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undergraduates with the dual task of mentoring and observing, and students’ status as 

novice users of the methodology.   

The data analysis at the heart of this chapter has led me to reconsider my teaching 

approach, specifically in terms of the ways in which I discussed and modeled, or failed to 

model, the genre of ethnography. As I say earlier, part of the difficulty is that ethnography 

is an unsettled genre, particularly in comparison to more stayed genres such as the 

scientific research report.  With that in mind, if I were to teach ethnography again, I would 

spend more class time reading ethnography with students and developing a metadiscoursal 

vocabulary to talk about the rhetoric of ethnography and the impact of different structures 

and features on the function of the genre. Some of these strategies are loosely covered in 

Sunstein and Chiseri-Strater’s Fieldworking text, but my reading of student texts leads me 

to believe that students simply do not have the prerequisite experience with the rhetorical 

positions and moves privileged by ethnography to do the kinds of writing we, and I, would 

like. For example, the rhetorical move from the stases of description and argument to 

policy seemed to challenge students in ways that, as an instructor, I did not appreciate. In 

addition, it seems clear to me now that while many students do have some experience with 

narrative writing that incorporates personal experience, reflection that creates a rhetorical 

space for writers to complicate and reconsider the role of their own subject positions in the 

service-learning experience was a new and extremely challenging task for developing 

writers, at least for those enrolled in my courses. Modeling reflection for students is 

complicated by the absence of a clear definition, but texts such as bell hooks’ Teaching to 

Transgress and Robert Rodriquez’ Hunger of Memory are accessible texts that seem like 

good candidates for introducing students to the rhetoric of reflection. Yancey’s work with 
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reflection and her identification of textual features that instructors associate with quality 

reflection also provide starting points for revising the role of reflection in course objectives, 

moving from the relatively vague goal of “thinking critically” to objectives that ask students 

to reflect with specificity and detail on moments of confusion, re-consideration, and 

rhetorical challenge.  

With a revised teaching approach in mind, I would like to conclude this chapter by 

proposing an outline for a revised end-of-the semester project that takes into account some 

of the major findings of my analysis. In particular, in this revised description I attempt to be 

clearer about the intellectual project of the assignment, with an eye towards minimizing 

potential genre confusion between ethnography and the traditional research paper. I also 

attempt to provide additional direction in the area of reflection with more specific language 

about the rhetorical challenges student ethnographers face. In the next chapter, I use the 

results of this chapter to take up the important issue of how we assess service-learning 

writing and the relationship between assignment-level writing objectives with course-level 

learning goals.  
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Revised Final Project Assignment 

Ethnographic Final Project 

Purpose 

The goal of this project is to present a 10-12 page thematic narrative based on your service 

experience this semester. Primary data for the project will consist of fieldnote data and 

materials acquired during the mentoring experience and where applicable, class 

discussions. Secondary sources will primarily include course readings and external 

research.  

 

As we have discussed in class, ethnographers usually seek to avoid using their data to prove 

a thesis or to assume that what might be true in one situation, or to one group of people, is 

easily applied to other settings. At the same time, ethnographers do use theoretical 

perspectives, such as Paulo Freire’s banking metaphor, to center their narratives and to 

open their analysis to new ways of seeing how people live, work, and play. As such, 

successful final projects will develop ideas and interpretations that create meaning through 

detailed descriptions of the service experience using theoretical perspectives, thick 

description, and an awareness of how the ethnographer’s own experiences and subject 

positions shape perception. Writers should take particular care to avoid offering neat 

conclusions about the beliefs and motivations of participants. Rather, writers should work 

to represent the experience, attitudes, and motivations of mentees from their perspective 

whenever possible. 
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Successful essays will offer detailed descriptions of the service setting, the mentoring 

activity, and project participants. Effective papers will also offer the ethnographer’s 

personal reflections on the specific writing challenges faced while researching and writing 

the project. Reflections on the research and writing process can be interspersed 

throughout the essay or presented as part of the introduction or conclusion.  

 

In preparing to draft your essay, consider some of the following questions:  

What was the most surprising thing about your experience this semester? 

What kinds of preconceived notions did you bring to the mentoring experience? What 

happened to these assumptions over time? 

What is the hardest thing about doing ethnography? 

What was the most difficult aspect of the mentoring experience? 

What was the most rewarding aspect of the mentoring experience? 

What kinds of things did you most often notice while gathering observations for your 

fieldnote journal? What kinds of things do you think you most often missed? 

What might be some alternative interpretations of your experience this semester? 

If you could change one thing about the mentoring experience, what would it be? 

If you would keep one thing about the mentoring experience, what would it be? 

What kinds of things can be learned from using ethnography? 

What are the limitations of ethnography as a form of research? 
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Project Components 

Proposal 

The proposal is a 150-200 word description of your project. The proposal should identify 

the general topic of your project, the primary research questions motivating your inquiry, 

and outline your research plan for completion of the project.  

Annotated Bibliography 

The annotated bibliography is a list of research sources that you are consulting for your 

project. As with a Works Cited page, sources should be listed alphabetically using MLA 

format. Each source should be accompanied by a short paragraph summarizing the source 

and explaining how it might contribute to the project. An example is attached. 

First Draft 

The first draft is a five to six page draft of your project. It should have a working title, an 

introduction, and a Works Cited page. 

Final Project Draft 

This is the completed ten to twelve page draft of your final project. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: SERVICE-LEARNING WRITING AND ASSESSMENT 

In the last chapter, I presented my findings of a genre analysis of end-of-the-

semester ethnographic projects written by students in my service-learning course. In this 

chapter, I consider the applicability of genre analysis to writing assessment, and its 

particular relevance for assessing the writing outcomes of students enrolled in service-

learning courses. Consistent with arguments I have made throughout this project, I 

maintain that the socially engaged nature of service-learning courses provides a logical site 

for inquiry using contemporary genre theory, which considers genres as frames for social 

action, and genre analysis as a productive framework for exploring the relationships 

between texts and their instructional contexts. I begin with a review of recent 

developments in the discourse of assessment, and in particular the rise of the politically-

charged accountability agenda and the role of standardized high-stakes testing. Next, I 

juxtapose standardized approaches to outcomes-based assessment with developments in 

contemporary assessment theory and current theories of writing assessment. I conclude 

the chapter by proposing a genre-based model of writing assessment designed specifically 

for service-learning–based settings using ethnographic pedagogy, with a discussion about 

the implications and applicability of the model for writing assessment more generally.  

As Brian Huot observes, the term writing assessment can refer to a range of different 

things (4). It can refer to evaluating a specific piece of writing, the outcomes of a specific 

course or section of a course, or an entire curriculum. For the purposes of this project, I 

consider writing assessment in terms of the instructional learning objectives assigned to a 

particular course and for service-learning pedagogy more generally. As such, I am offering 

a layered, or tiered, consideration of writing assessment meant to help individual 
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instructors and writing program administrators who are responsible for evaluating 

instructional strategies like service-learning and those strategies’ contributions to student 

learning outcomes.  

Identifying and describing the rhetorical outcomes of students’ writing in service-

learning courses has merits of its own. As an instructor, it is generative to see the 

continuum of student achievement temporally and spatially removed from a particular 

course offering, both in terms of student development, but also in the context of my own 

development as an instructor and service-learning as a pedagogy and civic project in which 

I am deeply invested. In light of my findings, however, and given the large investment of 

time and energy expended in service-learning settings, questions of assessment necessarily 

follow, particularly in an environment in which educational stakeholders are increasingly 

interested in justifying, and ultimately rationalizing, educational strategies based on their 

effectiveness and relative cost.  

My engagement with writing assessment takes place in an increasingly charged 

atmosphere in which notions of assessment are articulated from a wide range of competing 

stakeholder groups involving legislators, bureaucrats, educators, scholars, students, 

parents, and citizens. Over the last several years, the terms of the assessment debate have 

in many ways been dictated by what Chris Gallagher calls “the accountability agenda,” 

which he describes as an attempt to recast education as an economic rather than a 

relational transaction in which taxpayers, and their children, receive goods and services 

with an emphasis on “getting what you pay for” (8). As Gallagher and others have noted, 

this focus on accountability is not new; it often accompanies times of economic uncertainty 

and anxiety, which spreads to concerns about the academic preparedness of American 



196 

 

 

students. In Rhetoric and Reality, compositionist Berlin observes how the launch of Sputnik 

in 1957 became linked to national concerns about the academic achievement of American 

students (120), in much the same way as the perception of a literacy crisis after the Civil 

War gave rise to the creation of the first year writing course in the late 19th century 

(Connors 128). In the 1970s, the publication of articles like Newsweek’s infamous “Why 

Johnny Can’t Read,” and Paul Copperman’s 1978 book Literacy Hoax became touchstones 

for education critics who began to tout the notion of accountability (Gallagher 19).  More 

recently, concerns about the preparedness of American students together with persistent 

and widening gaps in achievement between upper and middle class white students and 

students of color and rural whites, have been motivating issues for the rise of legislative 

initiatives such as No Child Left Behind (2002) and the Spellings report on higher 

education (2006) which further engage notions of accountability, transparency, and the 

establishment of national educational outcomes across all levels of American education. 

Outcomes-based assessment and high-stakes standardized testing are central to the 

accountability agenda and its articulation in No Child Left Behind and the Spellings report. 

Although the US has resisted establishing a nationwide achievement test, most states, 

including Michigan, now have some form of statewide exam at the elementary and 

secondary levels that link student achievement to graduation, accreditation, and funding. 

At the collegiate level, objections from both Spellings Commission members and university 

presidents struck down efforts to create a national standardized test of achievement, but 

there is increasing and sustained pressure from state legislatures and regional 

accreditation boards for colleges and universities to demonstrate accountability and 
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transparency in their assessment of both student achievement and program and 

institutional outcomes.  

For the assessment of student writing specifically, the primary instrument 

advocated by the creators of large-scale, high-stakes assessments like the SAT writing test 

are timed, document based, essay exams (Anson, “Closed Systems” 119). Like the SAT, the 

Collegiate Learning Assessment (CLA), which was jointly developed by the Council for Aid 

to Education (CAE), the Rand Corporation, and the Educational Testing Service (ETS), uses 

a series of writing prompts and a timed essay format to measure freshmen and seniors’ 

critical thinking, analytic reasoning, and problem solving abilities (Perelman 135). As 

Anson and Perelman argue, these instruments are built on assumptions that writing takes 

place in a closed system, devoid of context, and that writing skills can be distilled and 

observed as a series of discrete behaviors across textual forms (Anson, “Closed Systems” 

114). These assumptions stand in marked contrast to the views of compositionists who 

argue that writing always takes place in an open system: “constantly evolving, contextually 

mediated, and contextually determined…” (Anson, “Closed Systems” 114). 

Given national developments around the rise of the accountability agenda, the 

culture of assessment at my home institution of Wayne State University has recently been 

characterized by an increased commitment to transparency in sharing assessment data 

with university stakeholders and an institution wide focus on using assessment to improve 

the quality of teaching and student outcomes. The stakes for improving student outcomes 

at WSU have increased significantly over the last year with the recent publication of a 

report by the Education Trust documenting a dramatic gap between the graduation rates of 

white and African American students (Carey). The commitment to transparency is 
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documented in the university’s self-study report for its most recent accreditation review by 

the North Central Association of Colleges and Schools (“A Self-Study Report”). The 

university has also recently adopted the Voluntary System of Accountability, which is a 

voluntary initiative developed by the American Association of State Colleges and 

Universities (AASCU), and the National Association of State Universities and Land-Grant 

Colleges (NASULGC) to provide “basic, comparable information on the undergraduate 

student experience” to students, families, and community stakeholders (Voluntary System 

of Accountability). The central deliverable of the VSA is the “college portrait”—a 

standardized, web-based profile that provides institutional information across a variety of 

categories, including student characteristics, costs, campus life, undergraduate research, 

and student learning outcomes (Wayne State University College Portrait). The student 

learning outcomes page on Wayne State’s portrait links to a page on the WSU website with 

links to the university’s strategic plan, the self-study accreditation report mentioned above, 

and the university bulletin. The portrait also contains a statement explaining that Wayne 

State is in the process of gathering program level and course level assessment data, which 

interestingly appears on the VSA portraits of at least four other institutions that I surveyed. 

Wayne State’s institutional commitment to transparency, marked by its 

participation in VSA and language in its accreditation documentation, is accompanied by an 

orientation to assessment that foregrounds improving teaching and student learning 

outcomes. Over the last several years, the university has enhanced orientation programs 

for new faculty and graduate teaching assistants, in addition to investing in the university’s 

Office for Teaching and Learning (OTL), which provides both instructional and 

instructional technology support to faculty. A page dedicated to assessment on the 
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university website contains a variety of links to assessment related articles, many of which 

are focused on providing faculty with resources to improve instruction and student 

outcomes (Wayne State University “Assessment”).  

Despite an increased institutional commitment to improving assessment at Wayne 

State, a 2002 internal report noted significant variation in both the degree and approach to 

assessment across individual programs and departments (Wayne State University, 

“Advancing Student Success at Wayne State University”). In the writing program of WSU’s 

English department, recent efforts to improve assessment have taken a three pronged 

approach: standardizing course syllabi, clarifying course learning objectives, and working 

with teachers to norm grading and control grade inflation through the implementation of 

course specific grading rubrics. More recently, the department’s composition committee 

has embarked on a three year assessment project focused on improving the transfer of 

rhetorical skills from the writing program’s intermediate writing course to writing 

intensive courses in university majors.  

The WSU writing program’s current approach to assessment marks a significant 

departure from the recent past, and follows the abandonment of a controversial, high- 

stakes writing exam required of all students attempting to graduate. The English 

Proficiency Exam, or EPE, was a timed, prompt driven essay exam usually taken during 

students’ final year. The exam was discontinued in 2007, due in a part to a number of court 

cases in which students who had repeatedly failed the EPE sued the university for violation 

of due process. The legality of the EPE was consistently upheld although the cases 

contributed to the notion that the high-stakes nature of the test, which could prohibit 

students from obtaining their diploma even after all other academic requirements had been 
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met, was overly punitive. The EPE has been replaced by stricter enforcement of 

prerequisites in the undergraduate writing sequence and a university-wide requirement 

that students successfully complete a writing intensive course in their major before 

graduating.6 

In thinking about the ways in which genre theory might intervene in the conflict 

between the creators of large-scale, high-stakes tests  and the different approaches to 

writing assessment taken by compositionists, it is also important to consider assessment 

issues as they relate to service-learning. As I demonstrated earlier in the project, there is 

now a wealth of data to suggest that a majority of students who participate in service-

learning courses believe the experiences have a positive impact on a range of intellectual 

and developmental outcomes, including writing skill. External verification of such claims 

has been much harder to come by, however, a problem which is compounded by a number 

of studies suggesting that the impact of service-learning on grades is mixed and 

exacerbated by the relatively high cost of time and energy of service-learning compared to 

more traditional forms of writing instruction (Eyler et al., At a Glance 3). One area of shared 

interest to both compositionists who are involved in assessment and service-learning 

practitioners is the key role that context plays in positive student outcomes. Service-

learning theorists like Eyler and Giles have pointed to the importance of quality service 

                                                           
6Interestingly, the EPE entered the public spotlight again in the spring of 2010, albeit indirectly, 

when it was learned that Detroit school board president Otis Mathis had been unable to graduate 

from WSU for over ten years because he had repeatedly failed the EPE during the early 1990s. 

Otis’s experience with the EPE became an issue after The Detroit News released excerpts of emails 

sent from Otis to supporters were criticized for their abundance of grammatical, spelling, and 

usage errors (Berman).  
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experiences, and in particular quality matches between service experiences and course 

learning objectives (Where’s the Learning in Service-Learning). In similar terms, 

contemporary assessment theorists within composition argue for the importance of 

context in the development of assessment methods that connect context, genre, and 

instructional objectives [Huot, (Re)Articulating Writing Assessment 103].  

Writing Assessment: State of the Field 

In his disciplinary history Composition Rhetoric: Backgrounds, Theory and Pedagogy, 

Connors describes the popularity of post war approaches to writing assessment that 

foregrounded grammar and mechanical correctness over other communicative concerns. 

In much the same way, Crowley describes prescriptive approaches to writing instruction 

and assessment that conflated issues of grammatical correctness with the character of 

writers (75). Connors follows Crowley in arguing that although these approaches were 

periodically challenged by innovators and reformers with varying degrees of success, 

overall, writing instruction during most of the twentieth century placed great emphasis on 

grammar and mechanical correctness as the central measure of effective pedagogy 

(Connors 128). 

