others 
through activism or local organizing. 

The point is not to erase differences among 
these methods so that we might gather 
under one banner, but to write a(nother) 
network for social justice within, across, 
or through writing, rhetoric, and literacy 
studies. This zine provides a platform for 
activist-scholars to consider various methods 
for resisting and organizing resistance, and 
to consider how others relate to and employ 
these methods. It is a step toward building 
a network where we learn from, support, 
and respectfully/productively challenge 
one another to organize or further develop 
our local work. And we are excited to share 
the thrilling work each of these contributors 
have undertaken with you in this space.

You’ll find a mixture of interviews, scene 
reports, and columns that reflect the spirit 
of underground publishing culture while 
allowing contributors creative license to 
articulate their activist work in unique ways. 
The zine is organized loosely around a 
number of themes: from perspectives on 
how grassroots organizing and activism fit 
into writing, rhetoric, and literacy  studies, 
to pedagogical approaches to activism, to 
discussions of cultural rhetorics and how 
race informs praxis, and personal accounts 
of bringing activism into the classroom and 
community. 

A majority of the interviews were conducted 
by the editors, as we invited scholars from 
writing, rhetoric, and literacy studies who 
influence our work with 4C4Equality to share 
their perspectives about the current state of 
the field and activism. The scene reports 
and columns offer first-hand perspectives 
on contributors’ extant engagement work. It 

is our hope that the work described in this 
zine inspires others to engage, organize, 
and fight back. 

Donald Unger is an Assistant Professor 
of Writing and Rhetoric at St. Edward’s 
University. He also serves as the Faculty 
Fellow for Community-Engaged Teaching 
& Learning with St. Edward’s Center for 
Teaching Excellence. His research explores 
impact that network technologies have on 
how we conceive of public rhetoric and what 
role service plays in shaping networks. You 
can contact Don at dunger1@stedwards.
edu and follow him on Twitter @donunger.

Liz Lane is an Assistant Professor of 
Professional Writing at the University of 
Memphis. Her research focuses on feminist 
activism in digital spaces, new media and 
technical communication, and designing for 
community engagement. You can contact 
Liz at etlane@memphis.edu and follow her 
on Twitter @fancyscholar.
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Liz & Don: We have a lot of questions 
about how 4Cs functions, such as what 
the different organizational bodies are 
and how they fit together. Maybe we 
could get at that by asking you about 
your experiences. Could you give us a 
brief overview of the roles that you have 
played in 4Cs?

Joyce Locke Carter: A lot of people say that 
4Cs is an independent organization. It’s not 
exactly true. 4Cs is a part of NCTE (National 
Council of Teachers of English). NCTE is a 
nonprofit organization that has advocacy 
offices in Washington, and its main offices are 
in Urbana, IL. As part of what it does, NCTE 
sponsors a lot of sections. It has an elementary 
section, a high school section, a college 
section, and it also sponsors conferences, 
such as 4Cs and NCTE, among others. After 
serving on 4Cs’ Executive Committee (EC) as 
well as in this chairs rotation, however, I have 
seen that there is a lot of independence. 
Being higher educators, we behave a lot 
differently than the other people in NCTE. 
However, 4Cs’ support and structure has got 
to be seen within that umbrella. That said, 
4Cs is a conference that has its own EC and 
officers, journals, and budget. It behaves 
very independently in many ways, except at 
the highest levels of coordination where 4Cs 
works with the Executive Director of NCTE.

The Executive Board

JLC: The 4Cs is run by the officers, or the 
Officers’ Committee, and the EC, who are all 
elected by the 4Cs membership. There are 
seven people on the Officers’ Committee: 
NCTE’s Executive Director (ex officio), 4Cs’ 
liaison (ex officio), four people who are 
in various stages of being Chair and the 
Secretary, who is elected for a five-year 
term. When you first get elected for the 
chairs rotation, you are the Assistant Chair, 
then you are the Associate Chair, then 
you are the Chair, and finally, you are the 
Immediate Past Chair. The first year in the 
chairs rotation you are a newbie just learning 
the ropes. You have to put out the call for 
papers and watch to get a sense of how 
things work. The second year you run the 
conference. The third year you’re the Chair. 
You have the gavel, convene meetings, and 
make decisions. The Immediate Past Chair 
is there to foster institutional memory. The 
officers meet four times a year: at NCTE; at a 
January retreat; at 4Cs; and one other time. 
They also meet monthly on conference calls 
to deal with budgetary issues and planning.

The Executive & Nominating Committees

JLC: In 4Cs, major things are voted on by the 
EC, and they are a representative committee 

After we carried out our work with 4C4Equality at the 2014 Conference on College 
Composition and Communication (4Cs) in Indianapolis, we realized that we needed to 
develop a deeper understanding of how the conference functions. 4C4E’s relationship to 
4Cs was—and maybe still is—tenuous. While we contacted members of various 4Cs groups, 
we worked with individuals, which is to say without the formal support of these groups. 
We were relatively new to the conference and the field, and we focused our resources 
on connecting with local organizations, e.g., Indiana Equality. Still, we wanted to build 
coalitions that included 4Cs groups for subsequent conferences and actions.

In the midst of planning our work for 4C15 in Tampa, we began to deal with this issue. To 
that end, we interviewed former 4Cs chair Joyce Locke Carter in order to see where we 
might focus our attention. Dr. Carter has been a long-time member of the Queer Caucus, 
served on the Executive Committee from 2011-2014 and the Committee on LGBTQ Issues 
from 2009-2012, and was elected to the chairs rotation, which she served on from 2014 
to 2017. While this interview was not originally intended for public consumption, the 
information that Dr. Carter provided could be useful to anyone considering how to develop 
new initiatives through 4Cs. The interview illustrates the complexities involved in making 
change within large, amorphous academic organizations. 

We conducted the interview through Skype in October 2014. It has been edited for clarity 
and length. – Liz & Don

Interview—Joyce Locke Carter on How 4Cs Works
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of about 30 people that meets twice a 
year, at 4Cs and NCTE. The Nominating 
Committee is charged with creating the 
ballots from which members elect the 
EC. The Nominating Committee sets up 
categories to nominate people for the EC 
because their mission is to create a broadly 
diverse representative body. 

Members of the EC serve three-year terms. 
The EC and the officers primarily deal with 
a few major categories of things, such as 
budgets, policies coming out of committees, 
and conference site selection. In terms of 
the budget, 80-90% of it is pro-forma. It’s 
money that has already been committed 
to research initiatives, future conventions, 
or travel monies for contingent or Latin 
American faculty, for example. There are 
a variety of things that previous boards 
have authorized. We could decide to cut 
or augment those things, but by and large 
they have become standing budgetary 
expenses. Therefore, we look at things on 
the edges. We have certain ratios that we 
want to keep. We want to have a certain 
amount of money to run the organization if 
we have two terrible years, so we keep track 
of our burn rate, i.e., what it takes to run the 
organization, and we set that funding set 
aside. Everything else is potentially usable. 
It can be spent, or it can be invested. We 
watch our investments carefully, we look at 
our rate of returns, and we decide whether 
we should spend more money on research 
awards or other worthy projects, or if we 
should be more conservative. We also look 
at all the committees.

Committees

JLC: The committees work for the EC, and 
they have charges. That charge may be to 
collect data or to do something. We look at 
every committee’s report twice a year. A lot 
of times they don’t ask for anything. They say,  
“we’re still doing our work.” Some committees 
ask for money because they need it to do 
something. We will take that up and decide 
whether or not to do it. Some committees 
have already finished their charge, e.g., the 
Online Writing Instruction Committee just 
submitted a great document on the best 
practices for online writing instruction. It took 
them years to write it. We received it at our last 
meeting and agreed to adopt it. It means that 

committee’s charge is over. Then, the Chair 
and the EC could decide to reconstitute that 
committee or say they are done. That’s what 
the EC does. It looks at money, committees, 
and conference sites.

Conference Site Selection

JLC: Every November the EC decides the 
next 4Cs location. This year it’s in Tampa 
(2015). It’s in Houston (2016), Portland 
(2017), Kansas City (2018), Pittsburgh (2019), 
and now we’re looking at three locations in 
the middle of the country. You know we go 
left, middle, right, middle, left, etc. This year 
we are looking at Milwaukee, Louisville, and 
Fort Worth. We’ll be evaluating those sites by 
looking at the spreadsheets with the average 
travel time from around the country to each 
of those locations, average hotel costs, etc. 
It’s a fairly serious decision because it has to 
do with what the future Chair will have to 
work with. If suddenly 4Cs decides to grow, 
we’re already committed to a number of 
agreements. If we wanted to be bigger than 
3300-3500 people, it would be really difficult 
to pull the trigger on that for the following 
year. It would have to be something we were 
looking at three, four, or five years down the 
line. The same issues arise if we shrink, we’ve 
already committed to buying so many hotel 
rooms. The EC looks at long trends to see 
what our registration looks like and where 
attendees come from. Are they members 
who fly around the country, or are they just 
walk-in members? It’s very important to try to 
estimate because we have a lot of money at 
stake; we’ve committed to so many rooms, 
to so many floors of the convention center, 
so many ballrooms, etc. The EC manages 
the data we collect in a hands-on way. Since 
we have a meeting, dealing with the money 
for that meeting affects many aspects of 
what the EC does.

Special Interest Groups (SIGs) & Caucuses

JLC: Having served on committees, such 
as the EC, has been very helpful in my 
role as Chair. Being a member of Special 
Interest Groups (SIGs) for years and years 
has been helpful as well. I’m bullish on SIGs. 
Grassroots participation is key, but it’s also 
weird. Over the years you’ll meet, have 
wine, and talk about your issues with the 
Kenneth Burke Society or the Queer Caucus 
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or whatever it is, and people say, “Well, ok, 
so we feel good about things, but we don’t 
know how to get from here into practice.” 
There’s this disconnect between a desire 
for action or change at the grassroots level 
and an understanding of how to make that 
change or how to bend the ear of someone 
in charge. I see that as a transparency or 
organizational issue.

Someone needs to explain what SIGs are. A 
lot of people think SIGs are formal structures. 
They are not. They are people who just like 
to get together. Conversely, people think 
committees are grassroots. They are not. 
They are very top down. They are created by 
the Chair for particular tasks to help 4Cs do 
its work. There is a lot of miscommunication 
among people who’ve been in positions 
for years, not just newbies. I see my job as 
being a teacher teaching the membership 
how we work and helping us identify places 
where we really like that kind of stability and 
predictability, but also introducing creative 
disruption into the process to help us rethink 
these relationships. How can a newbie who 
is very energetic and wants to make change 
in the world, like 4C4E or lots of the people 
who come to the SIGs and Caucuses? How 
do we listen to them and channel that 
energy into the organization? Connecting 
the grassroots, the SIGs, and the leadership 
is a really important thing. There are so many 
good ideas from the grassroots. All the SIGs, 
all the Caucuses hang out at the bars, and 
there are people talking about so many 
interesting things. We don’t lack good ideas. 
We just don’t have easy or known channels 
to get those good ideas into circulation and 
debated, funded, and put into action. 

Standing Groups

L&D: We appreciate that you zeroed 
in on issues related to 4Cs’ culture and 
increasing participation. Are there other 
things that the EC or Chairs have done to 
increase participation?

JLC: We were just talking about the 
grassroots nature of SIGs and Caucuses and 
the top-down nature of committees, but 
a couple years ago we created Standing 
Groups, which are sort of in between. If a 
SIG or Caucus has met for five years in a row, 
they can petition for Standing Group status. 

What that means is that they have a slot 
on the program. That’s the first innovation 
made to scheduling in a very long time. 
It’s typically been up to the Chair to decide 
how things are going to look. We were 
concerned that it would lead to some kind 
of fragmentation, but we think it’s worth it 
because it invests these grassroots groups 
that are very stable with some representation 
on the program. We will see how that shakes 
out. We are not going to revisit this policy 
for five or ten years, so we will get a chance 
to see if it’s a good idea. If we could have 
some sense over the two or three years that 
we are getting new people serving on the 
EC or we have new members serving on 
committees, then it gives us some sense 
that members are more invested in owning 
that membership and they feel like they are 
running 4Cs. I don’t know how you track 
that. It’s kind of just on the wind, but that 
would be a very good thing. The last thing 
that 4Cs needs to be—and in the past it has 
certainly felt like this—is an echo chamber of 
names you recognize meeting in little rooms 
and determining what writing studies looks 
like. It may have never deliberately been 
like that, but it’s certainly felt like that. It was 
mysterious why 4Cs met in certain places 
and why certain things got on the program 
and certain things didn’t and what 4Cs does 
other than being a place to go and give your 
paper and then go to the bars. 4Cs has a 
good mission, and it has good people. I am 
not interested in creating an echo chamber. 
I am interested in making it a broader, more 
inclusive conference. 

The Business Meeting

L&D: How does the Business Meeting 
fit in terms of the conference how the 
conference functions and providing some 
potential for grassroots action?

JLC: The business meeting is mandated by 
the 4Cs charter. Typically, it takes place on the 
morning of the final day of the convention. It’s 
open to the 4Cs membership, and we often 
struggle with getting quorum (75 people) in 
order to conduct the meeting. The bylaws 
make it hard to get resolutions to the floor. 
But yes, if you get your resolution to the 
officers a month ahead of time and you get 
a group of people to the meeting, then your 
resolution could be debated and voted on 
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there. If you wait until the last minute, then 
you could ask for a sense of the house motion 
instead. A sense of the house motion is not 
binding, and people do all kinds of stuff. 
Those are interesting if you follow them over 
the years because they are testing the wind 
on things. A sense of the house motion isn’t 
binding. If a resolution passes, on the other 
hand, then it is forwarded to the officers 
who try to determine how to implement it. 
That assumes that the resolution doesn’t 
contradict something in our charter or our 
bylaws. If you had a resolution that said, “Be 
it resolved that...” We will do something 
inflammatory or something against our 
charter, it may have passed democratically—
maybe people flooded the business 
meeting and voted for it, but the officers 
won’t take action on it. Someone could pass 
a resolution to give away a million dollars of 
our surplus for one big research award, and 
it might pass. We would never implement 
that because it would not be wise to do it. 
The officers take up the resolutions from the 
last Business Meeting, find out why they got 
passed, try to find a way to implement them, 
and perhaps not be able to. They might, 
however, take the spirit of it and make 
something happen with that. 

Examples of Change in/through 4Cs

L&D: Along those lines, how do 
organizational initiatives get started, e.g., 
the Lavender Rhetorics Awards?

JLC: About six years ago, before I was on 
the EC, Mark McBeth, who was the Co-Chair 
of the Queer Caucus at the time, had an idea 
to bring a resolution to the Business Meeting 
to add queer scholars to the Scholars for 
the Dream award. The caucus thought it 
was in the spirit of inclusion, and it was in 
the spirit of representing underrepresented 
groups. We knew it would be controversial, 
but when it came to the Business Meeting 
there was a firestorm. It does not say in the 
language, but everyone knows that Scholars 
for the Dream was set up for racial minorities 
as a way of bringing people into 4Cs. It was 
never conceived of as dealing with other 
types of minority participation, and the 
resolution was voted down. There were a lot 
of angry people about the whole thing, but 
Mark got it out there. That was a non-starter. 
There was no way that was going to happen.

About the same time, that might have been 
San Francisco (2009), Chuck Bazerman 
set up a committee to investigate LGBTQ 
concerns. That’s one thing that happens. The 
Chair can strike up a new committee. The 
Queer Caucus was very unhappy. The theme 
for San Francisco was making waves. They 
felt that this was going to be the queer time 
in San Francisco. This is when 4Cs is going 
to recognize stuff. And there was nothing. 
There were very few LGBTQ sessions. It 
was very disappointing, and that was the 
convention where the issue was brought 
to the Business Meeting. Anyway, Chuck 
had said in response that he was going to 
convene a committee to look into concerns 
of the membership around these issues. The 
committee has moved in fits and starts for 
several years, but it really has never achieved 
the full vision of what it was charged to do. 
It did a survey of faculty and grad students 
about attitudes toward LGBTQ issues at 
their schools, both in their classrooms and 
on their campuses. It was not bad. It was not 
surprising. It was before the national wave 
of work about same-sex marriage initiatives. 
By and large, people said that they felt safe 
on their campuses. They felt that campuses 
were fairly open places. They felt that their 
students were fairly safe. There was little 
noise in the survey. The committee was 
going to work on something else. It was 
going to come up with a policy statement. 
Research alone was not very satisfying. 
There was a lot of issues with the committee 
makeup, though. Mark (McBeth) and Martha 
(Marinara) were the committee Chairs for 
a while. Then, Jonathan (Alexander) and 
Jackie (Rhodes) replaced them, but they got 
involved in a research project and said that 
they couldn’t continue to do it, so now it’s 
Martha. I don’t know what is going to happen 
to the committee. It’s probably going to get 
decommissioned at some point. Those of 
us on the committee bounced around an 
idea  about making a new policy modeled 
on Students’ Rights to Their Own Language, 
sort of a Students’ Rights to Their Own 
Identities. We got excited about it, but I 
don’t know where that is. The committee 
has had difficulty getting things done. The 
committee’s hands are tied. It has to follow 
its charge. It has to work within the structure 
of 4Cs, which is like molasses.
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While all this is going on, the Queer Caucus 
decided to take the ideas in the resolutions 
that got voted down at the Business Meeting 
in San Francisco and rework them. There were 
ideas about being part of Scholars for the 
Dream, but we also wanted additional awards 
for queer scholars. Those passed through a 
sense of the house motion, but they were 
drowned out in the arguments about the 
Scholars for the Dream. We said let’s take that 
as a sign, and let’s write this up. About three 
or four years ago Garrett Avila-Nichols and 
Donnie Johnson Sackey started working on 
putting some meat on the bones. They wrote 
it up, passed it to the EC and to the Chair. 
The Chair sent it back for revisions. I was on 
the EC at that time. We voted for it on the 
top floor of the Riviera in Las Vegas (2013). 
That’s when it came in its final form to the 
EC, who committed funds for the awards with 
very little discussion and completely apart 
from the LGBTQ Issues Committee. This was 
all Queer Caucus, and it was a good thing. 
The EC felt that it had solved the problem of 
the autonomy of Scholars for the Dream by 
creating something separate that recognized 
queer scholarship and queer scholars. It got 
implemented the next year. We put out the 
call at 4Cs in Vegas (2013) and were able to 
award those the very next year. That’s a really 
good example of an idea that starts with a 
Caucus, goes to the Business Meeting, gets 
shot down or gets tabled, the Chair creates 
a committee, the committee doesn’t really 
get things done, and the Caucus continues 
doing its work, and then works with the 
Chair to craft new things to get voted on. 
The LGBTQ Issues Committee never had 
anything to do with this. The committee can 
only do work that it knows it has to do, and 
the Chair—when they create a committee or 
a task force—charges it very specifically. If 
you don’t know what the problem is or there’s 
no grassroots sense of what’s going on, how 
would the Chair or EC know what to do? 
That’s why it’s so important for the Business 
Meeting and the Caucuses and SIGs to get 
those ideas into circulation.

 L&D: That’s what we’re hoping to do this 
year in Tampa. We’re putting out a call to 
see what other people want to happen. 
If we don’t get local participation, we 
don’t want to tell people in Tampa that 
this is your issue and this is how you 
should approach it. Our fall back is to 

work among Caucuses and focus on 
strengthening connections among them.

JLC: Exactly, 4C4E is a really good example 
of not going through a SIG or a Caucus but 
identifying an issue and saying that we don’t 
want to bury this. We want to talk about it. I 
know future Chairs don’t have to support that, 
but I think it’s innovative. It’s similar to the Cs 
the Day folks. That’s not an authorized thing. 
It’s its own thing. Those are two really good 
examples of initiatives that have benefited 
the membership, without question, but didn’t 
propose a SIG meeting time or to be treated 
as a SIG or a Caucus, but as something 
else. Maybe that’s a sign that the SIGs and 
Caucuses are valuable, but maybe there need 
to be other avenues for participation—just 
being on the floor and talking to members 
and handing things out. Cs the Day is 
seeking more stability, so they just requested 
something of the officers. We’re going to 
discuss it in Washington at NCTE (2014). 

Almost all grassroots efforts eventually have 
problems with people getting tired, bored, 
or retiring. They’re hard to sustain. Even the 
very stable CUNY project about the Writing 
Studies Tree has had issues with technical 
support, and that’s connected to their 
academic program. They have turnover. 
They’re seeking some kind of stability. There 
are lots of good ideas that our individual 
members or one or two members put 
forward that benefits 4Cs greatly. But, 
we don’t want to take good, grassroots 
projects under our wing and kill them with 
bureaucratic love. That’s not what you want. 
I’m a big fan of letting grassroots initiatives 
do what they want to do. What 4C4E is 
doing is a really good example of alternative 
member-driven initiatives. They’re great to 
have at the conference.

L&D: Are there other resources that help 
explain or visualize how 4Cs works? We ask 
because it might help us show how we relate 
to 4Cs as well as how different components 
of the conference relate to one another.

JLC: It’s a big beast, and it’s hard to 
visualize. It’s like the ten blind people and 
the elephant. It depends on what part 
you’re engaging with as to how you think 
it feels. To some people it feels like a big 
get together with friends. To some people 
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it feels like a working space for three or four 
days. To some people it feels like a research 
conference where you’re really engaged in 
sharing your research and learning about 
things going on in the field. When I was a 
grad student going to 4Cs was like a fun 
road trip. I got to see people. I got to put 
names to faces of people who I had read. 
For me, these last four or five years feel like 
4Cs is scheduled every minute of every day 
from 7 am to 7 or 8 pm. It feels like a big 
business that I am part of, maybe not a big 
part, maybe a cog, and I have an important 
role in helping it go. When I wasn’t on the 
chairs rotation, I’d go to ATTW, and then 
attend a lot of sessions. I like going to 
sessions. I like to hear what people have to 
say and how they present their ideas. Now, 
I’m trying to create structures so that those 
ideas don’t just die in a little room, but they 
get into circulation. That’s what I’m using 
the Action Hub for, to make to-do lists and 

action items from the sessions, to report on 
the sessions. What’s the coolest concept 
that you heard from a session? Put it on a 
real or virtual bulletin board or maybe tweet 
it and to break that barrier between the 
session and the rest of the lifeworld, to try 
to open that up. After I’m finished with the 
chairs rotation maybe I will have nostalgia 
for it. Who knows? You can look at former 
Chairs like Cyndi Selfe and Victor Villanueva 
who tend to stay very involved, sometimes 
coming back in, e.g., Cheryl Glenn just got 
elected to the Nominating Committee; that’s 
a good example of coming in through some 
other role after you’ve had several years 
to get it out of your system by not being 
involved in all these meetings. Considering 
all my experiences and different views of 
4Cs makes me feel like it’s a big community 
that leaves space for people to view writing 
studies differently. 

Scene Report—Teacher-Scholar-Activist: Making a Scene
by Darin Jensen, Patrick Sullivan & Christie Toth

We established Teacher-Scholar-Activist 
after years of seeing so much in the realm 
of public policy we found deeply troubling. 
Economic inequality in the United States 
has reached historic highs (Atkinson; 
Duncan and Murnane; Piketty). Books warn 
of the threat these disparities pose to the 
health of our democracy (Acemoglu and 
Robinson; Goldin and Katz; Mayer Dark 
Money; Mayer “Reclusive”; Reich; Stiglitz). 
States have disinvested from postsecondary 
education and implemented ill-conceived 
reforms across all educational sectors 
(Darling-Hammond; Ravitch; Ripley; Tucker). 
Interventionist legislatures have undercut 
the disciplinary and professional expertise 
of teachers (Hassel et al.; Sullivan “Ideas”). 
Communities dedicated to learning have 
been belittled by politicians and pundits. For 
decades, we have witnessed a systematic 
attack on open-minded inquiry, on unions 
and job security, on policies advancing racial 
and gender equity, on the idea of the public 
good itself. 

