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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation is based on an ethnographic study of a living learning community at a 

large public university in the Southeastern United States.  The research was conducted over a 

four-month period within a program called the Social Justice Living Learning Community 

(SJLLC), which is sponsored by the Center for Leadership and Civic Education at this 

institution.  The purpose of the study was to gain insight into the relationship between communal 

and individual beliefs as each is represented through discourse within a community.  The study 

focused on a first-year public speaking course devoted to the values and purpose of the SJLLC.  I 

used ethnographic observation/notes, videotapes of class sessions, recorded interviews that I 

conducted with leaders and members of the SJLLC, interview data gathered by the Center for 

Leadership and Civic Education about members‟ experiences, and drafts of students‟ speeches to 

explore this topic.  The dissertation focused on the research questions: What is the relationship 

between a community‟s core values/beliefs and individual members‟ textual performances? How 

do communal values/beliefs constrain and/or enable individual members‟ production of 

discourse? 

My findings demonstrate that communal and individual beliefs interface with one another 

through ongoing textual performances—texts operating at their highest level of significance—

within the SJLLC.  Communal beliefs are established through shared communal texts that I 

classify into three categories: linguistic textual performances, visual textual performances, and 

participatory textual performances.  Linguistic textual performances communicate the SJLLC‟s 

belief system, visual textual performances connect students with examples of the belief system 

through visual media, and participatory textual performances engage students with the belief 

system through embodied action.  The over-arching theme of the community‟s belief system is a 

shared belief in positive social change based on A Social Change Model for Leadership 

Development, Guidebook, Version III.  The basic premise of leadership according to the 

guidebook is that leaders effect positive social change, that positive social change requires 

collective action, and that a person does not have to hold a “formal position of leadership” to 

effect such change (16-17).  In classroom practices—and in composing their speeches—

members of the SJLLC interpret and use this common belief in positive social change for a 
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variety of purposes and in a variety of ways.  They re-invent the communal belief and find ways 

to engage it in connection with their personal beliefs, demonstrating that communal beliefs do 

enable and engage personal beliefs rather than constricting or silencing them.  The study also 

reveals the reality of tensions that exist between communal and personal beliefs, demonstrating a 

need for educators to be aware of the challenges students face when negotiating personal beliefs 

within classroom, professional, and/or societal discourses.  Overall, the study demonstrates a 

need for college educators to develop teaching strategies that allow students to explore the 

interface of communal and personal beliefs in their lives and as they write in college.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION: COMMUNITY, BELIEF, DISCOURSE, AND THE SOCIAL JUSTICE 

LIVING LEARNING COMMUNITY  

January 14, 2010.  It is the beginning of the Spring semester at Florida State University 

(FSU)—a large public university in the Southeastern United States.  A group of students and 

their teacher sit around an oval table as part of “Public Speaking: Social Justice,” a course which 

fulfills the first-year required public speaking course at the university.  Mark, the instructor of 

the course, is a research associate in the Department of Communication who has served the 

university since 1993 in important administrative and teaching roles (Ray).  In 2008-2009, he 

received the university‟s top teaching award.  On this particular day, Mark sets the context for 

the course by saying: “I would like to go around the room—and tell [the class] what is the real 

issue of social injustice that kind of is your passion—that propels you to sit in this class…. What 

is the thing that just rankles you?”  Andrea, seated to Mark‟s left, speaks first.  Her issue is 

domestic violence—an interest she explains is based on her acquaintance with a girl in high 

school who was “physically, emotionally, and sexually abused by her stepfather.”  She expounds 

on her disgust for the treatment experienced by her friend, and reveals her belief in the 

importance of discussing and fighting against this kind of injustice.  As one of the 36 first-year 

college students in the 2009-2010 Social Justice Living Learning Community (SJLLC) affiliated 

with FSU‟s Center for Leadership and Civic Education (the Center), Andrea not only articulates 

her disgust for domestic violence, she also demonstrates her belief in public communication to 

work toward positive social change in an area such as domestic violence.   

The exigencies of a public speaking course provide an example of the centrality of belief 

to communities—in this case, the class itself as a fledgling community within the larger 

circumference of the SJLLC. The SJLLC is a community within the larger circumference of the 

Center.  The Center is devoted to positive social change based on the ideas that leaders effect 

change and that a formal leadership position is not a prerequisite to bringing about changes that 

lead to the improvement of communities and societies (“Higher Education” 16-17).  Familiar 

with the Center‟s philosophy, Mark works to tailor class discussions in a way that support 
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students‟ development in their thinking about positive social change.  Ideas about equality, 

freedom, fairness, and democracy—and the relationships that communication bears to these 

concepts—are a regular part of class discussion.  Andrea, with her passionate commitment to 

thinking about ways to address domestic violence, is prepared to talk about injustices that she 

feels need immediate attention.  And so are her classmates.  In short, the SJLLC is a school-

based community in which members form an audience for one another in various contexts that 

are often connected to thinking, talking, and acting upon their ideas about positive social 

change—including this public speaking course. In “Public Speaking: Social Justice,” they 

engage in discussions about core topics and issues of concern to their community. Throughout 

“the SJLLC experience”—as this eight-month-long communal experiment may be called—

students employ what the ancient Greeks called “rhetoric” to influence the thoughts, beliefs, and 

actions of those around them.  George Kennedy writes: “Rhetoric, in the most general sense, is 

the energy inherent in emotion and thought, transmitted through a system of signs, including 

language, to others to influence their decisions and actions” (7).  Language was the “systems of 

signs” students studied and practice in this course, and they used writing as a means of invention 

and revision prior to delivering their speeches.  Since in-class practices were a motivating tool 

for revision, the beliefs of both speakers and listeners were crucial to two dynamics throughout 

the semester: composing (oral and textual) and membership in various kinds of communities 

(i.e., the classroom, the SJLLC, etc).  It is the centrality of beliefs to both composing and 

communities that I explore in this dissertation. 

Scholars of writing have long acknowledged the importance of beliefs in composing and 

communities. Indeed, it would be unusual if educators were not paying attention to the role of 

beliefs on one level or another.  John Dewey, who Janet Emig in “The Tacit Tradition” claimed 

as a forerunner to our work in composition studies, was keenly aware of the preeminent role of 

beliefs for individuals and societies (12). His model of progressive education was designed to 

harmonize individual freedom with collective well-being in a pluralistic society with many 

traditions and beliefs.  His “The Theory of the Chicago Experiment” begins to address why 

exploring beliefs continues to be important to work in composition studies today: 

Education is a difficult process, one demanding all the moral and intellectual 

resources that are available at any time, precisely because it is so extremely 
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difficult to achieve an effective coordination of the factors which proceed from 

the make-up, the psychological constitution, of human beings with the demands 

and opportunities of the social environment. The problem is especially difficult at 

the present time because of the conflicts in the traditions, beliefs, customs, and 

institutions which influence social life to-day. In any case, it is an ever-renewed 

problem, one which each generation has to solve over again for itself; and, since 

the psychological make-up varies from individual to individual, to some extent it 

is one which every teacher has to take up afresh with every pupil. (465)   

Although published nearly a century ago, Dewey's insights remain salient today: beliefs 

constitute one of the key components of the process of education for both teachers and students; 

and this is especially true when we consider how to balance individual and social needs.  

Dewey‟s words still apply to today‟s educators, because he doesn‟t let any of us off the hook: 

instead, he acknowledges the unique difficulty of effective individualized instruction for learners 

who have a wide variety of beliefs.   

Several recent scholarly works in our field have signaled the importance of attending to 

beliefs in the writing process. Susan H. McLeod‟s work shows links between affect and the 

writing process, and she argues that attention to students‟ beliefs matters as part of a liberal arts 

education that is designed to teach students not “what to think,” but “how to think for 

themselves” (72).  In addition, Patricia Roberts-Miller has recently explored the complex 

realities of the co-existence of multiple belief systems as seen through political discourse.  Given 

our diversity as a nation, she conscientiously explores how we might conceive of teaching 

argument in our writing classrooms for the benefit of the public sphere (Deliberate Conflict).  

Belief has been explored in other historical contexts as well.  In a historical article in College 

Composition and Communication in 2006, Patricia Bizzell demonstrates the complex ties 

between religious affiliation and rhetorical power in the public sphere by describing a debate in 

1263 Spain that took place between interlocutors of two different religious faiths ("Rationality").  

And in College English in 2007, Shannon Carter discussed the way belief powerfully implicates 

our own verbal and written discourse as she described some of the tensions she and her students 

faced as they wrote about their religious beliefs and knowledge in her university courses.  These 



4 

 

are a few examples of the ongoing attention to the phenomenon of belief in rhetoric and 

composition studies.     

Our discipline‟s scholarship has gestured to the importance of belief in community 

building as well.  For example, in Composing a Culture, Bonnie Sunstein used ethnographic 

research methods to observe and analyze a community of writing teachers as they participated in 

a three-week summer writing program. Writing together in this setting served as a form of 

community building, allowing participants' beliefs about their work as teachers to be shared, 

modified, and reconstructed.  In describing one of the participants‟ writing in the program, 

Sunstein wrote: “Her writing creates internal dialogue—she writes to know what she knows. And 

it creates external dialogue: through colleagues and mentors, constructing and reconstructing 

shared beliefs, confirming and creating common experience” (10). As this quote explains, 

writing was crucial for this member of the community to feeling a sense of community solidarity 

that included “shared beliefs.”  Sunstein‟s work is one viable example of the way a community 

draws on their shared experiences (as educators in this case) to construct new beliefs through 

dialogue, writing, and other forms of interaction.    

A similar concept of shared beliefs is implicit in Anne Beaufort‟s two ethnography-based 

books, even though Beaufort‟s attention is on the knowledge produced by the community rather 

than explicitly on beliefs.  Each of her books is based on a five-point schema useful for 

understanding writing situations: writing process knowledge, subject matter knowledge, 

rhetorical knowledge, genre knowledge, and discourse community knowledge.  In her schema, 

“discourse community knowledge” encompasses the other four domains.  In both books, she 

studies the writing practices of specific people to see how they are drawing on the five writing 

knowledge domains to produce their texts.  For example, in the first book, she studies a non-

profit organization called the Job Resource Center; in the second, she narrates the life of a 

college student as he transitions from one local context to another within the university and 

eventually into the workplace as an engineer. For the protagonist-writers in each book, 

communal/social beliefs associated with particular communities (including overlapping 

communities) are acquired through practice and ongoing mentoring processes.  Separately and 

together, the books show how communities can influence members‟ writing choices and textual 

products.  Such influence is particularly powerful in workplace writing where there is much at 
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stake for the writers, for the community they hold membership in, and for other stakeholders 

(such as funding agencies for their organization in the case of the Job Resource Center).   

Sunstein‟s and Beaufort‟s ethnographic research, taken together, helps us better 

understand the role of communities in producing, shaping, and co-constructing beliefs in 

communities.  Their anthropological perspectives underscore the need to look at local 

communities with explicit attention to communal beliefs and their role in the writing/speaking 

processes.  Anthropology is a logical starting place for such work because it allows us to 

comment upon people‟s shared beliefs, which in turn help to bind large demographics of people 

together ideologically into what Clifford Geertz calls an “imaginative universe” (13).  Geertz 

suggests that to truly understand another culture‟s ways of being one must be familiar with “the 

imaginative universe within which their acts are signs.”  He quotes Wittgenstein, who suggests 

that “one human being can be a complete enigma to another” and that we can understand even 

another culture‟s language—we know what they mean by their words—without actually coming 

to understand them; Wittgenstein concluded that, sometimes, “we cannot find our feet with 

them” (qtd. in Geertz 13).  To “find his feet” with other cultures, Geertz is interested in a kind of 

intellectual work that he compares to both literary analysis and the explication of ancient 

documents (10).  This “thick description” is the close, analytical, and interpretive reading of a 

culture as a means to understand the imaginative universe—grounded in beliefs—that the 

community creates for participants to inhabit.  Therefore, an imaginative universe is that whole 

tapestry of meanings—including shared beliefs—that emerge in any given culture and that are 

created and maintained by constant social interaction in specific, local contexts.  

As our scholarly publications over the last couple of decades suggest, the role beliefs play 

in writing, in the teaching of writing, and in community building are important concerns for 

rhetoric and composition as a field.  However, there are few attempts in our field to fully 

understand the role beliefs play for writers within local communities.  McLeod has pointed to 

research on beliefs in school contexts about “writing” and “the writing process,” but not on the 

role of beliefs as part and parcel of a community.  According to McLeod, “there has been little 

research on teacher and/or student beliefs about the nature and value of writing and the writing 

process since the 1984 study by Gere, Schuessler, and Abbott” and “research having to do with 

student beliefs about themselves as writers is also sparse” (14).  She writes that students‟ own 
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beliefs about themselves as writers “seem to be related to cultural beliefs about writing and the 

societal value placed upon writing.”  Her comments point to the need for further research on 

beliefs, including shared beliefs in communities.  Of course there must be strong links between 

“cultural beliefs” and students‟ writing in college, but a cultural is a collection of communities; 

some of these are communities-within-communities, and many of them overlap, co-define one 

another, or contrast.  Therefore, given our collective concern with students‟ engagement (or 

disengagement) with writing, given our concern for student engagement (or disengagement) in 

the public sphere, we need to return to the phenomenon of belief, especially as shaped by an 

individual‟s immersion within a community, to understand more fully how beliefs influence 

rhetorical choices. 