In their 2010 College English essay “A Usable Past for Writing Assessment,” Brian 

Huot, Peggy O’Neill, and Cindy Moore argue that the origins of large-scale writing 

assessment, and its emergence as a field of study, can be traced back to the development of 

intelligence testing and the establishment of the College Entrance Examination Board in 

1900 (495). The authors argue that for the majority of the twentieth century, through the 

creation of the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) in 1937 and establishment of the Educational 

Testing Service in 1947, writing assessment  focused on the development of large-scale 
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essay exams whose results could be used to make decisions about college admission and, to 

a lesser extent, graduation (500-03). Given numerous studies that consistently showed that 

groups of readers varied widely in their evaluation of a given piece of writing, the central 

problem of writing assessment theorists throughout this period was developing techniques 

to produce interrater reliability, defined as “the ability of two readers to give the same 

score for the same piece of writing” (496). Central to the notion of interrater reliability are 

the two related concepts of reliability, which refers to the ability of a test to produce 

consistent results over repeated trials, and validity, which describes the degree to which a 

test measures what it intends to measure (Morrison, Ross, and Kemp 251-52). Test 

designers struggled to provide adequate levels of interrater reliability through the 1940s 

and 50s, and for a period during the 1960s the CEEB halted the administration of all essay 

exams in favor of multiple choice tests of grammar and mechanics (Huot et al., “A Usuable 

Past” 501-02). Essay exams were resurrected in the 1960s, however, with the development 

of holistic scoring protocols, which combined scoring guidelines on a range of textual 

features with training sessions designed to train raters on the use of scoring guides with 

the goal of increasing reliability scores across writing samples (Huot et al., “A Usuable Past” 

502).  As Huot and his colleagues argue, holistic scoring and its various iterations were the 

dominant approach to writing assessment throughout the 1960s, 70s, and 80s.  

Despite the interest of psychometricians and educational assessment theorists, Huot 

argues that for much of its history, the majority of compositionists have avoided 

assessment, seeing it as outside the primary concerns of the field, or worse, opposed to the 

values of the discipline and the interests of students [(Re)Articulating Writing Assessment 

8].  This ambivalence towards assessment was exacerbated by both the process movement, 
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with its shift of focus away from student writing as the final product of instruction, and the 

social turn of the field, which increasingly viewed student subjectivity as a central site of 

scholarly inquiry. Anne Gere has suggested another reason for the absence of disciplinary 

interest in assessment arguing that the field has been so intent on developing effective and 

efficient techniques of assessing student writing that it has neglected theory building on 

the issue (cited in Huot et al., “A Usuable Past” 504).  

Recent interest in assessment on the part of compositionists has been facilitated by 

two important developments outside the field. The first is the emergence of the most recent 

accountability movement at the national level, which began in the executive and legislative 

branches of the federal government and the corporate sector but has now become firmly 

established at the state level and in the philosophies of regional accreditation bodies and 

across almost all levels of education administration. Second, and perhaps no less important, 

are significant changes in assessment theory articulated in the work of assessment 

scholars. In particular, education assessment theorists such as Samuel Messick, Pamela 

Moss, and Jay Parkes have persuasively argued for new definitions of the concepts of 

validity and its relationship to reliability in ways that have re-shaped the conversation 

about the means and ends of assessment (Huot et al., “A Usable Past” 503). Central to this 

revised definition is the notion that validity should not be technically defined in terms of 

the degree to which an instrument measures what it purports to measure, rather validity 

should be understood as an argument which draws on “the degree to which evidence and 

theory support the interpretations of test scores entailed by proposed uses of tests” [Huot 

et al., quoting the 1999 standards 506].  As a corollary, this argument operates on the 

premise that interrater reliability has for too long been at the center of assessment 
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professionals’ agendas , when in fact the real concern is the appropriateness of a given test 

as the basis for important decisions about students and student learning (Huot et al. 505). 

Huot et al. conclude that while there is some level of consensus around this re-theorized 

conceptualization of validity, demonstrated by its listing in the current standards of the 

American Educational Research Association (AERA), it remains a contested issue within the 

field of educational measurement where some still argue validity is a technical issue rather 

than one of appropriateness (506). 

Revised definitions of validity articulated within assessment theory and 

compositionists’ persistent assertions about the open, context-dependent nature of all 

writing provide the theoretical backdrop for recent developments in writing assessment 

that are proving to be significant responses to the proponents of large-scale, high-stakes 

testing, and standardized outcomes. Important developments include: 

 The emergence of portfolio assessment 

 Brian Huot’s advocacy of locally developed assessment frameworks in 

(Re)Articulating Writing Assessment for Teaching and Learning (2002) 

 Bob Broad’s method of Dynamic Criteria Mapping (DCM), described in What We 

Really Value: Beyond Rubrics in Teaching and Assessing Writing (2003) 

 the jointly authored NCTE-WPA White Paper on Writing Assessment in Colleges and 

Universities (2008) 

Portfolio assessment, championed by compositionists like Kathleen Blake Yancey 

and Catharine Lucas represents a significant break from the dominance of holistic scoring. 

For many compositionists, portfolio evaluation provides a natural fit with process 
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pedagogy, encouraging students to take personal responsibility for their writing and to see 

their writing as part of an ongoing process of learning and development. For instructors, 

portfolios also provide a method for formative assessment that can take into account 

student growth across time, be it over the course of a semester or an entire degree 

program (Lucas 2).  Portfolio evaluation is often held up as a model form of assessment by 

organizations such as the Council of Writing Program Administrators (WPA) because of the 

central role that teachers play in the process and claim for its enhanced validity over 

instruments like timed essay exams. As Anson points out, however, portfolio assessment, 

particularly when it is conducted by committees rather than individual professors, can be 

both expensive and time intensive, and by its nature fails to produce the kind of 

quantitative measures of facility valued by large-scale test designers (“Closed Systems” 

119). Lucas argues that portfolio assessment has also been vulnerable to what she calls 

“the bandwagon effect,” which she uses to describe the faddish embrace of portfolios in 

settings where its practice is poorly understood and enacted (4).   

Brian Huot, whose work I heavily cite in the previous section is largely responsible 

for calling attention to compositionists’ use of outdated definitions of validity and for 

centering arguments about the value of locally developed assessment strategies, like 

portfolios, that meet the needs of individual students and institutions. In his 2002 book, 

(Re)Articulating Writing Assessment for Teaching and Learning, Huot maintains that while 

writing pedagogy is process oriented and increasingly context based, writing assessment, 

at least in terms of how it is usually framed by the designers of large-scale tests, is 

contextless (104). He maintains that “assessment procedures that ignore or attempt to 

overcome context distort the communication situation” and he advocates for the 
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development of locally-developed interpretive frameworks that connect context, genre, 

and instructional objectives (101-03). In those terms, Huot articulates a vision of 

assessment as a kind of “social action” (175), engaged in the relationships of students to the 

university, and also as a site of scholarly inquiry.  Huot concludes his book by providing a 

list of guiding principles, arguing that writing assessments should be: 

 site-based 

 locally controlled 

 research-based 

 based on questions developed by the whole community 

 initiated and led by writing teachers and administrators 

 built on validation arguments for all assessments that articulate the 

suitability of a given measure for a given decision 

 seen as a practice (178) 

In his 2003 book What We Really Value: Beyond Rubrics in Teaching and Assessing 

Writing, Bob Broad follows Huot’s observation that assessment theory within composition 

has shifted, and continues to shift, towards a focus on supporting teaching and learning. At 

the center of Broad’s concerns, however, is the popularity of grading rubrics in writing 

classrooms, a development Broad interprets as a holdover from holistic scoring and the 

search for interrater reliability. Broad is sympathetic to the practical concerns of writing 

program administrators who require accessible tools that can ensure some level of grading 

consistency across courses and curriculums, but Broad argues that at their core, rubrics 

run contrary to compositionists’ contextual conceptualization of communicative action (4). 
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He maintains that rubrics ultimately fail important tests of validity and ethics and instead 

proposes “a method of evaluative inquiry better grounded both theoretically and 

empirically” (3-12). The specific method Broad proposes,  Dynamic Criteria Mapping 

(DCM), involves bringing instructors together to evaluate and comment on samples of 

student papers without the use of rubrics or grading guides, followed by textual analysis of 

teacher comments for patterns in what teachers actually value. The idea is to explore 

instructor feedback for what teachers actually value versus what they say they value, or 

just as importantly, what they are told to value by their departments, or encouraged to 

value by the dominant discourses within their discipline. Broad argues that DCM moves 

assessment from the psychometric paradigm of rubrics and holistic scoring to a 

hermeneutic paradigm centered on instructors as readers rather than graders (15). At the 

university where Broad piloted DCM, his research revealed significant differences between 

how instructors were evaluating student writing compared to the instructional objectives 

of the program. These gaps led to generative discussions between teachers and program 

administrators about those differences and ultimately led to a revising of objectives and 

new forms of teacher training and orientation. Broad recommends seeing the differences 

between instructors and programs that are revealed through DCM as an opportunity to 

learn and improve teaching but he acknowledges that under similar circumstances other 

programs may choose a different path, perhaps scrapping objectives, or alternatively, 

seeking to norm the reading and evaluative practices of instructors. The point is that 

without DCM, writing programs may misinterpret or misdiagnose problems in their 

curricula, from grading discrepancies to more serious misalignments with institutional 

learning objectives, that can be avoided by asking the relatively straightforward question of 
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what it is teaching instructors and programs in a specific context actually value in student 

writing. In advocating for the value of such of contextualized, localized approach, Broad 

echoes assertions made by Huot and shared by many compositionists, that writing quality 

is not a fixed entity, but is dependent on a wide range of factors that are poorly considered 

by both large-scale tests and the off the shelf rubrics used in many programs across the 

academy.  

Broad’s DCM methodology has received considerable attention in the field, 

prompting publication of an edited collection in 2009 entitled Organic Writing Assessment 

featuring five case studies of DCM and its iterations at a range of institutions, including 

Eastern Michigan University and the University of Nevada at Reno. Across the case studies, 

authors describe how the DCM process led to an enhanced sense of the degree to which 

writing cultures, and assessment culture, are locally determined, even in the face of 

institutional and bureaucratic pressures far beyond the scenes of writing and evaluating. 

Those pressures continue to be felt across the discipline and across the academy, however, 

and are a factor in efforts by professional organizations like the Council for Writing 

Program Administrators (WPA), the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE), and 

the Conference on College Composition and Communication (CCCC) to develop position 

statements that attempt to consolidate and recommend best practices for the field.  

The NCTE-WPA White Paper on Writing Assessment in Colleges and Universities, 

written by a group of ten compositionists, including Huot, Linda Adler-Kassner, and 

Howard Tinberg, articulates a set of values and best practices for the evaluation of student 

writing. In terms of core principles, the document argues that assessment should be 

appropriate, fair, and valid. In the language of the statement, appropriateness connotes the 
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“fit” between an assessment and the “context and decisions that will be made based on it.” 

The statement defines fair in terms of guarding against “disproportionate social effects on 

any language minority group,” and the importance of informing students of the 

“expectations, roles, and purposes” of a given assessment. Finally, the statement defines 

validity using the revised definition advocated by theorists like Huot, even citing verbatim 

the definition articulated in the 1999 assessment standards jointly authored by the 

American Educational Research Association (AERA), the American Psychological 

Association (APA), and the National Council on Measurement in Education (NCME), which I 

quote per Huot et al. earlier in this chapter. 

The statement’s list of best practices also echoes familiar themes.  Below are the 

headings of the list, which I have numbered for easy reference: 

1. Writing assessment should place priority on the improvement of teaching 

and learning.  

2. Writing assessment should demonstrate that students communicate 

effectively.  

3. Writing assessment should provide the foundation for data-driven, or 

evidence-based, decision making.   

4.  Writing assessment should be informed by current scholarship and research 

in assessment.  

5. Writing assessment should recognize diversity in language. 

6. Writing assessment should positively impact pedagogy and curriculum. 

7. Writing assessment should use multiple measures and engage multiple 

perspectives to make decisions that improve teaching and learning. 



210 

 

 

8. Writing assessment should include appropriate input from, and information 

and feedback for, students. 

9.  Writing assessment should be based on continuous conversations with as 

many stakeholders as possible. 

10. Writing assessment should encourage and expect teachers to be trusted, 

knowledgeable, and communicative.  

11. Writing assessment should articulate and communicate clearly its values and 

expectations to all stakeholders, especially students and, if applicable, 

parents (NCTE-WPA White Paper on Writing Assessment in Colleges and 

Universities). 

 The idea of tailoring assessment efforts to local needs and contexts is a running 

theme throughout the document, in the elaboration of best practice number four, which 

advocates situating assessment practices in between both current research and local 

contexts, and in the statement’s recommendations for respecting language diversity and 

the communicative practices of local communities. The centrality of using assessment to 

improve teaching, learning, and student outcomes is also embedded throughout the 

document. This extends to recommendations that teachers be seen as central to any 

assessment and to the importance of student input and feedback about the “methods, 

findings, and products” of assessment measures. 

Accompanying the white paper on the WPA website is a gallery of model assessment 

efforts from across the country that emulate the core principles and best practices of the 

statement. Common to all seven models described in the gallery is the formation of a local, 

departmental, or institution-based working group that works to identify and discuss the 



211 

 

 

desired writing outcomes of a given program. Using this description of desired outcomes, 

which is often formulated in some form of rubric, four of the seven models then utilize 

some form of random sampling of student papers to identify strengths, weaknesses, and 

areas in need of improvement across samples. In three of the seven models, alternatively, 

assessment committees use student portfolios to conduct their analysis, sometimes using 

samples of student portfolios, and at some smaller institutions, to evaluate an entire rank of 

students, such as the evaluation of sophomore-level portfolios at Carleton College in 

Northfield, Minnesota (“WPA Assessment Gallery”). Another theme articulated throughout 

the models is a focus on using assessment to improve teaching and the absence of language 

recommending the use of assessment for high-stakes evaluations, such as exit exams.  

As Michael Neal implies in his review essay “Assessment in the Service of Learning,” 

there seems to be some consensus amongst writing assessment scholars that the core goal 

of assessment is the improvement of teaching and the enhancement of student learning 

(755). There is also reason to think that despite the sometimes ominous discourse about 

high-stakes testing and large-scale standardized assessments, stakeholder groups central 

to the debate are becoming more sympathetic to educators’ arguments about the 

importance of insuring that accountability agendas help and not hinder the improvement 

of teaching. As just one example, the Higher Education Commission’s article “Student 

Learning, Assessment and Accreditation,” describes assessment generally in terms of 

advancing student learning, and assuring its readers that effective assessment is “a matter 

of commitment, not a matter of compliance.”  

If Neal is correct in asserting that recent developments around the re-definition of 

validity and the importance of locally designed assessment frameworks have calmed 
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assessment anxiety amongst higher education professionals, effectively communicating 

assessment outcomes to both internal and external stakeholder audiences is still a 

challenge. Interestingly, another component of the WPA-NCTE paper on assessment is a 

document with suggestions for communication strategies (“Communication Strategies”). 

Central to the approach of the document, which borrows from the political advocacy 

strategies of Senator Paul Wellstone’s Wellstone Action Network, is learning to listen to the 

discourse of assessment from outside education and to develop responses that reframe the 

conversation in terms of what practitioners know about student outcomes and assessment. 

As one example, the authors of the document observe that a frequent trope used by 

education critics and legislators is that universities do not know what students are 

learning. Using tactics from Wellstone Action, the authors recommend that practitioners 

focus on explaining, in detail, what kind of assessment procedures are in place at a given 

institution, what kinds of data are used as evidence of student outcomes, and how that 

information is used to improve student learning. Rather than engaging in the national 

discourse of education reform, the authors also advocate for creating locally-focused 

communication strategies that focus on developing relationships with local and regional 

stakeholders and for working to understand the core concerns of stakeholder 

constituencies, which are often very different than the broad spectrum attacks of national 

pundits. 