We realized that we could no longer take 
the democratic commitments of public 
education for granted. Indeed, we never 
should have: who is included in “the public,” 

what counts as “good,” and how that good 
might best be achieved has always been 
contested. As teachers committed to access 
and equity, we believed we had values 
worth defending; we also knew many of our 
ideals for public education have never been 
fully realized. Our work with students, while 
important, was not enough. Our scholarship, 
while valuable, relied on a distribution 
system that was inaccessible to many and 
too slow to respond to the urgent political 

Teacher-Scholar-Activist logo.
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context. We were teachers and scholars, but 
we would have to become activists if we were 
going to create the educational system our 
students and communities deserve. As we 
thought about how we might work together 
to enact that role, we realized we needed a 
new kind of writing space. Thus, the Teacher-
Scholar-Activist website was born.

Teacher-Scholar-Activist aims to cultivate 
a community of literacy educators across 
institution types to promote democratic 
engagement and social justice. We draw 
the phrase “teacher-scholar-activist” from 
a scholarly conversation that is reshaping 
professional identities among two-year 
college English faculty (Andelora, “Teacher/
Scholar/Activist”; Sullivan; Calhoon-
Dillahunt et al.; Toth, Calhoon-Dillahunt, 
and Sullivan; Jensen and Ely; Jensen and 
Toth; Giordano and Hassel). The term 
was first articulated by Mesa Community 
College’s Jeffrey Andelora (“Teacher/
Scholar/Activist”) and further developed by 
Patrick Sullivan of Manchester Community 
College. Teacher-scholar-activists assert that 
two-year college faculty can be more than 
“just” teachers, and they must also be more 
than “teacher-scholars” who contribute to 
disciplinary knowledge-making (Tinberg, 
“Seeing Ourselves”; Border Talk; “Teaching 
English”; Reynolds; Andelora, “Teacher/
Scholar”; “Forging”; Two-Year College 
English Association; Toth and Sullivan). In 
Sullivan’s words, faculty at open admissions 
community colleges should also “deliberately 
frame our professional identity, in part, as 
activists—accepting and embracing the 
revolutionary and inescapably political 
nature of our work” (327). While teacher-
scholar-activism emerged in response to the 
neoliberal pressures faced by community 
colleges during the Obama administration, 
it offers all literacy educators a framework 
for reconceptualizing their professional 
identities to contend with the threats to 
public education—and to broader efforts to 
advance social justice—exacerbated by the 
crisis of the 2016 election. 

Teacher-Scholar-Activist is our effort to 
create a flexible and accessible space to 
foster solidarity among literacy educators in 
defense of open admissions education for the 
public good. We wanted to create a forum 
where teachers would share perspectives 

outside constraints of scholarly publication 
and professional organizations. Teacher-
Scholar-Activist is a DIY undertaking: a friend 
designed our logo, we created a WordPress 
site, and began soliciting short essays from 
colleagues across the country. We have 
been amazed at the range of insightful 
contributions this effort has elicited.

Our first contributor, Paige Hermansen of 
Westfield State University, wrote that “now 
is the time to stand up for public education” 
as it “has been embattled for decades.” She 
argues that these “attacks on our schools and 
teachers are delivered to the public in shinier 
packages every year” (Hermansen). These 
packages, emerging from foundations, 
corporations, philanthropist billionaires, 
and politicians make up what Linda Adler-
Kassner called the Education Industrial 
Complex. The question is, how do we resist? 
How do we, without the megaphone of 
money, make a difference? 

On Teacher-Scholar-Activist, educators 
share the work they are doing locally 
to counteract the forces that seek to 
instrumentalize education. We view this 
work as a form of what Shari Stenberg calls 
“feminist repurposing, a practice of locating 
and enacting imaginative possibilities for 
change and agency within—and often out 
of—prohibitive and even damaging cultural 
conditions” (2). We believe that stories of 
local actions in the face of such conditions 
are a resource from which our entire 
professional community can draw.

For example, in one recent post, Danielle 
Helzer, who teaches at Nebraska’s Central 
Community College, relates her experience 
of blending social activism into her 
curriculum. She recounts the resistance she 
met from her administration in teaching 
Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s “Letter From a 
Birmingham Jail,” with her principal making 
her send home a permission slip and letting 
her know that not all parents might want 
their child to read the work of a “black 
man.” The racism she describes is palpable. 
Nevertheless, she persisted. And her 
students created projects that engaged the 
community. She notes that it was the only 
project that had a 100% completion rate 
(Helzer). It is this kind of work that heartens 
us and, we hope, bolsters other educators.
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In his post on Teacher-Scholar-Activist, Seth 
Kahn of Westchester University reminds us 
that there isn’t a monolithic public for us 
to reach. He tells us that “we’ve said the 
magic words, thousands of times, to millions 
of people, in print and in person and on 
social media. Our best representatives […] 
have been arguing from our professional 
knowledge about writing instruction for 
years. Just telling the truth isn’t working” 
(Kahn). Explicitly complementing Linda Adler-
Kassner’s recent Teacher-Scholar-Activist 
post, Kahn articulates two approaches for 
working for change—one from the inside 
and one from the outside. We are aiming 
Teacher-Scholar-Activist at a specific set of 
publics: teachers and students who believe 
that education and activism can be blended 
for the public good, both from within and 
without, at local as well as national scales. 
We hope Teacher-Scholar-Activist will bear 
witness to this work in all its permutations.

As a matter of principle, Teacher-Scholar-
Activist works to bring voices from across 
institution types into conversation with one 
another. We view this as an activist challenge 
to institutional hierarchies within the 
discipline that too often render community 
colleges invisible. We particularly hope the 
site will become a resource for graduate 
students. In the estimation of many two-year 
college faculty, too little is done to prepare 
these students for the political realities of 
education in the 21st century (Hassel et al.; 
Calhoon-Dillahunt et al.; Jensen and Toth). 
We hope our efforts to promote a spectrum 
of voices across institutional boundaries will 
provide a more inclusive vision of English 
Studies and foster cross-sector allyship. We 
believe that inclusive vision is vital to our 
survival as a profession.    

We pursue these commitments with passion, 
and with humility. We have much to learn 
from veteran activists, both in and beyond 
the academy, who have long been working 
to address the persistent inequities that 
have always been a part of our educational 
system and our society. Further, we know 
that reading and writing about activism is 
not enough. We hope the site will become a 
place for sharing not just stories, but calls for 
action. Ultimately, Teacher-Scholar-Activist 
will be shaped by its reader-contributors. 
We invite you to join us in making this scene.
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We asked Steve Parks, Associate Professor of Writing and Rhetoric at Syracuse University, 
to join us for an interview. In our work through 4C4Equality, Dr. Parks has been a supportive 
mentor and scholarly inspiration. His work prompts us to devote considerable attention to 
how we characterize local approaches to activism and advocacy.

He is the author of several books, including: Class Politics: The Movement for Students Right 
to Their Own Language; Circulating Communities: The Tactics and Strategies of Community 
Publishing, with Paula Mathieu and Tiffany Rousculp; and Listening to our Elders: Writing 
and Working for Change, with Cristina Kirklighter and Samantha Blackmon. Most recently, 
he has published a textbook, Writing Communities: A Handbook with Readings focused 
on supporting community partnership/publishing writing classes. Additionally, his extensive 
scholarship, editing work, efforts within the Syracuse community, and international activist 
projects challenge us to reconsider how we approach local and global concerns as writing 
scholars. In the following interview, Parks discusses current projects as well as his thoughts 
on how activism will shape writing studies in the coming years. 

The interview was conducted through Google Hangouts in May 2017. It has been edited for 
clarity and length. - Liz & Don

Interview—Steve Parks on Global and Local Activism
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Liz & Don: We are excited to hear about 
your international work, for example, you 
have an upcoming class you are going to be 
teaching in Madrid. Could you tell us more 
about that class and other international 
work?

Steve Parks: It might be useful if I quickly 
traced how I became involved in international 
work, since most of my work up to that point 
had been with local US urban communities. 
And I should say, it really was an unexpected 
turn in my career. About four years ago, I 
had just completed a community organizing/
publishing project in the Westside of 
Syracuse. It had gotten some press as well 
as drawn some controversy. At any rate, folks 
had heard about it on campus. Because of 
this, I was asked to take part in a program 
at Syracuse University that brought Middle 
Eastern/North African democratic/human 
rights activists to our campus. My role was to 
conduct workshops on how to use community 
publications in organizing campaigns. Some 
of individuals involved in the program wanted 
a venue to share their experiences of the 
Arab Spring, which they thought had been 
misrepresented in Western media. This led 
to my helping to publish Revolution By Love: 
Emerging Arab Youth Voices. Several years 
later, when I was once again conducting 
workshops with activists from that region, I 
met Bassam Al-Ahmad, from Syria, who was 
interested in producing a book on human 
rights abuses being committed in that 
country. That project eventually merged into 
Syrians for Truth and Justice (stj-sy.com), a 
human rights organization based in Istanbul, 
that works with Syrian-based human rights 
activists to record war atrocities by Assad and 
Putin’s forces, as well as ISIS and the militias. 
In fact, right before we got on this call, I was 
editing a story about a bombing in Syria that 
intentionally targeted civilians and children.

Simultaneously to this work, Jess Pauszek 
(Texas A&M-Commerce) and I were working 
with a team of scholars in the United Kingdom 
to create a print archive of the Federation of 
Worker Writers and Community Publishers 
(FWWCP), which was an international network 
of working class writing groups that self-
published memoirs/poetry/history of their 
experiences (fwwcp.gn.apc.org). Similar in 
many ways to the aims of the Middle Eastern/
North African activists, the goal was to think 

through how to use publishing to present 
the viewpoints of those being marginalized/
oppressed by dominant culture—although, of 
course, there are clear differences concerning 
the nature/systems of that oppression, as 
well as complicity by UK interests in the 
oppression/exploitation of not only UK 
working-class populations but Middle Eastern 
and North African populations as well. 

This emerging context led me to reconsider 
much of my previous work. To return to the 
work in Syracuse’s West Side, for instance. I 
think when I was doing that project, I had a 
sense that if I supported community activist/
publication work for local rights, it was 
sufficient. My work with the Middle East/
North African and UK activists, though, led 
me to consider how many of these actions 
just re-instantiate larger global economic 
trends and biases. Or at the very least, such 
work can lead students to think that they have 
no responsibility for understanding the role 
of the United States as a global actor. I began 
to believe that there was an undercurrent in 
civic engagement that acted as a justification 
for a romanticized nationalism. And I began 
to think about how if students read and 
helped edit the stories being published 
by Syrians for Truth and Justice and then 
compared them to the hysteria about Syrian 
refugees in the US, they would a different 
sense of the world. Then if such work were 
coupled with community organizing training, 
a different conception of citizenship than 
was originally intended by “community 
service” might be created. I thought it might 
change what our disciplinary commitment 
to “engagement” could mean in our field. 

Increasingly then, I’m trying to think about 
how students can consider activism as not just 
something that happens in the local moment, 
but how any local moment is imbricated in 
a network of international contexts. And 
I’m trying to think through what type of 
partnership models demonstrate such activist 
work, particularly partnerships that show 
how by articulating alternative alliances/
networks there is an increase in human 
rights protections not just for the benefit 
of local residents in the US, but also in the 
very countries often suffering from the global 
actions of our county. It’s out of this context 
that my current courses are emerging. 
So, for instance, I taught a course in London 
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(originally designed by Jess Pauszek and 
myself) that had students help to create the 
FWWCP archive, meet with FWWCP writing 
groups, and produce a joint publication. In 
some ways, this course was designed to show 
students the value of traditional academic 
skills in supporting oppositional cultural 
projects like the FWWCP. With the Madrid 
course, I am using the same model–linking 
academic work to support of oppressed 
communities in expressing their experiences, 
which will also result in a publication. Only 
this time, I am linking the course to World 
Pride Day, which is happening in Madrid, and 
I am asking the students to think about the 
ethical responsibilities inherent in thinking of 
themselves as global citizens. For this course, 
though, I’m also dedicating the final hour of 
each class to learning community organizing 
strategies—strategies based on the work of 
Cesar Chavez. Here the students will once 
again produce a book and meet/interview 
activists in Madrid, but now they will also 
solicit writing from individuals involved 
in the networks of Middle Eastern/North 
African activists mentioned earlier. Similar to 
other book projects I’ve done with students, 
the goal will be to have the publication be 
assigned in high school/college classrooms, 
specifically writing studies classrooms. 

I’m also in the process now of building a class 
that tries to draw this work into classrooms 
on the Syracuse University campus. Here 
the course will be to work with educators 
in Kairoun, Tunisia, who are trying to create 
counter models to ISIS, who actively try 
to recruit their students. This class will join 
my university students with the students in 
Tunisia to create a digital television station 
that will features videos documenting how 
the community values religious tolerance, 
inclusion, and gender equality. There are also 
plans to develop print publications that can 
circulate in different parts of the community. 
Another part of this project involves having 
members of Syracuse’s immigrant community 
join in dialogue with the Tunisian and 
Syracuse University students to generate 
dialogues about the value of cross-cultural 
understanding. Once the course is done, our 
partner in the Tunisian Ministry of Education 
hopes to network the digital television 
station and publishing practices to schools 
across Tunisia—though given the unrest in 
the country this might seem a bit optimistic.

L&D: That is fascinating. How would other 
rhetoric and composition scholars develop 
these sorts of relationships? The work we 
see in our institutions has such a heavy 
emphasis on the local. Our institutions 
have community engagement and global 
engagement offices with completely 
separate people doing completely different 
things. How can we bridge that gap?

SP: Part of it is beginning to write 
scholarship that confronts the fact we have 
a very parochial view of the local in our 
field. The local tends to be geographically 
bound around a set of streets or some sort 
of line around the city. Because those types 
of partnerships are easier, they become the 
dominant model. If you stop thinking in terms 
of streets and cities, which is a horizontal 
view, and instead think of it vertically—
how the local rests within a region, within a 
certain sense of nationalism, within a certain 
sense of globalism and a certain post-neo- or 
neoliberal economy, then those connections 
demand that you understand that local street 
as part of a much larger system. Then the 
question becomes, what does a community 
partnership project look like within such 
a context? If you look at Anna Tsing’s 
book Frictions: An Ethnography of Global 
Connections, she talks about how the global 
is actually a networked set of tiny articulated 
local moments. In the courses described 
above, I’m trying to think through how to 
create partnerships that provide students 
this understanding and give them tools to 
actively intervene as part of an alliance in 
ways that support human rights. I’m not sure 
I doing that particularly well, but my hope 
is that others are also doing similar work. 
My sense is that if we collectively publish 
more about such work, as a community, we 
can begin to build scholarly arguments and 
pragmatic models, which actually achieve 
such aims. 

My sense is that this also means we need 
to change graduate education in our field. 
I can only speak for myself, but I don’t 
think graduate programs necessarily teach 
students the actual historical, political, and 
economic knowledge they need to engage 
in global context. While there are significant 
studies on the rhetoric of global artifacts, 
such as human-interest campaigns, I’m 
not sure the graduate seminars that study 
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this work provide the political/economic 
landscape in which those campaigns occur. 
That is, I tend to think we need to have 
graduate courses in our field focused on 
political histories, studies of colonialism as a 
global enterprise, the historic development 
of Islam as a religious culture differentiated 
by local, national, and regional contexts, 
among other topics. So, I think of our field 
as inherently interdisciplinary. In this sense, 
I’m probably not the biggest supporter of 
“writing about writing,” which seems to 
consolidate our sense of the discipline at the 
expense of insights from other disciplines. 

That is, I think that the very thing we need 
to do is to start developing connections 
with scholars in the Middle East, scholars 
in political science, scholars in human 
rights. And we might need to deliberately 
change who we appoint as our faculty. If 
you put together such collaboration, you 
have a knowledge base that is nuanced 
enough that you could begin to talk to 
people in an informed way about how you 
might collaborate with them. Only then, 
and in a very specific way, can we begin 
to reach out to faculty and activists in 
other parts of the world, initially to learn 
from them, and eventually to see how we 
might partner in the work they’re doing. 
Only at this stage should we think about 
what we might actually add of value. So, I 
guess I’m really saying it takes a long time, 
a period of research and alliance building.

Finally, I’d argue that much of this focus 
on global partnerships has to be linked to 
organizing. You can only do this type of 
global work if students learn about global 
activist strategies. What does this mean? 
It means we need to teach more than how 
to write an academic essay or develop a 
writing course curriculum. This work means 
developing experiences in grassroots 
organizing and a certain type of alliance 
building. Once we shift what we mean by 
service in the local to service in the global, it 
shifts what we have to teach in our graduate 
classes. (Though I would argue that we really 
should have been teaching such activist 
practices even when focused on the local 
as traditionally framed in our field.) I’ve said 
this in other contexts, but it applies here. 
Essentially, I’m saying that to describe our 
field as progressive and publicly committed, 

but to not teach the organizing skills, which 
are part of any rhetorical practice, is a bit of 
a bait and switch. So really taking on such 
work requires a fundamental re-ordering 
of how we create “scholars” in our field.

L&D: That’s a useful model to get started, 
especially as more and more people do 
this work. In the current political climate, 
there’s been a steady march toward 
activism. What do you feel like the 
field’s attitude toward activism is at this 
moment? 

SP: I would say there’s really a set of fields. 
There are those in the field who are most 
concerned about making us a real discipline: 
they want to claim our classrooms as spaces 
that we develop, control, and research. I 
understand that argument as it relates to 
labor conditions: if you can control your 
own program/department there is stronger 
argument to claims about also controlling 
labor conditions. In the academy, it seems 
the first move is to claim disciplinary status. 
However, beyond that strategic aim, I 
don’t get the drive to separate ourselves 
from other important knowledge bases 
and disciplines. For instance, the version 
of “Writing about Writing” where you end 
up reading our scholarship in a freshman 
writing class, I don’t find to be a particularly 
important political project at this moment 
beyond the issue of labor. I think the 
more important question might be what 
other disciplines do our classrooms—at 
all levels—need to include if we are to 
provide students with a nuanced sense 
of how language/writing might operate 
in public debates in a global context. In 
that sense, history, political economy, 
religious studies seem just as important for 
students to read as our insights on literacy.

The part of the field that interest me most 
right now is not so much a particular 
area—like my own work in community 
literacy—as much as a generational shift. 
I’m very excited about the new generation 
of teacher/scholars coming in the field, 
about how they are challenging some of the 
work that we thought was important. (“We” 
being the 50 year olds who are still in the 
field.) When I was coming into the field, 
the activism was focused on anti-apartheid 
struggles, AIDS, and, of course, Reagan, 
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with his attack on the working-class among 
many other populations. Those are the 
things that animated us, and that’s what led 
to service-learning morphing into a more 
activism-based enterprise. It seems to me 
that this generation, however, understands 
how this version of activism was probably 
too closely aligned with disciplinary 
consolidation. It was an activism premised 
on validating our research models and not 
necessarily focused on systemic change in 
local or global contexts. This generation is 
much more willing to take a risk and define 
activism as grassroots organizing and 
collaboration with communities to confront 
racial and economic issues. If that model 
can take hold, then that’s a very powerful 
transformation of how discipline works. It’s 
certainly much different then “writing about 
writing” as a ruling paradigm.

In that sense, activism today has multiple 
meanings. There’s the activism to consolidate 
our discipline within traditional frameworks 
by excluding other field’s important insights. 
There is aligned activism of service learning, 
which is more moderate than this political 
moment needs. Then there’s this upcoming 
generation who are pushing for grassroots 
organizing for social change as central to 
our field. I’m sure that the first two versions 
of activism will continue to have space in our 
field. I might stand in an odd relationship 
to both, but the fact of these conversations 
shows the vitality of our field. My hope is 
that we realize the value of this generation’s 
efforts and that we actively support it. To 
distort Corbett’s “Open Hand, Closed Fist” 
article, what we really need right now is an 
open hand to what this generation is doing, 
welcoming it in, thinking seriously about the 
challenges they bring to our work. That said, 
I’m afraid we will enforce the closed fist, the 
narrowest sense of our disciplinary work and 
identity, and define this work as “not what we 
do.” To the extent this is already happening, 
I think it is cause real tensions in our field.

One last thing about activism, I’m very 
fortunate to have done some work with the 
Latinx Caucus and the Asian/Asian American 
Caucus, so I am little bit more aware of some 
conversations than I was earlier in my life. It’s 
so clear that we have some really fascinating 
grad students entering our field who bring 
have African American, Latino, Dominican, 

pan-Asian backgrounds, heritages, and 
cultural knowledges. Yet, we (meaning 
folks like me) need to recognize that the 
experience of many graduate students of 
color is one of encountering racism and 
discrimination within our graduate programs. 
Carmen Kynard has it dead on when she 
argues in Literacy and Composition Studies 
that we do not pay enough attention 
to what that experience is like for those 
students. That we haven’t shifted our 
graduate school cultures to account for 
the valuable knowledges and embodied 
experiences they bring into our seminars. 

It’s been almost 40 years since Students’ 
Right to their Own Language and we still 
ask our graduate students to swim in a 
sea of whiteness. That’s comforting for 
some, I suppose, but it’s discriminatory and 
alienating for all these emergent scholars. 
I believe it is one of the reasons why our 
field remains predominantly white in terms 
of who receives PhDs. And it’s going to stay 
white until we recognize and address the 
damage we’re doing to people mentally, 
intellectually, and physically—until folks like 
me recognize how we are perpetuating racist 
structures. So I’m am very interested in those 
graduate student activists who are really 
pushing against the white nationalist politics 
of the Trump era and who are thinking 
about how those strategies, arguments, 
and beliefs can be productively engaged 
with our classrooms and our scholarship. 
To me, they’re people who are central to 
redefining the field. If we can just not block 
their efforts because we’re afraid of what 
it will mean to “our discipline” and to our 
“identity,” then maybe we can live up to the 
progressive rhetoric that fills our journals. 

L&D: In “Sinners Welcome: The Limits 
of Rhetorical Agency,” you talk about 
grassroots activism as something that 
should be part of our curriculum, and 
you’ve touched on some ideas about 
what that might look like, particularly in 
describing the classes that you’re working 
on. How can writing scholars move towards 
“the political” as opposed to “the social” 
in productive ways that benefit research, 
teaching, and service? Along those lines, 
how can we do that in the current climate?
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SP: First, in a Trump world–where facts seem 
to have less currency–scholarship that uses 
the traditional tools of citation, fact-based 
evidence, and nuanced argumentation to 
publicly show alternative facts are bogus 
is of incredible political importance. For 
example, my colleagues Rebecca Howard 
and Crystal Hendricks are doing wonderful 
work on fake news. Then there are human 
rights activists, such as those at Syrians for 
Truth and Justice, who are using similar 
tools to archive the human rights abuses 
occurring so that the perpetrators can 
eventually be prosecuted. It’s old school 
scholarship, but it’s deeply important. 

I also think it’s important to realize the real 
material dangers graduate students, tenure-
track assistant professors, and adjunct labor 
face when taking on traditional activist 
activities (organizing, lobbying, protesting, 
pushing policies, trying to create and 
legislate a political change). There is a real 
danger there. For instance, friends of mine 
in Colorado have just been attacked by the 
National Association of Scholars for doing 
service-learning work. 

Sometimes we send young activist scholars 
out there and more or less say, “Do it 
by yourself.” When this happens, they 
become isolated and easy targets for public 
campaigns against political work by faculty. 
My general advice is that before taking on 
such work, it’s best to spend time building 
alliances with their peers, networking with 
important public actors on their issue of 
concern, and to work as part of collectives. 
I did a campaign in Syracuse where we 
actually formed a community organization 
out of folks who were unorganized. Part of 
that was training a whole cadre of people so 
that you’re never alone on the stage; you’re 
never the only person holding the sign. 
There is surprising power in numbers. That’s 
an important lesson, I think.