Such an exigency motivates this study.  My dissertation will focus on the concept of 

belief as grounded in both shared and individual beliefs. I argue that understanding the 

relationship between writing, communities, and beliefs will enrich our sense of the complex 

dynamics of the composing process.  In this study, composing and writing are interchangeable 

terms.  To explore the intersection of belief, composing, and community more fully, I ask the 

following questions that I‟ve organized under three primary categories: (1) how does a 

community use different kinds of textual performances to integrate new members into its belief 

system?  I define textual performances as forms of communication that function at their highest 

level of significance within a particular community (I expound on this definition later in this 

chapter); some of the most common types of textual performances are written texts, visual texts, 

performance, and speech.  Adding performance to the concept of a text reminds us of the role of 

the human-generated performance that is a part of all text creation and reception.  (2) How do 

members of a community discursively invent, re-invent, and use the community‟s belief system? 

How does that use affect or change their interpretation of the community‟s belief system?  (3) 

What is the relationship between a community‟s core values/beliefs and individual members‟ 

textual performances?  For instance, how do communal values/beliefs constrain and/or enable 

individual members‟ production of discourse?  I employ a quasi-ethnographic methodology to 

address these questions, particularly attending to Geertz's concept of imaginative universe.  

Understanding another culture means understanding how beliefs are conceived, used, described, 

and negotiated within that culture.  This is where ethnographic work comes into play—providing 
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a view of the culture from within the local context.  I have organized the chapters of my 

dissertation to address these questions in the same order in which I‟ve raised them here—first, 

describing the macro-community, the SJLLC to address the SJLLC‟s uses of textual performance 

that contribute to a shared belief around positive social change; second, describing the micro-

community of the public speaking course to explain how the community members discursively 

invent, re-invent, and use their shared beliefs around positive social change; and third, analyzing 

the writing processes of the students in order to demonstrate the way individual beliefs play into 

the larger focus on positive social change—I focus on textual invention and revision as aspects 

of the writing process that facilitate individual belief.  This organization makes sense because it 

addresses the characterization of belief at three important levels (macro, micro, and individual) 

within the community, demonstrating the relationship of individual belief to different levels of 

shared belief within the community.   

My quasi-ethnographic approach provides rich information about the group dynamics of 

the writing process as well as insight into first year student writing produced in a non-

composition course.  My focus on a public speaking course provides an opportunity to address 

more concretely the “fourth C” of our “Conference on College Composition and 

Communication” as called for by Marilyn J. Valentino in the 2010 CCCC Chair‟s address.  My 

research also informs our understanding of how communal beliefs play into students‟ writing 

processes.  This insight can lead us to incorporate activities into our pedagogy through which 

students can negotiate among beliefs that are usually defined by dichotomies like “local/global”, 

“private/public,” and “personal/social.”  Along these lines, the study provides insight into our 

understanding of the relationship between global and local aspects of discourse communities—

how shared communal/societal beliefs and local discourses feed forward and backward into one 

another. This final insight is significant in the context of pedagogical approaches concerned with 

the public sphere and civic discourse, as these approaches are often concerned with how students 

enter into and contribute to civic debates (Ervin; Roberts-Miller).  Given all of these interests, I 

turn next to the relationships among beliefs, communities, and discourse.  I follow this argument 

with a methodology section explaining my research design for this project.   

Textual Performances: the Intersection of Beliefs with Communities and Discourse 
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 In 2009, a New York Times journalist and author named Warren St. John published a 

nonfiction book through which he explores how a group of refugee teenage boys from around the 

globe formed a community in a rural American town called Clarkston, Georgia.  In the book, 

Outcasts United: A Refugee Team, An American Town, St. John explores the effects of global 

relocation programs that place a high number of refugees in a place like Clarkston.  The book‟s 

narrative arc demonstrates this group of teenage refugee boys formed and maintained a strong 

community in a land that was totally new and foreign to them.  Soccer was a common discourse 

for them—and I‟m using “discourse” in a broad sense meaning all kinds of communicative signs.  

But while they shared a belief in the value of soccer, they also experienced conflict based on 

contradictory beliefs about right and wrong on and off the field.  Throughout the book, we see 

many examples of tension in expressed beliefs—between individual players at times, between 

the players and their coach (a female volunteer coach who was born and raised in Jordan), and 

even between traditional community members of Clarkston and the new influx of “outsiders.”  

Most of the tensions I have in mind deal with situations where the interlocutors have different 

beliefs about appropriate behavior and/or actions in their communities.   

At one point in the narrative, St. John tells a story about the refugee boys—who came 

from different cultural and religious backgrounds—praying together before a particular soccer 

game (270). To accommodate their differences in beliefs about prayer, “the boys quickly worked 

out a solution. Grace would offer a Christian prayer, Eldin, a Muslim one” (271). Each prayer 

was offered—one in Swahili, one in Bosnian—the languages each boy knew best. Then they 

went out to play soccer as a team.  According to St. John, all the boys felt included in the 

decision to pray and to do so in a way appropriate by both religious traditions.  The boys‟ shared 

belief in prayer, like their shared belief in soccer, superseded a dogmatic insistence on praying in 

one particular way; at the same time, the boys apparently had commitments to their own 

experienced religious practice and wanted to pray in their own languages and customs.     

As this story illustrates, beliefs have individual characteristics in the sense that people do 

set themselves apart from others in terms of how their beliefs are enacted: one belief system 

leads to one kind of prayer, and another belief system leads to another.  Belief systems emerge 

from communities, and so the relationship between individual and communal beliefs is complex.  

The boys in the previous example formed a new community that embraced, in a particular 
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context that seemed appropriate for it, two different kinds of prayer from two different 

cultural/religious traditions.  My argument is that the best way to map beliefs is to characterize 

them as entities that exist at the interface between individual and communal types of belief.  An 

individual type of belief is suggested by the Oxford English Dictionary in the two versions of its 

first definition of belief: “a. The mental action, condition, or habit, of trusting to or confiding in a 

person or thing; trust, dependence, reliance, confidence, faith” and “b. Trust in God. The 

Christian virtue of faith.”  Regarding the refugee story above, it is true that beliefs about prayer 

(i.e., Christian prayer, Muslim prayer) are community-specific and community-generated; 

however, their continuance in new contexts requires individual commitment and practice that 

sets the believer apart by giving him, or her, a distinct identity.  An interface metaphor allows us 

to map the role of individual commitment/practice as part of individual belief.  The first element 

of belief is the individual, psychological, embodied phenomenon of first-hand experience with a 

belief system and its practices.
1
   

The second aspect of belief is communal, which can be pushed to the largest limit with 

the terms “social” and “societal.”  First, let me define “community” and (in the process) 

“society.”  First published in 1986, Raymond Williams‟ Keywords is an insightful source on the 

history of “community.”  He begins his history in the fourteenth century, deriving the origin of 

the term “community” from similar terms in Old French and Latin that meant “community of 

relations or feelings” (75). The root word is communis, the Latin equivalent of “common.” 

Although the term “became established in English in a range of senses” over the course of the 

fourteenth to the eighteenth century, the two primary categories these senses can be classed 

under are: a) “actual social groups” such as the “common people, as distinguished from those of 

rank,” and b) “a particular quality of relationships (as in communitas).” Williams also notes 

permutations since the eighteenth century—especially in relationship to terms like society, 

nation, state, and other terms for social organization.  

                                                           
1
 A note of caution: even from this “individualist” perspective, I am careful not to privilege the cognitive sense of 

beliefs over the emotional.  Belief is cognitive and emotional.  Alice Brand‟s review of emotional psychology 
suggests that feelings are always bound to cognition, and emotions are therefore integral parts of our actions (“Hot 
Cognition”).  In more recent work, cognitive neuroscientists Gerald L. Clore and Andrew Ortony argue that there is 
a link between emotion and cognition, weaker in some instances and stronger in others, but always there (24, 53). 
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But now we‟re in the beginning of the twenty-first century, and “community” is certainly 

not an archaism in contemporary scholarship. For instance, community is an important concept 

in scholarly discussion about the internet. Discussing virtual communities and the rise of the 

internet, Wesley Shumar and K. Ann Renninger posit: “Implicit in the current debate about 

whether the Web enables virtual community are some classical sociological assumptions about 

community” (3). These “sociological assumptions” can be traced to the nineteenth-century work 

of Ferdinand Tonnies and his distinction between Gemeinschaft and Geselleschaft—community 

and society. For Tonnies, gemeinschaft is a type of social organization best conceived as “real 

and organic life” (33). It is like a living organism in its organic unity and wholeness. It is 

“intimate, private, and exclusive” (33). The family unit and rural communities are the best 

examples of it.  Geselleschaft is an “imaginary and mechanical structure.”  It is “public life” and 

is often characterized by utilitarian approaches to social interaction.  “One goes into Gesellschaft 

as one goes into a strange country” (34).  In my study, I approach the definition of community in 

the Tonnesian sense of gemienschaft.  My research questions address the ideas of solidarity and 

strength typically associated with the idea of a community in this sense of the term. 

 In addition, the classical concepts of koinonia and doxa shed light on the relationship 

between community and belief.  Koinonia is similar to gemienschaft meaning “a sense of 

belonging and participation” (Sullivan 155).  Doxa, or communal beliefs, help to create koinonia.  

According to Bernard A. Miller, “Doxa can be understood as the practical wisdom inherited from 

tradition, the collection of beliefs, convictions, and attitudes we accept for no other reason than 

that they are anchored in some more or less coherent way in our cultural system” (32).  Thus, 

communal beliefs function as the glue that holds communities together in unity and solidarity.  

Other terms often used for communal beliefs are ideology, belief system, and orthodoxy.  Dale 

L. Sullivan draws on rhetorical theory and "social studies of religion and science" (151) to 

characterize orthodoxies and consider the way our understanding of these kinds of communities 

might inform teaching.  The roots of the term orthodox comes from the Greek orthe—meaning 

“straight”—and doxa—“usually meaning opinion or appearance” according to Sullivan (150).  

Sullivan also writes, "Lawrence W. Rosenfield has defined orthe doxa as common sense or 

common perception, that which seems to be, or that which appears to those who share a way of 

seeing” (qtd. In Sullivan, “Beyond”).  Thus, the origins of many beliefs can be traced to 
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communities that a person holds membership in either by choice or by circumstances.  But the 

relationship between community and belief is reciprocal.  Community is created and maintained 

as community members express shared beliefs and live by shared beliefs—and, thus, establish a 

common way of seeing. 

 Ultimately, then, belief is both individual and communal.  Theories in social and 

psychological research are careful to articulate such a relationship.  For instance, the social 

scientist Milton Rokeach theorized that beliefs operate within the individual on a central-

peripheral model: since not all beliefs are of equal importance, the individual psychologically 

organizes his or her beliefs into a psychological system.  Rokeach uses the metaphor of a cell and 

its nucleus to characterize this system.  Central to the system are “beliefs that are learned by 

direct encounter with the object itself (that is, they are not derived from other beliefs) and that 

are, moreover, reinforced by a unanimous social consensus among all of one‟s reference persons 

or groups” (6).  These central beliefs have an “axiomatic, taken-for-granted character.”  “I 

believe this is a table” is an example he gives of a central (“primitive” is the word he uses) belief 

one might hold about physical reality.  The constancy of the meanings of objects, underscored by 

social consensus, allows the individual to maintain trust in his or her own perceptions (6-8).  

Thus, there is a tenuous relationship between individual belief based on perception and 

individual belief based on social interaction.  In addition, the social psychologist Daniel Bar-Tal 

defines belief in this way: 

It is possible to differentiate between two types of belief, personal and common 

beliefs.  The first type pertains to beliefs that are formed by individuals and are 

uniquely stored in their minds, constituting their private repertoire not shared with 

other people.  The latter type is shared . . . .  But, even the first type of belief is 

not wholly unrelated to the social nature of beliefs, as individuals may share their 

personal beliefs with other people through, for instance, interpersonal 

communication or the various channels of mass communication.  In these cases, 

personal beliefs may be adopted by other people and shared by them, becoming 

common beliefs. (xii)  

 As Rokeach‟s and Bar-Tal‟s theories demonstrate, the individual-communal distinction has been 

a logical framing device in other fields to provide a richer descriptive analysis of beliefs.           
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Throughout this explanation, the role of discourse has been implicit.  But discourse is 

also important, because it both a medium of belief and a product of belief.  According to Sarah 

Mills in Discourse: The New Critical Idiom, the term discourse “has perhaps the widest range of 

possible significations of any term in literary and cultural theory, and yet it is often the term 

within theoretical texts which is least defined” (1).  Therefore, I note that my particular usage of 

the term is framed within rhetoric and composition studies since the 1980s. Traditionally, we 

understood discourse as the style of language representative of a particular group of people, or 

community (see Bizzell, Academic 80). As Patricia Bizzell points out in Academic Discourse 

and Critical Consciousness, the academic community often expects composition teachers to 

teach students academic discourse—how to write successfully for all of their college courses 

(105).  Separately, David Bartholomae is well known for his argument in “Inventing the 

University” that one important role of the writing teacher is to help students learn the discourses 

of the university.  Joseph Harris critiqued the idea of composition teacher‟s job as one of helping 

students assimilate into a new discourse, as if students were aliens learning a new tongue.  In 

contrast, Harris proposed that we think of a university as a city with multiple discourses going on 

all at once.  The traditional definition of discourse in our field—as seen through these 

examples—is focused on linguistic communication.  In a field where our authority has been 

based on our interest in language, written texts, literature, and rhetoric, a linguistic definition is 

appropriate.  Today, however, we maintain an ever-growing interest in the larger semiotic 

register of multimodal communication within which language is only one aspect (Kress 1-17; 

Yancey).  This increasing interest in multimodality, semiotics, and visual/aural texts (in addition 

to traditional print texts) is likely to put ideological pressure from within on the ways we talk 

about “discourse.”  In this study, my definition of discourse is any systematic practice through 

which a community establishes and maintains its solidarity.  Thus, speech, writing, performance, 

and visual communication all function as discourse.  All of these practices have a “language” of 

their own that is meaningful, purposeful, and has a high level of significance within the 

community.       