Over the last few years, genre theorists have begun to assert a more active voice in 

the assessment debate. In particular, Michael Carter’s work has begun to connect genre 

theorists’ conceptualization of genre with Huot’s articulation of assessment as a form of 

social action. In his 2007 CCC essay “Ways of Knowing, Doing, and Writing in the 
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Disciplines,” Carter uses genre theory to build on observations made by David Russell and 

others that in many disciplines faculty continue to believe that writing is a generalized skill, 

distinct from disciplinary knowledge and properly learned in undergraduate composition 

courses (385). Carter argues that genre theory “is useful not only because it establishes a 

direct connection between writing and doing and thus knowing but also because it points 

to certain patterns in ways of doing across the disciplines” (388). Carter works from this 

premise to describe a faculty-led institution-wide assessment process he helped design at 

North Carolina State that asked faculty to identify the intellectual and rhetorical tasks 

embedded in their disciplines. This process was designed to reveal epistemologies and 

intellectual processes that faculty had assimilated but had unintentionally obscured from 

students and led to the revision and development of course outcomes to combine 

intellectual and communicative objectives. An explicit part of the strategy, moreover, 

involves identifying and unpacking the communicative genres that transact the intellectual 

and professional work of a given discipline. Consistent with the best practices advocated by 

Huot, Broad, and WPA-NCTE white paper, the process described by Carter is a localized, 

contextualized approach that leverages disciplinary expertise in identifying the range of 

skills and genres students need to be familiar with to be proficient in their disciplines and 

professions. 

Carter’s approach to outcomes-based assessment also builds on recent thinking on 

the nature of academic expertise and generic competence that highlights some of the 

differences between cognitive and social theories of writing. Cognitive theories, which are 

the basis for most standardized, large-scale assessments, see writing skills as universal and 

transferable, while social theories conceive writing as contextually situated and 
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determined (Anson, “Closed Systems” 116). As Anson acknowledges, a social theory of 

writing does not ignore rhetors’ need for general abilities, but it does shift the focus of 

effective assessment to adaptive expertise, which Anson defines as the “ability to match 

new situations to previous experiences combined with the ability to abstract general 

problem-solving skills from previous experiences to apply in new situations (“Closed 

Systems” 118). This conceptualization of writing calls for writing instruction that exposes 

student writers to a range of writing experiences involving authentic genres (Anson, 

“Closed systems” 118). As the work on portfolio assessment has demonstrated, assessing 

student writing in contextually-rich rhetorical environments is possible, even if, as Anson 

maintains, the culture of mass testing finds such approaches “undesirable” in terms of their 

cost and relative effort (Anson, “Closed Systems 119).  

The idea of adaptive expertise is related to genre theorist Vijay Bhatia’s notion of 

genre competence, which he defines as the ability “to identify, construct, interpret and 

successfully exploit a specific repertoire of professional, disciplinary or workplace genres 

to participate in the daily activities and to achieve the goals” of (using Lave and Wegner’s 

term) a “community of practice” (“Worlds of Written Discourse” 145). In terms of this 

definition, Bhatia argues that genres are “reflections of disciplinary practices and the 

acquisition of generic competence is a matter of acquiring specialist competence or expertise 

in the knowledge-producing and knowledge-consuming activities of disciplinary, 

professional and workplace cultures” (emphasis in original) [“Worlds” 145].  

Understanding how novices acquire generic competence can help craft effective 

instructional strategies to foster the adaptive expertise that both Bhatia and Anson have in 

mind. Compositionist Susan Peck MacDonald, in her 1994 book Professional Academic 
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Writing in the Humanities and Social Sciences has theorized that the movement from novice 

to expert might best be conceived as a continuum across which writers gain greater access 

and develop greater experience with forms of academic and professional discourse. 

MacDonald suggests the four steps along the continuum involve experience with: 

1. Nonacademic writing 

2. Generalized academic writing concerned with stating claims, offering 

evidence, respecting other’s opinions, and learning how to write with 

authority 

3. Novice approximations of particular disciplinary ways of making knowledge 

4. Expert, insider prose (187).  

MacDonald’s stepped continuum between novice and expert writers, together with 

notions of genre competence and adaptive expertise, provide a productive frame for 

consideration of the ways in which the writers in my course experienced and used the 

genre of ethnography to create knowledge based on their service-learning experiences. 

Against the backdrop of developments in writing assessment theory, and using the findings 

from the genre analysis from my last chapter, I will use the rest of this chapter to propose a 

theory and framework of assessment for writing done in service-learning courses with a 

specific focus on those that involve writing about settings in which students construct 

meaning out of their experience with community members.  

Writing Assessment and Service-Learning 

Earlier in this project, I explained how many of the claims made on behalf of student 

achievement in service-learning courses have relied on self-reported data from students 

and faculty or the showcasing of exemplary student work. Service-learning researchers 
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such as Janet Eyler and Edward Zlotkowski have acknowledged this problem and have 

called for more systematic efforts to document the educational outcomes of service-

learning courses. These efforts have been complicated, however, by a number of studies 

suggesting that the impact of service-learning on student grades is mixed (Eyler et al. “At a 

Glance” 3-4). In addition, service-learning researchers Driscoll et al. argue that effectively 

assessing service-learning outcomes is made more difficult by the possibility that many of 

the effects of service-learning may not manifest themselves in the lives of students until 

long after the experience is over (6). They also note that depending on the type of service-

learning course being taught, outcomes are also distributed over a number of diverse 

constituencies including students, community members, school districts, community 

organizations, and non-profit agencies (7).  

Assessing student writing outcomes in service settings is further complicated by 

theories of writing and assessment, informed by genre theory, that argue that texts should 

be evaluated by locally situated criteria and a pragmatic approach to rhetorical action that 

focuses on what works rather than how a given piece of writing comports to general values 

(Freedman and Medway 8). In those terms, I would argue there is no reason to think that 

service-learning writing will be better than student writing done in comparative courses 

without a service component in the kinds of ways envisioned by the designers of large-

scale standardized texts. There may actually be some reason to think that, at least on some 

measures like breadth of research and paper formatting, student writing in service-

learning courses might actually be worse than traditional composition courses because of 

the practical lack of time to talk explicitly about writing and conduct peer review and 

workshop sessions. Potential compromises like these might be worth making, of course, if a 
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pattern of significant positive outcomes can be established for student writers in service-

learning courses.  

In their 1996 article “An Assessment Model for Service-Learning: Comprehensive 

Case Studies of Impact on Faculty, Students, Community and Institution,” Driscoll et al. 

propose a case-study–based model of service-learning assessment that includes outcomes 

objectives for students, faculty, the institution, and community members. The outcomes 

matrix for students lists 11 dimensions consistent with the personal and socially oriented 

claims of the service-learning literature, including one item that specifically identifies 

academic achievement: 

 awareness of community 

 involvement with community 

 commitment to service 

 career choices 

 self awareness 

 personal development 

 academic achievement 

 sensitivity to diversity 

 autonomy/independence 

 sense of ownership 

 communication 

Analysis of student journals is listed as a source of evidence for five outcome areas, 

including academic achievement, but evaluation of that dimension in the model also relies 
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on student interviews, student focus groups, and course grades. The authors do not 

mention how student journals were evaluated, and the overall structure of the article 

focuses on a presentation of the model rather than the presentation of results, which at the 

time the essay was written were incomplete.  

 Driscoll et al.’s multi-modal case study approach to assessing service-learning 

outcomes is consistent with the contextualized, highly situated approach favored by many 

assessment theorists within composition. Even so, there is a relative lack of emphasis on 

student academic achievement in the model and, despite the role of journals in the design, 

it only tangentially involves writing in its conceptualization of student learning. Student 

writing is more centrally situated in the assessment framework of Feldman et al.’s 2006’s 

MJCSL essay, “The Impact of Partnership-Centered, Community-Based Learning on First-

year Students’ Academic Research Papers.” In the article, the authors attempt to respond to 

calls for more systematic and quantitative research on the service-learning outcomes, 

while acknowledging that the impacts of service-learning are inherently complex and 

imbricated in the “deeply situated” learning that takes place in community-based 

classrooms (16). Citing work by Eyler and Giles, the authors situate their research in terms 

of experiential learning theories that posit that learning occurs discursively following 

cycles of experience followed by reflection (18). The specific context for the study is the 

Chicago Civic Leadership Certificate Program (CCLCP) at the University of Illinois at 

Chicago, which is a multi-semester program that combines traditional course work with a 

range of community-based service experiences using all three of Deans’ writing paradigms. 

The centerpiece of their approach to assessing student writing is an assessment matrix that 
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features research questions, key indicators, and methods of evaluation. I have reproduced 

the matrix below. 
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Table 4 
Feldman et al.’s Assessment Matrix for Student Learning Outcomes 
 
 We want to know… 

(Core Concepts) 
And we will know 
by…(Key 
Indicators) 

Method 

Rhetoric and 
Academics 

How do students 
apply the rhetorical 
dimensions of 
situation, genre, 
language and 
consequences in the 
context of their work 
at community 
agencies? 

Articulation and 
application of 
rhetoric to specific 
situations. 

Analysis of cover 
letters, field notes, 
other student 
writing; student 
focus group. 

 
 

How does writing and 
learning in this 
program facilitate 
writing and learning 
in other university 
classes? 

Articulation of how 
students’ 
understanding of 
rhetoric has 
facilitated writing 
and learning in other 
university classes. 

Course surveys; 
student focus group; 
field notes, and other 
student writing. 

Community-based 
writing and 
research 

How effectively are 
the documents 
created for the 
community partners? 

Feedback from 
community partners. 
Feedback from 
faculty. Student self-
evaluation of 
changes in writing 
skills. 

Community partner 
focus group; faculty 
interviews; analysis 
of field notes, 
student surveys, and 
other student 
writing. 

 How do students 
apply communication 
methods and skills to 
conduct research 
within various 
discourse 
communities? 

Feedback from 
community partners. 
Feedback from 
faculty. Student self-
evaluation of 
changes in research 
skills. 

Student focus group; 
student surveys; 
analysis of field 
notes and other 
student writing. 

 How do students 
adjust their 
communication styles 
to enable them to 
function optimally in 
both complex 
community-based and 
university-based 

Perceived change in 
ability to identify 
communication 
problems. Feedback 
from faculty. 
Feedback from 
community partners. 

Student focus group; 
analysis of field 
notes and other 
student writing; 
faculty interviews; 
community partner 
focus group. 
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situations? 
Civic Engagement How do students 

value civic 
engagement for its 
impact on society at 
large? 

Articulation of 
knowledge about 
community and 
public issues. 
Recognition of 
changes or 
possibilities for 
change in public life 
as a result of their 
actions. 
Understanding of 
community 
strengths, problems, 
resources. 
Identification of 
community assets 
and needs. 

Analysis of research 
papers; student 
focus group. 

 How do students 
integrate their civic 
engagement activities 
with their academic, 
career and personal 
goals? 

Choice of a major 
that enables 
students to pursue 
civic engagement 
activities. Career 
decisions that enable 
students to pursue 
civic engagement 
activities. Extra-
curricular activities 
that enable students 
to pursue civic 
engagement 
activities. 

Student surveys; 
student focus group. 

Leadership How does 
participation in this 
program shape 
students’ 
understanding of 
leadership? 

Articulation of a 
dynamic definition 
of leadership that 
includes examples. 
Articulation of how 
leadership skills 
have been 
demonstrated by 
community partners. 

Student focus group; 
community partner 
focus group. 

 How does 
participation in this 
program shape 

Sense of 
responsibility for 
solving problems 

Faculty interviews; 
community partner 
focus group;  
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students’ ability to 
lead? 

and taking 
ownership of 
projects. Ability to 
collaborate with 
others and facilitate 
teamwork. 

student focus group. 

 

Readers of the matrix will immediately notice the increased attention and level of detail 

dedicated to student writing, in addition to areas of leadership and civic engagement, in 

which an analysis of student writing also plays a part. Other notable aspects of the matrix, 

apparent in the motivating questions around rhetoric and academics, are the embedded 

and related notions of generic competence and adaptive expertise. This is tied to the fact 

that the program itself involves reading and writing in multiple genres and that students’ 

rhetorical skill in adapting to diverse rhetorical situations and their attendant genres is 

built into the design of the CCLCP curriculum. This feature involves a significant advantage 

of the CCLCP assessment matrix over other assessment frameworks, in that rather than 

having to identify program objectives as part of the assessment process, the CCLCP 

program already had objectives in place from which the designers of the model could build.  

 With the assessment matrix as their guide, Feldman et al. then used UIC’s 

intermediate writing rubric and trained raters to compare the writing crafted by CCLCP 

students with a control group of essays written by students enrolled in traditional sections 

of UIC’s second semester course (22-23). I have reproduced the rubric in Table 5 below. 

Unfortunately, the pilot study at the heart of Feldman et al.’s study ran into methodological 

problems that complicate an evaluation of its effectiveness. Early in the rating process, 

readers deduced from the topics of student essays that they were in fact reading two 
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distinct groups of papers. Raters did report that the service-learning essays in the corpus 

generally made more specific argumentative claims, but the loss of control conditions make 

any significant conclusions untenable.  

Table 5  
Evaluation Criteria for English 161 Research Papers at UIC 
  
Evaluation Criteria Description 
Taking a position The writer articulates a position or thesis that 

contributes to a significant public conversation. The 
position relates to key themes discussed in class 
materials and work. The writer attends to the 
consequences of his or her position, its personal 
relevance, and the potential or real public impact. 
 

Developing arguments in context The writer understands that arguments emerge from 
important public and academic conversations in which 
participants respond to each other as if in dialogue. 
They question claims, ask questions about evidence, 
consider the appropriateness of the evidence, qualify 
their assertions, and respond to counter claims. 
 

Using sources effectively The writer identifies and reviews appropriate source 
material relevant to his or her position, characterizes 
the sources’ arguments, discusses disciplinary 
methods and approaches, provides historical context, 
critiques the sources, and considers the sources’ 
perspectives. 
 

Engaging intellectual strategies The writer demonstrates the ability to engage in 
dialogue of ideas with the sources used in the paper. 
The work is enhanced by the ability to summarize, 
synthesize, and analyze. In addition, writers 
demonstrate how appropriate paraphrasing and 
quoting contribute to this dialogue of ideas. 
 

Using language appropriately The writer makes grammar and stylistic choices 
appropriate to audience and purpose. The writer also 
cites sources appropriately, integrating the cited 
material into the writer’s work. 
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 Methodological problems aside, Feldman et al.’s matrix effectively combines a 

contextualized but highly detailed approach to assessing student outcomes in a specific 

program. The experimental design of the second phase of their model, which uses trained 

raters to compare the writing of CCLCP writers with that of students in traditional 

composition courses, also acknowledges the perceived need for systematic, quantitative 

evidence that might be persuasive to external, and depending on the culture of assessment 

at a given institution, internal evaluators tasked with rationalizing the costs and benefits of 

a particular program. The use of a standard first-year writing rubric to assess students’ 

service-learning outcomes, however, fails to incorporate the highly contextualized nature 

of students’ community-based experiences. It is certainly fair to assert that writing 

students should achieve a certain level of rhetorical facility in terms of the general 

objectives in a given course, but if it is true that service-learning students’ rhetorical 

outcomes lie at a more contextualized level, outside of a generalized rubric, than the use of 

such a rubric to gauge student outcomes becomes insufficient and can be misleading for 

those who seek to understand what student writers actually get out of community-based 

courses. 

A Genre-Based Model of Writing Assessment 

Feldman et al.’s assessment matrix provides an excellent high-level heuristic for 

thinking about student outcomes in service-learning courses. It is calibrated for the highly 

contextual nature of service-learning courses, and it combines academic impacts with more 

social, developmental outcomes like leadership and civic engagement. In this section I 

provide a more detailed assessment frame for thinking about student writing at the genre 

level in a way that is missing from Feldman et al.’s study and their use of a general grading 
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rubric for their evaluation of student papers. My rationale for using genre theory and genre 

analysis to design an assessment model for service-learning courses is based on two core 

premises. First, the contemporary conceptualization of genre as social action provides a 

lens for exploring the special role of context on students’ service-learning writing and the 

interaction between student novice writers and genres, like ethnography, that most 

students come to as novices. Bazerman, as well as genre theorist Anthony Paré have argued 

about the power of genres to shape writers’ subjectivities and their representations of 

experience and this question is particularly relevant in the case of the highly debated genre 

of ethnography (Bazerman, “The Life of Genre”; Paré, “Genre and Identity”). Second, genre 

analysis provides a way of reading and assessing this “deeply situated” writing which can 

help practitioners understand and improve the outcomes of service-learning courses and 

evaluate the role of service-learning in composition curricula. Michael Carter’s successful 

use of genre theory to build an assessment model that helps faculty of different fields to 

determine the intellectual and epistemological function of their disciplinary genres is an 

important step in demonstrating the utility and usability of genre theory to design effective 

assessment frameworks. My goal is to extend this work with the development of a course-

based model that can help both instructors and writing program administrators in their 

consideration of student outcomes in service-learning courses.  