That is, I think it’s important for faculty to 
think about who on city council should be 
part of this project; who in the public schools 
has the status that can support this project; 
who’s an important local religious or business 
leader who might want to join the project. 
Start by listening and gaining the trust of 
those people and learning what the actual 
issue in that local context, where your skills 

align within this collective effort, learning to 
work collaboratively. Then if you are attacked, 
you have a backstop–a set of people to 
defend you. In other words, if the business 
community attacks, you have the business 
person to speak on your behalf, if the political 
community attacks, you have a political ally. 
And this isn’t just about protecting your 
interests, more fundamentally, it’s about 
protecting the work being done. Not letting 
it be sabotaged because there isn’t enough 
support for the work.

For graduate students, in particular, they 
need to be careful what the program they 
attend. They have to find one or two senior 
scholars in their potential department who 
will be their advocate, who will defend their 
work as vital to our disciplinary field, who help 
them turn that activism into the dissertation 
because we need scholarship that shows the 
importance of this work. If they don’t have 
strong faculty backing, or they’re unable to 
build that coalition, they may not want to 
take on such work right away. They may need 
to decide that isn’t the time in their career 
when they can do such work. I think it’s fine 
to think long-term about their commitments. 

Finally, I tell graduate students being a 
professor is not the only important job in 
the world. I don’t think that what we learn 
in composition and rhetoric can only be 
applied in the classroom. It has public 
significance and value. For that reason, I 
am quite comfortable if students who are 
ABD decide they want to go work for SEIU 
(Service Employees International Union), for 
example. To me, that speaks to the value of 
our degree. Part of it is also deciding as an 
individual if you believe the limited activism 
that the field allows hits your moral core. 
If after a couple of years at grad school, 
you find the classroom and the scholarship 
impede your activism, then what you’re 
really saying is “I learned some really great 
theories and gained some really great tools, 
but I’m going to go work at the Center 
for Worker Justice. That’s what I’m going 
to place in my life.” That seems a totally 
legitimate decision. We over-romanticize 
and train graduate students to think we’re 
the most important people in the world. 
We’re really like one floor in a ten-floor 
building on a huge campus. I like to keep 
everything in perspective. 
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L&D: To transition a bit to your editorial 
work, we’re curious how you characterize 
that as activist work.

SP: Editing is a collaborative enterprise, 
somewhat like community organizing.  What 
you really do as an editor is develop a 
community of scholars who are committed 
to a certain set of values, and then you 
work within that network to find scholarship 
that matches those values. I think when 
you develop these collectives, you want to 
be mindful that a room full of white male, 
tenured R1 scholars is not particularly 
representative of who teaches in our field, 
takes our classes, or conducts research. You 
need those different labor and heritage 
positions in the room. That collective 
conversation is important. I’m consistently 
surprised how young scholars—people who 
just finished their dissertations—can write 
200 pages about pedagogy, for instance, 
and not address race, gender, or ethnicity. 
When you build an editorial board, that 
collective of scholars can change what 
counts as scholarship, the demands we 
place on it, and expand our responsibilities 
as scholars. They can help us get to the 
point where someone can’t say the term 
“our field” and only talk about white 
people, or can’t say “our field” and only 
use Westernized views of knowledge, and 
talk about our field as only a US enterprise 
since we’re now teaching composition all 
over the world now.  For me, part of editing 
is changing what counts as scholarship and, 
in that sense, it has a community organizing 
component. 

Sometimes it’s also about changing the 
authority structures of publishing as well. For 
instance, years ago Cristina Kirklighter and I 
started the Writing and Working for Change 
series, published by Parlor Press. The idea 
was to change who has authority to write 
the history of our field. We wanted to create 
a venue where populations of scholar/
teachers who have been under-represented 
in our field and provide them the tools to 
articulate their value (and values) in their 
own terms, their own structure. Originally, 
this project was linked to documenting the 
work of SIG/caucuses in our field, such as 
the Latinx or Asian/Asian American Caucus.” 
For these histories, the caucuses have full 
editorial control of the book; it’s their work. 

This is self-generated knowledge within 
communities that should be valued. More 
recently, within the Writing and Working 
for Change series, we are exploring how 
to use multimodal scholarship to do some 
transformative publishing on what publicly 
committed scholarly writing looks like. That 
is to say, the series is asking activist/scholars 
to help decide what academic writing 
should look like, to define what the new 
scholarship will be in our field, and who has 
the authority to be considered a “scholar.” 
It’s an intentionally experimental and 
social justice oriented series. There will be 
moments of failure, for sure, but I believe it 
is a very important to have such an inventive 
space in our field. And needless to say, I find 
it incredibly exciting to be able to work on it. 

One final comment: I should say that 
the more I edit, the more I think a lot of 
young scholars are being asked to leave 
behind important moral and political 
commitments–commitments they thought 
the field represented–in order to produce a 
dissertation that seems likely to get them a 
job. I was pretty poor as a graduate student, 
so I completely understand that need, that 
anxiety. But, I don’t want to ask students to 
sell out their moral core to get a job. And 
I’m worried as we professionalize, as the 
economy worsens in the academy, we are 
losing a disciplinary space which represents 
a more activist tradition in our field.  For 
instance, I’m part of the Best of Rhetoric 
and Composition Journals series, which 
publishes an anthology of the best work in 
our field every year. Through this, I learned 
there is something like 45 journals right now 
in our field. But there is not one journal that 
tries to account for how activism enacted 
on the street should inform our teaching; 
not one journal focused on our activism in 
the streets period. It’s just not there. There’s 
occasional articles, but there’s no place to 
consolidate that information, that history. 
Without a space for it to be gathered, 
learned from, it’ll be dispersed, dissipated, 
and lost. That’s what I saw with the working-
class writers in England. That’s why we did 
the archive. So I worry a lot about that when 
people write the history of our field, they 
won’t have access to this important part of 
our legacy. And as grad students learn the 
history of our field, they won’t learn that 
legacy, the full range of what it means to be 
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“professional,” and have a limited sense of 
what is possible. I suppose the Writing and 
Working for Change series does some of this 
work, but hopefully, a journal dedicated to 
this work can be created. 

So I guess, in general, I think of editing as 
intervening to allow more space for people 
who have traditionally not been represented 
to have power. Sometimes that’s forming 
a very representative editorial board who 
can push on traditional scholarship, and 
sometimes it’s creating your own venue and 
using your resources to do it. But I think, at 
its base, it’s about understanding scholarship 
as one means to learn from the broad range 
of intellectuals, activists, and teachers that 
inhabit our field.

L&D: We feel like we’re primed for quite 
a bit of change as a field.

SP: I don’t want to be seen as saying every 
scholar of this generation is an activist–
or activism is the only legitimate way to 
participate in our field. (Or that I have 
some particularly great understanding 
of our field.) I am certain, however, that 
there many graduate students in this new 
emergent generation of professors who are 
fundamentally challenging the racist nature 
of our larger culture and our field’s seeming 
acceptance of its own racist structures. I am 
certain that we can’t have a Black Lives Matter 
movement or campaigns to support DACA 
and not have the equivalent struggles within 
our field. I just don’t see how we can ignore 
this cultural moment. So unless the field 
pushes all of those concerns out and creates 
a very conservative disciplinary identity, I 
don’t see how there’s not going to be a very 
important set of confrontations over the next 
decade. And I just hope I have the insight 
and courage to be on the right side of history.

Spring 2017, a meme (by @queentrash__) 
keeps going around that says:

High School Teachers: “I’m not 
going to share my political beliefs. It’s 
unprofessional.”
 
College Teachers: “What is the square 
root of fuck Tump?”  

 
I show the meme to first-year writing students, 
although I know it’s potentially an avenue to 
thorny conversations about free speech. 
 
I don’t need to say “fuck Trump.” Every time 
he opens his mouth, racist, xenophobic, 
ableist, misogynist rhetoric tumbles out. The 
election provides the opportune moment for 
analysis.
 
Profoundly non-consensual rhetoric
 
Before learning Trump was running against 
Hillary Clinton for 45th President of the 
United States, I had already planned to 
teach “The Art and Practice of Consent,” a 
first-year writing course.

I hadn’t thought about that guy in years, a 
smarmy billionaire once recorded saying, 
“I just start kissing them. It’s like a magnet. 
Just kiss. I don’t even wait. And when you’re 
a star they let you do it. You can do anything 
... Grab them by the pussy.”1

During the campaign cycle, his face was 
everywhere, an admitted sexual perpetrator, 
given an international platform.

Daily Reading List:

Instead of:
• Gay, Roxane. “The Safety of Illusion/The 

Illusion of Safety.” (TW: sexual assault
• Shaw-Thornburg, Angela. “This is a 

Trigger Warning.” (TW: sexual assault)
• Rugnetta, Mike. “What’s the Deal with 

Campus Trigger Warnings?” 
• “University of Chicago: ‘We Do Not 

Support So-called ‘Trigger Warnings.’”

Read/Listen to/View:
• Obama, Michelle. “This is Not Normal.”
• Petrol Girls, “Touch Me Again.” (Explicit)
• Boekbinder, Kim. “Pussy Grabs Back.” 

(Explicit)

Trigger Warning (TW): This piece might be triggering to survivors of sexual assault.
Please take whatever form of care you need.

Column—Teaching Consent When a Perp is Running for President
by Kathleen Livingston
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Teaching a feminist first-year writing course 
on consent means responding to timely 
events. Some days we’re supposed to read 
about trigger warnings, but we need to 
talk about a Presidential candidate being a 
sexual perpetrator instead.
 
“Which would you rather talk about—the 
rhetoric of trigger warnings, or the rhetoric 
of the election?” All three sections of my 
class say: the election.

Discussion Questions:
 
1. Consent is the art of using language and 

our bodies to negotiate boundaries, 
limits, desire, and risk, among other 
elements. Discuss with your small 
group how Donald Trump’s statement 
about grabbing women does or does 
not violate consent.

2. Written response: In Michelle Obama’s 
2016 speech “This is Not Normal,” 
what is her revision to rape culture? 
What does she mean about Trump’s 
language and our culture by “this is not 
normal”?

This was not just a “lewd conversation”. 
This wasn’t just locker-room banter. This 
was a powerful individual speaking freely 
and openly about sexually predatory 
behavior, and actually bragging about 
kissing and groping women, using 
language so obscene that many of us 
were worried about our children hearing 
it when we turn on the TV. . .
 
It is cruel. It’s frightening. And the truth 
is, it hurts.
 
. . . This is not normal. This is not 
politics as usual. This is disgraceful. It 
is intolerable. And it doesn’t matter 
what party you belong to – Democrat, 
Republican, independent – no woman 
deserves to be treated this way. None of 
us deserves this kind of abuse (Obama).

3. Artists may use rage / humor to 
promote consent culture. Listen to the 
Petrol Girls’ song “Touch Me Again.”

  
My domain my temple and my territory 
my pleasure 
Cut cut cut it out 
My desire my right to choose or to refuse 
this encounter 

Cut cut cut it out 
My agency that non consensual contact 
tries to take from me 
Cut cut cut it out

4.  Watch Kim Boekbinder’s “Pussy Grabs  
Back.” How do rage and humor function as 
rhetorical strategies to “grab back” at sexist 
and misogynist rhetoric?
 
The video features cut outs of 1950s-style 
paper dolls with cat heads, dancing. It 
samples Trump’s own words, using them 
to critique the rhetoric of perpetration in a
cut ‘n paste style.
 

Pussy
Pussy
“Hey, when you’re a star they let you do it.”
Pussy
Pussy
“You can do anything.”
“Grab ‘em by the pussy.”
Pussy grabs back. . .

Question: How do we make consent 
culture normal?
 
Answer: Cut n’ paste a world where 
consent is valued.
 
In Feminist Rhetorical Practices, Jacqueline 
Jones Royster and Gesa E. Kirsch tell writing 
instructors to understand feminist rhetorics 
as “a social phenomenon, rather than more 
simply a public phenomenon.”2 
 
To recognize women’s ideas, and I would 
also say queer and trans people’s ideas, we 
need to understand “social circulation”–how 
they’re “transmitted through language and 
relationships”–rather than only valuing ideas 
broadcast widely in the public sphere.3

 
Consent culture circulates through social 
networks, including social media. In these 
spaces, young women, queer and trans people, 
and pro-feminist men theorize consent, telling 
stories using their own languages and images, 
or remixing ones found online.
 
Quickly I learn some students have Tumblr, 
a blogging platform used predominantly by 
youth and a haven for underground culture 
and ideas. They are already blogging, making 
gifs, theorizing about what it means for a 
perpetrator to run for President. 
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Some spent their teens scanning Scarleteen 
sex ed articles and exploring their bodies.4 
But some have religious families or had 
abstinence-only sex ed. Some grew up places 
with scarce internet access, where inclusive 
sex ed websites were banned. 
 
I am as direct as possible when telling them 
what I know:

“1 in 5 girls and 1 in 20 boys will be a victim 
of sexual abuse perpetrated before age 18” 
(National Center for Victims of Crime statistics). 

1 in 8 lesbians, half of bisexual men, and 4 of 
10 gay men, and 64% of transgender people are 
survivors (National Center for Lesbian Rights).
 
An empirical study done by social scientists K. 
Lalor and R. McElvaney in 2010 suggests these 
children are “13.7 times more likely to experience 
sexual assault in their first year of college.”5

When it’s over. . .
 
After people march in the streets, when 
the Inauguration and the school year end, 
we have a known perpetrator as President. 
Everyone I talk to feels stunned and numb.
 
It won’t be until May 2017, while walking 
around the Chicago Zine Fest, when these 
stories will come. I pick up a copy of Ifer 
Moore’s zine Trump Reminds Me of My 
Rape and start to paste together the pieces.
 
Teaching three classes as first-year students 
put language to their terror. How I choked 
out some words, feeling responsible as a 
teacher and a rhetor for knowing what to 
say. How the classroom became an intimate 
space, taut with possibility and risk, ruled by 
consent as a common ethical dilemma. 

All of the makings of a good story.

Emotion. Students cried hard, as if in 
mourning. 

Action. Students spent the class with 
hoodies up; and we knew without words 
what it meant.

Desire for connection. Students asked for 
a hug. 
 
Powerful speech. They made passionate 
appeals for their queer siblings, immigrant 
neighbors, or Muslim families, to be safe.

 Writing deeply and talking openly about 
consent means we all had to come up with 
language for consent in community, and in 
conflict.

I want to be powerful enough to say the 
students with the red hats reconsidered. They 
finally understood what the big deal was 
about consent. But that would be fiction. This 
has been a politically traumatic year.

. . .the memories arrange themselves, 
with seemingly no order

2016, sitting in a coffee shop writing about 
consent class, I glance over at the guy at 
the table over, who has his dick out of his 
shorts. Calmly, I get up to discuss this with 
the barista who says, “that guy? It happens 
all the time.”
 
It happens all the time. 
 
Out of town for a wedding, my partner and 
I go on a hike. I am doing a handstand on 
some rocks, when a man nearby takes out 
his phone camera and says, “let me come 
around this side of you, so I can get a look 
at your tits.”
 
It happens all the time. Like the track is 
skipping.
 
“Alt-right” speaker, Milo Yiannopoulos, 
who got internet famous for saying rape is 
just a fantasy, is paid to speak on campus. 
 
It happens all the time. 

The former University Physician, a local 
Osteopath, is accused by more than 
80 people, mostly female gymnasts, of 
sexual assault, as well as federal child 
pornography charges.6

It happens all the time. 

A student discloses that they are already 
a survivor. The tenth time that semester, 
I learn to be grateful when the disclosure 
happens in a neutral space, an office with 
an open-door policy, awash in ideal lighting 
and carefully tended plants. Though more 
likely, it happens by surprise—when I am up 
past midnight reading personal essays, while 
students mingle in the hallway after class. 
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It happens all the time. When it does, I 
lean on federal Title IX regulations, revised 
in 2015, requiring all federally funded 
colleges and universities to get students the 
resources they are entitled to under the law 
(U.S. Department of Education). Even as I 
know they can and will be taken away.7

I devour Ifer Moore’s brilliant, lyrical 
zine, Trump Reminds Me of My Rape, a 
collection of ten vignettes, with illustrations 
hand drawn by K.V. Natan. Moore writes, 
“Here I’ve collected memories that haunt 
me along with the images that calmed me.”
 
I get a persistent image. Using the sharpest 
blade to cut away every bit of language 
suggesting violence is ever deserved. We 
sharpen our consent language and prepare 
to defend ourselves.  
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During the Summer of 2016, following the 
shooting deaths of Philando Castile and 
Alton Sterling by police officers, Lauren and 
Leah Palmer sought healing and community. 
Friends reached out to them, needing to 
mourn, and the Palmer sisters and their 
family responded by offering their home as a 
gathering place for the heavy-hearted. They 
made a plan “to create a safe space for people 
of all contexts and experiences to grieve, to 
acknowledge systematic injustices, to practice 
healthy conversations with members of other 
groups” (The Conversation OKC Statement). 
This meeting turned into a productive 
series called “The Conversation OKC,” 
which sparked intellectual and emotional 
conversation and reflection. About a month 
after the series ended and mere hours after 
the 2016 election, Kate Strum, a friend of 
the Palmer sisters, reached out to Leah, 
Lauren, and a couple of like-minded friends 
(including Hillary Coenen) with the broad goal 
of addressing the denial of systemic racism 
through listening and responding. We were 
all in. Despite family challenges, emotional 
overload, and hectic schedules, we met that 
week to get to work. 

After a couple of hours of discussion in an 
Oklahoma City coffee shop, we decided 
that we wanted to do more than initiate 
conversations; we wanted to provide 
communities with tools for really listening 
to each other and responding thoughtfully. 
Thinking of concerns she heard from several 
(mostly white) folks during The Conversation 
OKC, Leah reminded us of some attendees 
who were worried about the responses of 
their loved ones to their advocacy. While 
most of the folks at The Conversation 
believed in or had participated in Black 
Lives Matter protests or activities, they faced 
concern, resistance, and sometimes anger 
from loved ones and colleagues who either 
didn’t understand or empathize with the 
need for the protests or believed Black Lives 
Matter to be violent or overzealous. Many 
of the attendees seemed very motivated to 
address this fear and misplaced anger, but 
most felt unequipped to have productive 
conversations about racial justice with 
people they cared about. While many 
people receive training in rhetoric and 
argument in high school and college, it 
seemed clear to us that the majority would 
benefit from practice with listening. All of 
us have been educators at some point in 
time, so we put on our teaching hats and 
began developing an instructional workshop 
relying on rhetorical principles. 

We decided on a workshop model that 
emphasized community, hoping to enact 
a grassroots approach to education and 
advocacy. We called this model The 
Conversation Workshops, or CW, because of 
its roots in The Conversation OKC and our 
emphasis on strategies for intentional 

Scene Report—Creating the Conversation Workshops in Oklahoma City
by Hillary Coenen with Kate Strum

CW project team.
Left to right: Kate, Leah, Hillary, and Lauren.
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dialogue. Advertising and recruiting 
participants operates through a facilitator 
who provides information about the 
event to members of their community and 
extends invitations to those they feel are 
interested and ready. While we’ve observed 
educational workshops that advertise to 
communities by extending broad invitations, 
we knew we wanted to engage with existing, 
self-sustaining groups that could offer 
support and accountability to their members 
and transform communities from within. We 
also felt that CW would only work well with 
participants who are ready to begin doing 
the tough interpersonal work of addressing 
racism, so a broad invitation seemed like a 
significant risk. CW seeks facilitators involved 
in many different kinds of communities, and 
so far we have reached out to educators, 
church groups, social organizations, and 
parent groups, all of which are integral to 
the way that Oklahoma culture and attitudes 
have been and continue to be socially 
constructed. 

Both the recruiting model and the curriculum 
were intended to respond to local needs 
and attitudes, which is why we’ve described 
this as a grassroots project. Only the Palmer 
sisters (half of the CW project team) were 
born and raised in the Oklahoma City area, 
but Kate and Hillary live in the area now and 
have spent a great deal of time getting to 
know the community. The Conversation OKC 
events hosted by the Palmer sisters provided 
a wealth of information about the needs and 
goals of social-justice minded locals, and 
this information has informed our choice to 
include national, regional, and local histories 
of systemic racism and a feminist invitational 
rhetorical model in the curriculum  (Foss and 
Griffin). We also incorporate information, 
excerpts, and concepts from McIntosh’s 

popular “Invisible Knapsack” essay, DuVernay’s 
documentary 13th, and Alexander’s The 
New Jim Crow, in addition to a collection 

of think pieces and videos available online.
The primary tool offered by CW, is the 
invitational model, which, according to our 
CW materials: 

“views conversation as an invitation to 
the audience (Partner B) to enter your 
(Partner A’s) world and see it as you do in 
order to generate understanding among 
those with different perspectives. If 
Partner B accepts, this approach fosters a 
relationship rooted in equality, immanent 
value, and self-determination. In order to 
achieve this goal, both Partners must be 
on board with the process, understand 
each other’s goals for the conversation, 
and be willing to listen.” 

This description of invitational discussion 
relies on Foss and Griffin’s “Beyond 
Persuasion: A Proposal for an Invitational 
Rhetoric.” In their article, Foss and Griffin 
characterize invitational rhetoric as offering 
“an invitation to understanding” and relying 
on “the offering of perspectives and the 
creation of the external conditions of safety, 
value, and freedom” (2). 

The invitational approach has been critiqued 
by Lozano-Reich and Cloud as ineffective for 
addressing problems of political, economic, 
or social inequity, and they advocate an 
“uncivil tongue” for addressing issues of 
racism and inequality. We agree that “an 

Leah leads discussion at a CW event.

A participant considers new 
information presented in CW materials.
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uncivil tongue” and anger are often essential 
for making change, but the CW project 
team wants to offer an additional strategy. 
Concerns about problems of assumed 
equality and critiques that this approach 
might be too passive to significantly change 
attitudes about race are warranted, but 
we believe in this model as a response to 
very particular situations. This invitational 
model will only be effective in situations 
where both parties recognize each other’s 
immanent value and self-determination (thus 
their right to accept or reject any invitation, 
assumption, or conclusion). This practice 
can be transformative for communities 
that are in desperate need of trust, mutual 
respect, and transparency. One reason this 
system of mutual recognition works is that 
our curriculum emphasizes that all of us are 
informed by systems of racism and implicit 
bias. If CW participants, who act as the inviter 
or Partner A in our conversation scenarios, 
recognize their own implicit biases and 

inability to escape emotional or psychological 
responses informed by systemic racism, they 
will be able to engage intentionally and 
empathetically with their invited partner or 
Partner B. This intentional approach may not 
be able to cleanse each person of implicit 
bias or to deprogram racism, but it can be 
transformative by fostering self-awareness 
and offering strategies for responding to our 
programming actively with a mind toward 
justice and equity.

Besides Hillary, the project leaders are 
not rhetoric scholars, but our instructional 
strategies draw heavily from three of our 
collaborative experiences as leaders in a 
university writing center and the reading and 
training in rhetoric we received there. Because 
the CW curriculum provides resources 

for those who want to hone their skills in 
practicing listening, patience, accountability, 
and confident leadership, many of the tools 
we hope participants develop are very similar 
to a writing center director’s hopes for their 
writing consultants. Thus the workshop 
draws upon the pedagogical moves often 
incorporated into writing center training. 
We use tools for reflexivity, conversation 
modeling, and an instructional flowchart 
about invitational discussion to assist with 
the process of intentional conversation. 

The process of engaging in invitational 
conversations is very much like the peer-to-
peer pedagogy that occurs within a writing 
center consultation. This was not necessarily 
a deliberate goal on the part of the CW 
project team, but as we discussed the 
curriculum, we began to discover and build 
upon the parallels. 