 Shared language-using and shared text-producing practices are what bind communities 

together, which is the idea behind the term “discourse community.”  First theorized in the 1980s, 

a “discourse community” was considered a group of people with shared language-using practices 
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(see Bizzell, Academic 222).  Bizzell‟s definition included the two key components of: a group 

sharing stylistic conventions (as in the “sociolinguistic concept of a „speech community‟”) and of 

a group sharing canonical knowledge (as in the “literary-critical concept of „interpretive 

community‟”).  Through the 1980s and 1990s, several articles were published in efforts to extend 

theory on the concept (Killingsworth; Porter; Rafoth).  Other publications since 1980 have 

offered critical interpretations of discourse communities (Clark; Cooper; Harris; Kent; Roberts-

Miller 142-181).  And some have suggested other keywords for our field—such as genres (Devitt 

et. al.), publics (Eberly), and orthodoxies (Sullivan)—either in relationship to or instead of 

discourse communities.  For Beaufort, who has used the term more recently, discourse 

communities are “those loosely formed networks of writers/readers who communicate through 

written texts” and the term suggests “multiple levels of social interaction associated with 

producing written texts that go beyond the limited view, in rhetoric, of an imagined audience and 

a writer‟s purpose” (College 37).  A discourse community lens allows us to see the way social 

interaction, practices, beliefs, and conventions work close-up, in local contexts.   

A related lens is that provided by Brian Stock in his theory of the textual community.  A 

textual community is a community whose sense of shared beliefs is based on shared texts—and 

the SJLLC does rely on some shared texts.  For example, the community‟s formal leaders study a 

handbook on leadership development; student-members are also instructed in the principles of 

this handbook and their performance is measured by it (“Higher Education”).  Various 

researchers have studied the role of shared texts in community formation.  According to scholars 

of the history of writing, “Ghosh (2002) traces the late and somewhat attenuated appearance of 

literacy in India in the 3
rd

 century BCE . . . to the Hindu belief that instruction in the holy Rig 

Veda should be strictly oral, with learning from written texts viewed as an abomination” (Prior 

and Lunsford 87).  Prior and Lunsford suggest that cultures are quite particular about how they 

choose to receive information—in this case, through speech rather than through writing.  In local 

communities—families, neighborhoods, and districts—texts are communicated both orally and 

in material form.  This is the case in the SJLLC.  The SJLLC aspires to an ideal belief set that is 

communicated through print texts that I refer to in chapter two as linguistic textual 

performances; however, the SJLLC‟s communal beliefs are also taught and reinforced through 

other kinds of textual performances such as film and community participation.  Stock‟s textual 
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community and Fish‟s interpretive community both imply that beliefs are located at least partly in 

the community rather than in texts alone; it is the process of communal discussion and 

interpretation of the texts that helps the group members determine the meaning and purpose of 

their shared texts.  The image of SJLLC members talking, reading, and interpreting together fits 

well with Stock‟s term.  In the medieval period, reading was a “public, spoken act” performed 

within textual communities (Howe 59).  According to Stock:  

What was essential for a textual community, whether large or small, was simply a 

text, an interpreter, and a public. The text did not have to be written; oral record, 

memory, and reperformance sufficed. Nor did the public have to be fully lettered. 

Often, in fact, only the intrepres had a direct contact with literate culture, and . . . 

memorized and communicated his gospel by word of mouth. (Stock 37) 

Of course, the concept of “textual community” can‟t simply be applied tout-court to a 

contemporary community like the SJLLC: unlike the medieval interpres, all of the members of 

the SJLLC community are considered to be directly in contact with the literate culture of their 

time.  Yet there are new textual performances in this community that they must learn to be fully 

participating members within it.  Therefore, there is a dialectic between the leaders of the 

community (the interpres), student members (a public), and shared texts (program literature, 

leadership handbooks, shared stories, shared theories, class readings, films, participation, etc.).   

The concepts of discourse community and textual community have potential for my study 

as I examine the discursively and textually bound lives of college writers.  Everything from the 

website for the university‟s Center for Leadership and Civic Education to the individual speech 

patterns of my informants falls within the domain of the discursive-textual community of the 

SJLLC.  Therefore, I argue that speech, writing, visual representation, and nonverbal 

communication are all kinds of textual performances that contribute to the solidarity of the 

community.  Textual performance is a key term for this project.  Again, textual performances are 

texts that function at their highest level of significance with a particular community.  Textual 

performances are multimodal: written, oral, visual, and embodied texts (such as acting) are all 

types of textual performance.  The purpose of textual performances is to help establish and 

maintain communal beliefs.  While all communities have multimodal forms of communication, it 

is their patterns of use that make one community unique from another.  Therefore, I define a 
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discourse community as a group of readers/writers who communicate through textual 

performances including written, oral, visual, and embodied texts (such as acting).  In so doing, I 

consider writing, belief, and community as they intersect through textual performances in the 

imaginative universe of the SJLLC.      

 Once again, my primary research questions are: (1) How does a community use different 

kinds of textual performances to integrate new members into its belief system? (2) How do 

members of a community discursively invent, re-invent, and use the community‟s belief system? 

How does that use affect or change their interpretation of the community‟s belief system? (3) 

What is the relationship between a community‟s core values/beliefs and individual members‟ 

textual performances? For instance, how do communal values/beliefs constrain and/or enable 

individual members‟ production of discourse?  Answers to these questions have important 

implications for our knowledge of the role of teaching writing as it relates to belief negotiation 

and articulation for our students.  This work builds on the role of formal education to prepare 

students for full participation in society—in their nations, communities, and families.  

Methodology 

My general hypothesis is that communal beliefs both constrain and enable individual 

students‟ discourse.  That is, the community‟s discourse constrains (i.e., encourages for the sake 

of maintaining a homogeneous community) individuals to “speak” in particular ways.  In this 

sense, communication is more than words, symbols-on-the-page, or sounds: communication  is 

performance.  Erving Goffman theorized that social interactions are “performances,” defining 

performance as “all the activity of an individual which occurs during a period marked by his 

continuous presence before a particular set of observers and which has some influence on the 

observers” (22).  In these dramaturgical settings—and the SJLLC classes and events are such—

each person displays a “personal front” (24) via which they embrace their particular role, or part, 

within the community.  Leaders lead.  Teachers teach.  Students learn.  And I—the researcher—

research!  These personal fronts, in turn, are responses to the “setting” we find ourselves in—

“involving furniture, décor, physical layout, and other background items which supply the 

scenery and stage props for the spate of human action played out before, within, or upon it” (22).  

In addition to the physical setting, we find ourselves in social settings—and we perform based on 

group expectations regarding our own respective roles.  Thus, communal beliefs determine how 
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we communicate.  In the SJLLC, there is a constant need for members to perform their 

ideological commitment to social justice (or positive social change) by the ways they interact in 

the community.  This constrains their discourse in certain ways since their discourse is based on 

this ideological commitment to performance.       

If the SJLLC context constrains discourse, I believe it also enables members to think 

about the world in new ways.  Goffman, in fact, made a similar observation in his study of the 

people of the Shetland Isle:  

For the last four or five years the island‟s tourist hotel has been owned and 

operated by a married couple of crofter origins.  From the beginning, the owners 

were forced to set aside their own conceptions as to how life ought to be led, 

displaying in the hotel a full round of middle-class services and amenities.  

Lately, however, it appears that the managers have become less cynical about the 

performance that they stage; they themselves are becoming middle class and more 

and more enamored of the selves their clients impute to them. (20) 

“Crofter” refers here to people of lower socio-economic status in comparison to the middle class.  

Over the period of half-a-decade, Goffman observed, the couple‟s self-conceptions changed 

based on their performances within their new socio-economic community (also a new discourse 

community).  The example reminds us of the common social fact—extremely applicable in adult 

educational contexts—that people can and do perform their “roles” either cynically (with self-

consciousness and/or doubt) or sincerely (with belief in the authenticity of the role itself).  

Apparently, inclusion in a “new” discourse community—one that differs in a number of ways 

from other communities one is more familiar with—elicits such performances (cynical, sincere, 

and everywhere in between).  The new discourse provides one with a new identity that must be 

“tried on,” “tried out,” and interpreted all while it is being enacted.  Throughout this dissertation, 

we will see examples of the range of such performances in some of the more public spaces of the 

SJLLC.  

These public performances may occur through speech or written texts.  Therefore, 

because I am interested in the intersections of oral and written discourse within a community, I 

use a quasi-ethnographic methodology.  Ethnographic research is the best way to acquire a rich 

picture of the way individual and communal beliefs are performed in a community.  According 
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to Stephen M. North in The Making of Knowledge in Composition, “Ethnographic investigators 

go into a community, observe (by whatever variety of means) what happens there, and then 

produce an account—which they will try to verify or ground in a variety of ways—of what 

happened” (277).  Ethnographic research methods are central to understanding discourse 

communities and their beliefs, because these methods aim to uncover how new members are 

introduced to a community and begin to use its discourses.  The authority of ethnographic work 

in composition studies owes a great deal to anthropology, the field in which ethnographic 

questions and concerns have been explored with the greatest rigor.  Bronislaw Malinowski, who 

studied the people of the Western Pacific in the early twentieth century, had a significant impact 

on the development of “modern British social anthropology” (Firth 1).  According to Raymond 

Firth, Malinowski successfully combined the traditional roles of “theoretician” and 

“ethnographer” and by so doing was able to “show how fact was meaningless without theory and 

how each could gain in significance by being consciously brought into relation” (2).  Malinowski 

states in his Argonauts of the Western Pacific that the ethnographer‟s “final goal” should be “to 

grasp the native‟s point of view, his relation to life, to realize his vision of his world” (25).  A 

desire to understand the point of view of others is a driving force behind ethnography; but there 

is also a sense that the researchers learn more about their own cultures by studying other 

cultures.  Clifford Geertz suggested that an ideal perspective might be neither the perspective of 

the ethnographer or that of the culture s/he has observed; rather, ethnographers try to find a 

middle ground between these two perspectives.  

The ideal perspective—could such a perspective exist through human eyes—ought to 

focus on performance as a critical aspect of social life.  I have already suggested that a 

performance ideology constrains and enables discourse within the community of the SJLLC.  But 

there is another crucial aspect to student performance within my study—how they performed 

within the added context of a research study focused on them and their community.  My “role” as 

researcher has implications that are difficult even for me to fully understand.  I brought new 

“props” into the classroom—a camera, tripod, and a researcher‟s notebook/pen.  I received 

written permission from participants to conduct the study and write about them.  I observed them 

only in public spaces within the community, and did not observe them in private contexts such as 

their shared “hall” on campus.  Not only were students performing for the SJLLC and one 
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another in order to demonstrate their belief in positive social change or social justice—they also 

needed to perform for me.  In one-on-one interviews outside of class, I asked them questions 

about their participation in the SJLLC and their interests in social justice.  It is likely that their 

responses even then were more formal than if I had observed their casual interactions in their 

“hall.”  This is, in fact, the paradox of ethnographic research: one wishes at times to be 

“invisible” so-to-speak—to play the role of a fly on the wall.  At other times, one directly 

confronts members of the community and poses questions related to the research agenda.  

Throughout the process, one‟s presence is never invisible.  In this study, the public speaking 

course took place in a very small room, and my presence was always obvious to members of the 

class.  Knowing that I was there to “observe” and “research,” they generally acted as if I were 

not present and seemed to speak as if there were no camera in the room.  The likelihood is that—

if my presence made any difference in their discourse—that the presence of a researcher 

heightened members belief in the importance of their performances.           

  Many researchers in composition studies have used ethnographic research to examine 

discourse.  My first encounter with ethnographic research came from reading Anne Beaufort‟s 

Writing in the Real World: Making the Transition from School to Work.  Of course, this was not 

the first ethnographic study of writing in our field.  Beaufort noted, “Studies of writing that have 

employed ethnographic techniques have been done in settings as diverse as a school on an island 

off the coast of Maine (Lofty, 1992) or within an Amish community (Fishman 1990)” (9).  In 

Writing in the Real World, Beaufort immersed herself in the culture and working lives of four 

employees for a “small, nonprofit organization” (1).
 2

  “Methods used at this cultural site, the Job 

Resource Center, consisted of, on average, one day a week of observation and interviewing for a 

12-month period and attendance at special events such as the annual fund-raising dinner” (10).  

She documented 49.5 hours of taped conversations with four employees of the organization as 

well as another 16 hours of taped conversations with others “with whom I could triangulate my 

data” (10).  Triangulation refers to a procedure for achieving scientific rigor in the analysis of 

ethnographic data—looking for patterns by comparing different kinds of data with one another.  

According to Beaufort, triangulation is “accomplished by manipulating three variables: 

intersecting theories, different data sources, and different time frames” (206).  Stephen North 
                                                           
2
 I discussed Beaufort‟s concept of “discourse community” earlier, which also comes from this book.   
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suggests another definition of triangulation that is closer to critical analysis—that the underlying 

principle of triangulation is that an ethnographer tries to use a broad range of data to 

convincingly describe the particular imaginative universe under consideration (307).  Beaufort‟s 

book accomplished this task by describing characters and writing events in vivid details, sharing 

key quotations from transcripts of her interviews, narrating the history of the site under 

consideration, and drawing judiciously on theories of writing to describe the workings of the site 

as a discourse community.  These are some of the basic practices of ethnographic research.    