In a way similar to Broad’s method of Dynamic Criteria Mapping, I found that the 

process of genre analysis using Bazerman’s four dimensions (lexicon, citation practices, 

audience address, and authorial representation) explicated my own values as a reader and 

instructor in ways that I had not been aware of, either while teaching the service-learning 

courses at the core of this project, or in the more traditional courses I have taught since. 
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The grading rubric that I used to evaluate student papers in my course will be familiar to 

many writing instructors. Like Feldman et al.’s use of their institution’s standard rubric for 

second semester writing, the rubric I developed for my course, while usable as a grade-

assigning heuristic, fails to appreciate the situated nature of the service experience or 

students’ interactions and development with the genre of ethnography. 

 In chapter three, I introduced the idea of ethnographic praxis, which I used to  

describe essays that contain thick descriptions of the mentoring experience, a specific 

theoretical frame that guides writers’ interpretations, an empathetic interest in 

representing participant meanings, and a reflexive awareness for how writers’ own subject 

positions have shaped their interpretations and their texts. These features and their 

qualitative value to me as an instructor emerged via genre analysis and now sit at the 

center of how I now assess student-authored ethnography. This framework for reading 

student texts and assessing student outcomes has significant implications: for setting 

standards and expectations for work, for providing summative feedback on drafts, for the 

grading, for assignment and syllabus design, and for the evaluation and reporting of course 

outcomes.  

 As previously reported, approximately ten out the of 44 (30%) student essays in the 

study corpus meet my definition of ethnographic praxis. These papers represent student 

work that exemplifies my sense of how ethnography was modeled in the course, which 

draws heavily on the conceptualization of ethnographic texts articulated by Emerson, Fretz, 

and Shaw, in their book Writing Ethnographic Fieldnotes, and my reading of those papers in 

the corpus that successfully used ethnography to represent students’ service-learning 

experience. In identifying these papers as exemplars of what is, or rather what was 
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possible, in a given instructional context, certain goals or standards are deferred or re-

considered. Critical consciousness, for example, which service-learning scholars like 

Herzberg have identified as desirable outcomes in writing about settings was not a 

patterned outcome in my corpus. It is important to point out, however, that is was neither 

an explicit theme of my instructional approach nor of the general discourse of the class, and 

as such students lacked access to texts that enacted critical consciousness which they might 

have used as models for their own explorations of social issues and the broader socio-

political context of the service experience. Critical consciousness may be a reasonable 

aspiration for undergraduate writers in service settings. It may not. My argument is that 

student outcomes are always context specific, and that if higher order outcomes like critical 

consciousness are objectives they need to be supported and modeled in the kinds of texts 

that students read and discuss in the classroom. Genre analysis of course materials and 

student writing can identify gaps in course designs in ways that inform the development of 

new classroom strategies and support more realistic, precise parameters for student 

writing outcomes. In that sense, genre analysis can help instructors to assess where they 

are in terms of the relationship between learning objectives and student outcomes. It 

cannot tell them, however, what students should learn.  

 This genre-based framework for assessing student writing can also improve the 

grading of student papers. Table 6 is the rubric I originally used to evaluate student papers 

in ENG 3010. It combines a generalized, points-based rubric that many instructors will 

recognize, featuring the major categories of content and organization, infused with genre-

specific attributes such as the inclusion of “fieldnote excerpts that are rich in concrete 

sensory observations and rich detail,” inspired by Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw’s text.  
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Table 6 
Original Final Project Rubric for ENG 3010 
 
Content (25 points) 
 

Points 

1. Is your thesis clearly stated at the beginning of your 
paper? (2 points) 

 

 

2. Is your argument organized and clearly laid out at the 
beginning of your paper? (4 points) 

 

 

3. Do you successfully back up your conclusions with 
detailed observations? (5 points) 

 

 

4. Are your fieldnote excerpts rich in concrete sensory 
observations and rich detail? (4 points) 

 

 

5. Does your argument effectively deal with alternative 
explanations? (2 points) 

 

 

6. Does your paper explore how your findings might be 
used to improve the mentoring experience or 
adolescent education in general? (3 points) 

 

 

7. Have you successfully connected your observations 
with existing theories and literature? (3 points) 

 

 

8. Does your conclusion successfully sum up your 
argument? (2 points) 

 

 

Organization (10 points) 
 

Points 

1. Are there effective transitions between paragraphs? (1 
point) 

 

 

2. Is your paper free of surface errors related to spelling, 
grammar and punctuation? (4 points) 

 

 

3. Are your sources adequately cited? (2.5 points) 
 

 

4. Does your paper have a list of works cited? (2.5 points) 
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 From my perspective, the rubric has two major shortcomings. As a general critique 

of point-based rubrics, and a targeted critique of my version, this rubric makes it difficult to 

articulate the differences between exemplary, satisfactory, and developing work. It 

provides very little generative guidance, to either instructors or students, about the 

difference, for example, between a thesis that receives two points versus one that receives 

four points. More specifically, the rubric fails to provide insight into the rhetorical 

dimensions that Bazerman’s model predicts are most illustrative in revealing writers’ 

interactions with a genre or into the ways students actually used the genre to create 

meaning out of their service experience as revealed by my analysis. For example, none of 

the criteria listed under content articulate the notion of lexicon, or fit, between students’ 

theoretical frameworks and the service experience. Likewise, there are no criteria that 

capture the quality of writers’ descriptions of the service setting or community 

participants. Knowing how students would actually use the assignment would obviously 

not have been possible before the first course took place, but genre analysis makes that 

data available now and can be used to design a rubric that is both more descriptive and 

more generative for students and instructors.  

 Below, I present a rubric that incorporates my department’s now standard, 

graduated rubric with attributes (marked in italics) generated by my genre-analysis of 

student writing. The infusion of these attributes is also consistent with new guidelines set 

by my department that writing assignments should have their own criteria that synthesize 

the standard rubric with project-specific objectives. I realize that many institutions will 

have their own assessment practices in place, so I do not intend this rubric as a universal 
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solution but rather as one particular iteration of how genre-specific attributes might be 

used to contextualize assessment heuristics in ways consistent with contemporary theory.   

 

Proposed Grading Rubric for Student-Authored Ethnographies 

The "A" Paper: 

1. The "A" paper has an excellent sense of the rhetorical situation. Its aim is clear 

and consistent throughout the paper. It attends to the needs of its audience and 

the topic itself is effectively narrowed and clearly defined. 

A. The essay contains a specific theoretical frame of analysis based on relevant 

research and/or course readings which guides the writer’s interpretations of 

the mentoring experience. 

2. The content is appropriately developed for the assignment and rhetorical 

situation. The supporting details or evidence are convincingly presented. The 

reasoning is valid and shows an awareness of the complexities of the subject. If 

secondary sources are used, they are appropriately selected and cited. 

A. The essay contains thick descriptions of the service activity’s setting, its 

participants, and specific mentoring experiences that support the writer’s 

interpretations of the mentoring experience. 

B. Whenever possible, the essay presents and analyzes fieldnote data about 

specific events or exchanges that support the paper’s theme.  

C. The essay captures attempts by the writer to represent community member 

meanings and interpretations of events and other aspects of the mentoring 

experience. 



231 

 

 

D.  The essay contains numerous and specific reflections on the writer’s 

development as an ethnographer over the course of the term and the ethical 

and rhetorical challenges he or she faced representing the mentoring 

experience. 

3. The organization demonstrates a clear and effective strategy. The introduction 

establishes the writer's credibility and the conclusion effectively completes the 

essay: paragraphs are coherent, developed, and show effective structural 

principles. 

A. The essay presents concrete details from the service setting to create credibility 

and the sense the writer has “been there.” 

4. The expression is very clear, accessible, concrete. It displays ease with idiom and 

a broad range of diction. It shows facility with a great variety of sentence options 

and the punctuation and subordinate structures that these require. It has few 

errors, none of which seriously undermines the effectiveness of the paper for 

educated readers. 

The "B" Paper: 

1. The "B" paper has a good sense of the rhetorical situation. It shows awareness of 

purpose and focuses on a clearly defined topic. 

A. The essay contains a theoretical frame of analysis which guides the writer’s 

interpretations of the mentoring experience. 

2. The content is well developed and the reasoning usually valid and convincing. 

Evidence and supporting details are adequate. 
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A. The essay contains specific descriptions of the service activity’s setting, its 

participants, and specific mentoring experiences that support the writer’s 

interpretations of the mentoring experience. 

B. The essay frequently presents and analyzes fieldnote data about specific events 

or exchanges in support of the paper’s theme.  

C. The essay includes the voices and perspectives of community members. 

D.  The essay contains specific reflections on the writer’s development as an 

ethnographer over the course of the term and the ethical and rhetorical 

challenges he or she faced representing the mentoring experience. 

3. The organization is clear and easy to follow: the introduction and conclusion are 

effective, and transitions within and between paragraphs are finessed reasonably 

well. 

4. The paper has few errors, especially serious sentence errors. Sentences show 

some variety in length, structure, and complexity. Punctuation, grammar, and 

spelling conform to the conventions of edited Standard American English. 

The "C" Paper: 

1. The "C" paper has an adequate sense of the rhetorical situation. Its purpose is 

clear and it is focused on an appropriate central idea. The topic may be 

unoriginal, but the assignment has been followed, if not fulfilled. 

A. The essay contains a frame of analysis based on an idea or personal experience 

which guides the writer’s interpretations of the mentoring experience. 
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2. The content is adequately developed. The major points are supported, and 

paragraphs are appropriately divided, with enough specific details to make the 

ideas clear. The reasoning is valid. 

A. The essay contains descriptions of the service activity’s setting, its participants, 

and specific mentoring experiences that support the writer’s interpretations of 

the mentoring experience. 

B. The essay presents specific recollections from the mentoring experience in 

support of its theme.  

C. The essay includes the voices of community members. 

D. The essay contains general reflections on the writer’s development as an 

ethnographer over the course of the term and a description of the most difficult 

challenges he or she faced representing the mentoring experience. 

3. The organization is clear and fairly easy to follow. The introduction and 

conclusion are adequate; transitions are mechanical but appropriate.  

4. The expression is generally correct, although it shows little competence with 

sentence variety (in length and structure) and emphasis. The paper is generally 

free of major sentence and grammar errors and indicates mastery of most 

conventions of edited Standard American English. 

The "D" Paper: 

1. The "D" paper has a limited sense of the rhetorical situation. Its purpose may not 

be clear, its topic may not be interesting to or appropriate for its audience. 

A. The essay lacks a frame of analysis or organizing idea which might guide the 

writer’s interpretations of the mentoring experience. 
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2. The content is inadequately developed. The evidence is insufficient, and 

supporting details or examples are absent or irrelevant.  

A. The essay does not contain descriptions of the service activity’s setting, its 

participants, or specific mentoring experiences. 

B. The essay presents insufficient or overly general data from the mentoring 

experience. 

C. The essay does not attempt to include the voices of community members. 

D.  The essay does not present any reflections on the impact of the mentoring 

experience on the writer’s thinking.  

3. Organization is deficient. Introductions or conclusions are not clearly marked or 

functional. Paragraphs are not coherently developed or linked to each other. The 

arrangement of material within paragraphs may be confusing. 

4. Expression demonstrates an awareness of a very limited range of stylistic options. 

It is marred by numerous errors in grammar, spelling, and punctuation that 

detract from a reader’s comprehension of the text.  

At more than four double-spaced pages, readers may complain that the rubric is simply 

too long. My response is that while the rubric may be long, its length is compensated by its 

detail and conceptual simplicity, which should help instructors and students to identify 

revision strategies as writers work from rough to final drafts of their work. My experience 

using rubrics also suggests that instructors often situate student papers in one or two 

grade ranges fairly easily, meaning that even though the rubric itself is long, instructors 

and students are usually working with a small portion of the instrument.  



235 

 

 

A more significant critique involves Huot’s argument that rubrics themselves are 

reductive and fail as both documents and a process of inquiry into what readers value in a 

given time and place (12). Huot’s premise, of course, is based on a specific kind of 

evaluative practice in which rubrics that attempt to generalize writing attributes are 

applied to a wide range of genres which may in fact, have very diverse purposes and 

contexts. The use of rubrics in the framework I have presented, however, is situated in a 

recursive process of contextualization and valuing, which integrates the understanding of a 

discipline about a given genre, in this case ethnography, and an appreciation for the 

particular context of the use of the genre.  

It is critical to point out the dynamic nature of this process and the number of points 

at which the process can move, or flex, given new contexts and new findings. The use of a 

generalized rubric as a heuristic stem accounts for Anson’s claim that even though 

successful writing depends on local, contextualized knowledge, composition programs 

need to be mindful of some level of general abilities (“Closed Systems” 116). At the same 

time, the specific assessment framework of any writing program can and should change 

over time as new local and institutional contexts emerge. Heuristics designed with best 

practices in mind, however, should provide opportunities for the kind of genre-based 

modulation that I have described. The genre-specific outcomes I have identified are also 

fluid. A key principle of contemporary genre theory is the assertion that genres are 

dynamic precisely because users’ interaction with genres is dynamic. As just one example, 

since the very first postmodern critiques, ethnography has been an extremely dynamic 

genre, previously defined by the colonial politics of its progenitors and a positivist 

commitment to the transparency of language, but now increasingly complicated and 
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problematized by both critics and practitioners. In many ways, these dynamics evolve far 

beyond the awareness of novice users such as the students in my course, but their enacting 

of the genre, strongly shaped by the instructional frame of the course, echoes development 

in the use of the genre in its native discourse communities. As such, the assessment 

framework I am proposing requires a recursive approach to genre analysis to track how 

novice users’ enactment of ethnography, or any genre, changes over time and context.  

In more general terms, the assessment framework I am proposing is a staged, 

recursive process that moves from course design and then to genre analysis, reporting, and 

revision.  

Pre-Course Activities 

1. Course Design/Assignment Design 

2. Design of provisional rubric using disciplinary knowledge about a specific 

genre, program-level learning objectives, and context-specific learning 

objectives. 

Post-Course Activities 

1. Genre analysis of student writing 

2. Analysis and report of outcomes 

3. Re-assessment of course learning/writing objectives 

4. Revise assignments and rubric 

Using this framework to revise the course at the core of this project would begin 

with re-approaching and re-framing course learning objectives to take into account the 

findings of my genre analysis, and specifically, themes and concepts that emerged during 

analysis around reflection, genre confusion, and what I have called ethnographic praxis.  
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First, however, I again present the original learning objectives from the course syllabus. 

They are followed by a revised outcomes matrix in Table 7 that appropriates a model 

proposed by Michael Carter (“Ways of Knowing”).  

ENG 3010 Course Objectives (Original) 

1. View community learning as an important way of learning about the 

world and society 

2. Think critically about one’s own opinions, positions, and ways of seeing 

the world 

3. Understand the basics of ethnographic research 

4. Utilize ethnographic research methods as a way of understanding the 

perspectives of others 

5. View writing as a socially constructed means of representing oneself, the 

world, and those around us 

6. Write more effectively in a variety of modes with a broader 

understanding of audience, authenticity and writing as a form of 

representation 
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Table 7 
Revised Learning Outcomes for ENG 3010 
 

Learning Outcome Evidence for Assessment 

Students will produce writing in a 

variety of genres that demonstrates 

an understanding of audience, 

scope, and relevance in research 

settings.  

parent letter, short essays, project 

proposal, annotated bibliography, final 

project 

 

 

Students will relate course readings 

and theoretical perspectives to 

course topics.  

quizzes, fieldnote journal, short 

assignments, short essays, final project 

 

Students will conduct research of 

scholarly sources to support 

inquiry into course-related topics. 

annotated bibliography, final project 

Students will use ethnographic 

methods to create knowledge 

based on their service experience.  

fieldnote journal, short essays, final 

project 

Students will demonstrate 

understanding of the primary 

differences between quantitative 

and qualitative research. 

quizzes, short assignments, short essays, 

final project 

Students will use written reflection 

to develop a vocabulary for 

describing their writing and 

research processes and the impact 

of their subject position on their 

research stance.  

fieldnote journal, short essays, final 

project, course evaluation 

 

Students will produce writing that 

demonstrates control of discipline-

specific writing guidelines, along 

with standard grammar, spelling, 

and mechanics.  

short essays, final project 

 

 

 
Similar matrices can be created and applied at the program level that incorporate 

data from additional inputs such as those included in Feldman et al.’s assessment matrix 

(see Table 4) or those suggested by Carter, which include student surveys and focus groups 



239 

 

 

(“A Process for Establishing Outcomes-Based Assessment Plans”). The key component of 

the kind of genre-based assessment framework I have in mind is the recursive process of 

identifying desired outcomes based on scholarly knowledge and disciplinary objectives 

informed and tempered by ongoing data analysis of what students actually do with the 

tasks they are given. Such a framework also requires a longitudinal approach to data 

gathering and analysis that can shift the attention of teachers and program administrators 

from individual courses to course sequences up through the program level.  