While the project team was excited about 
applying the scholarly lessons of invitational 
rhetoric in our curriculum for public use, 
we did have some concerns. Kate explains 
that one of the challenges of incorporating 
approaches from rhetoric and composition 
into the CW curriculum, is that the project 
leaders feel, as we should, a responsibility 
to practice what we teach. Invitational 
rhetoric can be challenging for anyone, and 
especially in the arena of race relations. 
We all feel the importance of being able 
to talk the talk, since in many ways that is 
just as important as walking the walk. This 
is not only important for ethical reasons, 
but also because it will make us better 
teachers and leaders. One of our goals is 
to create a symbiotic relationship between 
our academic, rhetorical approach and the 
flexibility needed on the ground based on 
what we see, hear, and experience both in 

The CW participants and team discuss the 
invitational discussion model.

A participant writes,
considering the effects of implicit bias.
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order to generate the most useful tools as 
well as to be sure that approach remains 
accessible to our community. Another 
problem we regularly face is our desire to 
emphasize that the invitational model is not 
appropriate for everyone in every situation. 
We feel that it’s especially important to 
acknowledge the value and need for anger 
in response to oppression. The model that 
we advocate is for particular situations, and 
we believe in it, but we do not have it on a 
pedestal or see it a more valuable than other 
forms of protest or advocacy.

Considering the relationship between CW 
curriculum and rhetoric and writing center 
pedagogy, a partnership between CW and a 
university seemed natural. Hillary, a doctoral 
student at Oklahoma State University, hoped 
to write about CW for her dissertation, and 
Writing Center Director Dr. Anna Sicari 
agreed that the project was consistent with 
the mission of the Writing Center, which 
facilitates “open participation” and works to 
“celebrate diversity and growth by providing 
an environment in which differences are 
respected and students are encouraged 
to explore diverse voices” (OSU Writing 
Center). In the academic year of 2017–2018, 
the OSU Writing Center will facilitate CW 
geared toward tutors, student groups, 
staff, and faculty in order to help people 
who feel moved to address the denial and 
perpetuation of systemic racism to reach out 
to people with whom they have preexisting 
relationships built on trust and respect, 
using strategies rooted in intentionality and 
invitational rhetoric. 

Find more information about the workshops 
at conversationworkshopsok.com, or follow 
us on Instagram @conversationworkshopsok.

Works Cited

13th. Directed by Ava DuVernay, Kandoo 
Films, 7 Oct. 2016. Netflix.

Alexander, Michelle. The New Jim Crow: Mass 
Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness. 
The New Press, 2010. 

Foss, Sonja J., and Cindy L. Griffin. “Beyond 
Persuasion: A Proposal for an Invitational 
Rhetoric.” Communication Monographs, vol. 
62, 1995, pp. 1-18. 

Lozano-Reich, Nina M., and Dana L. Cloud. 
“The Uncivil Tongue: Invitational Rhetoric and 
the Problem of Inequality.” Western Journal of 
Communication, vol. 73, no. 2, 2009, pp. 220-226.

McIntosh, Peggy. “White Privilege and Male 
Privilege: A Personal Account of Coming to See 
Correspondences Through Work in Women’s 
Studies.” Wellesley College Center for Research 
on Women, Working Paper no. 189, 1988.

OSU Writing Center. Oklahoma State U, 21 
Aug. 2017, osuwritingcenter.okstate.edu/

About the Authors

Hillary Coenen is a doctoral candidate 
in English–Rhetoric & Composition at 
Oklahoma State University. She has taught 
undergraduate English courses and 
worked in four writing centers in Texas and 
Oklahoma, and she is currently leading The 
Conversation Workshops Pilot at Oklahoma 
State, which is supported by the OSU 
Writing Center under the direction of Dr. 
Anna Sicari. Hillary is incredibly grateful to 
have the support of Dr. Sicari & OSU to work 
on a project that allows her to engage her 
passion and commitment to social justice, 
feminist rhetoric, writing center pedagogy, 
and collaborative, intersectional activism. 
Follow Hillary on Twitter: @HMCoenen.

Kate Strum divides her time between writing 
fiction and essays, working as an outpost 
editor for The New Territory Magazine, 
coordinating scholarly publishing for the 
University of Oklahoma Department of 
Anesthesiology, and collaborating on The 
Conversation Workshops. Kate served as 
Assistant Director of the Oklahoma State 
University Writing Center for three years, 
where she also earned an MFA in creative 
writing. Find Kate on Twitter @katestrum.

Hillary and participants listen as Leah discusses 
some alternatives to the invitational model.



 31

When I moved to Muncie, Indiana, in the 
summer of 2016, I wasn’t seeking out 
an opportunity to become a community 
organizer. After five years working as both 
an adjunct and a non-tenure-track instructor, 
I had finally landed a tenure track position. 
As a working-class, gender-nonconforming, 
multi-ethnic queer/trans person with white-
skin privilege, working at a Koch-funded 
university with Pence-appointed trustees, 
I intended to do my work, join community 
efforts where I could, and keep a low profile. 
Then the election happened. 
 
In late December, as forecasts of Trump’s 
White nationalist appointees continued to 
roll in, I did what many private citizens across 
the country began to do: I searched for a local 
resistance group in Muncie. Though the city 
hosts not one but two institutions of higher 
education, and though it has historically 
had a Democrat at its helm, Muncie is 
not a “blue” stronghold in an otherwise 
conservative state. It’d be more accurate, I 
think, to describe Muncie as a “purple” city 
in the very gerrymandered voting district of 
IN-6. Having been trained in voting rights 
activism in “purple” North Carolina during 
the 2007 democratic primary and 2008 
general election, I expected to find the 
activist networks I’d come to associate with 
political battleground areas. Finding none, 
I created an invite-only Facebook group 
called Muncie Resists. 
 
Even as I initiated the group, I was all too 
aware that I was an outsider to the area 
who had never led a community organizing 
group. My hope was that as Muncie 
Resists swelled to over 350+ members, 
an established community leader would 
emerge to tell us all what to do. As I learned 
later, those established community leaders 
were already busy working on their own 
(incredibly important) fronts. So when folks 
began to ask when Muncie Resists would 
hold its first meeting, I realized that maybe 
we were the organizers we had been waiting 
for. After hosting a few small-group planning 
meetings, I scheduled our first large-group 
meeting for mid-January of 2017.
 

As I set up tables and chairs for that 
meeting, I remember worrying, with my 
friend, colleague, and co-facilitator, Angela 
Jackson-Brown, that people would be 
demoralized if we couldn’t fill the thirty or 
so seats. As it turns out, we had to scramble 
to find more chairs. Over fifty people, 
who had learned of the group online and 
through word-of-mouth, showed up to our 
first public meeting that night. It was then 
that I realized I’d been making some very 
unfounded assumptions about the level 
of political engagement in my community. 
While there were, no doubt, a number of 
university faculty in attendance, over half 
of the community members who showed 
up (and who continue to show up) were 
non-academic community members—both 
from Muncie and far-flung neighboring rural 
towns across Indiana’s 6th district. 

Some of Muncie Resists’ efforts, thus far, 
have included organizing community 
phone-banking initiatives, holding a 
streaming townhall on the Affordable Care 
Act, mobilizing a multi-tiered campaign to 
support the city’s besieged public schools, 
and working with community and university 
stakeholders to reinstate an accessible polling 

Scene Report—Muncie Resists: Unsexy Activism in Rural Indiana
by G (GPat) Patterson
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locations for students who live on campus (see 
facebook.com/muncieresists/). While Muncie 
Resists has evolved to include a cohort of 
new leaders, my experience spearheading 

this organization has provided me with an 
opportunity re/learn important lessons about 
what it takes to mobilize community members 
for political action. Below, I synthesize a Top 
10 list of what I learned by applying these 
lessons to community organizing in East 
Central Indiana. 

1. The archetype of the bullhorn-toting, 
charismatic community organizer is a 
myth. Most of organizing is about 
showing up and doing behind the 
scenes work—like making copies, 
setting up chairs, answering emails, 
and arranging for a meeting space. 
Community organizing is about 
bringing people with various talents 
together to solve a problem (Hunter 
14–17). It’s not a one-person job. Ever.

2. The importance of holding regular 
meetings, at the same time and 
place, cannot be overstated. When 
choosing a space, make sure it is not 
only wheelchair accessible but also 
accessible for those with children and 
for those navigating public transit 
(Page et al, np). 

3. While community organizing has gone 
high-tech, what makes it sustainable is 
surprisingly old-school. For example, 
while social media initially played a 
part in gathering us together, it is 

sign-in sheets and email newsletters 
that ensure our action items don’t 
get buried in Facebook’s corporate 
algorithms. 

4. A successful community meeting is a 
lot like a successful lesson plan. Begin 
and end on time. Assign groups based 
on interests. When developing action 
items, be as specific as possible about 
the problem at hand, what you want 
them to do, and why it matters. Finally, 
develop methods for recognizing, 
encouraging, and holding members 
accountable for the tasks they agree to 
take on. 

5. What oftentimes keeps people 
showing up, week after week 
isn’t the work; it’s the people. In 
a dehumanizing political climate, it’s 
important to nurture one another—
through food, play, and opportunities 
to socialize (Page et al, np).

6. While it’s certainly important to center 
marginalized voices in leadership roles, 
it’s also just as important to support 
marginalized leaders and make sure 
they’re not taking on an unsustainable 
amount of work.  

7. Sustainability is contingent upon 
flexibility. Group leadership will change, 
and the size of the group will wax and 
wane. For that reason, it’s important to 
develop a structure that will work no 
matter how big or small the group gets 
(Bond and Exley 26).

8. Don’t reinvent the wheel. Where 
your goals overlap, align yourselves 
with already-existing local parties 
and nonprofits. What these groups 
sometimes lack in people power and 
technological savvy, they more than 
make up for in institutional memory 
and local political savvy. 

9. While top-down models like Indivisible 
and MoveOn.org encourage their 
members to contact members of 
congress, there are three reasons 
why it’s important to focus on local 
issues, too. First, local, administrative 
policies and practices have the most 

“Resist Symbol,” Galvanic Response, 
resistsymbol.com. Edited with permission.
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immediate effect on our lives (Spade 
93). Second, we have the most agency 
to effect change at the local level. 
Third, if we successfully disrupt local 
political ecologies, we’re much more 
likely to upset the balance of power 
at the national level. While fear and 
uncertainty surrounding the Trump 
administration helped fill seats during 
that first meeting, conversations and 
actions surrounding local issues have 
kept the group engaged through 
smaller-scale wins. 

10. People will tell you that you won’t 
win. And, in a red state, it’ll seem like 
you can’t win. But you can. When we 
want to change something, we often 
think of addressing those at the apex 
of power, who often happen to be the 
most unmovable. What we forget is 
that there are a lot of key stakeholders 
at the bottom, and if we successfully 
target those decision-makers, the 
whole structure comes tumbling down 
(Hunter 31–33). 

 
Coda/Confession: During my work with 
Muncie Resists, I’ve never once mentioned 
my profession or university affiliation. 
While part of this silence had to do with 
my institution’s post-election reminder 
discouraging employees from using 
state resources for political purposes (as 
if the reminder itself weren’t a political 
act), my silence was primarily rooted in a 
visceral disinterest in “public intellectual” 
narratives. As a marginalized person and 
first-generation educator, I tend to agree 
with Mathieu’s critique of academic culture 
vultures, who engage in community work 
(and capitalize off of marginalized people’s 
pain) for the simple convenience of aligning 
one’s research and service. On the other 
hand, I heartily disagree with those who 
claim that their scholarship (alone) is their 
activism. As scholars of rhetoric and writing, 
we have access to valuable skillsets and 
resources, and for that reason alone, we 
should enter the fight. 
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Liz & Don: In “Blood and Scholarship: 
One Mixed-Blood’s Story” (1999) and 
“Rhetorics of Survivance: How American 
Indians Use Writing” (2002) you detail 
how the “legitimizing discourse of rhetoric 
and composition” represents a colonial 
discourse because it relies on staking 
a claim to supposedly virgin territory 
and defending that land grab. You also 
describe survivance as an approach that 
American Indians have used to survive 
and resist such discourses. Could you 
elaborate on what survivance means, and 
how it represents decolonizing practices? 

Malea Powell: In that early work I say that I 
take the concept of survivance from Gerald 
Vizenor and his first big manifesto, Manifest 
Manners. Survivance is a really archaic word 
that means inheritance, but he takes it apart 
and says it’s not just that native people 
survive, it’s that we resist and persist. I think 
of survivance as using what you’ve been 
given by your community, your elders, and 
your ancestors to persist as a people or as 
a community and not to simply survive. For 
me, the persistence of indigenous practices 
is the decolonial part of it. When I wrote 
that article, I couldn’t see this, but now after 
Standing Rock and the things that are going 
on with First Nations communities in Canada 
like Walking With Our Sisters, it’s easier for 
many people to see how indigenous peoples 
engage in this dual practice of bringing the 
past forward while reinvigorating it for the 
future to stand as indigenous people despite 
all that discourse about our disappearances. 
That’s what I find really fascinating right now: 
young native activists are engaging in this 
practice without  feeling like they have to 
engage in that stereotypical “torn between 

worlds” discourse. This IS their world and 
they are like, “This is what we are here 
for. This is why we’re lawyers. This is why 
we’re doctors. This is why we’re artists and 
scholars and teachers.  This is why we’re 
PR reps.” Now, Dallas Goldtooth can go 
out and start a native production company 
that’s going to report the news relevant to 
Native peoples. Every day, folks are taking 
advantage of the tools that are here now in 
order to continue particular kinds of cultural 
practices but also to simply make visible a 
wide range of indigenous presences. When 
I wrote that essay, I couldn’t have imagined 
the kind of widespread presence that Native 
people now have across all kinds of social 
media. It wasn’t even a way that I thought 
about the world. When a lot of people think 
about decolonization they think of a kind 
of purity of just shrugging off the entire 
West. It’s not possible. We live in it. We 
buy groceries. We drive cars. The idea that 
you can bring sustaining ancestral cultural 
practices forward and adapt them to new 
tools and situations is significant. For me, 
that’s decolonial because it upsets the whole 
point of colonization, which was to erase 
indigenous cultures in North America.

L&D: How might this shape how others 
think about their home communities? 

MP: I think the idea that you have to connect 
to history gets carried forward. There are real 
consequences to not paying attention to 
history, and to how it gets carried forward. 
We’ve seen in the last week [with the white 
supremacists rallying in Charlottesville] some 
of those consequences of who tells the story 
of who “we” are, of how that story gets told, 
of not learning from history. Indigenous 
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communities are trying very hard to carry 
those lessons forward—with both good 
and bad consequences—so the idea that 
you’re not always making a brand new thing 
and you need to attend to all the members 
of the community even the ones that 
aren’t physically present anymore is really 
important. You can see this in mainstream 
scholarly culture, for example, in the kinds 
of problems that third-wave feminists had 
where folks were calling them out saying, 
“You forgot those of us who started the 
movement, and when you pay attention to 
us, it’s just to critique us because we weren’t 
pure and perfect according to your standards 
now.” That combination, attending to 
history and not needing purity, is something 
that communities need right now. The left 
needs that right now. As soon as somebody 
starts to say something genuine in any 
social- media forum, someone comes and 
corrects them. This isn’t one upmanship. 
We’re literally struggling for our collective 
survival here, so how can we do that in a way 
that’s respectful but that also acknowledges 
that humans make mistakes, that learning is 
a process of making mistakes.

L&D: Absolutely, and that connects to 
our next question about how survivance 
might work as a tactic for activism and 
community engagement in the academy 
given the political climate that we’re 
mired in right now, viz., the embattled 
tone surrounding criticisms and defenses 
of higher education.

MP: It feels more like a battle to me now in 
the community than it does in the academy. 
I don’t think that’s because the academy isn’t 
also difficult but because what’s happening 
in the world in general is so difficult that it’s 
hard to take a look at it and not be horrified. 
Movements like Standing Rock, and what’s 
happening now in Michigan with anti-line 
5 protests start in an indigenous space on 
indigenous land from indigenous practices, 
but then they map out to communities that 
are also worried about the quality of air and 
water around them. They promote the idea 
that we are going to work together and be 
respectful, but perfection is not the goal. 
The goal is clean water. And clean water 
is important to ALL humans so we have to 
work together, struggle together, to protect 
the water. It’s clear that colonization is bad 

for all of us—even though the 1% and the 
white supremacists don’t believe that—
so delinking from those colonial ways of 
thinking, or even being mindful of how your 
thinking is constrained by coloniality—both 
very difficult—still brings us a hundred miles 
down the road from where we started, I 
think.

L&D: The ideas about bringing the past 
forward and not getting caught up in purity 
move into our next question about how 
storytelling can function as a practice of 
survivance. In your scholarship, you make 
the case for storytelling as an integral 
part of scholarship that resists colonial 
practices. In English Studies storytelling 
often refers to things like narrative or in 
literature or literary devices. What do you 
mean by storytelling?

MP: I use the word story more than the 
word storytelling because I was raised in an 
academy where storytelling was something 
that happened in the folklore department 
or in anthropology—that idea that particular 
ways of representing knowledge were cute 
or folksy but not “real” knowledge. For me, 
that practice of story is about engaging 
in multilayered historical and experiential 
events that happen in a space or place and 
trying to represent them the best you can or 
representing them from your point of view 
but not in a way that implies nobody else’s 
point of view matters. One of the things I 
do when students tell me they want to work 
on a story or work from story is to ask them 
read some mainstream narrative theory so 
that they understand how story differs from 
narrative theory. Narrative theory and literary 
theory tries to apply a framework to a set of 
practices rather than immersing oneself in 
those practices and telling something out 
of them. That’s the difference. There are 
thousands of theories we can slap onto a set 
of experiences in a moment, but to dwell in 
those spaces and to hear, listen, and find a 
way to tell some of those stories is a different 
kind of practice. It is about engagement in a 
community. 

In some ways, this kind of practice is just good 
methodology—to engage with participants’ 
voices, but to also remember that those 
participants’ voices are more important 
than yours. They’re not just fodder for 
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your theory. They ARE theory, and learning 
how to let them be theory is difficult. It is 
difficult to learn how to hear those stories, 
to let them be theory, and to learn to argue 
for them as theoretically significant in our 
discipline. There is significant knowledge 
engagement happening, epistemology and 
ontology happening in those communities 
whether they’re indigenous or not—even in 
your neighborhood community. They have 
a history. They have a set of relationships. 
They have a relationship to space and place 
and institutions and to one another and to 
other communities, and that’s where the 
theory should come from. It should bubble 
up from those relationships and not be laid 
over the experience so that someone can 
categorize it and move on. That complexity 
of relations and community is present even 
in written texts—we just have to learn to 
see it. For example, in my early career I was 
deeply irritated with the way that Western 
scholars were studying the texts written by 
Native folks and trying to categorize them 
using formal categories like autobiography. 
Nineteenth century Native writers were 
portrayed as constantly falling short of 
attaining “true” autobiography or, if their 
writing fit the form, then they weren’t “real” 
Indians anymore. The category was used as 
a kind of purity measure that always wrote 
Native writers out of any kind of agency. 
And this made me extremely frustrated. 
I could see so much happening in those 
writings that wasn’t being acknowledged 
or dealt with because the significance of 
story a critical scholarly practices wasn’t 
allowed AS a scholarly approach. Story is 
a very immersive practice, and you can’t 
possibly share all the stories you learn in 
any given instance, but some of them can 
be constellated together to make sense of 
the moment. Those structures can then be 
broken apart and constellated in some other 
way to help make sense of other moments. 
Because I wasn’t producing THE reading that 
I wanted to elevate above all other readings, 
I was told again and again that this practice 
wasn’t “scholarly” or “theoretical,” only that 
it was anecdotal. 

L&D: In your Chair’s Address to the 2012 
Conference on College Composition and 
Communication, “Stories Take Place: A 
Performance in One Act,” you define story 
as “an event in which I try to hold some 

of the complex shimmering strands of a 
constellative, epistemological space long 
enough to share them with you” (384). 
How do stories relate to constellations? 

MP: Constellation is the metaphor of 
practice that makes the most sense to me 
because it acknowledges that what we’re 
doing is taking a set of things that exist 
and putting them together to make a story, 
to make knowledge. You can’t pretend it’s 
linear, that it’s the right way or “logical” in 
Western terms. None of those Western 
measures work if what you’re trying to 
think about is constellation or constellative 
practice because the randomness of the way 
you arrange those things to make the story, 
to make the picture that you see, is always 
omnipresent and always visible. You look at 
the stars, and if you were taught mainstream 
ways of thinking about stars, you can say, 
“There’s the Big Dipper. There’s the Milky 
Way.” You can do that with indigenous 
practice: “There’s the bear being pursued by 
three hunters.” There are all sorts of ways to 
look at the stars and make meaning, but the 
scholarly practice of constellating erases the 
possibility that there is one linear narrative, 
that there is one logical explanation or 
a single change of events. Constellating 
highlights the impermanence, ambiguity, 
and subjectivity of making that story in that 
moment in a way that no other metaphor has 
done for me, so I like it because of that. 

When you’re trained as a historian in rhetoric, 
you get caught in all that linearity and all 
those logical connections, and then when 
you step out of Western history-making 
practices, it becomes clear that linearity is 
a fantasy, a colonial story. If you ask people 
who study history,  “Is history a story?,” 
they almost always say yes. The narratives 
about historical events are stories created 
in particular ways for particular purposes, 
but if we have been raised in Western 
culture or in Western school systems, we 
still often see history as chronological. 
Anyway, understanding how all those 
stories can layer onto each other, how they 
are related, the only thing I could think to 
do was constellate. I tried archaeology 
and genealogy. They work a little bit, but 
they’re not as spatially commodious. That 
word was awful (laughing). There’s just not 
enough space in them. There’s not enough 
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multidimensional possibility in those 
metaphors for me. Constellating is a hard 
practice, but it’s not impossible, and a lot of 
folks are oriented towards it. If you’ve ever 
had to make stories about who you were in 
relation to the world because you don’t fit 
with the story you’re supposed to fit in, then 
you’re already well on your way to being 
able to do this. If you’ve ever had to go 
in a particular kind of performative drag—
middle-class drag, administrator drag, 
professor drag—you get it. If you’ve ever 
had to consciously and deliberately perform 
mainstream behaviors inside mainstream/
whitestream roles, then you already know 
that any given story in any given moment is 
not the totality of either stories or moments.

L&D: Absolutely, and in “Our Story 
Begins Here: Constellating Cultural 
Rhetorics” (2014), you work through the 
relationships among story, constellations, 
and epistemologies as emblematic of 
cultural rhetorics. It’s a complicated 
piece with a number of scholars offering 
different perspectives about what cultural 
rhetorics means, so we don’t want to 
reduce that here by asking you to define 
cultural rhetorics. Instead, we implore 
readers to check out that discussion. But, 
we’d like to talk about cultural rhetorics: 
could you tell us about how the Cultural 
Rhetorics Conference started?

MP: The first conference was in 2014 at 
Michigan State University. We tried to have 
one about five years earlier, and it just didn’t 
happen. I couldn’t figure out how to make 
the money work, and I couldn’t figure out 
how to make the labor of it work, how to 
gather an academic collective. But we did 
end up hosting the Feminisms & Rhetorics 
Conference a year or so later, and that 
helped me learn basic ways to manage 
labor, money, and conferences in general.

The Cultural Rhetorics Conference arose 
out of a couple places. One, we have a 
concentration in cultural rhetorics here. When 
I came here, it was a highly underdeveloped 
concentration. This program was meant 
to be mostly a professional and technical 
writing PhD. Then, I got hired into this 
department that had a lot of American 
Studies scholars, so we didn’t model it on 
Syracuse’s program [in Composition and 

Cultural Rhetorics] as much as we modeled 
it on American Studies as an interdisciplinary 
field. We got to that point where things 
changed. We saw the kind of work that our 
students were doing and the kind of work 
that I and some of the other faculty were 
doing and how it was getting certain kinds 
of feedback from our professional journals 
that I found enraging, and we needed to 
do something about it. We were being told 
specifically and repeatedly that the kind of 
work that I do and the kind of work someone 
like Qwo-Li Driskill does or that Angela 
Haas does needed to appear in Native or 
Ethnic Studies journals because it wasn’t 
part of the discipline [Comp/Rhet or Writing 
Studies]. We were also hearing things from 
African-American scholars, Latinx scholars, 
and queer scholars who were getting the 
same kind of feedback, “Go take this off, 
and then put it in a niche journal.” From 
these conversations, I started to get the idea 
that all of us together were probably bigger 
than the group of folks who thought they 
comprised the mainstream of the discipline. 
It was a bigger community with more 
interesting ideas at the very least. That’s part 
of the impetus for the conference. 