In my study, I employed similar practices on a smaller scale and time frame.  I would like 

to share the development of the current project.  I do this for two reasons related to my ethos as a 

researcher and writer—two roles I perform through this dissertation—one, to show the process of 

research in real life for the benefit of those who may wish to undertake similar projects; two, to 

demonstrate the development of my interests in the project, the value it holds for me, and the 

value it holds for others.  Prior to the Fall 2008 semester, one of my advisors had sent out an 

email to all current English teaching assistants for an opportunity to teach an English course 

focused on social justice at our university. I responded with interest. I had been studying political 

theory and argumentation as it informed composition studies, and the teaching opportunity 

sparked my interest as an opportunity to further develop these interests.  My advisor put me in 

touch with the directors of the SJLLC, with whom I had an informal face-to-face interview.  I 

developed a writing course for the SJLLC, which I taught for three consecutive semesters (Fall 

2008; Spring 2009; Fall 2009).  I first considered studying my own writing class within the 

context of the SJLLC using ethnographic methods, combining the role of teacher and researcher. 

This “teacher-research” has been conducted by others in our field, but I was also wary of the 

possibility that my own double role would weaken the objectivity of the research.  

 After considering a number of options for the study, I approached the public speaking 

teacher for the SJLLC with the prospect of joining his course for a semester for the research 

project.  A major criterion was that I would need to collect drafts of student writing.  Although it 

was not a writing course, Mark informed me that his students usually wrote out drafts of their 

speeches as part of the course work. Therefore, with Mark‟s permission, I joined the course in 

the Spring 2010 semester.  My previous participation in the SJLLC as an instructor also provided 

me with a deeper perspective on the SJLLC than if I had come into the SJLLC with no prior 
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knowledge of its belief system, formal leadership, and members.  In addition, all but one of the 

students who were in my writing course for the Fall 2009 term were also in Mark‟s public 

speaking course in Spring 2010.  This led me to wonder whether the students would continue to 

see me in my “English teacher” role instead of my “researcher” role; as a result, I was clear 

about the nature of my study when I first spoke with the class.  I allowed them to take home a 

form to review, sign (indicating their level of participation in the research—including a choice to 

be fully excluded from the research), and return to me.  Upon my request, eight students (all of 

whom were in my English course the previous term) volunteered to be informants for my study 

by participating in out-of-class interviews over the course of the semester.  In this “new” 

relationship between me and my former students, further “performances” ensued.  I believe my 

prior acquaintance with these eight students made them more open to interviews and more 

willing to share their thoughts and their writing with me.  I conducted a total of 30 interviews 

with these students as well as two interviews with the leaders of the Center.  In addition, my 

methods included participation in three activities for the SJLLC, including its end-of-the-year 

annual awards banquet.  

The primary organization under consideration for my study is the SJLLC, with specific 

attention to the writing process of eight students affiliated with this organization.  However, the 

SJLLC is one of several programs hosted by the Center—and the SJLLC‟s belief system is a 

product of the Center‟s belief system.  Thus, the Center and the SJLLC, together, form a macro 

imaginative universe for the study.  In addition, I consider the public speaking course as a micro 

imaginative universe within this larger one.  These imaginative universes together represent an 

American sub-culture with its own “webs of significance.”  It is a representation of American 

higher education in the twenty-first century, for instance.  It is a representation of the transition 

from high school to college life as well.  This community represents a number of important 

aspects of American culture with specific political and social practices based on the community‟s 

identity and purpose.  Each community is like an “acted document” (Geertz 10), although not a 

static and unchanging one.  The community has its standards, its texts, and its goals.  All of these 

inevitably grow out of a complex system of beliefs.  These beliefs, which prompt material textual 

performances, prescribe a frame through which members will shape their beliefs and actions.  

Each year, in each version of the SJLLC, the framing document is re-enacted with new members.  
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This is not, however, to say that each group of students will experience the community as their 

peers did in years past.  But the framing devices of the community do maintain a certain 

consistency from one year to the next.   

This is not to say that change is a foreign concept in the SJLLC.  In fact, change is a 

central concept of significance for the SJLLC.  Specifically, positive social change is an 

underlying goal of the community‟s purpose.  I will demonstrate the way positive social change 

is defined, represented, and enacted in the SJLLC in chapters two through four.  The meaning of 

the term is shaped by the ideological goals of the SJLLC leaders and teachers of the community.  

Briefly, positive social change in the SJLLC refers to the idea that leaders enact change and a 

formal leadership position is not required for one to be a leader.  This idea is presented in the 

Social Change Model leadership guidebook mentioned earlier, which I examine in chapter two as 

a critical text for the SJLLC‟s design.  The guidebook interprets positive social change as a 

matter of collective action targeting collective benefits for communities and societies (16-17).  

This leaves the interpretation of what kinds of change are actually positive open to the decisions 

of the group practicing the values that are taught in this leadership guidebook.  Therefore, 

throughout the dissertation, I further explore the ways that ideas about social change are 

interpreted and expressed by SJLLC members and leaders.  As I will show throughout the 

dissertation, drawing on data gathered during my four months of research, the communal belief 

in enacting positive social change through leadership is sponsored by the macro imaginative 

universe of the Center/SJLLC, explored in the micro imaginative universe of the public speaking 

course, and used by individual SJLLC members in their textual performances.  In chapters three 

and four, I look for possible clues into belief acquisition related to positive social change in the 

written and verbal discourse of the members of the SJLLC.  Ultimately, I argue in chapter four 

that beliefs about positive social change can be mapped on my interface model of communal and 

individual beliefs as I transition from my description of the macro imaginative universe to the 

individual imaginative universes of each of my eight informants. 

As described above, this is a “pseudo-ethnography” rather than an “ethnography” proper 

because my research employed the practice of participant-observation in some contexts of the 

SJLLC without immersing myself as fully as anthropologists do in other cultures. I participated 

primarily in the public speaking course by attending most of its class meetings during the 15-
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week semester, video-recording many of them, and keeping field notes (see Appendix A for a 

sample of my field notes).  Although I also taught one of the other four classes required of 

SJLLC students (the composition course), I did not immerse myself in observation of the other 

two courses (the social justice colloquium and the economics course).
3
  I gained insight into the 

macro-community‟s beliefs, however, by observing three community events—a “phone-a-

friend” night of recruitment calls to interest incoming students in joining the SJLLC, a planning 

meeting for an end-of-year banquet for the SJLLC, and the end-of-year SJLLC banquet itself.  

Still, my perspective was limited from a full view of the community over its eight-month-long-

program.  For example, I did not attend the SJLLC‟s annual three-day service trip to “Koinonia 

Farms” at the beginning of the Fall semester since my study covered only the Spring semester.  

Another context that could shed light on the beliefs of students is their interactions in more 

private contexts, such as their dorm.  My methodology focused primarily on communal and 

individual performances in the public spaces of the community since these provide the most 

insight into the way individuals negotiate individual and communal beliefs in public contexts.      

However, I also conducted interviews with community members to learn about the “full 

culture” of their community.  I conducted two interviews with the leaders of the SJLLC—one at 

the beginning of the Spring semester and one at the end—and a set of four interviews with each 

of eight student-members of the SJLLC.  I conducted this “set of four” interviews with student-

members throughout the Spring semester 2010 (See Appendix B for a sample transcript of one of 

these interviews).  Since two of the one-on-one meetings with one student did not work out for 

logistical reasons (our schedules did not match up for two of the four interviews), I finished the 

semester with a total of 30 one-on-one interviews with the eight student-members.  The 

interviews filled in many of the gaps in my observation, since the leaders and students described 

their impressions of the significance of the events that occurred in the SJLLC prior to the Spring 

2010 semester.  I also collected as many written drafts as possible of informative and persuasive 

speeches from the same eight SJLLC students, which they wrote for their public speaking course.  

Most students gave me two drafts—an initial introduction of the speech and a final draft of the 

                                                           
3
 Students could receive credit for the public speaking and composition courses through prior classes or tests before 

coming to college.  I do not know if this was also the case with the economics course, but the colloquium on social 

justice was a course students could not fulfill prior to college.    
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speech.  In some cases, students also provided an outline for their speech.  I relied upon video 

recordings in cases where I received no written draft from a student, and I also used video 

footage to review some of the speeches.  For six of the eight students, I was able to analyze their 

drafting process based on differences between their initial introductions and final speeches for 

both the informative and the persuasive speech.  For the other two, I was able to analyze 

differences between initial and final drafts of their informative speeches but not the persuasive 

ones.  This provided a broad range of data to analyze and interpret as I considered the role 

communal beliefs play in student‟s writing processes.  In chapter four, I share results of my 

analyses of these speeches based on my use of a coding scheme that I developed to analyze 

students‟ expressions of personal and communal beliefs (see Appendix C for this coding scheme; 

see Appendix D for a sample coded text).    

Throughout chapters two through five of the dissertation, I focus on materials I gathered, 

recorded, and analyzed during the Spring 2010 semester.  In addition to the classes and events I 

attended, I gained insight into the belief system of the SJLLC through textual analysis of some of 

the core texts used and/or created by the SJLLC (and its “parent” organization: the Center for 

Leadership and Civic Education); I analyze and discuss these texts in chapter two.  The data I 

used to understand and describe the SJLLC in chapter two include the Center‟s general program 

literature, films used in the SJLLC-related courses, and activities the SJLLC leaders designed as 

a part of the SJLLC program.  The Center sponsors many programs besides the SJLLC program, 

all of which are designed around the Center‟s outcomes.  I drew on my recorded interviews with 

the leaders of the SJLLC/Center in chapter two to outline the history, scope, and purpose of the 

SJLLC as well.  I drew on the recorded interviews with my eight informants in chapter two to 

further describe the nature of the community and its events on establishing a shared communal 

perspective on positive social change within the community.  In addition to my textual analyses 

and these interviews, I drew on my general collection of recorded data to further describe the 

nature of the SJLLC and its belief system.  I use all of this data in chapter two, where I describe 

the macro imaginative universe, its communal beliefs, and how new members are drawn into the 

community‟s belief system.  Based on this description, I argue that the SJLLC encourages 

students to believe in, use, and reflect upon the Social Change Model leadership guidebook‟s 

philosophy that individuals can initiate positive social change regarding issues they care about 
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even if they are not in formal leadership positions and that leadership for positive social change 

entails communal bonds and collective action.  This argument responds to my first two research 

questions: how does a community use different kinds of textual performances to integrate new 

members into its belief system? 

In chapter three, I use another data set to understand the micro community‟s imaginative 

universe (the public speaking course) This data set includes the main leadership guidebook used 

by the Center (“Higher Education”), in-person observation, note-taking, and videotaping the 

course at least once a week throughout the semester.  The course met twice per week, and most 

weeks I was there (recording and taking notes) on both days of the week.  I collected typed or 

hand-written drafts of their informative and persuasive speeches, and I collected multiple stages 

of drafting whenever possible.  As we will see, however, students provided little evidence of 

multiple drafts through their composing processes.  In addition, two of my four interviews with 

each of my eight informants were conducted within a few days of each student‟s oral delivery of 

his/her informative or persuasive speech.  I use my field notes, the leadership handbook, 

videotaped data, written documents, and interview data to describe and assess the beliefs of 

SJLLC members enrolled in the public speaking course.  By doing so, I answer my research 

questions that aim to discover how members of a community “discursively invent, re-invent, and 

use the community‟s belief system” and how that use affects or changes their interpretations of 

the community‟s belief system.    

In chapter four, I describe and analyze the beliefs of individual students in the public 

speaking course.  I draw on theory in composition studies on textual invention and revision to set 

up my argument and then to analyze the students‟ writing processes.  As mentioned previously, I 

developed a coding scheme to distinguish between communal belief, individual belief, and the 

processes of revising beliefs through the writing process (Appendix C).  The coding scheme is 

entitled “Coding Overlapping Imaginative Universes” to suggest the overlap between the macro, 

micro, and individual beliefs.  For the most part, student‟s writing process consisted of two 

stages: first, they would write a draft of the introduction to a speech and practice that 

introduction in front of the class as if it were the real speech occasion; second, they would revise 

their introduction based on feedback received after their practice session and add to that 

introduction until the full speech was written.  In order to code their texts, I requested written 
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drafts for both speeches.  The drafts I received typically included an original introduction as the 

first draft and then a later full draft of the speech.  In only a few cases, I received more than one 

full draft from a student.  In a few cases, I received no paper drafts of a given speech.  I 

compensated for these by comparing the in-class video recordings of practiced introductions with 

final video recorded speeches in cases where I did not have written drafts.  I coded the original 

introduction and the final written draft of each speech.  In this process, I distinguished between 

communal and individual beliefs based largely on students‟ uses of individual and collective 

pronouns.  I categorized statements such as “we need to get involved in this activity, because it is 

a humanitarian issue!” as communal beliefs based on the individual students‟ interpretation of 

what their communal beliefs were as members of the same community.  Statements such as “I 

have always felt that this was right” I categorized as individual beliefs.  I acknowledge one 

limitation of this coding scheme up front—that the students‟ performances of communal beliefs 

may, at times, misrepresent the community‟s broad belief in positive social change as a belief in 

a certain brand of leadership.  Several students structured their persuasive speeches, for example, 

around arguments based on individual health and well-being as the primary goal of the speech.  

Does individual health and well-being connect with transformational leadership and social 

change?  I raise the question not to suggest that there is no connection, but to demonstrate the 

range of interpretations related to social change that are evident across students‟ speeches.  