 Earlier in this chapter, I described recommendations made by the WPA for 

communicating outcomes data to stakeholder groups. Much of that document focuses on 

specific strategies that can be used to develop and disseminate concise messages and 

personal narratives (“Communication Strategies”). One of the specific messages the 

document describes is making clear to stakeholders that “composition instructors and 

WPAs engage in valid, reliable, and discipline-appropriate assessment that is used to 

improve teaching and learning.” The document’s authors, however, are much less clear in 

describing the kinds of data that different stakeholder groups might find convincing, which 

is an admittedly difficult task given the wide range of constituencies involved.  

 Carter’s approach to developing discipline-specific outcomes uses genre theory to 

encourage faculty to think about their fields, and the writing that takes places in those 

fields, as ways of doing and thinking. In much the same way, I propose as part of my 

assessment framework an approach to reporting that situates student writing outcomes 

within the general program-level objectives of a course together with method-specific and 

genre-specific objectives and outcomes. Below is a draft of a sample report based on my 

course that could be distributed to interested stakeholders.  
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Assessment Report 

ENG 3010: Intermediate Writing: Representation and Community Learning 

 

Background 

ENG 3010, Intermediate Writing: Representation and Community Learning, is a community-

based service-learning course that teaches students to use qualitative research skills as 

part of a semester-long service project at a charter school in the city of Detroit.  

 

Service-learning is an instructional method though which students develop course-specific 

academic and personal skills in real-life situations based in their local communities 

(National and Community Service Act of 1990). Students participating in the course serve as 

mentors for middle-school students enrolled in an after-school enrichment program and 

then use course readings and observation-based techniques to develop research writing 

skills and practical knowledge related to their service experience. The course objectives 

were as follows: 

1. View community learning as an important way of learning about the 

world and society 

2. Think critically about one’s own opinions, positions, and ways of seeing 

the world 

3. Understand the basics of ethnographic research 

4. Utilize ethnographic research methods as a way of understanding the 

perspectives of others 

5. View writing as a socially constructed means of representing oneself, the 

world, and those around us 

6. Write more effectively in a variety of modes with a broader 

understanding of audience, authenticity and writing as a form of 

representation 

Undergraduate students participating in the course learned and used a form of qualitative 

research called ethnography to keep a detailed narrative record of their service experience 

and wrote a series of essays, including an end-of-semester research project, to document 

their learning over the course of the semester. Students used data from observation-based 
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journals together with course readings and other academic sources to craft thematic 

arguments about their service experience in the context of current issues in education and 

youth culture.  

 

Findings 

After four separate offerings of the course, a faculty working group analyzed student 

writing to determine the degree to which student essays demonstrate knowledge of 

ethnographic methods and course objectives. Based on their analysis, faculty determined 

that X% of student writers demonstrated either exemplary or proficient genre-specific 

skills, including: 

 crafting rich, detailed descriptions of the research setting 

 orienting writing within a specific theoretical idea connected to relevant research, 

course readings, and the service experience 

 using qualitative data to support a well-reasoned argument 

 using research to find, synthesize, and document sources in support of claims 

 presenting the experiences of community participants from the participants’ own 

perspectives 

 reflecting on how writers’ own values and perspectives impact their research and 

writing 

 generating text that meets the expectations of an academic audience using 

appropriate style and conventions 

Alternatively, X% of student writers failed to demonstrate effective use of the course’s 

writing objectives or to meet the general requirements of the course.  

 

 

Next Steps 

Based upon this analysis, the syllabus of ENG 3010 has been modified to provide students 

with more reading experiences with ethnographic texts. In addition, additional activities 

have been added to the syllabus to foster student reflection which, while foregrounded in 

the literature on service-learning, was not a regular feature of student texts.  
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Discussion 

 The principle advantages of the assessment framework I have proposed is that it 

applies the accumulated knowledge of genre theory about the contextualized, social nature 

of writing, to two central challenges that face service-learning instructors and, in many 

ways, all instructors who assess writing in their courses. First, the use of genre analysis in 

the reading of student writing identifies specific rhetorical outcomes for student writing in 

specific instructional contexts and aids the development of better rubrics through which 

instructors can track students’ development of both general writing abilities and their 

facility with specific genres. Second, genre analysis of student writing positions instructors 

to make theoretically sound judgments about the success, or relative lack of success, of 

course designs in helping students to achieve course-specific and program-level learning 

objectives. 

 In writing this chapter, I have focused on one specific kind of service-learning 

composition course, what Deans calls the writing about scenario, and one particular 

research genre, ethnography. Although drafts of writing and final projects were shared 

amongst class members throughout the semester, for all practical purposes I was the 

primary audience and the final arbiter of both the rhetorical and social outcomes of student 

writing. Other kinds of service-learningbased writing courses feature different rhetorical 

situations, writing outcomes, and perhaps most importantly, different stakeholders. In 

most cases, instructors are still responsible for awarding final grades, but as Nora Bacon 

has pointed out, community members, particularly those in writing for settings in which 

community members are explicitly positioned as clients, can have very different, but no 

less valid, ideas about what constitutes good writing (49). Community members in writing 
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with scenarios, such as those described by Linda Flower and her colleagues, also provide 

broader, and in some sense more authentic, social settings for assessing the impact of 

community-based writing.  

 My hope is that the framework I have proposed can be adapted to the particular 

needs and contexts of other service-learning settings. The method of genre analysis that I 

model in chapter three is technical in the way it applies a specific theoretical framework 

and a particular technology to code and analyze texts. However, in much the same way as I 

use the literature on ethnography and ethnographic pedagogy to guide my sense of what 

textual features have value within ethnography, community partners in both writing with 

and writing for settings should be seen as local experts whose perspectives have great 

value for students as they work to craft writing that works for particular situations and 

audiences. In similar terms, I believe that a genre-specific focus on how texts function in 

social contexts can guide instructors and community members in describing, assessing, and 

reporting writing outcomes for critical stakeholder constituencies. 

There is some reason to think that the culture of assessment throughout higher 

education has begun to turn the corner away from the reductive discourse of accountability 

towards a view of assessment focused on seeing outcomes as a vital component in the 

improvement of teaching and learning. Led by education assessment scholars who have 

persuasively challenged outmoded definitions of validity and reliability, composition 

scholars have used these terms, together with their best understanding of the socially 

mediated nature of all writing, to advocate for new forms of writing assessment that are 

teacher-centered, locally-determined, and contextualized around the various rhetorical 

situations and genres that students encounter. Assessment efforts by service-learning 
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scholars have developed on a somewhat different track, and have struggled to move past 

practitioners’ reliance on participant survey data and grading studies.  Work by service-

learning scholars, such as Feldman et al.’s development of an outcomes assessment matrix, 

has successfully applied some of the lessons of portfolio assessment to the evaluation of 

student outcomes, but assessing student writing outcomes in service-learning settings has 

been a more difficult task.  

In this chapter, I presented a genre analysis based model of writing assessment that 

enables service-learning instructors, and writing teachers generally, to identify, describe, 

and report patterns of text-level features in genre sets of student writing. In those terms, 

my model is oriented around what students actually do with writing in a given rhetorical 

situation and, consistent with genre theory, presumes that student outcomes are directly 

tied to the genre repertoires student possess and are exposed to in class. As such, there is a 

tension between the claims of composition-based service-learning scholars about what 

students should do and my findings, which are firmly rooted in what students actually 

achieve. At the same time, the assessment framework I am advocating is designed to 

provide instructors and program administrators with actionable data that can inform 

decisions about the value of service-learning and its role within composition programs. 

Those decisions will be made, and are being made within individual departments across 

the academy, and it deserves repeating that my course is only one example using one very 

specific approach to service-learning pedagogy. The data needed for those decisions is 

there, however, and I hope my model provides one way of moving forward.  

So where does that leave service-learning and composition? In my concluding 

chapter, I review the implications and limitations of my study, along with a proposal for 
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synthesizing genre-based pedagogy and service-learning as part of a broader writing 

studies curriculum.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: IMPLICATIONS FOR THE FUTURE OF SERVICE-LEARNING IN 

COMPOSITION 

 The goal of this project has been to apply contemporary genre theory to the 

assessment of student writing outcomes in service-learning courses. This research 

primarily involves two subfields within composition and rhetoric that also carry 

substantial interest in the broader academy: service-learning and writing assessment. Both 

areas are related in that service-learning practitioners are increasingly interested in 

describing the impact of the pedagogy on participants just as assessment specialists are 

interested in measuring the effects of particular instructional strategies on student 

outcomes. Yet the discourses of both fields often have very different intellectual and 

political investments. The discourse of service-learning is generally oriented around 

fostering personal development, promoting social change, and breaking down the divide 

between educational institutions and their surrounding communities. The discourse of 

assessment, alternatively, and the accountability agenda that plays an increasing role 

within assessment debates, emphasize the instrumental dimensions of education as a 

transaction between institutions and their student clients. Genre theory, and its focus on 

the social dimensions of communicative action, provides a bridging vocabulary between 

the two fields. Service-learning is an inherently social pedagogy and the various writing 

genres students use in community-based settings foreground the relationship between 

rhetorical action and public contexts. As Brian Huot argues, assessment is a kind of social 

action, and genre theorists such as Michael Carter have attempted to shift the debates over 

assessment away from notions of inter-rater reliability and outdated definitions of validity 

to an examination of how writers use writing to make meaning within specific discourse 
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communities and disciplinary knowledge domains.  The purpose of this concluding chapter 

is to review the major findings of the study and their implications for genre theory, service-

learning, and writing assessment.  I will also describe some of limitations of the project and 

its research methodology and suggest areas for further research. I conclude by proposing a 

model for service-learning writing oriented around the concept of genre awareness as part 

of a reconfigured writing studies curriculum articulated by compositionists such as Charles 

Bazerman and Susan Miller.  

Major Findings 

The most significant claim of this project relates to the applicability of genre theory and 

genre analysis to assessing student writing outcomes in service-learning courses. As Thaiss 

and Zawacki argue, the provisional nature of alternative discourses like ethnography 

makes assessing such genres difficult (80). Applying Bazerman’s approach to genre 

analysis, however, which he models in his 1988 book Shaping Written Knowledge to 

describe text level differences in the writing of various academic disciplines, provides a 

powerful way to explore and describe student writing outcomes. Bazerman’s four 

dimensions of lexicon, citation, audience appeal, and authorial representation, are 

particularly useful in looking at relatively under-examined and under-theorized classroom 

genres like student-authored ethnography. One of the main conclusions of this project, 

therefore, is that genre analysis can uncover important features of the rhetorical landscape 

of classroom genres that can provide practitioners with systematic, fine-grained data which 

can be used to develop an understanding of how novice users encounter and use new 

discursive forms. 
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This project also demonstrates that genre theory and genre analysis can go beyond 

description and can provide a theoretically engaged, yet flexible and practical approach to 

writing assessment at both the level of individual texts and corpora. Using genre analysis to 

describe and assess student writing outcomes functions as a form of dynamic criteria 

mapping that for me, as an instructor, helped to identify and articulate what I value in 

student writing, and in student-authored ethnography in particular. My analysis and its 

application in the development of a context-specific assignment rubric demonstrates that 

genre analysis can be combined with locally-developed rubrics to create more specific, 

contextualized heuristics that instructors can use for both formative and summative 

assessment. In those terms, my findings suggest that genre analysis can be used as the basis 

for an ongoing, recursive approach that cycles between the design of specific instructional 

strategies and the analysis of student work for areas of strength and need.  

The methodology modeled in this project could also be applied to program-level 

assessments. As described earlier, Carter advocates for using genre-based approaches to 

facilitate conversations with faculty and program leaders to identify and describe the 

epistemological work of disciplinary genres and to map those outcomes onto text-level 

features which students should be taught (“Ways of Knowing”).  My analysis of student 

essays was aided and systematized by the use of qualitative data analysis software but a 

similar analytical approach could be taken with a group of readers, smaller samples of 

student writing, and coding without the aid of software. Carter, in fact, recommends short, 

two to three hour group-based readings of samples of student writing as one efficient, yet 

effective approach to program assessment that can have significant impact on improving 

teaching and student learning (11 March 2010).  
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In terms of student writing specifically, my analysis demonstrates that the writers in 

my courses were able to use ethnography as a systematic research methodology and as a 

frame of analysis for their inscription of the service experience. As such, the student 

writing I studied reveals significant investment in ethnographic methodology. Nearly 30% 

of writers demonstrate what I call ethnographic praxis, marked by the combination of thick 

description, a specific theoretical frame of analysis, an empathetic interest in participant 

meanings, and personal reflection. Approximately 10% of writers explicitly use the analytic 

unit structure modeled in the course text Writing Ethnographic Fieldnotes by Emerson, 

Fretz, and Shaw, and in Jabari Mahiri’s Shooting for Excellence. Perhaps more importantly, 

and consistent with the course objectives, students demonstrated facility in using 

ethnography to make meaning out of their service experience and to create knowledge 

about a range of topics related to youth culture and the mentoring program at the heart of 

the course. The one course objective for which this was not the case involves the goal of 

fostering students’ critical reflections of their own “opinions, positions, and ways of seeing 

the world” (Course Syllabus, Appendix A). With few exceptions, notably those papers which 

I describe as being overdetermined by their theoretical frame, the majority of papers in the 

corpus are centrally focused on the mentoring experience and only rarely attempt to 

connect their service narrative with broader social issues.    

My analysis reveals a range of variations in the ways students appropriated 

ethnography in their writing that have implications for the use of the genre in service 

settings.  Consistent with the description of service-learning writing by Eyler, Giles, and 

Schmiede, I found that students’ essays could be divided into four general categories: 

theoretical essays, problem-solving essays, case studies, and course critiques. These 
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different types of papers are associated with distinct ways of positioning students in 

relation to their service experience. Essays that contain a very specific theoretical frame, 

for instance, articulate positions for writers that are somewhat distanced from the 

mentoring experience, in some cases leaving little room for thick description and the 

unfolding of a thematic narrative. At the same time, theory essays were less likely than case 

studies or problem solving papers to feature traditional narrative arcs replete with 

exposition, crisis, and resolution.  

Earlier in this project, I summarized Ellen Cushman’s critique of end-of-semester essays 

in service-learning courses using the writing about paradigm and her argument that these 

assignments often lack the “systematic, structured, theory-driven research that scholars 

do” (45). I realize now that Cushman’s criticism is directed mainly at assignments which 

ask students to offer their general reflections on how their service experience affected 

them and how they think community members were impacted by the activity. At the outset 

of this project, I worried that my course was vulnerable to Cushman’s critique. Based on my 

analysis, however, I am now convinced that the ethnographic methodology at the center of 

my course did in fact provide students with a “structured,” and “systematic” scaffold for the 

intellectual work they conducted over the course of the semester. Moreover, the student 

writing produced in my class demonstrates that undergraduates are capable of working 

beyond the quasi-genre of the traditional research paper and of engaging in authentic 

research methodologies to produce knowledge. As Thaiss and Zawacki argue, student 

appropriations of scholarly genres are different than those texts produced by experienced 

professionals; research posters created by undergraduate psychology majors, for example, 

are not the same as conference posters created by experienced psychology researchers 
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(64). Like students’ appropriations of the poster genre, however, the student-authored 

ethnography produced in my course suggests that students can successfully use authentic 

scholarly genres, particularly when the instructional context provides an appropriate 

exigence and personal motivation for investment in the methodology that is presented. 