The other part is the experience of 
consistently being pushed out of major 
professional conferences, which I interpreted 
for a long time as evil intent. From organizing 
the conference, I understand now that 
the kind of work it takes to actually center 
difference at a conference like the 4Cs is 
enormous, and most people don’t have 
enough time to learn how to do it before they 
have to do it. After watching how people 
responded to that conference, I realized 
that there was a huge space for conferences 
that addressed the work of cultural rhetorics 
broadly and for a community of people who 
wanted to get together and talk about their 
work without having to justify it as part of the 
discipline. We did the first Cultural Rhetorics 
Conference and ran it basically hanging by my 
fingernails from the very high ledge of a very 
tall building, praying that the money would 
work out. I had been talking with the folks in 
the Coalition of Feminist Scholars about how 
to make the conference pay for itself without 
charging three hundred dollars a head and 
what that means in the long run, what things 
you can do and what things you can’t do. 
We set the grad student registration at cost, 
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and then we layered in faculty registration 
at a little more to pay for things like LCD 
projectors, coffee, that kind of stuff. It turned 
out really well. We had about 200 people at 
the first conference, and they had a really 
good time had meaningful engagements 
with one another. Then, we crowdsourced: 
we had a big meeting at the end of the 
conference, and I asked, “what do you want; 
what do you need; what can we do?” Folks 
wanted an organization, and they wanted 
the organization primarily to keep running 
the conference and to create a publishing 
place for the work that was getting rejected 
on a regular basis. At about the same time, a 
couple of Comp/Rhet journals folded or quit 
accepting submissions. So I decided that 
on top of all my other career obligations, I 
would find a way to do what a group of us 
had been talking about for years—start a 
conference and a publishing space for those 
of us consistently represented as on the 
margins of the discipline. And then I pitched 
this idea to that group of people—mostly 
senior scholars who were of color or queer 
or did disability studies work. I convinced 
them that we were the right people to make 
this set of spaces that people needed—we 
were tenured, many of us full professors, in 
the academy we’re relatively privileged. I 
argued that we couldn’t expect brand new 
assistant professors to do this work. That 
we had to do this work. They agreed and 
we’ve been slowly working away at pieces 
of it since then. The hardest part is getting 
nonprofit tax status for the organization. We 
need bylaws and leadership structures and 
financial accountability mechanisms and 
liability insurance to get that—building those 
infrastructures and learning strategic ways to 
file that paperwork is killing me right now.

So, we ran the conference again at Michigan 
State in 2016. We expected to not run it a 
third time at MSU, but it wasn’t easy finding 
senior folks who could move it someplace 
else in the very short time-frame we ended 
up with. So, we’ll host it for a third time in 
2018. My hope is that it moves somewhere 
else for 2020—we’ve talked about Houston 
as a possibility. Maybe it can settle into 
some place for two years in a row, so it’s not 
reinvention every time. But having significant 
support for running the conference from 
tenured colleagues in any location is one of 
the bedrock requirements. A lot of the brand 

new stuff that has started in the discipline in 
the past five years has been on the backs of 
assistant professors, and for me that’s not 
good sustainable practice given the degree 
to which running conferences and starting 
journals isn’t recognized or rewarded in 
institutional merit and promotion review. 
When Alex [Hidalgo] and Andrea [Riley 
Mukavetz] took point on the conference 
in 2016, it worried me even though they 
had some support from Raul [Sanchez] and 
Terese [Guinsatao Monberg]. We’d never 
tried the multiple conference directors in 
offsite locations model before, and I wasn’t 
sure it would work. We learned some 
things from that model. So for 2018, we’re 
arranging something more geographically 
proximate again with Gwen [Pough], Andrea, 
and I as co-directors. I guess what I’m trying 
to say is that one of my own core principles 
is making sure that newer/young folks who 
want to take on leadership roles get real 
support and mentorship from senior folks. 
If more experienced scholars don’t want 
to take responsibility for supporting future 
generations of scholars, then we have a 
problem. For example when we were putting 
the constellations board together, we knew 
that for it to get credibility and for publishing 
there to count for promotion and tenure, 
we needed an editorial board with some 
experienced, well-known, senior scholars on 
it as well as an editorial review board that 
was broadly representative of a range of 
experiences, identities, and scholarly and 
pedagogical expertise. Do I like this whole 
junior/senior divide thing? Not really. But it 
IS how academic institutions work right now, 
and I don’t want anything we’re doing to 
endanger scholars who are the most at risk 
inside those institutions. 

The Cultural Rhetorics Conference was born 
out of need and desire. When it’s not needed 
or desired, then it probably won’t continue. 
I don’t actually know what will happen to 
it, but we sure stirred up a lot of people’s 
anxieties at the 2016 conference, which 
was an extremely successful conference. 
We had about 400 people attend, so we 
just about doubled our participants. The 
sessions were great. People had a great 
time with one another. There were some 
odd social-media conversations that served 
as an intrusion into the conference from 
folks who weren’t there—or who were 
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messaging with folks who were there, 
but who were making assumptions and 
claims about what was happening. Those 
claims got all this social-media hype that I 
now find completely fascinating from the 
distance of nearly a year because none 
of their representations align with what 
actually happened at the conference. 
Those interpretations came from what they 
thought we did. Their assumptions—based 
in their knowledge about what THEY would 
do—led them to feel threatened or worried 
in some way or the other. When a group 
of mainstream scholars feels this level of 
threat from scholars of color, queer women, 
disability studies scholars, this tells me we’re 
on to something important, that there’s a 
need for our work. I mean, wow, if we make 
mainstream scholars nervous just by standing 
up and critiquing their published work, 
whoa, there’s something significant going 
on here. For me, the reactions CR-CON2016 
got on social media is a cautionary tale 
about what happens in our discipline when 
we pretend that scholarship is disconnected 
from community and culture and race and 
gender and ethnicity and ability and all those 
things. When we pretend that scholarship is 
just something interesting that lives in an 
ivory tower, and we can engage in it, and 
it doesn’t hurt anybody, then ultimately, we 
open ourselves to really intense critique. 

L&D: That idea that the expectations 
of scholars and scholarship are 
changing leads into questions about 
the Constellations publishing space: 
when you say “publishing space” what 
do you mean; and how do you envision 
Constellations being different than other 
places where scholars publish and what 
sort of challenges have you faced with it?

MP: We’re facing challenges all the time. For 
instance, we’ve written a half-dozen grants 
to support the work of the publishing space, 
so that’s challenging. We ended up calling it 
a publishing space because it needed to be 
more than a journal. We wanted to be able 
to publish short monographs, zines, films, 
and multimedia, as well as things that look 
exactly like an alphabetic, print article. That’s 
the idea of calling it a publishing space—
with some aspirations that it might be more 
than a gallery for finished products some 
day. We might get enough funding to create 

support and development spaces where 
someone who doesn’t have mad multimedia 
skills but has a vision could make a proposal, 
and we could work with that. But, we are 
years away from that. The money is the hard 
part. Right now it is funded through my 
digital publishing research lab here at MSU, 
and that’s not a stable model. Figuring out 
what a stable model looks like is one of the 
challenges—where does the money come 
from to support an open source publishing 
space without charging folks a bunch of 
money to be members of the organization 
sponsoring it?

The other challenge is that a lot of the folks 
who bring us work have incredibly good 
ideas and are trying very hard to engage with 
those ideas in new and innovative ways but 
haven’t found a lot of support or mentoring 
in doing that, either in the grad programs 
where they studied or in the departments/
institutions where they work. So a good deal 
of what we really want to publish needs to be 
mentored through revision. Since our review 
process (double-blind, of course) is focused 
on finding innovative and transformative 
work, we see the process of mentoring 
through revision to publication as part of our 
collective community practice. This happens 
in a lot of journals, I think, under the covers 
(so to speak) as part of general editorial 
review. But we see this as an important 
feature of cultural rhetorics practice, and we 
want to bring it out of the closet and make 
it visible as real work for those of us who 
mentor as well. So when we publish a piece, 
and we’re hoping to get our first pieces 
out this fall, it will have authors or makers, 
of course, but it will also have credits that 
include the mentors or editors who worked 
on that piece. In other words, if you review 
for constellations, mentor someone, provide 
technical advice or textual support, then 
you’re listed in the credits, and at the end of 
the year you’ll get a list of things you did for 
us. That’s a concrete way we can make your 
labor visible across the discipline and in your 
institution.

Other venues in the field have adopted this 
process of acknowledging that work. But it’s 
only visible to people in your department, 
not to the discipline. For example, I’ve 
mentored people through publication in 3Cs 
[College Composition and Communication] 



 40

and in RSQ [Rhetoric Society Quarterly], 
but none of that work is visible beyond 
the editorial team. I was talking about this 
at a conference and an older colleague 
said to me, “You know that’s just collegial 
behavior.” My response was that since some 
people are asked to engage in it much more 
than other people, and some people don’t 
engage in it at all, it’s important to make 
that labor visible. But for us, it’s a central 
part of a collective, relational practice. Alex 
[Hidalgo] and Phil [Bratta] and I have spent 
an inordinate amount of time together 
figuring out what it means to practice 
publication in a collective way. We’ve done 
a couple of presentations about collective 
practice and visiblizing labor at a couple of 
different conferences, trying to find the best 
audience for that work. And maybe, in the 
end, the publishing space won’t be able 
to maintain the level of collective intensity 
that we currently have, and that’s ok. We’ll 
transition to what supports and sustains the 
work for the long haul. 

A lot of the challenges of constellations 
are all the normal challenges of getting 
a publication off the ground, plus the 
challenges of trying to do it in a way that 
honors the types of methodologies that we 
argue for in the fields that comprise cultural 
rhetorics. 

L&D: With considerations for how to 
change aspects of the field to make it pay 
attention to and not disregard people’s 
work, we want to end with a question 
that has emerged from our interviews 
and putting this zine together: how do 
you define activism?

MP: For me, activism is intentional, being 
willing to engage with and stand up for 
equity and justice, being willing to either risk 
whatever privilege you have or to use it to 
make things better, less oppressive, more 
equitable. When I was younger I thought 
activism meant going out in the streets, 
carrying signs and yelling, or standing on a 
soapbox and simply denouncing oppression 
or boycotting companies and events I 
thought were unfair, inequitable, racist, sexist, 
homophobic, ableist. I thought activism was 
about fiery passion for a cause. Now I know 
that activism, real sustainable change, is 
a long road. A long set of roads. Some of 

those roads are those visible, passionate, in 
your face kind of actions. But some of them 
aren’t. Some of them are quiet, deliberate, 
persistent moves that make oppressive 
spaces rather less oppressive, that slowly 
transform institutions, that creatively build 
coalition. Some of those roads travel right 
through the belly of the beast. 

All of those roads are important if we really 
want to delink from colonial practices and 
create sustainable equity. Some of those 
roads are easy to walk, some are hard, and 
sometimes a lot of us end up fighting amongst 
ourselves, fighting against ourselves, in 
order to claim that the particular road we’re 
on is the one true very best road. That’s the 
trick of colonialism—turning us against one 
another. For me, the hardest part of activism 
is doing it together for the good of our 
collective future—what Native elders would 
see as the next seven generations—instead 
of doing what might benefit a specific 
person in a specific moment. As an activist in 
the academy, I try really hard to think about, 
and work towards, that collective future. I’m 
not always very good at it, but it’s the goal 
that gets me up in the morning and carries 
me through each day of work—that some 
small thing we’re doing right now will create 
more space, more justice, more equity, more 
possibility for folks who come after us.
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Public writing, as a method of inquiry, 
demonstrates a commitment to civic 
discourse and recovery of elided rhetorics. 
As a pedagogical philosophy, the practice 
of public writing with students is also 
democratic, what Anne Ruggles Gere lauds 
as “remarkably effective for motivating 
students to revise their prose, for enhancing 
their sense of audience, for broadening their 
stylistic repertoires.” This approach to public 
writing helps instructors create engagement 
that transcends courses and disciplines. 

Andrea Lunsford has long advocated for 
students and teachers to compose public 
works together, collaboratively creating 
texts that have value to communities outside 
university walls. Faculty and students in the 
College of Humanities and Social Sciences 
at Kennesaw State University (KSU), put 
Gere and Lunsford’s theories into praxis 
as we construct an initiative that brings 
together public memories, community-
building practices, and social justice research 
co-authored by students, faculty, and 
community partners. We call it Democracy 
Doesn’t Run on Cruise Control, after a 
quote by our community partner Lonnie 
King; it’s a multi-platform, public narrative 
that documents untold stories of the Atlanta 
Student Movement’s lunch-counter sit-ins 
and economic boycotts, one that collects oral 
histories of the surviving activists/advocates 
and complementary artifacts, then curates 
them in a digital collection in our university 
archives. We are also producing a full-
length documentary that corrects the white-
washed history that elided those voices 

that transformed a city and a movement. 
Every semester, undergraduate students 
and faculty mentors in Communications 
and English conduct interview protocols 
with movement alums and advocates while 
also researching in archives, attics, and 
basements for documents associated with 
oral recollections. Over the next year, we 
will put all of these pieces together into a 
publicly accessible archive, hosted by KSU 
but available to all.

A Kairotic Moment to Remember 

Atlanta was largely left out of the thrust to 
remember the civil rights struggle. High 
school textbooks have a few pages on Martin 
Luther King, Jr., or a bit of content on Selma 
or Greensboro. Atlanta’s role in shaping and 
informing the movements throughout the 
South, as well as the participants themselves, 
who were mostly students from the five HBCUs 
around the city, has been critically overlooked. 
Through community partnerships with Atlanta 
Student Movement leaders, we are recovering 
the voices of the people, places, and events 
that took place in Atlanta in 1960-1961 that 
influenced a US presidential election and 
shifted cultural paradigms of race. We are 
currently in a race against time, as most of the 
surviving members and advocates are in their 
late 70s, early 80s, and even 90s. Now, 2017 
marks fifty-seven years since the lunch-counter 
sit-ins in Atlanta. We have an opportune yet 
fleeting moment to work with aging members 
of the Movement to affect community memory 
of its activist voices, which we are losing as 
each month passes. 

Atlanta Student Movement street sign. 
Credit: Chuck Bohannon

Democracy banner. Credit: Jeanne Bohannon

Scene Report—“Democracy Doesn’t Run on Cruise Control; You Have to Keep Your 
Hands on the Wheel”: Describing Digital Public Activism Through Documenting 
Student Boycotts and Lunch-Counter Sit-ins in Atlanta, circa 1960–1961

by Jeanne Bohannon
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When we planned this project, student 
researchers and I brainstormed about what 
we wanted audiences to take away from 
participants’ narrated experiences of the sit-
ins at Rich’s other lunch counters throughout 
Atlanta--sit-ins that lead to the desegregation 
of lunch counters in the city and the entire 
American South. Rich’s Department Store in 
Atlanta was the first retailer in the South to 
desegregate its lunch counters. This success 
was compelling because it was also the largest 
retailer in the city, and Rich’s was central to 
the economic and popular culture of Atlanta 
and the South writ large. As Lonnie King puts 
it, students of the movement focused their 
boycott on “the Big Kahuna of department 
store lunch counters in the whole South.” 

Chronology of How 

Student, faculty, staff, and community 
researchers have partnered across KSU—
from the College of Humanities and Social 
Sciences, Information Technology Services, 
and the university archives, to the Office 
of Diversity and Inclusion and Multicultural 
Student Affairs—to create a digital humanities 

network for publication and dissemination of 
these oral histories, their associated artifacts, 
and a documentary film tentatively titled, 
And Others. The working title represents a 
recurring theme that runs through everything 
we’ve found about the Atlanta Student 
Movement members: they are too often 
never named in documents, news reports, 
or photos, instead simply referred to as 
“others.” Our team feels strongly that every 
aspect of this project, from titles to names of 
archival collections, needs to raise awareness 
of the lived realities these students faced as 
they changed the world. 

The project originated in 2016 and grew 
into a sustained relationship with our senior 
community partner and the movement’s 
Chairperson, Dr. Lonnie King. He has guest-
lectured at special events and participated in 
class dialogues at KSU, frequently interacting 
with students in small groups.

Dr. King is a vital partner in vetting histories 
and artifacts as well as a key informer 
for students who want to create co-
curricular opportunities in our Student Life 
programming. Over the past several months, 
he has provided us advice, grounding, and 
even transportation, when we needed to get 
folks into the studio.

We have recorded narratives in our 
studio on-campus, and we plan to travel 
to people too ill to come to us. We dig 
like archaeologists in physical and digital 
archives as well as in people’s attics for battle 
plans. In our on-going archival research, we 
seek out associated artifacts, such as arrest 
records, media reports, photographs, and 
correspondences to support testimonies. 

Atlanta Student Movement historical sign. 
Credit: Chuck Bohannon

Rich’s Atlanta.
Credit: The Rich Foundation Archives

Lonnie King class lecture. Credit: Samiyah Tariq
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We recently received permission from the 
Atlanta Journal/Constitution archive to use 
the photo below, which shows Movement 
leaders Lonnie King and Marilyn Pryce 
accompanied by Martin Luther King, Jr. 
as they are led to jail after their arrest at 
the Rich’s sit-in. The original photo listed 
the student leaders as “others,” another 
example of their erased experience. Our 
report here is the first space we can use to 
right the record.

We just recorded our first narrative at a 
site of resistance, featuring Lonnie King, 
walking our film crew through the site of 
the 1960 Rich’s sit-in. We conducted a 

walk-though and interview, with student 
researchers asking questions to frame Dr. 
King’s discussion of how the student-led 
sit-in was the first time Martin Luther King, 
Jr. voluntarily went to jail for non-violent 
protest and also significantly influenced 
the outcome of the 1960 US presidential 
election between John F. Kennedy and 
Richard Nixon. 

A current iteration of our on-going work 
is a living website ATL Boycott, featuring 
content based on archival and primary 
source research with Dr. Lonnie King, Dr. 
Roslyn Pope, Dr. Gwendolyn Middlebrooks, 
Mr. Charles Black, Ms. Norma June Davis, 
and other Atlanta Student Movement alums.

In the archives.

Lonnie King, Marilyn Pryce, Martin Luther King, Jr.
Arrested at Rich’s, 1960. Credit: Charles Jackson/

Atlanta Journal-Constitution

Lonnie at the mural. Credit: Candace Lewis

Charles Black, Lonnie King, Eddie Kihara, and 
Shiloh Gill review the website. 

On-Site interview. Credit: Jennifer Leftheit
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We have also hosted our first Remembrance 
Panel, featuring Movement leaders.1 As we 
continue our work, we encourage you to follow 
us on Twitter: @kennesawEnglish and join the 
multitude of other narratives that tell a forgotten 
and misrepresented history—because we’re 
putting it right and doing what Steve Parks 
calls “the extra-curricular work of composition.” 

Works Cited

Gere, Anne Ruggles. “Kitchen Tables and
Rented Rooms: The Extracurriculum of
Composition.” CCC, vol.45, no.1, pp.74-92,
1994.

1 Watch the video here: http://ksutv.kennesaw.edu/play.php?v=00030070 . Look for the webtext version of this report in 2018.

Parks, Steve, and Nick Pollard. “The Extra-
Curricular of Composition: A Dialogue on 
Community-Publishing.” Community Literacy 
Journal, vol. 3, no 2, pp. 53-78, 2009.

About the Author

Jeanne Law Bohannon is an assistant 
professor of English and an early-career 
distinguished faculty member at Kennesaw 
State University. She teaches undergraduate 
and graduate courses in rhetorical grammar, 
research methods, and digital rhetorics. 
Her research interests include: performing 
linguistic recoveries of underrepresented 
populations; conducting empirical studies 
in information literacies; and cultivating 
democratic-engagement learning in 
college writing. She has published in the 
Bellaterra Journal; Peitho; and the WAC 
Clearinghouse Research Exchange Index. 
She is also a blogger with Andrea Lunsford’s 
Multimodal Mondays series. She believes 
in cultivating collaborative, democratic 
learning spaces where students become 
empowered stakeholders in their own 
rhetorical growth through engagement in 
diverse communities. Follow Jeanne on 
Twitter: @drbohannon_ksu.

Jeanne and Lonnie together.
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Interview—Eric Darnell Pritchard on Black Queer Literacies and Activism

Eric Darnell Pritchard is Assistant Professor of English and the Center for Writing Studies 
at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. His work in Fashion Lives: Black Queers 
and the Politics of Literacy helps us consider everyday tactics that Black LGBTQ people 
develop to work with, through, and around literacy normativity.

In this interview, Eric describes how Fashoning Lives came into being, elaborates on 
his research process, addresses concepts from the book, and connects his research to 
activism. We spoke with Eric over Google Hangouts in August 2017. This interview has 
been edited for clarity and length. 

– Liz & Don

Liz & Don: We’d like to start with some 
questions on your recent book, Fashioning 
Lives: Black Queers and the Politics 
of Literacy, and then move toward a 
discussion of what writing scholars and 
students might do to organize in our 
communities against the current wave of 
bigoted policies sweeping the US. 

How did the project get started?

Eric Darnell Pritchard: The original idea 
for what became Fashioning Lives started 
with an assignment that I was given in a 
methodology class with David Fleming when 
I was a graduate student at the University of 
Wisconsin-Madison. Every few weeks we 
tried a different methodology, including 
quantitative, which was interesting because 
I hate math. We got to ethnography week, 
and I didn’t know what to do. I had no idea 
where I wanted to go with it. A friend of 
mine, who was a couple of years ahead in 
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the program, Rhea Lathan, said that I should 
go to a place where I want to be and that 
I want to learn about. I kept really weird 
hours at the writing center in Madison, so 
one of the places I was never able to be on 
Wednesday nights was with my friends, who 
were primarily Black queer men and allies in 
Madison. Often times, they would hang out 
at my home watching Project Runway. Since I 
couldn’t hang out because I had to be at the 
writing center, I chose that space. We had 
three weeks in which we had to be in that 
space and report back to the class. I went to 
that space; two times it was my own home. 
Then one time, I went out. I was paying 
attention to language practices, which is 
what I was really interested in, documenting 
Black queer men’s talk in some way and 
considering what was meaningful about it.

After presenting my work in class, I saw my 
colleagues’ and mentors’ enthusiasm and 
interest, but I still didn’t think there was 
enough to do a rhetoric and composition 
or a literacy project because no one in the 
field had written a book about queer people 
of color. I began to think that if I didn’t do 
it, then maybe no one would address the 
ingenuous, complex, politically engaged, 
and historically informed language and 
literacy practices of Black queer people. I 
felt a kind of accountability. That’s something 
that really drives a lot of my work, specifically 
my activism—the idea of community 
accountability, as opposed to community 
engagement. The idea comes from friend 
and colleague Alexis Pauline Gumbs, who 
has founded what she calls a Black feminist 
university in Durham, North Carolina. 
[For more information, see the Eternal 
Summer of the Black Feminist Mind: https://
Blackfeministmind.wordpress.com/about/.] 
She talks about community accountability. 
I felt accountable to my ancestors, to those 
Black queer friends of mine who let me come 
to what was their space to do my homework, 
and I felt accountable to myself to do that 
work, to tell that story, and to tell it as well 
as I could.

L&D: How did it grow into a project 
involving interviews and oral histories, 
archival research, and literary and film 
criticism?