Positive social change, therefore, is not always represented in the SJLLC in terms of being a 

social activist for a collective movement.  Communal belief is not a fixed concept, but an 

extremely flexible and malleable one.  In addition, I looked for evidence of individual beliefs in 

my interview data as well, based on what students said or implied about their personal beliefs 

regarding positive social change.  I used the coded data, written drafts of their speeches, oral 

rehearsals, final oral performances, and retrospective interviews to further contextualize the 

relationship between students‟ represented personal beliefs about positive social change and their 

represented communal beliefs based in societal discourses and the discourses of their macro and 

micro in the SJLLC.
4
   

                                                           
4
 Throughout this dissertation, I draw on quoted material from interviews with members of the SJLLC.  For purposes 

of clarity and positive representation, I have chosen to remove words like um, uh, and like when quoting directly 

from interview data in most cases.   
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Conclusion 

 In 1997, Elizabeth Ervin argued that composition teachers might benefit “by actively and 

directly promoting the kinds of interpersonal allegiances and commitments that exemplify, say, a 

bowling league” (395).  Ervin points to a kind of community in which people‟s identities form a 

network of associations governed by common purpose and trust.  For those of us interested in the 

way political theory influences college composition and the way we teach composition, this 

study offers insights into the ideological contexts surrounding formal writing assignments within 

an educational organization.  The SJLLC as an organization has an established design, content, 

and curriculum.  This design is a combination of global and local discourses that often converge 

around a specific, leadership-oriented definition of positive social change.  How students employ 

beliefs related to this concept is a key concern to what they believe about engagement and 

participation in the public sphere.   

The eight students who volunteered their time for interviews in this study represent a 

broad range of perspectives on what positive social change means and looks like in practice.  

They come from a diverse range of backgrounds: they are three males and five females whose 

collective geographic backgrounds range from California to New York to Florida to the 

Dominican Republic.  They represent different racial backgrounds, different socio-economic 

backgrounds, and different individual beliefs based on their different backgrounds.  By the time I 

began my study in January 2010, they had been living and learning in this community together 

for four months.  They had taken my composition course and the colloquium on social justice.  

They were thinking about how they wanted to put their beliefs about positive social change into 

action.  And they were acting.  In the chapters that follow, I go in-depth into characterizing the 

SJLLC, the public speaking course, and each of these eight people.  I describe how individual 

beliefs about positive social change (and related concepts) the broad communal belief in positive 

social change, and I take a close look at this interface through the students‟ speaking and writing 

processes. In the next chapter, “Living with Belief,” I describe the specific imaginative universe 

of the SJLLC in detail, explaining how the community‟s design connects students to specific 

discourses and textual performances focused on the community‟s central interpretation and 

meaning of positive social change. 
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CHAPTER TWO  

LIVING WITH BELIEF 

 When I began teaching English courses for the Social Justice Living Learning 

Community (SJLLC), Carrie Tucker—the administrative leader of the SJLLC at that time—gave 

me a black T-shirt made for members of the SJLLC.  On the front of the shirt were the words 

“So Just” in large white letters followed by an ellipsis (“So Just…”).  On the back was the full 

title—“Social Justice Living Learning Community”—with “Wildwood Hall” just beneath, all in 

white letters.  This T-shirt is a textual product of the imaginative universe of the SJLLC: that is, 

it represents the role of imagination in creating a distinct SJLLC culture.  I have worn the shirt to 

the university to teach SJLLC courses; I‟ve worn it around my home and for exercise with 

friends.  How might the different people I associate with interpret this T-shirt‟s message?  How 

might the shirt function to identify the beliefs of the community, the community itself, and one's 

membership in that community?  Any text that represents the beliefs of a community through its 

very performance is a textual performance.  Textual performances are texts that play a critical 

role in the establishment and representation of a community‟s beliefs, because they are texts that 

operate at their highest level of significance only within a particular community.  The T-shirt 

functions at its highest level of significance within the SJLLC.  Textual performances encompass 

written, visual, and embodied (e.g., physically enacted) texts.  The T-shirt functions as a visual 

textual performance and the action of wearing it functions as an embodied textual performance 

(or, as I will later call it, a participatory textual performance).  Analyzing texts as performances 

helps us to understand the fluid and changeable social, political, and ideological ground of a 

community.  Textual performances are the products of beliefs—which, in turn, are entities that 

exist at the interface of social and individual phenomena.            

Beliefs are tightly connected to an essential concept that emerges from Aristotelian 

rhetorical theory: ethos.  Ethos, in Aristotle‟s most common usage, refers to the moral character 

invented by a speaker in the delivery of the speech (1.2.2-4).  This category of ethos, which 

James M. May calls ethos tou legontos, did not include the kind of reputation a speaker garnered 

over time (1.2.4).  According to May, “In Aristotle‟s view this confidence in the speaker should 

be established in and by the speech itself and not through any previous notion the audience may 

have of the speaker; otherwise this type of ethos could not be considered „enthechnic‟” (2).  
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“Entechnic” means artistic, so this kind of ethos is an invented rhetorical appeal rather than one 

based on factors outside of the speech situation.  This sense of ethos emphasizes the role of 

situated performances in creating a sense of morality in the speaker—a sense of morality that 

presumably must be renewed time and time again as a speaker appears in new situations and 

before new (and perhaps even familiar) audiences.     

What I want to draw from this historical definition of rhetorical ethos is the idea that the 

character of a community is similarly invented.  It is invented in the sense of being made 

purposefully and with questions of a communal character in mind.  It is problematic, however, to 

insist that character is fully “entechnic” (artistic)—performances alone do not tell the whole 

story of a community just as a performance does not tell the whole story of a speaker.  However, 

imagination and creativity are as central in establishing and performing communal beliefs as they 

are in establishing and performing the personal beliefs that govern a public speech.  In my view, 

creativity is central to the ability to establish a believable moral character before an audience. 

Therefore, I apply the classical meaning of ethos to the SJLLC, and expand the concept to refer 

to the ways leaders and teachers in the community work textually to create, support, and sustain 

a communal character, over time, that is appealing and attractive to new members.  The “textual 

work” of the community itself includes their oral and material texts that are used to establish 

and/or reinforce communal beliefs.  Ralph Cintron also describes ethos as a “characteristic of 

texts” (2).  He “[calls] attention to the crafting of ethos and [suggests] that a writer‟s ethos is the 

„appearance‟ of ethos” (2).  We could say that a community‟s ethos is the “appearance” of its 

ethos as well: for example, the program‟s literature and website (not to mention the T-shirt) may 

be the first ways the SJLLC is represented to potential members.  Part of the community‟s 

textual work is the creation of literature to promote the program, but other kinds of important 

textual work come from their choices of partner organizations, courses, and activities designed 

on the basis of the community‟s—especially its leaders—particular beliefs about its purpose.  In 

this chapter, I analyze three critical types of textual performance that impact the ethos of the 

SJLLC.  I examine the SJLLC as a macro imaginative universe and the ways its textual 

performances draw new members into its belief system.  In the process, I address the first of my 

research questions: how does a community use different kinds of textual performances to 

integrate new members into its belief system?   



29 

 

To answer this question, I draw on linguistic, visual, and participatory modes of textual 

performance created and deployed by the SJLLC.  These three categories are functional not 

definitive.  For instance, the argument that the website for the Center is a visual textual performance can 

be well-supported: it includes images and the web pages have a coherent graphic design.  But I classify it 

as a linguistic textual performance because it functions as program literature that primarily relies on 

language to describe the key concepts, ideas, vision, mission, and programs of the Center.  Thus, the 

categories are functional for the purpose of analysis.  They cannot be definitive because all texts are, more 

or less, multimodal.  Using these three categories (linguistic, visual, and participatory), the 

argument of this chapter is that the purpose of the SJLLC‟s textual performances is to articulate 

(in words) and demonstrate (in images and actions) an imaginative universe (a culture) that: 1) is 

fully equipped with ideal beliefs and practices; and 2) helps new members increase their literacy 

in the beliefs and practices of that imaginative universe.  The purpose of these textual 

performances is to ensure that all members of the SJLLC develop a mutual understanding of 

“positive social change” from a particular point of view.  This shared point of view might be 

identified as a politically “liberal” ideology about social change, although I am not sure all community 

members would agree that this is the best way to define the governing ideology of the SJLLC.  I explore 

the role of what I call a “liberal” ideology more explicitly in chapter three, because the public speaking 

class is informed by the teacher‟s liberal political worldview as it engages with the goals and aims of the 

SJLLC program.  In this chapter, the “visual textual performances” that I discuss—including films used in 

the public speaking class—inform my identification of the SJLLC as a community that leans towards a 

“liberal” ideology even while I am aware that terms like “liberal” and “conservative” are often difficult to 

fully define and can over-simplify complex political ideologies.  Ideologies are made of beliefs, and 

beliefs have an extremely personal and felt dimension.  As I will outline below, the leaders of the SJLLC 

sought to foster, in general, an atmosphere within the SJLLC where debate amongst the members was 

always possible and where people of different beliefs could be comfortable interacting with one another.  

To bear this out, I cover the history and design of the community before exploring the different kinds of 

textual performances.           

The textual performances that I analyze in this chapter shape the ground upon which 

students can build their communal beliefs related to the Center‟s ethos.  I regard textual 

performances as entities that reflect communal beliefs and create a complex and nuanced ethos 

for the SJLLC through their combined textual work.  At the heart of the SJLLC‟s belief system is 

a communal belief in “positive social change” as a kind of leadership focused on building 
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collective efforts around social issues (“Higher Education” 16-17).  A range of practices tie into 

this broad belief and contribute to the SJLLC‟s ethos.  These practices include deliberation, 

discussion, community participation, critical thinking, and respect for diverse perspectives.  As 

I‟ll demonstrate below, textual performances communicate, connect, and engage people with 

these practices.  The concept of positive social change serves as a kind of “doxa”—a shared 

belief grounded in a cultural system (Miller 32)—in this case, grounded in the cultural system of 

the Center for Leadership and Civic Education within a large, public university.  Terms like 

“positive social change” and “social justice” resonate within this context in ways that are 

associated with political involvement, group efforts, and speaking out on issues.  As mentioned 

previously, the community might be identified as a “liberal” political community; however, I 

hesitate to apply this label across-the-board to all members of the community.  In a community 

that honors “diversity,” one might expect a broad range of beliefs to be acceptable.  If there is 

something that contributes to a sense of “koinonia”—“a sense of belonging and participation” 

(Sullivan 155)—in the SJLLC, it is the member‟s willingness to engage one another‟s voices and 

listen to people who may be extremely different than themselves in terms of worldviews.  

Concepts like “positive social change” and “social justice” are important in the SJLLC—

theoretically and literally—although the students envision many different ways to put “positive 

social change” into actual practice in their lives.  That is, while there is a broad belief in the 

importance of social change, community members are entitled to differences of opinion as to 

what that actually looks like.  Still, the SJLLC communicates a broad belief in “positive social 

change” through linguistic textual performances, connects students with this belief through 

visual textual performances, and engages students this belief through participatory textual 

performances.  All three kinds of performances work together to communicate, shape, and solicit 

engagement with the SJLLC‟s ethos regarding the value of social change and social betterment.  

In this section, I‟ll review that ethos and the beliefs and practices that contribute to it.  In later 

chapters, this broad belief will be the basis for examining students' individual levels of 

engagement with this communal belief.    

Before analyzing textual performances, we need to understand more about how the 

SJLLC members are taught about the concept of “positive social change.”  This belief is 

supported by the SJLLC‟s guidebook on leadership—A Social Change Model for Leadership 
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Development, Guidebook, Version III.  The primary argument of the guidebook is that leaders 

effect positive social change and that people do not necessarily have to hold formal leadership 

positions to effect change (“Higher Education” 16).  Key to the model is the idea of values-based 

collective action: “leadership involves collaborative relationships that lead to collective action 

grounded in the shared values of people who work together to effect positive change” (16).  The 

guidebook includes “seven C‟s” that represent the values of this kind of leadership—the three 

“individual values” of consciousness of self, congruence, and commitment; the three “group 

values” of collaboration, common purpose, and controversy with civility; and the 

“societal/community value” of citizenship (21).  In addition to these values, the value of 

“change” is added as a value that encompasses the other seven.  Change is “the value „hub‟ 

which gives meaning and purpose to the 7 C‟s.  Change, in other words, is the ultimate goal of 

the creative process of leadership—to make a better world and a better society for self and 

others” (21).  The social change model plays a critical role in the imaginative universe of the 

SJLLC.  It provides concepts that are sponsored by the SJLLC and taught to SJLLC students 

through their “social justice colloquium” course.  In addition, the leaders use the concepts from 

the social change model to assess the students‟ engagement with positive social change at the 

beginning and end of their eight-month-long experience as SJLLC members.  Thus, the model is 

a central textual performance for the community and a contributing text to its communal belief in 

change.  One goal of the community‟s design is to engage members with this collective-action-

based philosophy on leadership and social change.    

However, “change” does not necessarily look “positive” (or even the same) to people of 

different political, religious, and/or social backgrounds.  The concept of positive social change as 

outlined in the leadership guidebook sometimes reads like a happy-go-lucky philosophy based on 

the idea that group members agree upon a course of action and work together to its completion, 

resolving problems as they arise.  From this perspective, any group effort may seem to qualify, 

but the guidebook does pre-empt this counter-argument based on the idea of citizenship as the 

principle that grounds the collective action in societal well-being: “. . . a clearly delineated 

common purpose represents a collective statement of how and why the group‟s hoped-for social 

change will be of benefit to others (citizenship). . . .  Citizenship, in other words, is that value 

that steers common purpose in directions that are socially responsible and life-enhancing” (57, 
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bold in original).  Citizenship—the value of engaging in activities that are most likely to enhance 

lives and societies—is critical to the social change model.  