 My findings have a number of implications for revising the design and delivery of 

instruction in service-based settings. Most importantly, the relative lack of reflective, 

critical writing across the corpus suggests the need for improvement in this area, 

particularly given the value of reflection in the service-learning literature and the 

scholarship on experiential learning. This begins with increasing the amount of attention 

given to reflection in the course design: in readings, in-class activities, class discussions, 

and assignments. Fostering reflection also involves engaging students’ lack of familiarity 

with ethnography which I believe contributed to some of the genre confusion I observed in 

chapter three. In retrospect, I believe upgrading the role of reflection in the course would 

have been improved by two specific strategies. First, students need models for effective 

reflection. I did not provide these as part of the course design and neither of the primary 

course texts, Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw’s Writing Ethnographic Fieldnotes, nor Stone and 

Chiseri-Strater’s Fieldworking, provide sufficiently detailed examples of reflective writing 

for students to emulate. Second, reflection was not explicitly required in the final project 

description so even if I assumed reflection would be a part of writers’ essays, the lack of 

reflective writing across the corpus persuades me that this expectation was not equally 

assumed amongst students. Yancey, in Reflection in the Writing Classroom, stresses  that 

students need clear direction and clear expectations when it comes to reflective writing, 

and it seems clear to me that my course would have significantly benefitted from both.  



252 

 

 

 In much the same way as my analysis revealed a general lack of reflective writing 

across the corpus, my research also found little evidence that the students in my course 

used their service-based writing to make connections between their service experience and 

larger social issues or structures. This finding supports the concerns of service-learning 

scholars such as Herzberg that while students may complete their courses with an 

enhanced appreciation of the seriousness of problems like homelessness, few students 

seem to develop an understanding of the relationship of such problems to broader features 

of the social structure. Consistent with those concerns, I found that very few, if any, 

students in the corpus made such systematic connections between their mentoring 

experience and the broader social context. There are a number of ways to think about the 

absence of these kinds of connections in student writing, both generally and in terms of my 

own corpus. In “Digging a Groundwork for Writing: Underprepared Students and 

Community Service Courses,” Adler-Kassner offers a response to Herzberg’s concerns and 

argues that undergraduates, particularly those who come to college academically 

underprepared, simply may not be ready to articulate the kinds of critical connections 

valued by many compositionists and service-learning practitioners (555).  That is not to 

say, Adler-Kassner cautions, that undergraduates are not aware of the struggles and 

inequalities that come with certain class and ethnic positions; but students do need 

practice with the discursive forms of articulating these connections in ways valued by 

scholars. Alder-Kassner’s argument about students’ need for guided practice also touches 

on a point I have made at various places throughout the project about the need to provide 

students with writing models for rhetorical modes and genres with which they have little 

experience. Cultural critique and its application to specific experiences, like that of the 
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mentoring experience, is almost certainly a new and unfamiliar rhetorical situation for 

undergraduates. Such critique is rarely the focus of the traditional research paper and it 

was not prominent in either my own teaching or class readings, which featured a much 

more pragmatic focus on preparing students to be effective mentors and ethnographers. I 

can imagine a course design more committed to helping students to develop the thinking 

and writing skills necessary for cultural critique, or as in the case of critical ethnography, 

social advocacy, but I do not believe this was a practical option for the course I taught. 

 The findings I have presented are limited by a number of factors and are open to 

critique on a number of fronts. One of the many strengths of the process movement in 

composition studies is the recognition that texts are not static products but are one 

important component of the process of writing in which writers are the primary agent. 

Faigley notes that the process movement is credited by many scholars with forging what 

was a new consensus in the teaching of writing that shifted emphasis away from student 

writing as the end product of writing instruction, to a focus on the mind and internal 

processes of individual writers (29). This project, and my use of genre theory as its central 

analytical frame, has intentionally attempted to refocus on student writing as important 

cultural products, particularly as student texts relate to the socially implicated nature of 

service-learning. In those terms, in this project I explicitly focus on text level analysis to the 

exclusion of writers’ perspectives outside their texts. That choice yields the benefit of a 

deeper understanding of how student writing works as a frame for social action, but I 

acknowledge that both during and after my analysis I have wondered what students would 

say about their approach to their writing, their sense of what they learned from their 

service experience and their use of ethnography, and now almost 10 years later, the 
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significance of the course in their lives as students, citizens, and writers. The incorporation 

of additional classroom and writer data in the form of interviews, surveys, and 

ethnographic observation both during and after the service experience has the potential to 

substantially broaden the perspective I have sketched out here and stands as a promising 

strand of extended inquiry for genre researchers studying classroom writing. Genre 

theorist John Swales’ 1998 book, Other Floors, Other Voices: A Textography of a Small 

University Building, is a good example of what such a study might look like. Swales’ defines 

textography as “something more than a disembodied textual or discoursal analysis, but 

something less than a full ethnographic account,” and in the text he uses it to study the 

social and rhetorical function of writing activities that take place within a multidisciplinary 

office building at the University of Michigan (1). Such an approach could be appropriated 

for the study of genre activity within service-learning courses, and even more generally to 

other instructional settings to deepen our understanding about the relationship between 

context, genre, and the development of rhetorical facility that I have only begun to explore 

here. 

Another limitation of the study is my singular focus on students’ end-of-the-

semester essays. As the final project of the course, the essays at the center of the study 

represent the culmination of students’ intellectual journey over the course of the term and 

their service experience. The assignment was designed to capture the core of student 

learning and the distilled knowledge acquired during the mentoring experience, course 

discussions, readings, outside research, and ethnographic journaling. In that regard, these 

terminal projects present a logical and appropriate site of in-depth inquiry into students’ 

writing outcomes and the relevance of those outcomes to the overall course design and 
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service-learning more generally. However, this focus on students’ final projects obscures 

important outcomes that undoubtedly took place in other pieces of student writing. 

Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw, in particular, argue that fieldnotes and the writing of fieldnotes 

lie at the true core of ethnographic practice, and as such may more directly capture the 

learning of participant observers than the polished texts they create as the final products of 

their research. In the same way, drafts of student papers, including texts like coding 

memos, represent additional sites of student learning that should also be explored to 

generate a full understanding of how student writers develop facility with new genres. 

Much of my rationale for focusing on students’ end-of-the-semester projects involves the 

goal of assessing writing outcomes against course objectives, but certainly more research 

on the breadth of student writing generated over the duration of a course would generate 

valuable knowledge about changes and progress in student writing that this study leaves 

unexplored.  

My focus on writing and its relationship to student learning outcomes also leaves 

out important aspects of students’ service-learning experience. The focus on writing is 

motivated by my feeling that student writing has not been given the attention it deserves in 

the service-learning scholarship, particularly within composition, but I certainly do not 

intend to convey the impression that other forms of learning, such as those that take place 

in course discussions or in the context of the service experience itself, do not also deserve 

more attention. Conrad and Hedin have pointed out that various aspects of service-learning 

courses, particularly the wide variety of service activities and the difficulty in identifying 

and defining desired outcomes, make evaluating service-based courses difficult (746). Even 

so, stakeholders from writing program administrators to community partners expect 
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program designers to provide quality information about student outcomes. My hope is that 

the use of particular theoretical frames, such as genre theory and genre analysis in this 

project, can provide service-learning researchers with lenses to study the relationship 

between course objectives and specific modes of student learning.  

This study is also limited by its focus on one particular model of service-learning 

writing: the writing about model. My analysis has focused on one particular kind of service-

learningbased writing course, and one that I have argued involves the least amount of 

rhetorical interaction between writers and community members of all of Deans’ three 

paradigms. One advantage of this aspect of writing about models is that at least in terms of 

assessment issues, writing about models most closely resemble traditional writing courses 

in that student writing products are rarely read outside the classroom. Still, without 

knowing the relative distribution of models across the academy, applying the findings of 

this study to other kinds of service-based programs is problematic. More generally, the 

highly contextualized nature of this study as a glimpse into a corpus of writing in one 

particular course, taught by one instructor in a specific space and time, further complicates 

trying to apply my findings to a broad-based appraisal of service-learning or ethnography. 

This limitation is somewhat mitigated by the fact that the study includes data from four 

different offerings of the same course. The genre-based methodology of the study, 

moreover, is specifically designed to enable practitioners to generate knowledge in highly 

contextualized rhetorical situations like those found in service-learning settings. While I am 

not arguing that my findings regarding particular student writing outcomes have any 
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predictive value for other settings, the methodological model I propose is designed for 

wider application across different instructional contexts.  

Out of the three types of service-learning–based writing courses described by 

Thomas Deans, the writing about paradigm, such as the one I have described in this project, 

is the least social in terms of audience and public function. While students in writing for 

settings have their work read and used by community members in the role of clients, and 

writers in writing with settings collaborate with community members to produce writing 

that undertakes some form of social action, students in writing about contexts are writing 

primarily for their instructor and to a lesser degree, their fellow classmates. This structural 

constraining of writing about texts significantly limits both their social function and public 

nature. As such, writing about settings deny students the benefits of seeing their writing do 

work in the world along with all of the learning that comes with the experience of seeing 

one’s writing read and used by others. At the same time, students’ ethnographic texts are 

rarely published for other scholars, so any knowledge they do contain often remains with 

students, or in my case, left in three-ring binders unclaimed by students after the end of the 

term.  

My defense of the pedagogical value of writing about models, which I offer in 

response to Cushman’s critique, does not elide the ethical implications of such courses. 

Indeed, I acknowledge that writing about settings such as the one I have described also 

continue to be politically problematic. Gwen Gorzelsky, in her essay “Shifting Figures: 

Rhetorical Ethnography,” reminds readers that critics of ethnography frequently argue that 

“ethnographic representations inevitably swallow subjects’ voices in the researcher’s 

textually enacted agenda,” a tendency that has prompted scholars like Bruce Horner and 
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Min-Zhan Lu to compel ethnographers to use their writing to bring about social change that 

benefits community members (74).  Gorzelsky’s concerns highlight the significance of some 

of the textual features revealed in my own analysis, for example the tendency of many 

writers in the project corpus to not discuss both their own racial subject position and that 

of their mentees, and the general avoidance of larger social issues like poverty and male 

abandonment of families. Service-learning courses like mine, however, while engaged in 

providing social benefits like mentoring to community members, do not position writing in 

any explicitly activist role, and as such, can be critiqued for participating in the same kind 

of objectification alluded to by Gorzelsky and service-learning scholars like Himley. In 

those terms, service-learningbased ethnography brings to mind cautions voiced by genre 

theorists Freedman and Medway who argue that all genres have both internal effects for 

writers as well as external effects for outsiders who are represented, “or significantly not 

represented,” in texts (13).  

This project began out of an interest in developing a more systematic methodology 

for describing student writing outcomes in service-learning courses, and to that end I have 

focused on writing composed at the end of students’ service experience. My findings, 

however, lead to an important set of questions that lie outside the scope of this project 

involving the degree to which students are able to transfer the skills they develop in their 

service-learning course to other courses inside and outside of the writing curriculum.  The 

question of transfer has relevance beyond service-learning of course but it is nonetheless a 

part of the larger picture of the value of service-learning to student outcomes. In “The 

Trouble with Transfer: Lessons for a Study of Community Service Writing,” Nora Bacon 
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examines the transfer of rhetorical facility across community-based courses. Bacon 

concludes that while students are capable of carrying certain discrete skills, for example 

those involving the citation of sources, consideration of the transfer of higher level 

rhetorical knowledge cannot be limited to academic skills but rather should be more 

widely conceptualized as a function of a range of attitudes, social contexts, and social 

interactions that in many cases precede what students learn in a particular course (61). 

Bacon’s argument is also consistent with claims made by service-learning scholars that 

many course outcomes may not reveal themselves until sometime after the service 

experience (152). As such, service-learning scholars are increasingly calling for more 

longitudinal studies of outcomes for service-learning students.  

Another area in need of further research on student writing, and service-learning 

writing in particular, is student reflection. Defining the elements of quality reflection 

continues to be a challenge, particularly since reflection continues to have a valued role 

within both service-learning and ethnographic pedagogy. Yancey’s work on reflection, 

which argues for the importance of task-specific reflection and an awareness of the 

rhetorical choices that student writers face as qualitative benchmarks, provides a key 

starting point for this line of inquiry and merits additional work. In particular, there is a 

need to better understand the role of student reflection in terms of two important goals of 

service-learning: fostering students’ critical awareness of the relationship between their 

service experience and broader social issues, and enabling students to inscribe community 

participants’ experiences from the community members’ perspectives rather than 

projecting students’ own values and ways of seeing on to the social worlds of those with 

whom they work.  
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The Future of Service-Learning in Composition 

It is easy in a project like this to lose sight of the big picture: the core question that 

motivated the project in the first place. For me that question is: is service-learning worth 

doing? The literature on service-learning consistently demonstrates that students in 

quality service-learning settings like such courses, often significantly more than their other 

classes. Students in service courses generally report working harder than in other classes 

and that they value seeing their education having a tangible impact in the communities that 

surround their school. What is less clear is the degree and manner in which students 

benefit academically from their service experiences and whether those benefits justify the 

significant expense in time and energy required to create and sustain community-based 

courses. The stakes for these questions are particularly high in composition because at 

least in terms of courses at the freshman and sophomore level, the purpose of these 

courses is to prepare students to write in their majors, which for the vast majority of 

students, rarely include English.  

 This project suggests that significant numbers of intermediate writing students in 

service-learning courses can successfully use discipline-sanctioned research methodologies 

such as ethnography, while also performing service that benefits both community members 

and the university. Perhaps more importantly, my findings demonstrate that service 

experiences provide an authentic exigency for student investment in learning to use 

research methodologies. Given the uncertainty over issues of transfer, which as I have said 

are not exclusive to community-based courses, the question for writing program 

administrators is whether service-learning warrants the investment, either at the general 
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education level or within the English major itself, particularly for students majoring in 

technical and professional writing.  

 The first question is what place service-learning might have in first or second-year 

composition. The corpus at the center of this study came from a sophomore-level 

intermediate writing course but service-learning is not uncommon in either first-year or 

even remedial courses. Bacon argues that integrating service into first-year composition 

has a number of positive impacts, including “grounding” course content in authentic 

rhetorical contexts, linking intellectual inquiry with everyday experience, and encouraging 

students to see themselves and their school as part of the broader community (“Service-

Learning in First-Year Courses”). Similarly, Adler-Kassner argues that service-learning 

experiences can help underprepared students in remedial courses to articulate their real-

world experiences in ways that are acceptable to the academy (“Digging a Groundwork” 

555).  

 From my own perspective as an instructor of the traditional first-year course and 

intermediate-level service-based courses, I think it would be extremely difficult to progress 

though the content required of first-year composition and/or developmental English while 

also providing a quality service experience for students and community members. At many 

institutions such as my own, the first-year course encompasses a wide range of student 

ability levels, and as such every available moment of instruction not taken up by delivering 

content needs to be spent conferencing with students individually and orienting students 

to the academic habits that are essential to their academic success at the university. While I 

agree with both Bacon and Adler-Kassner that service-experiences can provide desirable 

linkages between students and the instructional objectives of the first-year course, the 
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required trade-offs in terms of time and energy are hard to justify, regardless of which 

service-learning writing model might be involved. That does not mean, of course, that 

service experiences have no place in the lives of freshman students. Programs like 

alternative spring breaks or semester-long community service projects which develop 

students’ sense of civic engagement are increasingly common features of many 

undergraduates’ educational experiences. My point is that given the curricular and 

administrative pressures exerted on freshman writing from both inside and outside the 

university, I find it highly unlikely that quality service experiences that benefit both 

students and community members can be successfully integrated into the vast majority of 

first-year course designs. 

 I realize that many institutions across the country do not require a second-year, or 

sophomore-level course, but my findings lead me to believe that service-learning 

experiences, particularly when it is paired with research genres like ethnography and case 

study, can provide a valuable exigence that enhances the stakes and authenticity of student 

writing. The intermediate writing course I taught was oriented towards research writing 

but within the past year the course has been redesigned with a focus on writing across the 

disciplines. Embedding the service experience within a structured research agenda enacts 

an intellectual systematicity and rigor that circumvents the most pointed critiques of 

writing about models and end-of-the-semester essays by scholars like Cushman and 

Himley. I also want to argue that based on my experience, the majority of students enrolled 

in intermediate courses demonstrate the developmental readiness to manage the 

intellectual and practical complexity of the service/research experience that is not present 

in most first-year students.  By the time students reach the intermediate course, most have 
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acquired many of the academic habits (i.e., formatting papers, basic citation skills, regular 

attendance) that can take up so much time in first-year writing, which I argue leaves more 

room for service, both in terms of time and scope of content. 