EDP: The class project made me think 
more about Black queer literacy, history, 
and theory generally. That experience said, 
“you’re looking at these language practices, 
but what about the history that is out there.” 
Then, I took a graduate seminar in the history 
department where I began learning more 
about conducting interviews, oral histories, 
and archival research. From that class project 
I created a pilot study, and I began hanging 
out in archives that collected Black queer 
things. There weren’t that many of them at 
the time. I started doing Black queer history 
interviews with elders in Wisconsin, Chicago, 
and New York. I co-facilitated a writing 
workshop for Black queer men. At that time, 
a friend of mine worked at the Urban League 
in Madison, and he had a weekly group for 
Black gay men, so I did writing workshops in 
that group. I basically made it a Black queer 
book club and writing group. That initial 
project helped me move from doing my 
homework for a class to immersing myself in 
Black queer things.

All these experiences informed what became 
my methodology—from the texts I eventually 
chose, to the things that I would consider 
data, and to the intervention that I would 
ultimately make in Fashioning Lives. But as 
I began doing the first set of interviews for 
the book, people who I interviewed would 
reference particular queer and Black books, 
Black queer films, the names of Black queer 
activists, and activist collectives. It was all a 
part of one story, so working with grounded 
theory, I treated all those references as 
another layer of interview data. I collected 
those references in their own file. I coded 
them based on what they referred to, so I had 
codes like “Art and Self Definition,” “Film 
and Activism,” or “Literacy and Community 
Building,” and I began to take those codes 
into archives with me. I used those codes 
as a concept to close read a book—a 
novel, a book of poetry, or a Black gay 
anthology—to look at films, and to pursue 
oral histories with activists who were named 
in the interviews that I was doing with Black 
queer people. For example, I interviewed 
Barbara Smith, who is one of the founders 
of the Combahee River Collective, because 
she kept coming up in interviews. I didn’t 
treat her interview the way that I treated 
other people’s interviews in the sense that 
it wasn’t a confidential interview using the 
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same interview script as the others, but I 
interviewed her to inform my understanding 
of how other people were talking about 
their identity development or their activism. 
In many ways, a lot of it was print culture 
history that addressed questions of when 
people started writing about Black queer life 
and Black feminism.

All of that deepened my understanding of 
the interviews, and the interviews deepened 
my understanding of Black queer cultural 
production and archival work. That is how 
I see those interventions connecting. As 
someone who works interdisciplinarily, those 
things come together to shape how I look 
at the everyday as well as how I engage 
methodologically with people’s stories, their 
language and learning, and their identity 
development. I thought that intervention 
would be useful for people working in Black 
queer studies, in performance, in literature, 
in sociology, in anthropology, and in history, 
which is really growing in terms of Black gay 
history. I thought that literacy, composition, 
and rhetoric had something to offer that 
would give those disciplines and fields a 
way to see things that they cannot see. It 
also works the other way around. Through 
the engagement with Black queer cultural 
production and Black queer archives in my 
attempt to tell a story about Black queer 
literacy both historically and contemporarily, 
some of the concepts from Black queer 
performance, from literary studies, and from 
historical studies were very useful. Some 
of the things that they considered archives 
were very useful to me in developing a 
holistic understanding of the interview data 
that I had been collecting. 

L&D: For readers who don’t know what 
all went into the research, could you talk a 
bit about the interview process and your 
archival work at the Schomburg Center 
for Research in Black Culture?

EDP: Part of how I located the interview 
participants had to do with how I was 
given access to archives that are maybe 
not as well known as the Schomburg. To 
find interviewees, I created fliers, I went 
to discussion groups for Black queer folks, 
and I told friends to tell friends that I was 
interested in interviewing people all over 
the country. It basically became what 

researchers call—and here I will expose 
myself as a closet sociologist—a snowball 
sample of research participants. Essentially, 
that’s how I found interviewees. Then, every 
12–15 interviews I paused, looked at what I 
had, and said to myself, “who don’t I have 
and who have I not talked to? This sounds so 
simplistic; there has to be another narrative.” 
That helped me decide how I would pursue 
further interviews, who I would talk to next, 
and how I could find stories that might push 
back on or further confirm what I thought I 
already knew. The Schomburg was a big part 
of that process.

Steven Fullwood, who until very recently was 
a curator at the Schomburg, began what 
was then called the Black Gay and Lesbian 
Archive. It is now called the In the Life 
Archive, borrowing from the title of Joseph 
Beam’s anthology In The Life: A Black Gay 
Anthology (1986), the first anthology of 
writing about Black gay men. It was the first 
or one of the first places to start collecting 
Black LGBT history, specifically Black gay 
and lesbian history. Being in that space and 
in Harlem, there were some people that 
I knew there, but there were some people 
who I didn’t know, who I was introduced to 
because the Schomburg functions in many 
ways as a community center. It’s a research 
repository, but it is also a community center. 
If you want to meet Black queer folks or know 
what people are organizing around—where 
is this rally and that rally—and collaborate 
with people, then it is a place you can go 
to build those connections. As a researcher 
saying that I’m coming to the Schomburg 
and I am doing this work about Black gay, 
lesbian, bisexual, and transgender history 
and literacy, I got tons of connections to 
people in Harlem and all over the country 
who all hover around the Schomburg and 
similar centers in other cities.

The Schomburg is always looming in my 
mind as a researcher; it’s the archive and 
library that I take with me wherever I go. 
I grew up in New York City, and it was my 
Black queer nerd boy hangout. It was one of 
the places that I would go to look for myself, 
to learn history, to be amongst other Black 
folks. As the epicenter of Black queer life in 
New York City at the time—and some might 
say it still is that, Harlem was where I could 
see Black queer folks engaged in community 
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and activism who were making art, politically 
engaged, loving one another, and joy-filled. 
I love going to the Schomburg for that 
purpose. Little did I know growing up that it 
would continue to figure prominently in my 
life in the same way later as a researcher, and 
that is largely because of Steven Fullwood 
deciding that he was going to collect Black 
LGBT history and start the Black Gay and 
Lesbian Archive. The archive gave me access 
to papers by Joseph Beam, who I talk about in 
Fashioning Lives. In addition to editing In The 
Life, Beam was the editor of Black Out, which 
was the periodical published by the National 
Coalition of Black Lesbians and Gays. The 
archive gave me access to the collection of 
Patrick Kelly, who was a fashion designer 
that I have written an article about and am 
doing biographical work on now. In many 
ways, the Schomburg has served as both 
the repository I went to for my research and 
also the thing that connected me to people 
outside the center who would be a part of the 
interviews and the network of people who are 
now getting my book out into the hands of 
others—for which I am very grateful. 

L&D: Early in Fashioning Lives you address 
the overlaps and distinctions between 
the terms Black queer people and Black 
LGBTQ people.

Could you talk a bit about that and how 
your approach shaped the book?

EDP: For clarification, the major distinctions 
that I make in the book are between Black 
queer literacies and Black queer LGBTQ 
literacies. For me, that distinction begins 
with political scientist Cathy Cohen’s “Punks, 
Bulldaggers, and Welfare Queens: The 
Radical Potential of Queer Politics?” Cohen 
was trying to think about queer in a way that 
pushes it beyond a static concept or praxis, 
specifically in relation to the intersections 
of race and queerness. Based on her work, 
queer not only refers to a Black gay, lesbian, 
bisexual or transgender person, it refers 
to the intersection between race or class 
and the single mother, the sex worker, or 
anybody whose sexuality or gender identity 
and expression run counter to the norm. 
Queer refers to those folks who experience 
state sanctions as a constraining force 
in their lives because those experiences 
position them as non-normative.

I thought it was important to make the 
distinction between Black queer literacies 
and Black queer LGBTQ literacies in my work 
because I always imagine the intervention 
that I am making as being bigger than how I 
think of what I am doing. I was interested in 
Black LGBTQ people and their literacy and 
language. Everybody I interviewed identified 
as one of those things. But at the same time, 
the intervention, a Black queer intervention, 
or even more broadly, a queer of color 
intervention for rhetoric and composition 
would include but not be exclusive to Black 
LGBTQ people in the conversations around 
gender and sexuality and its intersections 
with race, ethnicity, class, and so on. I really 
wanted to make that distinction because it is 
a provocation. I am calling to people who I 
know are out there and doing this work and 
I am saying, “here is the conversation that I 
think we can have; when I talk about race, 
gender, and sexuality in this way, what is 
reflected back to you?” In the book, I drew 
those connections by speaking to things 
that I had seen before Fashioning Lives. 
I am speaking to things that I recognized 
for the impact they make on Black queer 
conversations. For example, I talk about 
Elaine Richardson’s African-American 
Literacies. Richardson talks about sex workers 
standing on a corner by a women’s shelter. 
This corner where people were engaging 
in illicit economies was located right next 
to a shelter named for this very traditionally 
respectable Black lady from the 1920s. It’s 
a moment for a Black queer conversation 
or at least a Black queer analysis of these 
supposed irreconcilable experiences.

The same is true when we think about 
mothering and the way people write about 
it in rhetoric and literacy. I was raised by a 
single mother, and part of what Cathy Cohen 
argues has to do with understanding the 
single mother as a Black queer. When we 
talk about Black queer theory within rhetoric 
and composition, I hope that people see 
the importance of extending that—not 
in a way that erases the heterosexuality 
of an individual and the privileges of 
heteronormativity, but in a way that employs 
Black queer in a complex way, as both a 
theory and a praxis. 
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L&D: In Fashioning Lives, you talk about how 
the concepts that you developed to describe 
and contextualize Black queer literacies 
emerged from your research, particularly 
through analyzing information from 
interviews with your research participants. 

Could you briefly talk about that process and 
lay out those terms (viz., literacy normativity 
and restorative literacies)? 

EDP: In part, they refer back to Malea 
Powell’s 2012 Conference on College 
Composition and Communication Chair’s 
Address “Stories Take Place: A Performance 
in One Act” and her argument that the 
stories are theory. These concepts emerged 
from looking deeply at my interviews. In 
terms of how I arrived at literacy normativity 
and restorative literacies, I wanted to make 
certain things about literacy legible: when 
we look at histories of literacy learning 
and development, specifically African-
American literacy history, we see that there 
is a complex relationship where, on the one 
hand, literacy has been used a powerful tool 
through which Black people have sought 
and achieved social change, and on the 
other hand, it has been used for violence 
and various forms of social harm. People 
have been harmed for the pursuit of literacy 
or specific literacy practices. This has been 
said and well documented, but I wanted 
to make an intervention into the historical 
impact of literacy through Fashioning Lives. 
I wanted to give a historiography that would 
allow me to situate Black LGBTQ people 
as part of that history without having that 
intervention swallowed up or flattened into 
irrelevance with over-simplicity by saying it’s 
the exact same thing that happens in the 
exact same ways because it doesn’t.

As with all things that I do, I go back to 
the data. I always go back to the interview, 
and I go back to the archive. It told me 
what in the larger narrative around African-
American literacy history was relevant or not 
relevant for the Black LGBTQ people that 
I interviewed about their literacy learning 
and development. In those interviews, the 
messiness that I saw folks grappling with 
stems from the tension between normativity 
and anti-normativity or non-normativity. I saw 
that tension as something that Blackness or 
race, queer, and literacy all have in common. 

This tension with normativity, which has 
been visible as a keyword for queer theory, 
can also be operationalized as a keyword for 
Blackness and critical race studies as well as 
for literacy studies. I began to call it literacy 
normativity after looking at various versions 
of this phenomenon in interviews, and the 
concept refers to uses of literacy that inflict 
harm. It became a way for me to talk about 
that. Restorative literacies consist of the 
literacy practices that Black queers employ as 
a form of self- and communal-love, self-care, 
and self-determination. Those are the three 
ways I would categorize restorative literacies. 
I began to write about that for similar 
reasons as literacy normativity. I wanted to 
have a concept, a kind of legibility that could 
hold the notion that not all literacies that my 
research participants were doing could be 
simplified as just being about resistance. 
But at the same time, I wanted it to speak to 
the implications of their literacies that were 
resistance or disruptive regardless of the 
intention of the person that I interviewed. 
The ways they were taking up space through 
what they pursued for their own reasons still 
had impact beyond that. It still did a kind 
of work that we might think of as activist or 
advocacy. It still queered something. Maybe 
that wasn’t their intention, but it still had that 
effect. Restorative literacies became a way 
for me to make it both about the individual 
and to make it about pleasure, joy, love, 
laughter, and maybe resistance and advocacy 
and all those things, but not necessarily in a 
way that someone was consciously thinking 
about how this oppressive thing happened 
to them and now they’re doing this to 
restore the collective. This is what they do to 
take care of themselves, and by extension, 
it also does this other kind of thing that I 
demonstrate through theory. 

L&D: In the introduction to Fashioning 
Lives, you refer to love as a force for justice 
and argue that love is a “centerpiece of 
restorative literacies,” what do you mean 
by love (38)?

EDP: In the book and in the interviews, love 
means accountability. When I say that love 
is a force for justice and I argue that love 
is a centerpiece of restorative literacies, 
love is accountability. It is a way of being 
accountable to oneself. In her book All 
About Love: New Visions (2000), bell hooks 
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lists what she sees as specific characteristics 
of love, such as kindness, compassion, 
honesty, and empathy. I find that when we 
extend those things to ourselves—not any 
one thing but the totality of those things, it is 
an expression of love. As you see many times 
in Fashioning Lives, when people extend 
that to other people or when they withhold 
it from themselves or other people, we see 
the presence and absence of love. When 
people call someone out about certain kinds 
of problematic ways in which a person’s 
politics negatively affects or impacts another 
community, or when we’re not thinking 
intersectionally or ethically, holding people 
accountable in that way is a form of love for 
oneself. You’re saying “your foot is on my 
neck.” It is also a form of love for the other 
person by saying, “you’re better than this. 
We are better than this.” Holding people 
accountable to that, to not behaving in ways 
that are anti-human regardless of intention, is 
also a form and expression of love as a force 
for justice. Restorative literacies do just that. 
There’s a way in which love has a lot to do 
with the individual. Literacy normativity tries 
to steal emotional resources from people. It 
wounds people through texts. Restorative 
literacies are those things that make those 
emotional resources that people need for 
living, especially love, available to them. It 
returns emotional resources to them so that 
they can do work in their best interest and 
on behalf of others. At the same time, it also 
says to people here is where you could be 
opening up in your own life; here is this way 
in which you don’t see me; here is this way 
in which you erase my history; here is this 
way in which you create these false senses 
of what is and is not beautiful; and here is 
this way in which it is not just painful for me 
but for my community. There is a kind of 
benevolence and grace in those restorative 
literacy practices because the people being 
called out don’t necessarily earn it, but it is 
extended to them anyway when someone 
says, “See me, and do better.”

L&D: In later chapters of Fashioning 
Lives you address how Black queer 
people experience and challenge literacy 
normativity and develop restorative 
literacies in different arenas of life, e.g. 
with elders, through spiritual practices, 
and in online spaces. As these chapters 
build on one another, the reader sees many 

dimensions to how Black queer people 
develop a sense of self- and communal love 
and how love is a practice. One question 
we had for you had to do with how you 
define activism. You use the term in your 
book, but don’t spend as much time with it.

Do you see restorative literacies as activist, 
the pursuit of self- and communal love as 
activism? Why, or why not?

EDP: It’s challenging for me because, as a 
theorist of what my research participants 
were doing, I see what they are doing as 
activist. I can literally point to particular 
things that people said in their interviews 
and say that is how this person contributed 
toward making this particular issue better, 
that is how this person talked about beauty, 
that is how they did some semantic work to 
reclaim ugly in ways that feel empowering 
for me, and that is how this person took up 
space in a way that I or other black queer 
people and allies will be able to occupy 
space and get or be free. I look at it, and 
I see the ways in which activism is very 
present in my analysis of these interviews. 
Having said that and thinking about how 
to define activism through that, I would say 
that activism is anything that a person does 
for themselves but especially for others that 
contributes to a morally, ethically just and 
humane world. In my writing, my short hand 
for activism is that it is the things we do to 
create the world that we all deserve. I don’t 
call it activism unless they call it that. 

That’s another part of my ethical 
responsibility to my research participants 
and why restorative literacies became a 
useful concept—so I don’t put words into 
the mouths of my research participants. 
There are activist implications as I’ve 
described. There are ways in which my 
research participants are advocates for 
themselves and others that have an activist 
impact, but I don’t think I necessarily need 
to call it something that they don’t call it in 
order to make it meaningful and to highlight 
what they’re doing and the impact that 
it has. In that respect, I am also in contact 
with people who have done micro-histories 
and read historical studies that are micro-
histories of the Civil Rights Movement, for 
example, and there’s a way in which we 
define activism through the Civil Rights 
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Movement or the Black Power Movement 
that they definitely see, “ah, here’s activism, 
here’s this thing happening and that thing 
happening.” However, the reason historians 
continue to go back to those same stories 
and see different things is because 
people were doing the kinds of things the 
researcher is interested in, but it just wasn’t 
called that at the time, or it wasn’t legible 
in those particular ways in previous histories. 
The interviews I address in Fashioning 
Lives became a way to document self- and 
communal-love, which are not necessarily 
things that are ever going to be visible to 
people unless a literacy researcher says, 
“I’m going to interview people about how 
they have self- and communal-love and what 
literacy has to do with that.” That’s how it 
becomes visible.

L&D: How do you see your own research 
as activism?

EDP: This is more important to me than 
anything else about Fashioning Lives or 
anything else I do as a researcher: I see my 
research as activism because I create space 
and not space that I want to occupy on my own. 
If I am the only person who ever writes a Black 
queer anything in rhetoric and composition, 
that means I failed in an activist intervention. 
I will still have created the space through 
Fashioning Lives, but it was not my intention 
to be the only one, and thank goodness I am 
not. I see articles, wonderful articles all the 
time, such as Collin Craig’s article in College 
English (“Courting the Abject: A Taxonomy of 
Black Queer Rhetoric” in vol. 79 no. 6), and 
Latrice P. Johnson’s in Research in the Teaching 
of English (“Writing the Self: Black Queer 
Youth Challenge Heteronormative Ways of 
lack Youth” in vol. 51 no. 5), both of which 
either cited my earlier work on Black LGBTQ 
literacies and/or Fashioning Lives. Also, I am 
on dissertation committees for people who 
are doing Black queer work.

The intervention that I am trying to make and 
how I see my research as activism is in making 
space and collaborating with other people to 
make space. I also see my research as activism 
because I am not invested in a particular 
outcome. I like being open to wide range of 
interventions my work can make well beyond 
my intentions. That is possibility, and I like 
possibility.

In the second chapter of Fashioning Lives 
on ancestors and elder, I get at the idea 
that research as activism should or could 
be about how we plant a seed that grows 
a tree under whose shade we never sit. 
For me, that seed could be concepts, or it 
could literally mean existing as a Black queer 
person in this field. If we’re lucky, we get to 
see how the concepts we create and work 
we produces emerges and get applied in 
exciting ways we do not anticipate, and we 
get to converse with other people around 
this shared thing, but maybe we don’t ever 
see it. That doesn’t mean that we don’t do 
it anyway. Sometimes, research as activism 
means foregoing the payoff or the perceived 
payoff that you will ever get to see the totality 
of the intervention. If Audre Lorde or James 
Baldwin or Essex Hemphill decided that 
they would never write the things that they 
wanted to write because it didn’t seem like 
things were going to shift in any way in their 
lifetime, I never would have had anything 
to go to as a resource for myself and the 
work that I do. In this discipline, people 
have written about the intersectionality of 
race and sexuality, and I say this in my book, 
Harriet Malinowitz wrote about it in Textual 
Orientations. She talked about a Black queer 
male youth and a Latina lesbian. How did we 
not do more to talk about intersectionality in 
that same meaningful way for the rest of the 
queer life of rhetoric and composition until 
recent years? The very first book in the field 
about LGBT students did that. That became 
an interesting thing for me to think about. 
How do I do my work in a way that whatever 
people didn’t pick up or missed for whatever 
reason also gets amplified today in building 
our collective future? I’m going to remind 
them that Harriet Malinowitz said this, and 
I’m going to say it in a way that is relevant for 
my research participants and for my original 
social, political, cultural interventions that 
need to be made. That is another activist 
impact that happens through my research.  

The last thing I would say has to do with policy. 
Because I am in rhetoric and composition, 
the work that I do focuses on language. The 
ways in which I talk about intersectionality, 
Black queer identity, queer of color critique, 
all of these things are an octopus in a way. 
It has eight different tentacles, and they are 
all reaching out. In other words, there are 
very different ways in which that can play 
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out in the various concurrent conversations 
occurring, and some of that impact could 
affect policy. There are pedagogical 
implications. There are interdisciplinary 
ones. There are conversations that we have 
in rhetoric and composition that are relevant 
to helping other disciplines grow, and they 
won’t ever get that if we don’t reach out 
and pull them in. That’s a really important 
aspect of my research as activism: coalition 
building. It is a form of coalition building as 
well as form of consciousness raising. 

L&D: In your conclusion you address a 
number of directions in which work at 
the intersection of race, queerness, and 
literacy studies might move forward. 
Among them, you address the real-
time erasure of Black women—including 
Black queer women—who created Black 
Lives Matter. You also address the need 
for literacy, composition, and rhetoric 
scholars to “further explore the language 
and literacy practices of these activists, 
organizations, and everyday resisters 
historically and contemporarily, and apply 
them as models to construct radically 
intersectional methodologies, theories, 
and pedagogies that emerge from or 
grow the coalitions that build and sustain 
these movements” (251). It’s a wonderful 
idea and passage. We believe that it also 
describes at least some of your previous 
scholarship, e.g., “As Proud of Our 
Gayness, as We are of Our Blackness: 
Race-ing Sexual Rhetorics in the National 
Coalition of Black Lesbians and Gays.” We 
wonder if you are moving into the work 
you describe here.

With that, what are you currently working 
on?

EDP: My new work is explicitly activism in 
the sense of how people have traditionally 
defined that within activist literacy or activist 
rhetoric scholarship. It’s a book, and the 
working title is Making Themselves from 
Scratch: Literacy and Social Change through 
Black Queer Activist Organizations from 
1974-1990. Essentially, it’s a literacy story 
addressing the literacy work of Black queer 
collectives in the 70s and 80s. I wrote a 
chapter for the Sexual Rhetorics anthology 
edited by Jackie Rhodes and Jonathan 
Alexander about one of those organizations, 

the National Coalition of Black Lesbians 
and Gays, which was the first national 
mainstream organization for Black LGBTQ 
people. People in that organization include 
June Jordan; Audre Lorde, who was on 
the Executive Board; Barbara Smith; Jewell 
Gomez, who wrote The Gilda Stories and 43 
Septembers; and Joseph Beam. They were 
all both literary lights and activist lights of 
this then nascent Black LGBTQ movement 
while part of that organization and, as 
activists are often, in other organizations. 

The book looks at five specific organizations 
and the rhetorical activism and literacy 
work that occurred in them. I look at what 
happened in their everyday lives as well as the 
periodicals and the writing collectives they 
developed. For example, one organization 
I examined developed writing workshops 
and collectives that would help people write 
memoirs because the organizations were 
concerned that there would not be enough 
Black lesbian memoirs for people to know 
that Black lesbians existed if people didn’t 
write autobiographies. 

The more I do the work, the more I realize 
that it’s less about organizations and more 
about individuals. Many of the people I look 
at who took the lead on literacy and rhetorical 
activism in those organizations were also 
teachers, usually teachers of writing. Both 
June Jordan and Audre Lorde taught in Mina 
Shaughnessey’s SEEK Program (originally 
called the “Pre-Baccalaureate Program”) 
at the City University of New York (CUNY). 
Melvin Dixon is another person I look at who 
was affiliated with one of these organizations. 
He was also an African-American Literature 
professor at Queens College. 