Even with this distinction, however, various interpretations of effective political 

involvement do register in the SJLLC/Center culture.  The SJLLC/Center must cater to an ever-

changing, year-in and year-out, group of students who may come from the entire spectrum of 

political belief systems in our society.  Although my research suggests that students clearly do 

learn about, and see examples of, positive social change through their inclusion in the SJLLC, it 

also reminds us that their beliefs about positive social change are based on their experiences in 

an out of school from their lives before college.
5
  For some, their beliefs about positive social 

change may already be firmly grounded in belief systems to which they are strongly committed.  

People have strong commitments to their families, local communities, pre-college education 

experiences, religious experiences, and national culture.  I‟ll illustrate with several examples of 

evidence of membership (or at least familiarity with) other communities that these students 

referenced.  When one student lent public speaking notebook to me, I noticed a Bible verse from 

the New Testament written at the top of the first page.  Another student came to class a couple of 

times wearing a T-shirt that said “My Lord is my leader.  And, yes, I will follow the leader.”  

Upon my inquiry about the shirt, I learned that the students‟ mother makes and sells these shirts.  

Other participants in my study were familiar with the Jewish and/or the Muslim faith traditions 

through familial backgrounds.  These religious backgrounds may influence the students‟ thinking 

about positive social change in particular ways.  Christian religious groups, for example, place a 

strong emphasis on service to others; community service is an important aspect of the Center‟s 

philosophy as well.  Correlation amongst different imaginative universes—religious and 

academic, for example—on the value of service does not necessarily mean that the students had 

religious service experiences that led them to an interest in service through the SJLLC.  I simply 

bring up the correlation to demonstrate the ways that humanitarian efforts extend across different 

imaginative communities and organizational borders.  This makes it difficult to conclude that one 

community is more “conservative” and the other more “liberal” in terms of their belief in 

“service” or “helping others.”  All of these terms are quite general.      

                                                           
5
 Anne Beaufort suggests that the written communication required of individual writers in the workplace is often 

shaped by the demands of overlapping discourse communities (Writing 33).   



33 

 

Other communities outside the SJLLC can also be described as having their own 

imaginative universes that could help students be prepared for membership in the SJLLC—such 

as families, which influence individual beliefs in local and specific ways.  Besides family and 

religion, there may be other communities that prepare students in particular ideological ways for 

compatibility with the SJLLC.  For example, several students in the community participated in a 

“Model United Nations” in high school, an experience which I would expect to be rich in debate 

and engagement with a diversity of perspectives.  Someone who had such an experience is more 

likely to be prepared to enter a community where diversity amongst individuals and debate are 

common parts of the community‟s ideology.  In this example as well, correlation on the value of 

debate in the Model UN and the SJLLC/Center does not necessarily mean that people join the 

Center because of their Model UN experience; but it is another example of a similar ideological 

practice across institutional borders.  Given that only about 1 of 3 candidates for SJLLC 

membership actually are accepted into the community, ideological preparation for the SJLLC 

must come from prior communal experiences whether in family, church, school, or work.  Since 

different communities overlap to shape personal beliefs, it is important to consider the likelihood 

that students already have the beliefs that may make them a good match for the SJLLC program 

before they apply.  Experience with debate, group discussion, and service are some aspects that 

may make a candidate a good “fit” for the program since these practices are associated with the 

Center‟s vision.    

Whether students ultimately engage in practices that align with the Center‟s ideology—

through service, debate, networking, political activism, or for other reasons—or not, the 

Center/SJLLC is designed to help students assimilate into a shared belief that positive social 

change is an aspect of both individual leadership and collective action.  This necessarily means 

that interpretations of change can result in many different activities.  Although the Center does 

not outline “ten commandments” for positive social change (they do not mandate, for instance, 

that SJLLC members participate in campaigns to feed the poor throughout their eight months in 

the program), there are some specific program requirements.  Students have to take the three-day 

trip to Americus, Georgia where they build houses together and discuss what “social justice” 

means.  They are required to take four courses—all related to social justice.  They are required to 

live in Wildwood Hall as a part of the “community.”  Beyond these requirements, they have 
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many other opportunities, through the Center, to participate in service opportunities/projects and 

discussions with members of the community.  At times, however, it seemed as if the community 

defined positive social change from an individualistic perspective (“it is whatever you say it is”).  

Given the differences of individual definitions, how does the community help people move along 

the path of positive social change?  Are there actually multiple paths?  What about multiple 

destinations?  Community members must agree that positive social change is a matter of 

leadership and collective action, but this does not forestall a broad range of interpretations.  

Therefore, SJLLC founders and teachers present a variety of examples, or “faces,” of 

what positive social change looks like.  This is where visual and participatory textual 

performances come into play—they are largely the “faces” of change incorporated into the 

community‟s belief system, and the nature of those visual texts that I discuss below extend from 

what I call a liberal political ideology.  These “faces” represent different interpretations of 

positive social change.  Some are visual textual performances.  In the colloquium, students watch 

documentary films that present political perspectives on justice, injustice, and social change.  

Others are participatory textual performances.  SJLLC members build houses together as part of 

the Habitat for Humanity.  They have discussions with one another about the meaning of “social 

justice” and other ideas.  Visual and participatory textual performances introduce students to a 

range of perspectives on how others have worked for positive social change in accordance with a 

particular ideology or group.  The SJLLC is designed to familiarize students with a broad variety 

of ways that people in today‟s society think about—and act upon—their beliefs regarding social 

change and/or social action.  This necessarily entails education in aspects of the national political 

discourse as well.     

The practice of deliberation within the community is also important to establishing a 

shared belief in the importance of positive social change.  I draw on Patricia Roberts-Miller‟s 

work on deliberative discourse to bear out this claim, because I believe that the SJLLC relies on 

a model of the public sphere that values deliberative democratic discourse.  Deliberative 

democracy is a model for public discourse that values “empathy, attentiveness, and trust,” 

encourages diversity in public discourse, encourages the sharing of one‟s own views, and 
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encourages active listening (Roberts-Miller 182-188).
6
  The design of the community encourages 

deliberative discourse within the community—through discussions that occur in various 

community contexts sponsored by the SJLLC program.  The goal of deliberative democracy is to 

enrich our “social knowledge” to the extent that we can “arrive at wise solutions to collective 

problems” (Iris Marion Young, qtd. in Roberts-Miller 183).  I suggest that this practice of 

deliberative democratic discourse helps to establish the communal belief in positive social 

change in the SJLLC.  Deliberation seems to have played a role in the social justice colloquium 

course—based on student comments that I cite later on—although, from my observation of the 

public speaking course, I am left with some questions as to whether the community was as 

deliberative as one might hope (I explore this further in chapter three). 

In what follows, I describe and analyze linguistic, visual, and participatory types of 

textual performances.  Throughout the chapter, I consider the ethos suggested by these 

performances, especially “linguistic textual performances.”  I use the techniques of offering 

critical readings of textual performances, sharing personal ethnographic observations, and 

sharing information gathered from recorded interviews as I describe how textual performances 

draw new members into the belief system of the SJLLC.  For example, the act of wearing the “So 

Just” T-shirt is a “participatory textual performance,” an action that engages a community 

member with the community‟s ethos explicitly and its beliefs implicitly.  What is the role of the 

T-shirt?  What communal beliefs does it represent?  First, it represents beliefs about “social 

justice”—a synonym for “positive social change” in this context.  “Social justice” is an umbrella 

term for ideals such as fairness, equal opportunity, personal responsibility, service, helping the 

poor, and a range of other socio-politically oriented ideals.  The term may be associated with 

liberal political theory.  Although I am not an expert in politics, I would define this theory as 

being focused on the role of government and policies in enforcing equal opportunities—

economically, in the workplace, and in other social opportunities (like education)—for people of 

different races, sexes, or sexual orientations.  As an extension of the role of government and 

                                                           
6
 Roberts-Miller summarizes the goals of a deliberative democracy in this passage: “We must treat one another with 

empathy, attentiveness, and trust; we must take the time to invent and continually reinvent our ideas in the light of 

informed disagreement; we must care enough about our own views to try to persuade others of them, but not so 

much that we are unwilling to change them; we must listen with care to people who tell us we are wrong; we must 

behave with grace when other views prevail; we must argue with passion but without rancor, with commitment but 

without intransigence” (187).   
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policies, a liberal worldview also entails arguments based on such a philosophy.  At its heart, a 

liberal philosophy questions traditional differences in the social structure that would divide 

people into classes—rich/poor, male/female, straight/gay, black/white, etc.—and then base their 

role in society upon those classifications.  The very idea of a “social justice living learning 

community” may conjure similar ideas about the kinds of philosophies and arguments that might 

be found in such a community, regardless of whether all members see themselves as ascribing to 

a liberal political theory.  In addition to representing these ideals, a T-shirt is a form of 

identification for the SJLLC specifically.  This shirt suggests: “we are a „just‟ community; and/or 

we work towards social justice.”  The shirt is one “sign” among many that communicates and 

displays one‟s belonging in the community.  At any rate, belonging in a community also implies 

some level of belief in the community‟s political discourse and action.  In order to further 

understand the belief system of the SJLLC, therefore, I turn to the full range of such signs 

(textual performances) that communicate the beliefs of the SJLLC and seek to draw new 

members into its imaginative universe. 

The Textual Performance of Communal Belief in the SJLLC 

The SJLLC is a new program within the Center for Leadership and Civic Education 

(hereafter “the Center”).  Its first year was 2007.  As mentioned, the leaders of the SJLLC, Bill 

and Laura, believe in a wide range of activities that cluster around a communal belief in positive 

social change as something that requires individual leadership and collective action.  SJLLC 

practices that support this idea of change include lifelong learning, critical thinking, community 

involvement, respect for others, and appreciation for a diversity of opinions.  These practices 

contribute significantly to the ethos, or character, of the SJLLC.  The SJLLC is largely Bill‟s and 

Laura‟s brainchild, along with input from a broad range of other people inside and outside of the 

Center.  Bill and Laura designed the SJLLC as a community that would discursively engage 

students with socially, politically, and ideologically complex subject matter, and not as a happy-

go-lucky environment for the sake of “fun” or personal pleasure.  “Success” in this community 

includes a healthy sense of recognizing, respecting, and honoring multiple points of view on 

social issues.  The design includes both curricular and co-curricular elements, encouraging 

students to engage with the concept of “social justice” and/or “positive social change”—

theoretically and practically.  Near the beginning and end of the Spring 2010 semester, I 
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conducted interviews with Bill and Laura to learn about the SJLLC‟s design and purpose.  I 

conducted one of these interviews at the beginning of the Spring semester with both of them, and 

the other with Laura alone at the semester‟s end.  Following are some analyses of the 

community‟s ideology based on those interviews and on other selections of data that provide 

insight into some student perspectives on the nature of the community.   

Before discussing my interviews with Bill and Laura, a brief background on living 

learning communities will help explain the community‟s distinct ethos and a general idea of the 

living learning community in higher education.  At FSU, students who join a living learning 

community live in the same residence hall and learn together by taking a set of courses 

appropriate for their specific community (“Living Learning”).  The university‟s website lists 

several outcomes of these communities.  The first is a strong focus on academics and learning.  

Many of the communities include a weekly colloquium course related to the community‟s focus.  

In addition, many of the university‟s living learning communities include three-credit courses 

that are linked to the community‟s focus (“Living Learning”).  The SJLLC‟s annual Fall 

colloquium addresses the concept of social justice.  The SJLLC also includes other courses 

related to social justice—one that looks at social justice through a particular discipline‟s lens, 

and two that are focused on effective communication (i.e., writing and speech).  Another goal of 

living learning communities at FSU is to give students an introduction to the university and some 

of its “distinguished faculty members” (“Living Learning”).  The SJLLC includes a range of 

opportunities for students to informally meet and engage with distinguished faculty at the 

university.  Visits from faculty members are a regular part of the colloquium course, and the 

program hosts regular “dinner discussions” where students can informally meet and chat with 

faculty or other distinguished community members.  Finally, the university‟s website states: 

“One payoff of these programs' increased intensity is that a higher proportion of their residents 

are graduating on time.”  These institutional goals shape the purpose of the SJLLC as an 

educational organization where students are expected to engage with learning, critical thinking, 

and research.   

The imaginative universe of the SJLLC is richly textured, and its educational mission is 

connected to its physical design and orientation.  The “living” part of the community is based in 

Wildwood Hall—a newly constructed building that reserves space for the 36 students enrolled 
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yearly in the SJLLC.  There is a classroom in the same building, where I taught my English 

course for the SJLLC in Fall 2009.  The classroom was equipped with instructional technology 

for lectures and presentations—internet, video screen, DVD player, and overhead projector.  In 

addition, both of the interviews I conducted with SJLLC leaders took place in another building 

where SJLLC classes were taught.  This is a newly constructed Success Center for student use 

that includes career preparation services and other programs.  It is a state-of-the-art facility in 

terms of technology accessibility in the classrooms.  For example, one classroom is equipped 

with on-demand laptop computers that could be used during class.  The classrooms and meeting 

rooms available to the SJLLC demonstrate an ethos of currency with a fast-paced and changing 

economy that demands technological competence from its workforce.  All of this comes from the 

larger context of the university, but impacts the day-to-day activities (and therefore the ethos) of 

the SJLLC.  