 The suitability of service-learning in intermediate course designs oriented around 

preparing to write in the disciplines is inherently more complicated. These courses are 

frequently focused on identifying, describing, practicing, and critiquing the various ways in 

which knowledge is made across the academy. If my own university is representative, this 

general emphasis is articulated in a variety of ways across course sections so my intention 

here is to briefly imagine how service might fit into intermediate composition courses that 

utilize WID designs using Deans’ three paradigms of service-learning writing. Perhaps the 

easiest paradigm to adapt is the writing for model in which students create texts for 

community-based constituencies like non-profit groups. It is not hard to imagine 

integrating service experiences into instructional units exploring how writing functions in 

professional fields like social work, communications, nursing, education, and business. 

While there are important differences between workplace and scholarly genres, for 

instance between grant applications and case studies, it seems reasonable to assume that 

service experiences which develop understanding about these generic differences would 

add a valuable contextual and rhetorical dimension to intermediate courses with a WID 

focus.  

 It is also possible to imagine intermediate courses that utilize some aspect of the 

writing about model to explore how scholars in disciplines like education, sociology, and 

public health create knowledge. Given the survey-oriented nature of many WID designs, 

service activities normally would not span an entire semester, although as my earlier 
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survey of service-learning courses at my university demonstrated, short-term activities are 

increasingly common. The central problem of this approach, however, is ethical. Some 

short-term service experiences, such as when students participate in a planting activity or a 

community clean-up activity, seem harmless enough. But taken together with examples like 

a day trip to a homeless shelter, these types of drop-in activities can quickly become a kind 

of service tourism, producing either the kind of noblesse oblige discussed by Schutz and 

Gere or, perhaps even worse, a sense of hopeless resignation to the intractable nature of 

problems like homelessness (133). Moreover, these short-term experiences make it 

extremely difficult for students to develop authentic relationships with community 

members which can be an antagonizing factor in the tendency of students to interpret their 

service experience as validating preconceived notions about particular issues and 

communities (Herzberg). 

Writing with models, perhaps best represented by Linda Flower’s work with the 

Community Literacy Center in Pittsburgh, avoids some of the most problematic aspects of 

writing about models, but because of the community-based nature of these models, they 

can be an awkward fit for intermediate courses with a WID focus. As with my consideration 

of the applicability of writing for models, however, one can imagine the paradigm working 

in certain fields, such as social work or public health, in which practitioners use writing as 

part of their work with community members where service and disciplinary discourses 

intersect. Moreover, if scholars such as Barbara Holland are correct in maintaining that 

civic engagement will continue to have an increasingly prevalent role in disciplinary work,  

it is possible that new genres, characterized by new kinds of collaborative relationships 
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between scholars and community members, will emerge to become a part of the genre 

repertoires of both the academy and the wider public. 

 Next comes the question of the potential place of service-learning in the English 

Major. Perhaps the most obvious, but important, difference between general-education 

writing courses and major-level composition classes is the fact that instead of servicing the 

university, broadly constructed, major-level courses in English Studies are focused on 

preparing students to write as practitioners of the discipline. The problem of course, is 

defining, or re-defining, the appropriate objects of inquiry for the discipline, which as field 

historians Sharon Crowley and James Berlin have noted, is a project fraught with conflict 

and intellectual angst. Perhaps not surprisingly, I argue that service-learning does have a 

place in the English Studies major, but that future is contingent on a number of factors, 

including the status of civic engagement as a value within the academy, and more 

specifically, recent developments in composition pedagogy.  

First, it is important to track where the notion of civic engagement seems headed in 

the future of the academy. As I point out in chapter one, community engagement has 

always played some role in higher education, but its recent popularity can be traced to calls 

for revising undergraduate education by figures such as Ernest Boyer. Barbara Holland, 

director of the National Service-Learning Clearinghouse, argues that engaged research will 

increasingly become a measure of “academic quality and prestige” and that the increasing 

role of civic engagement in university missions will inevitably impact conceptualization of 

successful teaching (quoted in Feldman et al. 17). As just one example, at Wayne State 

engagement and service are one of five primary foci of the university mission and plays a 

major role in the university’s evaluation by the North Central Association of Colleges and 
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Schools. At WSU, engagement and service is broadly defined to incorporate both public and 

private constituencies, but what is interesting is that these values are articulated across the 

university to include every level of university life, from faculty to staff and students (Wayne 

State University, “A Self-Study Report”).  The example of Wayne State is consistent with 

national data on the institutionalization of community service and service-learning across 

the country, evidenced by data gathered by Campus Compact and service-learning scholars 

like Casey and Springer. 

Service-learning scholar Richard Battistoni agrees that civic engagement is 

becoming increasingly valued in the academy, but he cautions the term can also function as 

a buzzword with wide ranging definitions across institutional contexts (4). Expressing 

caution from a different perspective, Kevin Mattson, in his MJCSL essay “Can Service-

Learning Transform the Modern University? A Lesson from History” argues that despite the 

recent popularity of service-learning and terms like civic engagement, the modern 

university, perhaps more than ever, is oriented around preparing students for the life of 

work, and as such service-learning is vulnerable to being co-opted for that agenda. 

Mattson’s concerns are certainly not unrealistic given recent work by scholars like J. Blake 

Scott who has described the increasingly common conflation of service-learning and 

internship programs in for-profit settings.  

If the future of service-learning is dependent on the status and value of civic 

engagement within American education, its role in composition is contingent on the 

evolution of composition studies and English Studies more generally. Even as the 

intellectual status of composition has grown over the last forty years, the ongoing service 

status of general education writing courses, together with the growing prevalence of part-
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time faculty in composition programs, efforts to reposition composition within English face 

an uphill battle. Still, as the number of literature studies majors declines nationally, 

proposals to re-vision English Studies are becoming increasingly common. Earlier in the 

project, I briefly described Berlin’s advocacy of a reconfigured English Studies major 

modeled on British cultural studies (Rhetorics, Poetics, and Cultures). More recently, 

compositionists such as Bazerman and Miller have imagined a major discipline oriented 

around writing studies with an emphasis on “the multidimensional story of writing” 

(Bazerman “The Case for Writing Studies” 33). Bazerman’s model conceptualizes writing 

studies as an array of three primary strands of inquiry. The first would focus on 

constructing what Bazerman calls an “emergent historical picture of writing practices, 

genres, systems of circulation, and related institutions and social systems” (36). The second 

would concentrate on building theoretical perspectives using the “major strains of 

twentieth-century social theory and social science” (37). The third strand would emphasize 

the craft of writing and its role in the lives of writers and learners (37). For Susan Miller, 

adopting and embracing writing studies unloads the subordinate political connotation of 

composition while also opening new avenues for research and pedagogy (41). In terms 

similar to Bazerman, Miller argues that a writing studies orientation makes it possible to 

take a broader historical perspective to the world of writing and the nature of how writing 

is used to create knowledge across social systems (44). Consistent with this position, the 

last few years have seen the emergence of a body of scholarship under the multiliteracies 

umbrella, represented by anthologies like 2004’s Multiliteracies for the 21st Century, edited 

by Brian Huot, Beth Strobles, and Charles Bazerman, and Multiliteracies: Literacy Learning 

and the Design of Social Futures, edited by Australian scholars Bill Cope and Mary Kalantzis. 
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Proposals from within the field to reposition and rebrand composition by 

incorporating a scholarly focus on the varied contexts of writing parallel recent work in 

post-process writing pedagogy that stresses the deeply situated nature of student learning 

in writing courses. In College Writing and Beyond: A New Framework for University Writing 

Instruction, Anne Beaufort advocates for reframing the first-year course by helping 

students to develop skills in four overlapping knowledge domains: subject matter 

knowledge, rhetorical genre awareness, writing process, and the concept of rhetorical 

communities. Beaufort’s approach is relevant for arguments by scholars like Chris Anson 

who maintain that writing students need to develop adaptive expertise, which he defines in 

terms of genre awareness and rhetorical facility with audience analysis and issues of voice 

(“Closed Systems” 133). A number of compositionists interested in advanced writing 

pedagogy also advocate for approaches consistent with a writing studies framework and 

community-based approaches are frequently mentioned in various advanced curriculum 

scenarios. In “Constructive Communication: Community-Engagement Writing,” H. Brooke 

Hessler proposes a writing studies capstone course in which students explore case studies 

of community-based initiatives and then design their own projects. Hessler argues that 

community-based projects can provide an important experiential complement to courses 

in contrastive rhetoric, “civic literacy, and genre theory” (128).  

Finally, it is worth noting that the use of ethnography as an instructional strategy 

continues to be suggested by scholars across various parts of the field. As I reviewed earlier 

in the project, these include Lester Faigley, David Seitz, Mary Jo Reiff, and James Zebroski, 

who in similar ways all argue that ethnography positions students to explore the situated 

nature of writing as it occurs inside and outside the academy. It is important to note, 
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however, that all of these scholars articulate the object of inquiry for composition-based 

ethnography, not as the study of others from the position of traditional ethnography, but as 

a rhetorically-oriented means of studying communicative rhetorical action.  

Similar to Hessler, who argues that service-learning has the potential to bring an 

experiential dimension to advanced writing curricula, the model I have in mind would 

leverage the socially-engaged aspects of service-learning with the ability of ethnography to 

function as both a genre and a methodology (Reiff 36).  This re-framing of the standard 

writing about model would forgo studying community participants as anthropological 

subjects, favoring instead an exploration of communicative action and the relationship 

between social context and text. This type of inquiry would be at home in the kind of 

writing studies curricula described by Bazerman and Miller. This model would position 

students as legitimate creators of knowledge using field-sanctioned methodologies while 

avoiding some of the politically problematic dimensions of student-authored ethnography. 

Next to writing for and writing with models, both of which seem equally appropriate within 

a writing studies paradigm, a textographic service-learning model (borrowing Swales’ 

term), would also advance the goals of compositionists influenced by genre theory who see 

genre awareness as an important part of students’ development of adaptive expertise. It 

would provide courses that use such models with a base knowledge domain on which to 

draw course readings and orient class discussions.  

Imagine for a moment, an upper-level writing studies course that combines 

ethnographic and textographic research and community service. Where I live in 

metropolitan Detroit, there are a number of relatively small community-based 

organizations with missions oriented around the environmental stewardship of the many 



270 

 

 

small river systems that wind their way throughout the region. The environmental health 

of many of these river systems has suffered over the years because of both industrialization 

and suburban sprawl. One such organization of which I am a member, Friends of the Rouge, 

is dedicated to improving the health of the Rouge River and to educating citizens about the 

watershed and its care. Like similar organizations, Friends of the Rouge sponsors a number 

of events throughout the year, from membership drives and fundraising events to 

volunteer-led environmental clean-ups, wildlife surveys, and gardening workshops. To 

support the work and mission of the organization, both paid staff and volunteers generate a 

great deal of writing across a variety of institutional and popular genres including grant 

applications, presentations, membership forms, flyers, governmental reports, and 

newsletters. These genres are rhetorically complex in their own ways and must speak to a 

wide variety of constituencies and contexts. Governmental reports and grant applications, 

for example, are generically rigid and privilege clarity and precision. Flyers and 

membership appeals, alternatively, while allowing for more creativity and hybridity, face 

the daunting rhetorical challenge of garnering public interest in a communicative 

environment saturated by countless other messages and appeals.   

Organizations like Friends of the Rouge rely on community supporters and 

volunteers to fulfill their missions, both in the field and at the keyboard. Students in a 

service-learning–based course with an organization like the one I have described could 

work with the group in a writing for capacity to create and/or revise documents. Using 

genre and discourse theory, students would use ethnographic, textographic, and case-study  

techniques to explore the communicative action embedded in the rhetorical activities and 

texts of the organization. Relevant readings for such a course might include Gurak and 
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Lay’s edited collection Research in Technical Communication, which features a number of 

essays influenced by genre theory, including Carol Berkenkotter’s essay “Analyzing 

Everyday Texts in Organizational Settings,” as well as work on other forms of qualitative 

research such as Susan Katz’s “Ethnographic Research,” and Mary Lay’s “Feminist Criticism 

and Technical Communication Research.” John Swales’ Other Floors, Other Voices, as well as 

Vijay Bhatia’s Worlds of Written Discourse would also be valuable texts, particularly for the 

ways in which both model the use of their method and theory building. The reading list for 

such a course would also benefit from recent work on environmental discourse such as the 

anthology Technical Communication, Deliberative Rhetoric, and Environmental Discourse: 

Connections and Directions, edited by Nancy Coppola and Bill Karis, which provides a 

number of perspectives on a specialized area of rhetorical research with direct relevance 

for student projects.  

Writing assignments for the course I am describing would involve documents 

designed for the community organization as well as writing associated with students’ 

research on the communicative action embedded in the service setting. Research-based 

writing tasks could include relatively short discourse studies of organizational documents, 

a genre analysis of a scholarly research article, a literature review, a research journal, a 

conference proposal, and an article-length research essay based on students’ course 

experience. Like students’ investment in ethnographic methodology in the course at the 

core of this project, the primary instructional objective of the course I am describing is 

student engagement with disciplinary ways of making knowledge. Another obvious goal 

would be the development of rhetorical skill around those genres used by the community 
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organization to do its work with an appreciation for the rhetorical and practical challenges 

faced by rhetors in such settings.  

This model could be adapted to other kinds of service settings in which writing and 

communication play a significant role, in advocacy-oriented community organizations, 

public-service organizations whose work involves health care, senior services, or public 

education, just to name a few. The overall goal of this approach is to facilitate students’ 

development as both scholars and engaged citizens. As I have argued throughout this 

project, contemporary genre theory provides a generative framework for exploring the 

relationship between texts and their social contexts, and the combination of theory and 

practice that is embedded in such a course represents an approach to experiential 

education that does not sacrifice the development of content knowledge and scholarly 

inquiry.  

Service-learning is hard work. It involves logistical demands of time and energy that 

are unique compared to most traditional forms of writing instruction. But consistent with 

much of the scholarship on service-learning which I reviewed earlier in the project, my 

findings support the assertion that students demonstrate high levels of emotional and 

intellectual investment in service courses. In addition, my findings reinforce the claim that 

service settings provide an authentic and challenging exigence that motivates students to 

invest in ethnographic methodology as a way of making meaning and that a significant 

number of students in my course demonstrated what I discern to be an impressive facility 

with the genre.  

Service-learning has a future in composition and the broader academy, but that 

future is dependent on successfully documenting what students achieve in service courses 
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and connecting what students do in community-based courses with both institutional 

missions and the intellectual objectives of the fields in which those classes are taught. 

Ensuring quality outcomes for students in service-learning courses is ultimately a question 

of assessment. In contrast to the kinds of high-stakes, standardized assessment measures 

associated with the accountability agenda, in this project I have argued for the value of 

genre analysis as a theoretically sound method of describing learning outcomes in the 

highly contextualized and socially situated worlds of the community-based classroom.  

In many ways, the future of service-learning in composition is tied to the status of 

writing instruction in the academy.  In “Composition 2.0: Toward a Multilingual and 

Multimodal Framework,” Steven Fraiberg argues that the situated study of diverse literacy 

practices, which are increasingly distributed using an almost dizzying array of languages 

and mediums, will be central to ensuring the relevance of composition studies into the 21st 

century (1010). Fraiberg’s essay is based on an ethnographic study of literate practices in 

Israel and his work is an excellent example of what 21st century writing studies might look 

like, and it also provides an inspirational model for 21st century service-learning. Like the 

work of Mizuko Ito described by Fraiberg, which uses ethnography to explore the impact of 

digital media on communicative action, it is not hard to imagine students in service-

learningbased writing studies courses doing similar work while also providing services, 

from mentoring to computing assistance, to members of the community. It is a vision of 

service-learning that has the potential to meld the best impulses of community-based 

learning with the intellectual future of composition as both a teaching subject and field of 

engaged inquiry.  
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APPENDIX A Course Syllabus 
 

ENG 3010: Intermediate Writing: Representation and Community Learning 

 

Course Description 

This course is an intermediate writing course that builds on skills taught in ENG 1020.  

Students will learn to think and write critically about their own observations, opinions, 

positions and ways of seeing the world by mentoring students at the Wayne State 

University Middle School and reflecting on their experiences. Major assignments include 

one long paper, worth 30 percent of the student’s final grade, three short papers, each 

worth 20 percent, and a number of 1-page protocols worth 10 percent. 