I started off writing an organizational 
history, trying to address the literacy work 
and rhetorical activism within them. Now, 
it’s changing into thinking of each of these 
people as queer of color pedagogues 
contributing to activist, rhetorical education. 
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“Black Lives Matter” is more than a 
protest slogan. It is a call for people to 
understand that the phrase is not being 
used in a superficial manner, but to draw 
understanding to the lived realities of people 
of color. Originally this column was to be 
about the Black Lives Matter movement 
and how technical communication supports 
oppressive policing practices via written 
discourse. However, as is the case with 
writing, sometimes we are moved in a 
different direction despite our best efforts 
to stay true to our original idea. The journey 
is unexpected. My original premise started 
with the notion that there is a “So What?” 
perspective from society that underscores 
the conversation surrounding Black Lives 
Matters. As I teased out my original premise 
I realized that in order to talk about Black 
Lives, I had to discuss the disregard for Black 
wombs—the source of Black lives. 

This new path led me to look at reproductive 
discourses (legislative decisions, 
pharmaceutical directives, and unspoken 
cultural stereotypes) that affect how technical 
communicators who believe in social justice 
and equity approach the conversation of bias, 
race, and gender. The concept of neutrality is 
not a new conversation, and many technical 
communication scholars have called for new 
research, and curricular and pedagogical 
approaches that provide students with a 
more contextualized view of diverse cultural 
and historical perspectives. While researchers 
discuss how the body is commodified, we 
look past what that means for Black wombs, 
and we overlook (by choice and by ignorance) 
how written documents support power 
structures that ultimately reinforce oppressive 
practices. Technical communicators need to 
address these ideas in order to truly become 
advocates for all lives. This column takes 
a step in that direction by looking at how 
regulatory writing supports the indifference 
and disregard for Black wombs and how 
that disregard extends to Black lives. To 
understand where the indifference and 
erasure of Black bodies came from we must 
start with American history. 

1 “The word HeLa is used to refer to the cells grown from Henrietta Lacks’ cervix” (Skloot xvi). The term HeLa is an amalgamation 

The indifference and objectification of 
Black bodies isn’t a new phenomenon. This 
objectification is ingrained in the written 
discourse of America’s tragic and messy 
400-year relationship with the Trans-Atlantic 
Slave Trade, the American Civil War and 
Reconstruction Era, the Jim Crow South, the 
Civil Rights era of the 1960s, and present 
day. The Black body in many ways has been 
a blank canvas used to meet the needs of 
American society (Collins 129). When Black 
bodies were first brought to America they 
were used as labor for plantations, and a 
Black woman’s ability to reproduce children 
who would become property provided 
value to slave owners. The financial gains 
associated with Black wombs set the 
stage for society to treat Black bodies as 
a commodity to be managed and used. In 
her book Killing the Black Body, Dorothy 
Roberts underscores this when she states, 
“While slave masters forced Black women to 
bear children for profit, more recent policies 
sought to reduce Black women’s fertility. 
Both share a common theme—that Black 
women’s childbearing should be regulated 
to achieve social objectives” (Roberts 57). 
When slavery ended, the narrative about 
the Black woman’s reproductive purpose 
changed because her body and children 
were no longer needed by plantation 
owners. Thus, she and her children became a 
burden on society. This new narrative served 
as a means for her continued subjugation 
and involuntary sterilization, as well as 
the rationale for images like the mammy, 
matriarch, welfare mother, Jezebel, and 
bad bitch (Collins 70-78). Evidence of this 
can be seen in how Black Women’s bodies 
have been used to benefit others. The most 
recent example is that of cancer patient 
Henrietta Lacks. 

Henrietta Lacks was a poor, Black woman 
who had her affected cells removed and 
studied unbeknownst to her or her family. 
Neither she nor her descendants were ever 
financially compensated by companies 
that created commercial products such as 
vaccines and medicines produced from 
research using HeLa cells1. Lacks’ family 
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was denied compensation and until recently 
denied the right to control who used 
and published research about the HeLa 
genome2. In 2013, the National Institutes 
of Health (NIH) reached an agreement with 
Lacks’ family that granted them the right to 
control the consent process over the HeLa 
genome. Lacks’ story demonstrates the 
power of race, gender, and class intersecting 
in a person’s life. As a Black woman, Lacks 
was already silenced and her economic class 
meant that she didn’t have the means to 
demand better medical treatment. Lacks’ 
daughter, Deborah, so eloquently sums 
up the difficult questions surrounding her 
mother’s life that I’ve felt it best to quote her 
at length when she states: 

But I have always thought it was strange, 
if our mother cells done so much for 
medicine, how come her family can’t 
afford to see no doctors? Don’t make 
no sense. People got rich off my mother 
without us even knowing about them 
taking her cells, now we don’t get a dime. 
I use to get so mad about that to where 
it made me sick and I had to take pills. 
But I don’t got it in me no more to fight. 
I just want to know who my mother was. 
(Skloot 9) 

Lacks’ story is one of many where medical 
representatives felt that a poor, black person 
didn’t deserve the dignity of a choice or the 
right to control their own wombs. These 
examples demonstrate the disregard for the 
wombs that carry black life.

Medical consent was an ongoing problem for 
Black women all over the country and it grew 
alongside the American eugenics movement. 
The American eugenics movement sought 
to control the population by preventing 
people deemed unfit to reproduce. By 1907 
the state of Indiana required the sterilization 
of mentally unfit individuals, and the trend 
continued throughout the country. While 
forced sterilization was initially selected for 
“undesirables” politicians eventually turned 
their attention to poor, Black women on 
welfare. The reproductive control of Black 
women’s wombs and the systemic denial of 
their rights to motherhood, their children, 
and families are chronicled in the history 

of Henrietta Lacks name and was used by researchers at Johns Hopkins to identify Mrs. Lacks cells without directly naming her as the 
donor.
2 A genome contains all the genetic information (DNA) of a person’s cell. It contains hereditary information.
3 An Act to Discourage Immorality of Unmarried Females by Providing for Sterilization of the Unwed Mother under Conditions of 
this Act”

of American legislative decisions that both 
passed and failed. For example, Louisiana 
and Mississippi passed laws that made it 
illegal to have two or more illegitimate 
children. In 1960 David Glass attempted 
to pass a bill3 that would force sterilize 
Black women who received welfare. Glass’ 
reason for the bill was to “discourage 
immorality of unmarried females by 
providing for sterilization of the unwed 
mother” (Washington 203). The bill passed 
the Mississippi House but failed to secure 
enough votes in the Senate. Despite laws like 
this not passing, Black women continued to 
receive involuntary sterilizations funded by 
the federal government (Washington 204). 
Civil Rights activist Fannie Lou Hamer fell 
victim to the “Mississippi Appendectomy” 
that many Black women in the South were 
subjected to. Hamer went to have a uterine 
tumor removed and ended up with an 
involuntary, full hysterectomy. History is 
replete with stories of black bodies being 
used and abused, and the justification can 
usually be traced back to some form of 
written discourse. I argue that the legislative 
decisions, pharmaceutical directives, and 
cultural stereotypes contribute to dismissive 
counter discourses that surround the Black 
Lives Matter movement. 

Legislative Decisions as Technical 
Communication 

When we address examples of regulatory 
writing it is hard to turn a blind eye to the 
notion that technical communication is 
neutral or free of bias. A starting point for 
unpacking this myth of neutrality begins 
with acknowledging that bodies of color are 
marked and treated differently. Nowhere is 
this more evident than in the veiled language 
of regulatory writing (Williams 2). In her text 
From Black Codes to Recodification, Miriam 
Williams discusses how “specific language 
was used to veil mentions of race and racial 
discrimination in both literature and law” 
(2). Researchers found that sterilization laws 
funded by the birth control and eugenics 
movements were deeply informed by race 
and full of veiled language. For example, 
language from the 1924 Virginia Compulsory 
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Sterilization statute aimed “to prevent 
reproduction by potential parents of socially 
inadequate offspring” (Roberts 68). Terms 
like feeble-minded, inadequate offspring, 
and imbecility were used in the written 
reports, proposals, medical documents, 
and laws that governed reproductive rights 
(Roberts 70). When discussing Black people, 
the language was more direct. Report 
titles include Some Notes on the Negro 
Problem, The Problem of Negro-White 
Intermixture, and Intermarriage with the 
Slave Race. These titles and terms represent 
a bigger problem—one that shows how 
written documents help perpetuate systems 
of oppression in a society. The eugenics 
movement and birth control movement 
eventually set the stage for a new type of 
assault on black wombs—the criminalization 
of black reproduction.

The introduction of doctor administered 
contraceptives like Depo-Provera and 
Norplant opened the door for a new 
wave of population control discourse that 
revolved around the need to control “welfare 
mothers.” In 1978 the cancer drug Depo-
Provera was tested on healthy, poor women 
of color and only when the government 
found out that Depo-Provera caused breast 
cancer in beagles did funding for the study 
end. After Depo-Provera was discontinued 
Norplant was the next doctor administered 
contraceptive. Maryland Governor William 
Schafer “suggested that the state consider 
making Norplant mandatory for women on 
welfare” (Roberts 110). States like Mississippi 
and South Carolina introduced legislation that 
would require women on welfare who already 
have children to get Norplant as a means 
for continuing their benefits. In 1990 The 
Philadelphia Inquirer published an article titled 
“Poverty and Norplant: Can Contraception 
Reduce the Underclass?”. The article caused 
a stir by suggesting that Norplant could help 
control reproductive rights of the underclass 
and people in the inner city—read black, 
urban, and poor (Roberts 107). The Richmond 
Times-Dispatch also reported that Norplant 
“offers society yet another way to curb the 
expansion of an underclass most of whose 
members face a future of disorder and 
deprivation” (Roberts 107). In addition to 
representing “welfare mothers” as women in 
need of reproductive control, the discourse 
also started to criminalize black reproduction. 

The crack epidemic of the late 80s and early 
90s wreaked havoc on the African-American 
community. The increased drug use resulted 
in many women becoming addicts and 
giving birth to children who were addicted 
to crack. Healthcare providers often saw 
these mothers as criminals and not victims 
of an addiction, and the terms “crack 
babies” and “crack mommas” became part 
of popular language. In her book Killing the 
Black Body, Dorothy Roberts addresses the 
disparity and treatment of Black mothers 
on crack when she states, “health care 
professionals report Black women who 
use drugs during pregnancy more readily 
than they report their white patients […] 
Black women were ten times more likely 
than whites to be reported to government 
authorities” (175). Obviously, drug use of 
any kind is dangerous during pregnancy; 
however, the way in which Black mothers 
on crack were portrayed in the media and 
treated by healthcare providers makes one 
wonder how blaming these mothers pushed 
the narrative and cultural stereotypes of 
a black mother’s irresponsibility further. 
It is a stark contrast to the way the opioid 
epidemic gripping America now is described 
in the news. Drug use among white, middle 
class women is an illness and not a crime, 
and mothers who are addicted are given 
treatment options to help them keep their 
babies as they work through rehabilitation.

Cultural Stereotypes

In many ways, the cultural stereotypes of 
Black mothers are a justification for the 
killing of black men, women, and children. 
After all it is their unrestrained sexual 
appetite that makes them mothers, and it is 
their wombs that bear children who are filled 
with “incurable immorality” (Roberts 8). A 
recent study by the Center on Poverty and 
Inequality at the Georgetown University Law 
Center reports that “adults see black girls 
as less innocent and more adult-like than 
their white peers, especially in the age range 
of 5-14.” (Epstein, Blake, and Gonzalez 1). 
From an early age, Black girls are subjected 
to stereotypes that support the idea that 
they become Black women who are at their 
core unfit to be mothers. When people see 
yet another Black mother on TV crying about 
their dead children (Trayvon Martin, Sabrina 
Fulton; Tamir Rice, Samira Rice; Eric Garner, 
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Gwen Carr; Sandra Bland, Geneva Reed-
Veal; and Philando Castile, Valerie Castile), 
society at large doesn’t see a grieving 
mother. They see a Black woman who was 
unfit to be a mother crying over a child that 
they corrupted before it was born. Society 
doesn’t see the “complex set of stereotypes 
that deny Black humanity to rationalize white 
supremacy” (Roberts 8). The media creates 
a narrative that criminalizes the victim and 
dehumanizes Black mothers.

As artist Anika Sabree captions in her image 
(above) “Got Justice? We Should know 
their names.” Their lives mattered and their 
families matter. Technical communication 
programs and writing programs that focus 
on public writing need to understand the 
systemic pressures that allow for these killings 
to happen year after year. A starting point for 
this transition is to teach the next generation 
of scholars about the myth of neutrality and 
use of veiled language in written documents. 
Technical communication scholars need to 
find ways to incorporate pedagogies that 
help students unpack the complex nature 
of rhetoric and persuasion in writing. The 
myth that technical communication is free 
from bias helps perpetuate laws that are 
racist, misogynistic, and homophobic. The 
argument surrounding Black Lives Matter 
isn’t about saying one group matters more 
than another. It is about acknowledging the 
fact that Black Lives don’t matter enough 
and neither do the wombs that bore them.
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During summer 2017, we conducted a video interview with Dr. Veronica House, 
Associate Faculty Director for Service-Learning and Outreach in the Program for Writing 
and Rhetoric at the University of Colorado, Boulder (CU Boulder). In our conversation, 
she discussed the founding of the Conference on Community Writing, perspectives on 
fostering networks for community engagement, and new directions for writing studies.

We are grateful for her time and insight, offering an optimistic perspective about how writing 
studies can work to forge community partnerships, a core goal of 4C4Equality. – Liz & Don

Liz & Don: You hold a unique position at 
your university and within your program, 
“associate faculty director for service-
learning and outreach in the Program for 
Writing and Rhetoric.”

What does the position entail?

Veronica House: I am charged with setting 
the vision for community-engaged pedagogy 
in the program and chair the program’s 
Service-Learning and Civic Engagement 
Committee.  I offer pedagogical support 
for instructors, leading presentations, 
discussions, and one-on-one consultations 
throughout the year as colleagues express 
interest in teaching an engaged writing 
course.  Typically, I meet with a colleague to 
learn about the course and its learning goals.  
We then map out potential assignments and 
assignment sequences and discuss possible 
community partners.  I next reach out to 
the potential partners to gage interest and 
send email introductions.  I have also liaised 
with several dozen community partners, 
facilitating community-wide workshops 
and discussions on service-learning, 
conducting on-site visits to determine how 
to fill community needs through curricular 
innovation, and collaboratively developing 
and assessing community-based learning 
projects for undergraduates.  Often partners 
approach me with project ideas, and I help 
connect them with faculty whose courses 
might lend themselves to the proposed 
project. 

L&D: Could you tell us more about CU 
Boulder’s Writing Initiative for Service 
and Engagement (WISE)? What sort of 
work does the initiative do?

In your 2015 Conference on Community 
Writing keynote, you state that 30% of 
CU Boulder’s faculty teach WISE courses: 

who do faculty partner with, and what 
types of work do students carry out?

VH: I launched WISE in 2008 with a faculty 
retreat where we collaboratively determined 
what a programmatic commitment to 
engaged pedagogy would look like at our 
lower and upper division.  Early on, we 
invited about 35 community partners to a 
working lunch, and we all discussed how to 
collaboratively launch this idea.  Through 
several years of workshops, presentations, 
discussions, and consultations with 
colleagues and community partners, we’ve 
developed a really robust curriculum that 
maps to community needs, interests, and 
conversations around critical issues. 

We have constructed a vertical service-
learning curriculum that touches several 
levels of writing (first-year, technical writing, 
science writing, business writing, and topics 
in writing courses such as environmental 
writing, grant writing, and my own course on 
Food and Culture) and several areas of study 
(first-year experience, community literacies, 
digital and multimodal composition, 
ecopedagogy and sustainability, visual 
rhetorics, and public rhetorics).  

First-year students might do a “writing 
about” assignment, such as a research 
paper investigating causes or effects of the 
social issue their organization addresses.  
Maybe they will determine an organizational 
need as part of a low-stakes “writing for” 
assignment, and craft a proposal letter to a 
local business or campus office asking for a 
donation of a particular item or service their 
non-profit needs.  I had a class several years 
ago design a class project with a homeless 
day shelter we were partnering with.  One 
of my students was a musician, and he 
developed a friendship with a homeless 
musician.  They proposed putting on a 
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concert on the CU campus featuring student 
and homeless musicians.  My class used 
writing in all kinds of ways, from soliciting 
sponsorships and donations to crafting 
promotional materials and press releases.  
The event was such a cool collaboration 
between the two groups of people who 
would never have met otherwise.

Upper level students may, for example, write 
a grant, create an interactive website, draft 
a business plan, or do a digital storytelling 
project for an organization.  One class did 
a comprehensive community discourse 
analysis for an environmental organization 
that wanted to understand how people use 
and understand the word “sustainability.”  
The students wrote up a report and 
presented their findings to the organization’s 
Board of Directors.  

Just a few days ago, the YWCA’s Reading 
to End Racism project director suggested 
a potential partnership with students who 
would write curriculum or lesson plans for 
particular books in their library that are used 
in the classroom.  Another project idea was 
to have college students assess their library 
and do research on cultures, topics, and 
issues that are missing, and create a book 
list of possible additions. 

Another recent request for our technical 
communication class was to have students 
write a case study on a new software/
app that they’re implementing this year.  
The upper division projects range widely 
depending upon the course and instructor.

L&D: How do these partnerships relate to 
the Conference on Community Writing?  
How did the conference get started?

VH: Part of my work in the PWR is to liaise 
with Campus Compact of the Mountain 
West. The idea for the first conference 
really grew out of my work on their advisory 
committee.  We did a number of regional 
faculty trainings, at which I kept hearing 
faculty say that they are doing engaged 
work DESPITE OF a lack of support at their 
home institution or IN ADDITION TO all of 
the other responsibilities they have.  

Even in my own program where there is 
a lot of enthusiasm, we constantly bump 

up against the need for more time to do 
the work well and for a reward structure.  
I’m lucky here at CU that I have so many 
colleagues who support the work and do 
it themselves.  We have a really wonderful 
comradery.  But many faculty around the 
country don’t have that. 

What if we could move around all of these 
potential barriers that can cause fatigue and 
burn out, and could create a structure—that 
engaged infrastructure I was getting at with 
the inaugural conference theme—to make 
the work more sustaining and sustainable?  
Really, this calls for a shift in the field in terms 
of hiring and T&P practices, a shift in our 
journals in terms of what gets published, in 
our book series, etc.  

Just a few months after I began planning 
for this conference, I attended a Writing 
Democracy workshop at CCCC and met 
Shannon Carter and Deborah Mutnick—they 
and Steve Parks and my awesome colleagues 
at CU on the conference planning committee 
all helped me to brainstorm about what the 
conference could be and do.  For example, 
the idea for the mentor network and the 
book award came from Paula Mathieu, who 
has been incredibly generous in her ideas.

L&D: We note that the 2015 conference 
theme, “engaged infrastructure,” and 
the 2017 conference theme, “networks 
and ecologies,” both relate to connecting 
scholars across the communities in 
which they carry out local work. What is 
your perspective on the importance of 
connecting scholars across communities?

VH: Relationships are foundational.  Eli 
Goldblatt takes a full chapter in Because We 
Live Here to talk about the importance of 
lunch.  Paul Feigenbaum writes about “wise 
mentorship.”  Several people said about the 
first conference that they finally felt they’d 
found their people.  Engaged work isn’t 
easy.  It’s such a joy to connect with others 
doing similar work—to network, mentor, and 
support one another is critical.  

L&D: Can you speak a little more about 
this year’s theme and how you think 
it reflects/pertains to what work is 
happening in the field?
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This call for an ecological framework for 
engagement is based on an understanding 
that a writing program is one part of a 
dynamic ecology.  This suggests a shift in 
community writing studies, from the singular 
model (single course/single instructor) to 
a multifaceted, cohort-based one.  In this 
idea, I’m drawing on work by Sid Dobrin, 
Jenny Rice, Laurie Gries, Kristen Seas Trader, 
and several others who theorize the hyper-
networked, collaborative, circulatory, and 
remixed nature of writing.  These theories 
can align beautifully with community-
based practitioners’ work and can influence 
the kinds of writing we encourage in our 
communities.  It calls for an understanding 
of the distributed, dynamic nature of public 
writing, and of how writing and rhetorical 
concepts circulate and morph in a complex 
ecology. 

L&D: We note that many of the 
presentations listed in the 2017 conference 
program focus on an individual instructors’ 
local work. How can we demonstrate 
the importance of building a disciplinary 
(or inter-institutional) infrastructure for 
community-based work? 

VH: That’s really what that first conference 
was all about.  I said in the 2015 Chair’s 
Address that I was thinking about the 
conference as a verb.  As an embodied 
doing and making.  The DeepThink Tanks in 
particular were supposed to convene people 
around a theme to figure out what it means 
to approach the theme as a discipline.  

The conference is a part of that 
demonstration of that importance of 
disciplinary infrastructure.  Reflections 
and the Community Literacy Journal are 
demonstrations of the importance.  The 
CCW awards demonstrate the importance.  
We’re in the beginning stage of launching a 
community writing organization. That’s also 
a kind of demonstration of our disciplinary 
importance.  And then, there’s the larger 
field—I think it’s critical to bring in key 
people who may not already think of their 
work as aligning with community writing (like 
Jenny Rice and Laurie Gries and others), and 
explore how tied our theories are.  We have 
very deliberately invited people from the 
caucuses and other areas of the field, who 
were not present at the first conference, to 

demonstrate the wide ranging theoretical, 
activist, and pedagogical potential for what 
fits under the umbrella of community writing.
  
L&D: In the 2015 CCW keynote, you 
address how the conference aims to help 
build a national support network for writing 
faculty engaged in service-learning and 
community engagement. Furthermore, 
you describe an infrastructure for this 
network as including:

•  Mentoring programs
•  Learning outcomes models
•  WPA consultant models
•  Awards
•       A crowdsourced interactive map  
    of work going on around the         
       country.

Could you tell us about the progress 
made in these areas? Hopes or goals?

VH: Paula Mathieu and I have initiated a 
project with several leading scholars in 
the field to create a national mentoring 
network for community-engaged faculty and 
graduate students.  Anyone interested in 
mentorship should contact me or Paul, and 
we can connect them.

In April, the Conference on College 
Composition and Communication 
(CCCC), revised its Position Statement on 
Community-Engaged Projects in Rhetoric 
and Composition, which offers guidelines 
for “understanding, assessing, and valuing” 
community-engaged work.  This wasn’t 
affiliated with CCW, but four of the five 
authors are actively involved in CCW.  It does 
speak to the growing presence of engaged 
work in the field.

We’ve added two awards to the initial 
one of Distinguished Engaged Scholar of 
Community Writing, which we gave to Eli 
Goldblatt in 2015, and which Ellen Cushman 
will receive at CCW this year.  We now also 
have Outstanding Book and Outstanding 
College-Community Partnership.  Each 
awards committee had about 7–10 scholars 
deciding the honorees.

As Paul Feigenbaum and I assume editorship 
of the Community Literacy Journal, we’re 
aligning the journal more closely with the 
conference—we will offer a special issue to 
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come out of each CCW.
In terms of the map of community writing, 
we have a really strong outline for what we 
want to do.  We’re now searching for a web 
developer (hopefully someone in Rhetoric 
and Composition) to help create a minimally 
viable model that we can use to apply for 
funding to do the bigger project.

L&D: How might writing instructors 
get involved in efforts to build this 
infrastructure? 

VH: If anyone is interested in getting more 
involved, either in the mentor network, on 
the awards committees, in future conference 
planning, or in helping to build the new 
organization, they can just contact me and 
let me know what they’d like to do.  If they 
have an idea for something new, that is 
totally welcome, too!  If you have resources 
to provide, those are also welcome.  We’re 
really in the building stage—it’s an exciting 
time to get involved.

L&D: How has the conference changed 
from first iteration to second?