In this new Success Center, I was fortunate enough to spend about an hour talking with 

Bill and Laura about even more pervasive elements of the SJLLC‟s imaginative universe: the 

history, outcomes, and mission of the SJLLC.  In the first interview, I asked Laura about the 

SJLLC‟s history.  “There were three forces that came together,” she said.  First, “20 odd years 

ago” Mary Coburn created what Laura referred to as a “pseudo living learning community”—

“the Genesis program.”  It focused on leadership.  “It was in Kellum Hall, and it was a wonderful 

program.”  She said students lived together in Kellum and “took a leadership class,” but “it was 

not considered one of the living learning community programs of the campus; it was a Student 

Affairs program.”  Laura said the Genesis program “was getting to the place where it needed to 

be . . . revamped completely or changed.”  They wanted to build on the success of the existing 

Genesis program and make it larger, deeper, and more effective.  That was component number 

one.    

Component number two grew out of component number one, but added a more practical 

concern; in Laura‟s words, component two was that “the new Wildwood buildings were being 

built.”  Wildwood is a student-housing residence hall located close to the new Success Center, 

and a new living learning community—like the SJLLC—could have access to that space for its 

students.  Getting the idea of a Student Affairs living learning community approved was the final 

component.  Laura said, “The third component would be that Student Affairs for a long time . . . 
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had been on the docket to create a living learning community, and so we got the chance to do 

that, then, because of the shift in all of those [three] components.”  She, Bill, and “other staff at 

the time” began creating “what eventually became known as the Social Justice Living Learning 

Community.”  All of the components worked together, but the third component was crucial.  In 

contrast to most of the other living learning communities on the campus, the SJLLC was unique 

in that it was interdisciplinary and, as Bill later emphasized, inter-collegiate.  That is, while other 

living learning community programs on campus were discipline-specific (e. g., music) or 

college-specific, the SJLLC program was meant to attract students into the SJLLC based not on 

their disciplinary interests per se but rather on their interests in social justice, leadership, civic 

engagement, service, and related qualities.  Laura said of the SJLLC program‟s design: “We, at 

all points, wanted it to have all students coming together to talk about social justice from 

multiple disciplinary lenses. . . .  Student Affairs is interdisciplinary—our work is with all 

students.”  Although other living learning communities were based on students academic 

expertise, the SJLLC was based on students ability to demonstrate an interest in social justice in 

ways that matched the general goals and outcomes of the leaders.    

Laura and Bill expounded at length on the community‟s design, in which they played 

some of the most intentional roles.  Laura said, “We had lots of perspectives and voices brought 

in.  But I think from the ground floor up Bill and I had voice in the direction and shape of the 

program.”  Bill described their roles as “cheerleaders” for the creation of the SJLLC—

convincing skeptics when it came to a living learning community within Student Affairs—and 

“designers.”  Bill said: “I can remember the early sketch of the elements that would be in, you 

know, what would make up the critical pieces/critical elements of the design of this whole 

thing.”  Ultimately, their design established a curriculum of four courses—the colloquium course 

on social justice and another course on social justice from one discipline‟s perspective; in 

addition to these two courses were two others that would also connect with the program‟s 

mission: one in writing and one in public speaking.  These last two, which are required academic 

courses for all students, would tie in to social justice according to the design chosen by each 

instructor.  The colloquium and the three-credit course from a disciplinary perspective, together, 

would provide a theoretical background to social justice.  The other two—writing and speech— 

would provide opportunities for students to put their own beliefs about social justice into practice 
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through written and oral discourse.  In addition, the Center would offer a number of other co-

curricular activities and programs for SJLLC members to participate in.   

Among the important “design” elements of the SJLLC are the outcomes—arguably the 

single most important shaping tool for communal belief.  All of the programs of the Center, 

including the SJLLC, are grounded in a set of outcomes for the Center as a whole.  In our first 

interview, Laura said that the outcomes include “[that] they have respect for multiple 

perspectives,” that they can see issues through a lens that is complex rather than with the 

perspective of “it‟s my way or the highway, or it‟s right or wrong,” “that they‟ll have 

compassion for others,” “that this is a recognition that‟s a lifelong commitment”—or, that they 

commit to a lifelong engagement with social justice, that they have “the ability to observe and 

analyze community need . . . .  And then putting their knowledge and values into action; so they 

actually have the skill to do something about what they care about.”  Laura also provided a 

retrospective description of the original goal of the community: “I think we could also work 

backwards and tell you when it was first created, we wanted to create a community where 

students were encouraged to think.”  They did not want it to be “just be a think tank for cool 

kids,” but rather “a place where people could use that [i.e., the SJLLC experience] to move 

forward and start to make a difference now and throughout their lives.”  In higher education, 

critical thinking is a commonly used term.  Laura mentioned complexity in perspectives and 

encouraging students to “think” among her list of outcomes, which are common institutional 

perspective on critical thinking.  Critical thinking is a difficult term for people to agree upon, but 

in common parlance it seems to have something to do with being able to see a problem from a 

wide range of perspectives.  Laura‟s comments address this idea.  Therefore, critical thinking is a 

basic element of the ethos of the Center, including the SJLLC.   

In addition to critical thinking, the leaders also believe students should gain an 

appreciation for a lifelong commitment to community engagement.  Bill talked about the 

Center‟s commitment to this practice.  He said he would be concerned if a student “entered the 

social justice program” by writing “a persuasive statement,” but “never took another course that 

[had] anything to do with the subject matter, never engaged in any other communal activity, 

never participated in any other event or program at the Center.  In fact, if they just fell of the face 

of social justice earth as we see it.”  As Bill‟s comments strongly suggest, a primary goal of the 
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SJLLC is to have an impact on students‟ lives beyond the eight-month community experience.  If 

all goes well, the SJLLC experience will be life-changing and life-enhancing for the students 

who pass through the program.  His comments also suggest that the initial written “persuasive 

statement” required of would-be members of the SJLLC plays a critical role in whether or not a 

particular student is invited to join the community.  Bill emphasized the point that the experience 

is meant to have some kind of significant impact on the students:  

So, I really look to see, you know, whether these students are still with us. And 

the “us” isn‟t necessarily this “us” [i.e., Bill, Laura, and myself] or this building 

“us”, but there are lots of ways to be with us.  They could be the big wheel at the 

Center for Participant Education; they could be roamin‟ the campus with a 

bullhorn for some cause; they could be--whatever.  But we‟d like to see that it 

“took” somehow or other. 

Bill added that one real test of the effectiveness of the program would be to interview these 

students years later—10, 20, or more years down the road—and to see what they are doing in 

their lives and ask them how they think their experiences in the SJLLC played into their life 

choices.  It is hard to distinguish the goals of a living learning community from those of a 

general college education—especially in terms of shaping the future of an individual.  However, 

one core belief expressed by Bill and Laura is the importance of a lifelong commitment to 

community engagement.  Taken together, Laura and Bill‟s comments suggest that this includes 

observing and analyzing “community need” to make sure one‟s service is actually beneficial to 

the community.  This returns us to the idea of “collective action”—rather than individual action 

alone—that is a crucial part of the SJLLC‟s concept of positive social change.    

 At the end of our first interview, I summarized my knowledge of the core beliefs of the 

SJLLC so that Bill and Laura could make clarifications.  I said that the my “reading” of “what . . 

. social justice means in the community” included the importance of lifelong learning, the 

importance of exploring opportunities “both in college and in life,” and being “involved” in 

communities and “the world around them” throughout their lives.  I asked them if this was a “fair 

assessment.”  While they agreed, they also added further clarification.  Laura said, “I would also 

hope the students would get that at Florida State [in general]. . . .  So, for me, the specific way 

that [i.e., an educational experience] would play out from a socially just perspective would be 
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that we are creating communities where everyone has voice to live a full life.”  Voice was a 

keyword in Laura‟s terminology—and this was a topic we discussed in both the entrance and the 

exit interviews.  The basic concept of voice in the social justice community is that all community 

members have the opportunity to “have a voice” in the community; it is democratic in the most 

constructive sense of the term.  Laura explained, “from a social perspective we recognize that 

reality is constructed, and so then what is our responsibility to be a part of that?”  And: “[From] a 

justice perspective, [we recognize] that we all have voice in how we create those communities. 

So a socially just aware person would recognize when we don‟t have voice and how we‟re not 

allowing folks to live a full life.”  In other words: if we play a role in constructing our 

communities, then we also are responsible for the actions of our communities to a certain extent.  

Thus, another practice that the leaders would like the students to “walk away with” from the 

SJLLC experience is a greater appreciation for diversity and the voices of those surrounding 

them in their communities.               

 This idea connects to the concepts of tolerance and respect for others.  Since communities 

are made up of a myriad of individuals, they are also diverse.  The students come from a range of 

different geographic, ethnic, and ideological backgrounds.  In our final interview, Laura again 

described her sense of the importance of different voices in their communities.  The explanation 

is worth quoting at length: 

Tony: What experiences do you find have the greatest impact on these students?  

Laura: Well, what I think we know from [both] anecdotal and . . . emerging 

research [is] that when students have conversations of depth over difference, it‟s 

one of the best ways that we have cognitive and affective gains in leadership and 

communication.  It is the opportunity to sit down with—it could be a peer, or 

faculty mentor, or advisor—but when they have a committed conversation around 

what I believe, what you believe, and how something is new or different (and that 

could be around a host of different issues)—but when I‟m able to examine what I 

believe, and why, and how that‟s different from somebody else‟s [beliefs] . . . it 

shows time and time again [to be one of the main] growth outcomes.   

“Committed conversation” with people of vastly different beliefs is another core belief of the 

program, and this connects to the leaders‟ belief in community engagement.  Engaging the 
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students in situations where they will be encouraged—probably expected—to address differences 

in beliefs amongst their peers is a key aspect of the community design.  Laura‟s comments 

suggest that from the perspective of inventing the SJLLC, creating opportunities for democratic 

discussion was a key goal.  The classroom, however, is a structured environment where students 

are more likely to monitor their own social performances based not only on peer expectations, 

but teacher/leader expectations as well.  For a less-structured example of how conversation is 

incorporated into the design, the “living” aspect of the student “hall” places students in situations 

where a regular exchange of viewpoints is bound to occur in a more informal manner than in 

their SJLLC courses.     

On March 3, 2010 I had a conversation with a former SJLLC student that supports the 

role that deliberation plays in the SJLLC.  The story also supports the idea that students 

“perform” a particular group identity within the more structured settings of the community.  I 

was in the Center observing students making phone calls to recruit potential new members to the 

SJLLC program.  Erin was one of these students.
7
 She had completed her year in the SJLLC, and 

was serving as a mentor for the SJLLC program during the year I did my research.  Between 

calls, Erin asked me what I was writing my dissertation about.  I gave her my working 

explanation—something about trying to understand the values of the SJLLC from a communal 

perspective.  As I recorded in my field notes, Erin suggested that there were “challenging 

moments in the colloquium course” in terms of disagreements and discussion.  This intrigued 

me, although I wasn‟t surprised; however, statements about community member disagreements 

hadn‟t surfaced much in my interviews with informants.  I wrote: “The gist of what she said was 

that there were just certain times in the course when you knew it was better not to state your 

position on something because it just wouldn‟t fly with the group—there was a certain poise that 

was required of everyone in the community in that setting.”  When people inevitably did break 

convention, however, tension amongst the members of the community could result.  Although 

Erin was in the community in 2009, the year prior to this study, her comments are insightful 

regarding the way processes of group belief constrained the students in the appropriateness of 

their responses.  In the formal settings of classrooms, it would seem as if the expression of 

multiple points of view is much more difficult than the communal context might allow.   

                                                           
7
 She completed my English course for the SJLLC in 2009.   
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Corroborating Erin‟s comments from her 2009 SJLLC experience, student comments 

from an end-of-year group interview in 2010 conducted by the Center staff provides another 

student perspective on the significance of deliberation in the community—this one suggesting 

that a diversity of viewpoints were commonly expressed, despite disagreements.  One student 

said of the living learning community: “So we are forced to interact with each other. For the 

colloquium, if anything good or bad happens in colloquium you have to walk back with that 

same group of people to same place that you all live together.”  When asked what might be 

improved in the living learning community, a student said:  

I love colloquium; it was like a battle royal. I don‟t think it needs to change, it‟s a 

way for us to have a forum, open discussion. The desks were in a circle, they 

would give us a subject and we all talk about it and not all the time everyone 

would agree, but at the end, we understand that this is where we came to discuss 

social justice issues, you may have a different opinion than I, but this is college, 

this is what we came here for, we can still respect your opinions. [sic]     

Taken along with Erin‟s comments, these additional student perspectives show that expression in 

the formal classroom setting was possible, but that the stakes were also higher than in a 

“traditional” classroom due to the shared living quarters of the SJLLC students.  Indeed, the 

communal context seems to have proved somewhat constraining on the expression of individual 

beliefs in the classroom, which I explore further in chapter three.  At any rate, the student 

comments support the idea that the community‟s design facilitates the discussion of difficult 

social issues.    

 The SJLLC is designed, furthermore, to engage students in practices—critical thinking, 

deliberative discussion, lifelong learning, service, respect to others, etc.—that contribute to the 

leader‟s understanding of positive social change.  All aspects of this community ethos can be 

carried out in everyday contexts—with little public recognition—and they can also be carried out 

in very public contexts.  The SJLLC prides itself on social change both in theory and practice, 

but at the end of the day some forms of social change are much more subtle and less attractive 

than the master narratives that make the history books.  Bill said that some of these students—all 

students, not just those in the Center—will go on to live their lives on a “macro stage” and some 

on a “micro stage.”  “I‟m not here to suggest that everybody that comes through here is going to 
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be on the macro stage.”  Bill said that the impact of some of the students might be in their 

families or their neighborhoods rather than through political office or other more “public” social 

roles: “their impact may be right here . . . it might be their family; it might be their 

neighborhood. . . .  But whatever it is, you know, their going to make the garden bloom a little bit 

nicer, they‟re going to treat these people or these people with dignity and respect, they‟re going 

to make a contribution to the world in some ways.  They don‟t all have to be Nelson Mandela.”  