 

Course Objectives 

At the end of this course, students should be able to:  

1. View community learning as an important way of learning about the world and 
society 

2. Think critically about one’s own opinions, positions, and ways of seeing the world 
3. Understand the basics of ethnographic research 
4. Utilize ethnographic research methods as a way of understanding the perspectives 

of others 
5. View writing as a socially constructed means of representing oneself, the world, and 

those around us 
6. Write more effectively in a variety of modes with a broader understanding of 

audience, authenticity and writing as a form of representation 
 

Teaching Approach 

Community Learning, or service-learning as it is sometimes called, is an instructional 

method:  

 Under which students learn and develop through active participation in thoughtfully 
organized service experiences that meet actual community needs and that are 
coordinated in collaboration with the school and community 

 This is integrated into the student’s academic curriculum to provide structured time for 
a student to think, talk and write about what the student did and saw during the actual 
service activity 

 That provides students with opportunities to use newly acquired skills and knowledge 
in real-life situations in their own communities, and 

 That enhances what is taught in school by extending student learning beyond the 
classroom and into the community and helps foster the development of a sense of 
caring for others (National and Community Service Act of 1990) 

 

Texts (All available at Marwil Bookstore) 
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Writing Ethnographic Fieldnotes, Robert M. Emerson, Rachel I. Fretz and Linda Shaw 

Shooting for Excellence: African American and Youth Culture in New Century Schools, Jabari 

Mahiri 

 

Course Logistics: The community learning portion of this course will begin on XXXX at 

University Public School, which is located at XXXXXX across the street from XXXXX. The 

community learning sessions are scheduled to end on XXXX.  

 

Written Work: All out of class assignments should be typed on white 8.5 x 11 paper, 

according to MLA format. MLA guidelines can be found at the Undergraduate Library’s 

website at www.ugl.wayne.edu or purchased at the Marwil bookstore. Late assignments 

will not be accepted. Students must satisfactorily complete all assignments to receive a 

passing grade for the course. Revisions are encouraged and will be accepted.  

 

Revision Policy: All out of class work may be revised for a higher grade. Announcements 

will be made in class regarding due dates for revised work.  

 

Attendance: Due to the special nature of this course, attendance to every class session is 

mandatory. Punctuality is required. Students who are more than 10 minutes late will be 

marked down as tardy. Three tardies count as one absence. To receive an A in the course, 

students cannot miss more than three classes, regardless of circumstances. To pass the 

course students cannot miss more than five classes. It is your responsibility to contact me 

prior to missing class. My email and phone are listed on this syllabus.  

 

Drops/Incompletes: The last day to drop a course and still receive 100% tuition refund is 

XXXXXX. Due to the special nature of this course, incompletes will not be given.  

 

University/College Policies: See WSU Undergraduate Bulletin. 

 

Plagiarism: Plagiarism is the unacknowledged use of words and/or ideas. The penalty for 

plagiarism is failure for the course.  

 

Out of Class Assignments 
1. Personal narrative describing formative experience that changed your way of thinking 

about school (2-3 pp.) 
2. Parent Letter (1 p.) 
3. Protocols (9) 1 page each 
4. Reflexivity Paper I (3-4 pp.) 
5. Reflexivity Paper II (4-5 pp.) 
6. Project Proposal (1 p.) 

http://www.ugl.wayne.edu/


276 

 

 

7. Long Paper (8-10 pp.) 
8. Course Evaluation (1 p.) 
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Tentative Schedule 

Week 1.1 (9/5) 

Reading Due: None 

Assignment Due: None 

In Class: Introductions, review of syllabus, personal narratives (describing formative 

experience that changed your way of thinking about school), RESPECT exercise 

 

Week 1.2 (9/7) 

Reading Due: “Why Community Learning?” (Hand-out) 

Assignment Due: Personal Narrative 

In Class: Discuss “Why Community Learning?” 

 

Week 2.1 (9/12) 

Reading Due: Emerson, Fretz and Shaw, Chapter 1 and Joyce King’s “Dysconscious Racism” 

(coursepack) 

Assignment Due: Protocol 1 

In Class: Discuss Reading Assignment 

 

Week 2.2 (9/14) 

Reading Due: None 

Assignment Due: None 

In Class: Observation Exercise 

 

Week 3.1 (9/19) 

Reading Due: Emerson, Chapter 2 and The Practical Tutor (coursepack) 

Assignment Due: Protocol 2 

In Class: Brainstorming the mentoring process 

 

Week 3.2 (9/21) 

Assignment Due: None 

In Class: Mentoring Exercise 

 

Week 4.1 (9/26) 

Reading Due: Emerson, Chapter 3 and Romano’s “Clearing the Way” (coursepack) 

Assignment Due: Protocol 3 

In Class: Discussion 

 

Week 4.2 (9/28) 

Reading Due: None 
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Assignment Due: None 

In Class: Mentoring Exercise 

 

Week 5.1 (10/3) 

Reading Due: Mahiri, Chapter 1 and Ogbu’s “Literacy and Schooling in Subordinate 

Cultures” (coursepack) 

Assignment Due: Protocol 4 

In Class: Discussion 

 

Week 5.2 (10/5) 

Reading Due: NA 

Assignment Due: Parent Letter 

In Class: Fieldnote Writing 

 

Week 6.1 (10/10) 

Reading Due: Mahiri, Chapter 2 

Assignment Due: Short Reflexivity Paper 

In Class: Discuss Mahiri 

 

Week 6.2 (10/12) 

Reading Due: None 

Assignment Due:  

In Class: Fieldnote Writing 

 

Week 7.1 (10/17) 

Reading Due: Mahiri, Chapter 3 and hook’s “Confronting Class in the Classroom 

(coursepack) 

Assignment Due: Protocol 5 

In Class: Discussion 

 

Week 7.2 (10/19) 

Reading Due: None 

Assignment Due: None 

In Class: Coding Exercise 

 

Week 8.1 (10/24) 

Reading Due: Emerson, Chapter 4 and Delpit’s “The Silenced Dialogue” (coursepack) 

Assignment Due: Protocol 6 

In Class: Discussion 
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Week 8.2 (10/26) 

Reading Due: None 

Assignment Due: Final Project Proposal 

In Class: Fieldnote Writing 

 

Week 9.1 (10/31) 

Reading Due: Emerson, Chapter 5 

Assignment Due: Short Reflexive Paper II (revisit episode from Reflexive Paper II)  

In Class: Discussion 

 

Week 9.2 (11/2) 

Reading Due: 

Assignment Due: 

In Class: Workshop project proposals 

 

Week 10.1 (11/7) 

Reading Due: Emerson, Chapter 6 

Assignment Due: Coded Fieldnotes 

In Class: Fieldnotes Presentations/Workshop 

 

Week 10.2 (11/9) 

Reading Due: None 

Assignment Due:  

In Class: Fieldnotes Presentations/Workshop 

 

Week 11.1 (11/14) 

Reading Due: Emerson, Chapter 7 

Assignment Due: Protocol 7 

In Class: Discussion 

 

Week 11.2 (11/16) 

Reading Due: None 

Assignment Due: None 

In Class: Fieldnote Writing 

 

Week 12.1 (11/21) 

Reading Due: Emerson, Chapter 8 

Assignment Due: Protocol 8 

In Class: Discussion 
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Week 12.2 (11/23) 

NO CLASS-HAPPY THANKGIVING 

 

Week 13.1 (11/28) 

Reading Due: Pratt’s “Arts of the Contact Zone” (coursepack) 

Assignment Due: None 

In Class: Discussion 

 

Week 13.2 (11/30) 

Reading Due: None 

Assignment Due: None 

In Class: Fieldnote Writing 

 

Week 14.1 (12/5) 

Reading Due: TBD 

Assignment Due: None 

In Class: Final Project Presentations 

 

Week 14.2 (12/7) 

Reading Due: None 

Assignment Due: None 

In Class: Final Project Presentations 

 

Week 15.1 (12/12) 

Reading Due: None 

Assignment Due: None 

In Class: Final Project Presentations  
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APPENDIX B Final Project Assignment 

 

Ethnographic Final Project 

 

Purpose 

The goal of this project is develop a specific idea related to your experience this semester 

that attempts to increase our understanding of mentoring and the student/mentor 

relationship. As opposed to the Reflexivity Paper, which asked you to represent your own 

experience, the goal of this project is to represent the experience, attitudes and motivations 

of mentees from their perspective. Primary data for this project will consist of ethnographic 

fieldnote data acquired during the mentoring experience and, where applicable, our 

seminar discussions. Secondary sources, including course readings, outside research, and 

fieldnote data generated outside the mentoring experience are also welcome.  

This project is worth 35 points.  

 

Your project may also attempt to answer the following questions:  

Why is the topic you’ve chosen to focus on of interest, to you personally and intellectually? 

What might be some alternative explanations for the behavior you are studying and how 

does your theory account for them? 

How might your findings be used to change or modify the mentoring experience and/or 

our society’s approach to educating adolescents? 

What are the implications of your findings for community learning as a teaching approach, 

both for participant observers (you) and community members (the mentees)? 

What are the implications of your findings for ethnography as a mode of social research, 

both for participant observers and community members? 
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Projects will be graded according to the following rubric: 

Content (25 points) 
 

Points 

Is your thesis clearly stated at the beginning of your paper? (2 
points) 
 

 

Is your argument organized and clearly laid out at the 
beginning of your paper? (4 points) 
 

 

Do you successfully back up your conclusions with detailed 
observations? (5 points) 
 

 

Are your fieldnote excerpts rich in concrete sensory 
observations and rich detail? (4 points) 
 

 

Does your argument effectively deal with alternative 
explanations? (2 points) 
 

 

Does your paper explore how your findings might be used to 
improve the mentoring experience or adolescent education in 
general? (3 points) 
 

 

Have you successfully connected your observations with 
existing theories and literature? (3 points) 
 

 

Does your conclusion successfully sum up your argument? (2 
points) 
 

 

Organization (10 points) 
 

Points 

Are there effective transitions between paragraphs? (1 point) 
 

 

Is your paper free of surface errors related to spelling, 
grammar and punctuation? (4 points) 
 

 

Are your sources adequately cited? (2.5 points) 
 

 

Does your paper have a list of works cited? (2.5 points) 
 

 

TOTAL  
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APPENDIX C Reflective Essay Assignment #1 

 

The purpose of this paper is to ask you to reflect upon your first impressions as a mentor in 

the TREE writing program. The goal of this paper is to describe and analyze your particular 

stance (see Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw) towards your mentee and the mentoring 

environment. In particular, you should attempt to describe, analyze and critique your 

responses to your experience, be they physical, emotional, psychological, intellectual, 

political, etc. With your fieldnote observations as your data, attempt to identify how your 

particular stance might be impacting your own ethnographic processes and your 

mentoring approach. Take care to connect your observations to our class readings 

(Emerson, King, Meyer and Smith, Romano, Mahiri) and, where appropriate, our class 

discussions. Remember that while reflexive observations are in large part personal, your 

analysis must be supported by concrete observations from your fieldnotes.  

This paper will be graded and is worth 15 points. The grading rubric for this assignment is 

below.  

 

Content (10 points) Points 

Is your thesis clearly stated at the beginning of your paper? 

(.5 point) 

 

Does your introduction explain the relevance of your work to 

the field of inquiry? (.5 point) 

 

Is your argument organized and clearly laid out at the 

beginning of your paper? (.5 point) 

 

Do you successfully back up your conclusions with detailed 

observations? (2 points) 

 

Are your fieldnote excerpts rich in concrete sensory 

observations and rich detail? (2 points) 

 

Does the evidence you present support your argument? (2 

points) 

 

Have you successfully connected your observations with 

existing theories and literature? (2 points) 

 

Does your conclusion successfully sum up your argument? (.5 

point) 

 

Structure and Presentation (5 points) Points 

Are there effective transitions between 

paragraphs? (1 point) 

 

Is your paper free of surface errors related to spelling, 

grammar and punctuation? (1 point) 
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Are your sources adequately cited? (1 point)  

Does your paper follow MLA format? (1 point)  

Does your paper have a list of works cited? (1 point)  

TOTAL  

 

This assignment is due in class on Thursday, October 12. Revisions will be accepted one 

week after papers are returned.  
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APPENDIX D Reflective Essay Assignment #2 

 

The purpose of this paper is to revisit the experience or topic you wrote about for 

Reflexivity Paper One with the aim of incorporating new fieldnote data and new ways of 

seeing that particular event. As Emerson, Fretz and Shaw point out in Writing Ethnographic 

Fieldnotes, an ethnographer’s stance and particular way of seeing and feeling about an 

experience changes as he or she spends more time in the specific setting they are studying. 

For this paper, you should attempt to identify the ways in which your stance has changed, 

or is changing, as we move deeper into the mentoring experience. Your paper should 

incorporate new fieldnote data and should explore how your evolving stance is impacting 

your ethnographic process. Your paper should also demonstrate a deeper understanding of 

one of the theoretical perspectives we’ve discussed in class (i.e., King’s dysconscious 

racism, hook’s silencing dynamic, Mahiri’s literate practices, etc.). The paper should not 

simply add another example to the argument you employed in Paper One. Rather, it should 

attempt to show something new about your understanding of your experience.  

This assignment is due in class on Thursday, November 9. Revisions will be accepted up 

until Tuesday, November 21.  

This paper is worth 15 points. The grading rubric for the assignment is below.  

Content (10 points) Points 

Is your thesis clearly stated at the beginning of your paper? 

(.5 point) 

 

Is your argument organized and clearly laid out at the 

beginning of your paper? (1 point) 

 

Do you successfully back up your conclusions with detailed 

observations? (2 points) 

 

Are your fieldnote excerpts rich in concrete sensory 

observations and rich detail? (2 points) 

 

Does the new evidence you present successfully support and 

expand your argument? (2 points) 

 

Have you successfully connected your observations with 

existing theories and literature? (2 points) 

 

Does your conclusion successfully sum up your argument? (.5 

point) 

 

Structure and Presentation (5 points) Points 

Are there effective transitions between paragraphs? (1 point)  

Is your paper free of surface errors related to spelling, 

grammar and punctuation? (1 point) 

 

Are your sources adequately cited? (1 point)  
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Does your paper follow MLA format? (1 point)  

Does your paper have a list of works cited? (1 point)  

TOTAL  
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APPENDIX E 
 

Data Analysis Code List 
 
Lexicon 

 Introduction 
 dictionary 
 framework 

o narrative 
o personal 
o specific 
o general 

 mentees 
o language 
o personal attributes 
o sociocultural factors 
o participant voices 
o race 

 task describing 
o ethnography 
o mentoring 

 method detail 
 scene setting  

o Detroit 
o first day narrative 

 Thesis 
 location 

o multiple 
o other 
o 2nd paragraph 
o 1st paragraph 
o no thesis 

 framework 
o deductive 
o inductive  
o argumentative 
o descriptive 
o critique 
o personal 
o specific 
o general 

 Argument 
 problem solving narrative 
 confirmation 
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 narrative 
 exemplification 
 participants' perspective 

 Metaphors/Analogy 
 Rival Explanations 

Citation 
 Data 

 analytic Unit 
 general recollections 
 thick detail  
 verbatim journal data 

 Use/Role 
 legitimacy 
 background data 
 frame 
 refutation/engagement 
 definition 
 exemplar 

 distance to topic 
Audience 

 Stasis 
 shift 
 fact 
 definition 
 cause 
 value 
 policy 

 Assumption of shared knowledge or attitudes 
 Primary role 

 insider 
 instructor 
 general 

Author 
 Agency 
 Nature of claims 
 Persona 

 race 
 metadiscourse  
 attitude markers  
 subject position 

 Reflection  
 Reflexivity 

 personal experience 
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 Service-learning continues to be a popular pedagogical approach within 

composition studies. Despite a number of studies that document a range of positive 

impacts on students, faculty, institutions, and community members, the relationship 

between service-learning and student writing outcomes is not well understood. This study 

presents the results of a genre analysis of student-authored ethnographies composed in 

four distinct sections of a service-learning–based intermediate writing course at a 

Midwestern urban research university. Results of the analysis are then used to develop a 

contextualized writing assessment framework to evaluate student writing outcomes and to 

consider the implications of using contemporary genre theory for both service-learning 

and writing program assessment. 
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