VH: It is even more inclusive of a wide variety 
of projects, ideas, and people.  It’s more 
comprehensive, too, in that it includes lots 
of CCCC caucus members who are bringing 
in some of the central foci of the caucuses 
to CCW.  My colleague, Seth Myers, has 
launched a makerthon—an activist maker 
space.  We’re continuing the DeepThink 
Tanks, which are meant to be action-
oriented working sessions that may result in 
collaborative action, a co-authored article 
or special issue of a journal, a conference 
panel, a location-based or theme-based 
cohort that can do on-the-ground work 
around a topic.  We’re trying to play with and 
expand possibilities for what a conference 
can do and be.

L&D: What are some of the main goals for 
the conference/future conferences; how 
can local organizers, who see the need to 
connect their work regionally or nationally 
but who may not be focused on writing 
and instruction, get involved in this 
network; and what advice do you have 
for those audiences, both communities 
and institutions?

VH: A key question for me is, “how do 
communities ‘write’ themselves?”  Distilling 
our theories about rhetorical velocity and 
virality and contagion and circulation, and 
offering communities tools for spreading 
messaging and ideas could be a real way 
to get local organizers interested in the 
potential organization and the conference.
Our Highlander Center pre-conference 
workshop will be a big draw to community 
organizers who have not yet thought much 
about connecting to higher ed.  We’re doing 
a lot of outreach to community organizations 
around this workshop, the Deep Think Tanks, 
and themed sessions.  We’re also opening 
up the two evening performances free to the 
public.  So, part of it is just starting to get the 
word out that this exists.  Most of the people 
we talk to are amazed that so many academics 
are doing this kind of engaged work.  I hope 
that future conferences will build on this 
outreach.  We’ve started from a disciplinary 
focus, but I imagine we will branch out to 
become a more interdisciplinary and inter-
community conference and organization.

One thing we can do in our local 
communities is to continue to do outreach, 
and once the organization is formed, we can 
invite community members to participate 
and serve on the board.  Paul and I are also 
thinking about ways to make the Community 
Literacy Journal more accessible and 
relevant to public audiences.  

My advice is to join the listserv and reach out 
to me if you want to get involved.  There’s 
so much work to be done and many ways 
for people to get involved.  I should add, 
too, that community partner presenters 
can attend the full conference for free.  
That’s something we’ve offered from the 
beginning, and I think it is important to 
continue that tradition.

L&D: How have the goals of building a 
national network been affected by the 
current political climate (Trump, etc.)? 

VH: Certainly issues of immigration, racism, 
environmental protection and climate 
change, gender, and so much more have all 
become more visible and urgent under the 
current administration, and higher ed has to 
adapt and respond in deep and meaningful 
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ways.  Engaged scholarship and pedagogy 
has come under sharp attack in the forms 
of things like the National Association of 
Scholars’ report and the Professor Watchlist.  
I’m proud that CCCCs has responded by 
creating a strategic action task force, chaired 
by Steve Parks, to pull together resources 
for faculty who may feel threatened or who 
need to promote and explain engaged work 
to external audiences.  

As CCW forms an organization and as the 
conference leaves Boulder and moves 
around the country, it will be critical that we 
keep at the forefront questions of why we are 

important and to whom, whose voices are 
included or excluded…I believe it’s critical 
to build structures of support and resources 
and mentorship, but I hope that those 
structures will remain pliable, adaptive, and 
critically engaged—that’s what I was trying 
to get at through the concept of an engaged 
infrastructure, and that’s one of the draws of 
thinking ecologically.  

Ecologies are responsive and in constant flux.  
I think, given the bent of the hundreds of 
people involved in CCW so far, it will continue 
to remain self-reflective and adaptive and 
connected to its grassroots origins.  

Scene Report– Building Community Care Networks: Training Legal Aid Attorneys at 
the 2017 American Bar Association Equal Justice Conference

by Dawn Opel

The American Bar Association holds its Equal 
Justice Conference each year to “join all 
components of the civil legal aid community 
to discuss and address issues related to the 
delivery of legal services to low-income 
individuals in need of legal assistance” 
(Equal Justice). Continuing legal education 
is a core component of the conference, 
with over 85 sessions offering relevant, 
accredited programming that fulfills legal 
aid attorneys’ obligations to their state bar 
associations. Legal aid attorneys work across 
a broad spectrum of practice areas and often 
find that the legal assistance they provide 
will not be successful without support for 
their clients outside of the legal arena. If the 
goal of their work is equal access to justice, 
they find that legal assistance is inextricably 
connected to a variety of issues related to 
access to services across contexts, including 
housing, transportation, food, and other 
support offered through government and 
nonprofit entities. In short, justice means 
not only a particular legal outcome, but 
also the scaffolding of equal access to the 
services that enable that legal outcome to 
be sustained. This year, at the Equal Justice 
Conference held in Pittsburgh on May 4-6, 
2017, a research collaborative of which I 
am a part was invited to lead a continuing 
education program in order to present, 
demonstrate, and educate ways to better 
create communication strategies to reach 
the partners in the community that they need 
to be successful. We call the relationships 

between professionals and other caregivers 
in the community “care coordination 
teams,” and my research collaborative works 
to scaffold these teams’ communication with 
technological support. Care coordination 
is particularly essential when the health 
and wellness of the client is a focus of the 
strategy; for instance, when applying for 
Medicaid benefits with the assistance of a 
legal aid attorney is essential to receive care 
from a primary care physician. 

The Agency for Healthcare Research 
and Quality refers to care coordination 
as “deliberately organizing patient care 
activities and sharing information among 
all of the participants concerned with a 
patient’s care to achieve safer and more 
effective care” (AHRQ). For this reason, 
The Patient Protection and Affordable Care 
Act (ACA) focuses heavily on reform efforts 
geared toward care coordination inside 
and outside of clinics. For almost a year, 

ABA Equal Justice Conference logo
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I have been involved as a digital rhetoric 
and community literacy scholar-activist on a 
transdisciplinary research team that includes 
attorneys from Elder Law of Michigan, 
Inc. (a legal aid clinic that offers free legal 
services to older adults across the state of 
Michigan), a web developer, and a social 
worker. We have been brought together 
on a project to research, develop, and test 
software designed to facilitate community 
care coordination across legal, medical, 
and social services contexts to create more 
equity in access to all of these services.  
 
The software, called Connectz, was 
developed with the help of several grants 
to visualize and activate the networks of 
support services offered to older adults in the 
state of Michigan who need the assistance 
of more than just one sector of support 
in our communities. Rather than hand a 
patient or client a brochure for a service, 
as is current practice in many healthcare 
settings and in agencies such as legal aid 
offices, this free, online system facilitates 
the care across settings by creating a space 
to make and track referrals across agencies 
and communicate across care provider roles. 
The goal of Connectz—and with other care 
coordination efforts incentivized under the 
ACA—is to create interprofessional networks 
that address the social determinants of 
health and wellness and combat health 
inequities. 
 
Currently, these networks are nonexistent 
to informal. A social worker or agency 
representative may have a personal 
relationship within another agency that they 
rely upon for referrals, or they may consult 
a phonebook of services (although these 
are quickly outdated due to swift variations 
in funding and staff from year to year in 
the nonprofit and government sectors). 
Further, if a healthcare or social services 
professional wishes to make a referral, it 
often involves lengthy bouts of back-and-
forth phone tag. When taken together, 
these difficulties discourage the practice 
of making community referrals, particularly 
in the healthcare sector as a healthcare 
provider lacks the means to efficiently learn 
if their referral was successful. 

There is also no space to communicate to 
coordinate care over time. Connectz, then, 

is effectively creating networked writing 
spaces for health equity, in that it exists 
to make communities of support visible 
and able to act, across silos, in ways that 
improve the practice of the professionals 
and transform the lives of patients and 
clients. In this way, my role in this project 
has been directly influenced by Jeff Grabill’s 
call to action for work as rhetoricians in 
community computing and informatics, in 
that failure to address these areas means 
“we will continue to see information 
technologies failing certain individuals and 
communities and persistent ‘divides’ related 
to technology and writing” (9). Our team 
is attempting to move community care 
coordination—with under resourced human 
services agencies and federally qualified 
healthcare clinics that serve the most under 
resourced communities—from the era of the 
phone book to the affordances of networked 
information technologies.

My work as a scholar-activist on this project 
is not only as a researcher, to design and 
test the software in clinics and offices, 
but to build a culture of awareness in care 
coordination as health equity activism 
among the professional communities that 
must participate in order for coordination to 
take place. This is where the Equal Justice 
Conference plays a role. Our workshop 
had three components: (1) addressing both 
cultural and procedural concerns about 
care coordination and the Connectz tool 
specifically; (2) equipping lawyers from 
across the country to begin their own work 
with care coordination; and (3) networking 
with workshop participants to leverage 
resources across initiatives from around the 
country, so researchers and professionals 
are not duplicating efforts and we might 
preserve critical resources for legal and 
social services in our communities.

Our workshop began with a PowerPoint 
presentation that provided the basic 
approach of Connectz and a demonstration 
of the software. Immediately, the audience 
began asking questions that fell into roughly 
two categories: cultural and procedural. 
These combine to create roadblocks to 
care coordination. Cultural concerns related 
to perceived roles and responsibilities of a 
certain profession, such as, “Is this work 
really a part of my job as a [lawyer/healthcare 
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Typical referral process versus coordinated care the Connectz imagined network

professional/nonprofit representative]?”, 
or “Will my funding for my clinic or agency 
allow for this work?” To change these cultural 
conceptions of siloed work, it is important 
to communicate the research findings 
of the project to audiences such as the 
Equal Justice Conference. We relayed our 
experiences in legal and medical contexts 
to begin to build a culture of understanding 
that networking services is more efficient, 
cost effective, and transforms the lives of 
the clients they serve. Procedural questions 
related to the tool itself, and questions 
of, for example, whether communication 
facilitated by the tool may violate attorney-
client privilege or HIPAA. Again, sharing our 
experiences with examples is important to 
dispelling the lore that prevents attempts 
to coordinate and make referrals. Some in 
the audience also shared their experiences, 
which helped to network lawyers from other 
states at varied levels of engagement with 
care coordination. 

For example, one audience member is 
working with the Florida bar to develop 
a similar system that connects elder law 
practitioners to healthcare networks with an 
open source tool, and she shared that tool 
with the audience and offered her assistance 
in that geographic region. By the end of 
the session, many lawyers in the audience 
expressed their interest in building capacity 
to begin similar care coordination efforts 
in their communities. For me as a scholar-
activist and for our research team, the Equal 
Justice Conference created an opportunity 
to expand the potential impact of our work 
to other areas of the country, and hopefully, 
into the lives of more people served by 
participating legal aid attorneys. 
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I was a first-year PhD student at Ohio 
University in Athens during spring 2012. It 
was the last quarter of the academic year, 
and classes started on March 26—exactly 
one month after George Zimmerman 
murdered 17-year-old Trayvon Martin. While 
Zimmerman remained free, almost arrogant 
about the murder, the media quickly 
criminalized Martin. Needless to say, the 
injustice and frustration loomed over the 
start of the quarter . 

Anyone who knows Athens understands 
that it is as a blue dot surrounded by a sea 
of red—the only town in Southeast Ohio 
with LGBTQ protections. Many students on 
campus are remarkably politically active, 
and the community often comes together 
to support their endeavors, especially when 
school officials and local police don’t. t 
wasn’t long before two student groups 
came together to organize the “Justice for 
Trayvon” rally, held Wednesday, March 28, 
2012, at 5pm. 

I taught first year writing from 4:10-6:30 pm 
that day, and I felt incredibly torn between 
my teaching and activism—a familiar 
feeling. On the second day of class,  how 
could I possibly attend the rally? My heart 
was heavy, broken for Martin’s family and 
the Black community. I felt rage and despair, 
and I didn’t want to feel my way through 
these emotions alone. For those of us who 
are openly political, countercultural, and/or 
queer, building solidarity on our campus and 
in local communities is essential for survival 
and self-care. But, that takes time. Sharing 
a classroom space with new students can 
be awkward at first, especially when some 
of us come to class burdened with the 
material consequences of discrimination and 
oppression. How could I begin to process 
what was(n’t) happening with students I had 
just met, most of whom where cis-het, white, 
and Christian?

I decided to start our second day of class 
by talking openly with my students about 
Trayvon’s murder. What did they know? How 
did they feel? What were people focusing 
on? What were they ignoring or failing to 
consider? Some students were well informed 

while others were clueless. I told them about 
the rally and explained how compelled I felt 
to be there. I decided to let them out of 
class early so I could attend the rally, and I 
invited them to come along, assuring them 
participation wasn’t mandatory. Many of 
them had never been to a rally or any kind 
of demonstration, but every single one of 
them came with me. As we walked over to 
College Green—frequently called “the heart 
of campus”—some of us clustered together; 
others moved away to hold their own space. 

Although it was touching to attend the event 
with my class, it was too early in the quarter 
to feel connected to any of them. We hadn’t 
bonded as a group, and I was still unfamiliar 
to them. Attending a rally and march with 
students I didn’t know yet was moving but 
disorienting. It is the only rally I’ve been 
to without a friend or partner by my side. I 
remember standing there, listening to the 
speakers with tears rolling down my cheeks, 
under the watchful eyes of my students. 
They moved closer to each other, but not to 
me; I appreciated and needed that space. 
After the rally, some of us remained to march 
around campus and down Court Street:  
No justice, no peace! 

The rally set an anti-racist tone for our class, 
fostering a unique and sustained way of 
talking about injustice and activism. These 
students seemed more invested in the case 
and anti-Blackness than those in the other 
section of the same course I was teaching, 
likely because they had become a more 
active part of something significant. They 
wanted to talk about it, so we regularly 
started class by catching each other up on 
the latest news and responses to Trayvon’s 
murder and the neglect of the police force 
to take action against Zimmerman. We 
witnessed the start of Black Lives Matter, 
and we discussed the ways Trayvon and 
other young Black men were depicted in the 
media and in our daily conversations with 
friends and family. Trayvon tied us together 
and increased our political involvement on 
campus.

Six weeks after the rally, Rev. Jesse Jackson 
visited Ohio University and held a public talk 

Column—Activating Activism
by Hillery Glasby
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with Clarence Page as a part of the 2012 
Schuneman Symposium: “Impact: Words 
and Pictures That Matter.” Again, the event 
fell on a Wednesday during class time. 
Again, I had an opportunity to be active 
with my students, who had coalesced into 
a community of writers. Rather than hold 
regular class, we decided to attend the talk 
together. This time, I sat one row behind 
to give them distance. I proudly watched 
their interest and emotion grow as Jackson 
and Page connected Trayvon’s murder and 
subsequent media coverage to the Civil 
Rights Movement. 

In what has become one of the most 
beautiful and poignant moments in my 
teaching career, we sat together, curiously 
watching, as someone approached the 
stage from the right to pass Jackson a small, 
folded piece of paper. He silently read the 
note to himself before sharing the news 
with the audience: Zimmerman would face 
a second-degree murder charge. The crowd 
erupted in applause, hugs, and gratitude. It 
was a short-lived victory for Martin and his 
family, and I was able to share it with the 
very students I had rallied alongside months 
earlier. I hope this memory has stayed with 
them too.

Every course I teach emphasizes how 
identity is imbued in writing and also 
centers cultural rhetorics, social justice, and 
activism. Inviting students to consider and 
participate in current political movements 
paves the way for more meaningful and 
concrete discussions about issues that 
are(n’t) directly affecting their lives as well 
as engaging them with their classmates and 
campus community on a much deeper level. 
Of course, students’ willingness to listen 
and participate is critical. This particular 
experience allowed for more organic 
and relevant ways to discuss and analyze 
how we talk and think about activism. We 
incorporated a genealogical analysis of 
Trayvon’s murder into the course , as well 
as  subsequent responses by the police 
and the media, including the ways they 
depicted“peaceful” protests and riots. 
Doing so helped students find their way to 
their own positions, rather than uncritically 
inheriting them from others. 

Today, when I’m not able to participate 
alongside my students at events, we talk 
about my (and their) experiences at marches 
and rallies, and we process news coverage 
together: what does it mean to see mostly 
white women at a march aimed against Tr-
mp’s policies when 53% of white women 
voted for him? Why do we emphasize 
peaceful protests when white women will 
never face the same scrutiny and brutality 
people of color do in the same situations? 
Why is blocking traffic or holding a die-in for 
four minutes an effective mode of protesting 
despite another not-guilty verdict? In riots, 
why does the mainstream continue to value 
property over people?

Those of us who identify as scholar-activists, 
or teacher-activists, know the tension of 
negotiating teaching and being politically 
active: we know the time and emotional 
labor involved, and we know our jobs and 
safety are on the line. Considering the 
current political moment, we’d be remiss to 
ignore the interconnectedness of teaching 
and protesting, rhetoric and rally, and writing 
instruction and activism. Let’s engage 
students and our colleagues in social 
movements on a more active, participatory 
level and move activism beyond the page, 
screen, and classroom and into the streets.  
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Uproot and Seed: June 2015–Moving Day 
with Carol
 
Carol: I had to move because the landlord 
had sold the property I was living in. I didn’t 
have any funds to pay anyone and I didn’t 
know, or I thought that I didn’t know, anyone 
who could help me.
 
I didn’t say anything [before our big 
Anthology reading] because... first things 
first.
 
Rachel: Right. We had this transcendent 
thing—our first year’s celebratory reading—
sharing stories. Then, I get this email from 
you the next day and my kids, well they are 
still little, but they were littler then, and you 
wrote, “You should be proud, Mama.” And it 
felt like the biggest compliment that I could 
ever get, conflating those two things. So you 
say, okay—this wonderful thing happened... 
and now I have to move.
 
One thing I’ve never asked is, what allowed 
you to... I mean, you weren’t asking me for 
anything... but you were telling me. And I 
know you are very reserved.
 
C: It was pressing on me. And in the writing I 
had done a lot of reflection and shared things 
about what had gone on in my life. I felt a 
connection with you. So I just mentioned 
it. Almost as a point of conversation. The 

Anthology reading was the first thing we 
did, and this was the next thing coming up 
in my life.

R: And how was it, the move?
 
C: Well, you are old enough to know the 
cartoon with the Tasmanian Devil—that 
was what that was like. I was amazed at 
the number of people who came out on a 
Sunday morning to help... Your husband just 
came with the students, and they did it.
 
(Carol looks to me, an aside): You have 
to be careful what you say around Rachel 
because she really listens, really thinks about 
things, if she sees a problem, she thinks 
about what she can give of herself to try to 
tackle it. She gets things done too.

Writers Room (WR) is a three-year-old literary arts initiative situated at the edge of Drexel 
University’s campus, at the border of the Mantua and Powelton neighborhoods of West 
Philadelphia. In the past three years, with the help of our members (a committed group of 
community members and Drexel students, faculty, and staff) we have co-created program-
ming: side-by-side classes, visiting writers, cultural events, and monthly workshops. After 
receiving an NEA Big Read grant in fall 2016, we realized we had the capacity to act on the 
stories emerging from our writers. The election of Trump and the lost housing of one of our 
own (Carol Richardson McCullough) cemented for us the necessity of taking action. We’ve 
recently been named as finalists for ArtPlace America’s National Creative Placemaking Fund. 
Our proposal flips the typical script of a “writers house”—we are proposing the construction 
of a residence that will be populated by half-students/half-community members. The story-
tellers will live, and make, in the building.
 
What follows is a discussion about houses and stories and the people who inhabit both with 
Carol and WR’s founder, Rachel Wenrick, as witnessed and collated by WR assistant director, 
Kirsten Kaschock. See our website at www.writersroom.online for information about our 
programming and our people.

Jordan McCullough, Carol’s son at an Anthology 
reading at Writers Room

Interview– From Words to Rooms: Talking with Carol and Rachel of Writers Room 
Literary Arts Initiative at Drexel University

by Rachel Wenrick, Carol Richardson McCullough, and Kirsten Kaschock
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Planting, Tending: June 2015–June 2017
 
R: The next year, we applied for the NEA Big 
Read inspired by one of the first pieces you 
wrote, Carol–Transplant. As soon as Kirsten 
and I saw the Zora Neale Hurston book on 
the list, we knew it had to be that... because 
of that line from your piece about writing a 
book in seven weeks [like Zora did] to pay 
the rent. The whole idea sprung from that—
doing the festival in seven weeks.

C: In the first Anthology I also had a line 
“I used to dream about being a poet, 
about capturing images and making them 
sparkle on the page.” And then something 
happened in my life, and it shut that poetry 
down. Coming to Writers Room that first 
year—it reanimated that spark... 
 
Since I’ve been writing again, I’ve become 
really aware of the idea of stories and people 
and human capacity to capture what is 
happening in their life. Here, in Philadelphia, 
how it’s set up in neighborhoods—you might 
not know somebody from a different place. 
What we do at Writers Room is we share...

R: We do. There really is something about 
coming together with a group of people you 
expect to see and also new people coming 
in who bring new energy. Those two things 
weaving in and out create something. All 
of us at Writers Room believe in this thing 
we’re doing, but then—after your move—we 
began to feel, to see, it’s not enough. 
 
So in October of last year [even before the 
NEA festival was over], I got the call to go to 
an info session in November for ArtPlace1. 
It ended up being the morning after the 
election. The horror show. And I went early 
and the room was empty, one other guy 

1 Find more information about ArtPlace’s National Creative Placemaking Fund and the work it helps seed at www.artplaceamerica.org.

getting coffee in the corner. I felt that my 
guts had just been ripped out, and 

I remember saying to the director, Javier, 
“I didn’t know where else to go; it felt like 
I should be here,” and he said, “I like your 
skirt.”
 
C: (Laughs)

R: So I took notes, and I had all this stuff 
swirling around, teaching and Writers 
Room and life, and I knew if we went for 
this big grant [ArtPlace], it had to be about 
affordable housing, because it had to be. 

I remember a little later being in the shower 
and thinking—it’s that question again. The 
one that really began Writers Room: “What 
might a community writer’s house look like?” 
There it was again. The idea of a house.

Waiting on Blooms: June 2017
 

C: Writers Room has gotten me really 
thinking about sharing my own story, but 
instead you all got me writing some other 
stuff. 

Letters for Zora letterpress cover

Carol McCullough and Cheryl Wall

Potential site
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R: Yeah, well—right now Writers Room is 
trying to put together this residential house 
(and think tank, and commons...), and you’ve 
been hired to write for a website about 
anchor institutions in the neighborhood. 
And you were hired because of your voice 
and because of the way you are able to 
connect with people and draw out their 
stories rather than just procedural stuff.
 
C: Sure. Because everyone has a story, and it 
might not be what you think it is. Once you  
learn what’s going on it helps to explain a lot 
and helps you understand and maybe gain 
some compassion. Or you realize you need 
to keep your distance. 
 
R: (Laughs)
 
C: And I’m still moving towards... coming to 
grips with telling my own story, because the 
thing is, I have two kids. But my daughter 
said, which I think is very profound, that 
if I hadn’t gone through all I had, then I 
wouldn’t be who I am.
 
R: It’s true. And I do think the writing we do, 
that you’ve done and you’re doing, is our 
chance to stop, to reflect. During our last 
workshop, for the first time in a long time 
I was able to write something not about 
doing. And I wrote, “I write what I cannot 
say.” I always have. I also write to try to 
figure out what it is I think, which is not a 
new idea, but it’s an idea that feels new 
every time I come to it.

I think I try to make things happen because 
I write. Once you see that link, between 
wondering and doing, it’s addictive. 
 
C: You know, I recently had this experience 
of going to another well-known writer’s 
house in the city. I’d heard about it, but I’d 

never been. It was a reading of an anthology 
celebrating Gwendolyn Brooks, and it was a 
great evening. I really enjoyed it. 

Then, at the reception, I was talking with 
one of the students. And I was thinking this 
is such a nice atmosphere and thinking, 
what a great place, and I looked up [to the 
second floor], and I asked her “Do you live 
here? Does anyone live here?” And she kind 
of giggled, and she said, “No, nobody lives 
here.” 
 
And I thought, “Well... why not?”
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