Again, however, one goal of the designer-leaders of the community is to change the students 

somehow during the SJLLC experience.  They do not want them to leave without the program 

having had significant impact on their thinking and their beliefs.  They do not want the students 

to leave without a desire to be leaders, to work in their communities, and to work for the 

realization of legitimate and actual societal change that is recognized as positive change in the 

eyes of their communities.       

Again, the idea of positive social change is the core belief of the community—understood 

as a leadership process aimed at collective action in ways that benefit communities and society—

and this core belief is supported and enacted through a broad range of practices embedded in the 

ethos of the community.  This information from the leaders, and the brief student comments, 

begin to make that ethos clear.  Throughout their lives, students who pass through the SJLLC 

program should participate in their communities, help others participate by encouraging all 

voices to be heard and valued, engage in lifelong learning, practice critical thinking, and respect 

and honor diversity in democratic communities.  The students can take these practices with them 

from their community experience as they continue to believe and act “from a social justice 

perspective.”  A lifelong commitment to their idea of positive social change is a key outcome of 

the community, and learning and practicing this idea is key to community membership.  As 

mentioned earlier, there is an application review process that ensures that the 36 students chosen 

for the SJLLC already exhibit (or show potential to exhibit) the kind of leadership valued by 

SJLLC leaders and staff.  The students they choose need to be prepared to help contribute to a 

communal ethos that places a premium on the kind of leadership that considers 

community/society needs and effectively responds to them.  Next, I turn to the textual 

performances that contribute to this ethos, support it, and actually put some “spin” on it at times.  

In particular, I will explore some key visual textual performances later on that emerge from a 
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liberal political perspective and play an interesting role in the community.  All of the textual 

performances that I will analyze, however, demonstrate how the SJLLC‟s core beliefs translate 

into material forms that help to draw new members in to the community‟s broad belief in the 

need for positive social change.  

Overview of Textual Performances 

Like Ralph Cintron, I argue that ethos is a characteristic of texts (2).  I consider a broad 

range of performances—written discourse oral discourse, visual discourse, and physical action of 

the human body—as textual signs that function as tools of invention for the ethos of the 

community and ultimately for the creation of its imaginative universe.  Therefore, I use the term 

textual performance to expand beyond the traditional view of texts as written documents.  There 

are three kinds of textual performances in this study: linguistic, visual, and participatory.  Within 

each of these categories I further classify two levels of authority: primary and secondary.  I use 

these two “sub-categories” the same way I would describe primary and secondary “sources” in a 

traditional college level research paper in the sense that certain (primary) sources are critical to 

addressing the research question, while others (secondary) are informative but less critical.  

Primary textual performances are sources invented by the Center to further its goals; secondary 

sources owe their invention to sources “outside” of the Center but are selected and used by the 

Center to further the Center‟s goals.  The linguistic category suggests the broad range of 

literature invented and used by the Center.  Primary linguistic textual performances include: (1) 

the syllabus for the social justice colloquium course; (2) the Center‟s website and general 

literature (newsletters/pamphlets/brochures); and (3) a script used for phone calls to recruit new 

members to the SJLLC; and (4) the community‟s frequently repeated keywords and phrases.  

Secondary linguistic textual performances include: (1) the guidebook for leadership used by the 

Center and (2) the PeaceJam Global Calls to Action.  The visual category suggests the important 

role of visual media in the SJLLC, particularly through documentary film in the colloquium 

course, but also through films used in the public speaking course.  All of the visual textual 

performances I‟ll discuss are secondary sources.  The participatory category suggests all of the 

many ways members of the SJLLC engaged in actions sponsored by the SJLLC.   The students 

had a myriad of ways to get involved with matters of social justice through the SJLLC program 

and other Center programs or events.  Primary participatory textual performances include (1) the 
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Center‟s many programs besides the SJLLC (Ex: Service Scholars, Without Words), (2) SJLLC 

phone-a-friend events, (3) formal speaking/writing opportunities in SJLLC courses, (4) an end-

of-year SJLLC banquet, (5) videos created by the members of the SJLLC.  Secondary 

participatory textual performances include: (1) the orientation retreat to Koinonia Farms in 

Georgia,  (2) SJLLC students multiple opportunities to interact with FSU faculty and Tallahassee 

community members throughout the semester, and (3)  the Center‟s social media pages provided 

through the YouTube, Facebook, and Twitter websites.  In the next section, I will analyze these 

textual performances to identify the communal ethos they express and the practices associated 

with it that lead to a shared belief in the importance of positive social change.  

Linguistic Textual Performances 

Linguistic textual performances, defined as the systematic grouping and linguistic 

representation of the ideal beliefs of the community, are central to the establishment of 

communal beliefs and integrating new members into a shared belief system.  What distinguishes 

these from other textual performances is their reliance on language and discursive reasoning 

through language.
8
  To be clear, I am referring here to “language” in the traditional sense of 

written and spoken words and not to other, broader definitions of language that might imply 

thinks like visual language, design, and/or images.  The sense of meaning created by linguistic 

discourse is central to outlining the beliefs of a community—as with the articles of faith used by 

a religion.  A similar principle of outlining core beliefs in language is common in textual 

performances that are primarily linguistic within the SJLLC and the Center, such as the course 

syllabus and program literature.  These texts present reasonable explanations about the moral 

character (ethos) of the SJLLC, and they focus on the ideas presented in language in order to 

communicate the SJLLC‟s beliefs and mission.  As a whole, these linguistic textual 

performances present the character (ethos) of the SJLLC as inclusive, educational, and 

professional.   

                                                           
8
 Since they are based in discursive reasoning, I associate them with Aristotle‟s theory of rhetoric to clarify the role 

of linguistic textual performances in communities.  Linguistic textual performances bear some relationship to what 

Aristotle called logos.  Regarding logos, Aristotle writes in On Rhetoric that logos refers to “proof, or apparent 
proof, provided by the words of the speech itself.”  Logical forms of reasoning, both inductive and deductive, are 
essential not only to Aristotelian rhetoric but also to communication generally.  Therefore, Aristotle‟s category of 
logos as a rational form of appealing to an audience can also be expanded to apply to the creation and dissemination 

of discourse through textual performances.   
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Primary Linguistic Textual Performances 

 Primary linguistic textual performances are created by the Center to linguistically 

communicate and support its belief system to unfamiliar audiences.  Again, primary linguistic 

textual performances include: (1) the syllabus for the social justice colloquium course; (2) the 

Center‟s website and general literature (newsletters/pamphlets/brochures); and (3) a script used 

for phone calls to recruit new members to the SJLLC.  The colloquium syllabus serves as an 

outline for topics of interest to the SJLLC, although students engage with it once they have 

already joined the community (unlike some of the other linguistic textual performances 

considered later on).  But it is also a textual performance that communicates the SJLLC‟s beliefs 

in primarily linguistic form.  The SJLLC‟s ethos, implicitly connected to leadership that leads to 

positive social change through collective action, is supported by the course description: 

This course is designed to introduce the concept of social justice and integrate 

learning opportunities inside and outside the classroom.  The course will give 

students the opportunity to analyze social justice through documentary film.  

Students will view selected documentary films and engage in conversation about 

the issues addressed in each film.  Guest speakers will assist in connecting issues 

of social justice to a variety of experiences and academic disciplines.  Through 

these speakers and dialogue, the course will offer opportunities for students to 

begin their exploration of social justice and to put their learning into action.  In 

addition, students will be given the opportunity to create their own documentary 

film about a social justice issue.  

This paragraph is a brief example of a linguistic textual performance in action.  In order to 

present the SJLLC‟s ethos, it emphasizes several discursive practices valued by the community.  

For example, students are expected to “engage in conversation about the issues addressed in each 

film.”  The prompt emphasizes both “conversation” and “dialogue” as well as the creation of the 

students‟ own films connected to social justice as a concept.  These values support the SJLLC‟s 

belief in a deliberative democracy by emphasizing interlocution and argumentative invention 

(through the film projects).       

   Although the community‟s ethos is implied in the course description, there is no explicit 

definition of “social justice” in the syllabus.  A definition could provide a foundation for belief 
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about what really matters in terms of civic participation, social issues, political affairs, and other 

matters.  However, a sense of the way a concept of social justice is defined for students through 

the syllabus comes from the video and documentary assignments in the “Course Requirements”.  

The “Video Self-Portrait” assignment description encourages an open-ended definition of social 

justice by encouraging students to put their mark on how they apply “social justice” in their own 

lives: “You will create a video self-portrait.  The self-portrait must creatively address the 

following questions: What is your social justice motto? What is your social justice passion?” (3).  

This excerpt from the full prompt presents students with the interpretive flexibility to define for 

themselves what social justice means.  This suggests that students are encouraged to infer their 

own theories about the meaning of social justice based on the documentary films they have 

watched, the class visits by faculty and community members, and through peer discussions.  The 

“Video Self-Portrait” assignment aligns with Laura‟s insistence on the valuing of multiple voices 

within a community.  The assignment provides for individual perspectives to be voiced, although 

it may not emphasize deliberation amongst community members about each person‟s definition.  

On the other hand, students are also given an assignment that requires an interpretive and 

communal approach to an issue that is pre-defined for them.  This assignment puts into practice 

the leaders‟ interest in having students engage with issues that are related to community need and 

not solely based on the students‟ own interests.  This is the “SO JUST…Documentary” 

assignment.  For this assignment, students must work together in groups of 5-6 to “address a 

community defined social issue” and the project must be “themed around one of the „PeaceJam 

Global Call to Action Issues.‟”  PeaceJam is an outside organization that the Center directs 

students to for content areas in social justice.  For instance, one area is “Equal Access to Water 

and Other Natural Resources.”  PeaceJam‟s website includes a brief description of the problem 

and additional links to more information.  The “SO JUST…Documentary” assignment requires 

students to consider “community need” by analyzing a pre-defined global need.  The nature of 

the assignment as a “group project” encourages collaboration and communal interpretation.  

These goals—addressing community need and collaboration in a community—connect well with 

the leaders‟ ethos related to positive social change.  The PeaceJam global calls might also 

reasonably be critiqued as emerging from a liberal political theory as I outlined it earlier in this 

chapter.  They align with this theory in terms of their focus on equality and their arguments that 
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support (or provide evidence) for a lack of need equality in particular aspects/regions of our 

global society.  Equal access to water is just one example.  The site also includes mini-essays on 

women‟s/children‟s rights, civil rights, racism, the environment, and other topics.    

In addition, the leaders‟ ethos connects to Roberts-Miller‟s theory of a deliberative 

democracy.  A deliberative democracy focuses on democratic community while valuing the 

voices and belief commitments of individuals; at the same time, deliberative democracy expects 

its citizens to be committed to ongoing dialogue despite differences.  In the colloquium syllabus, 

the two major composing assignments give students an opportunity to explore both an individual 

and a social sense of what social justice means and what it looks like in action.  They explore 

social justice through an individual lens with the “Video Self-Portrait” and through a social lens 

with the “SO JUST…Documentary.”  The “Video Self-Portrait” assignment, in particular, 

supports an imaginative universe that accounts for Laura‟s concept of allowing each community 

member to have a voice in the community although it does not engage those different 

perspectives in debate.  The “SO JUST…Documentary” assignment requires dialogue and 

agreement amongst group members regarding the content and shape of a documentary on a 

community defined issue.  The second assignment aligns with the goals of a deliberative 

democracy, and the syllabus generally outlines and reiterates the overarching goals of the 

SJLLC‟s belief system—to encourage diversity of voices, debate, critical thinking, deliberative 

discourse, respect for others, and full community participation.     

A second example of the way the community‟s ethos is represented in linguistic textual 

performance is the Center‟s website.  Unlike the syllabus, which members typically encounter 

after they join the community, the website targets a broader audience—potential members, their 

families, members of the local geographical community, and so forth.  The website is a vast 

resource useful for interested investigators, FSU students, and community members.  The home 

page contains links that explain the Center‟s vision and goals; advertise upcoming programs; 

report on previous endeavors; invite students to learn about and join Center programs; and 

connect students to the Center‟s Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube pages.  In one section of the 

website, visitors can read about the Centers‟ “Guiding Principles” for their work.  One of these 

principles is “holistic learning,” which can be traced directly back to my interviews with Bill and 

Laura and our discussion of lifelong commitment to community engagement, critical thinking, 
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and community participation.  On the website, holistic learning includes three elements: first, to 

“engage full all aspects of the learner: mind, body, and spirit”; second, to “provide and support a 

physically and mentally healthy work environment”; and third, to “respect and take advantage of 

all dimensions and talents of others.”  These three elements work together to communicate a 

richer linguistic definition of “learning” in the community that helps to establish the ethos of the 

community as one that believes not only in education but also in the development of the full 

range of human qualities related to mind, body, and spirit.   

The script for the phone calls likewise communicates the Center‟s ethos with the aim of 

inciting interest in the community amongst incoming first-year students. Throughout the school 

year, students engage in “phone a friend” events.  With lists of names of students to call, current 

and former members of the SJLLC make phone calls and follow the phone script in “talking up” 

the SJLLC program.  The script includes basic information about the community such as “The 

SJLLC is a living-learning program for first-year students of any major. It is located in the 

Wildwood Residence Hall.  There will be 38 students in the program, so you will live and learn 

with 37 other students who share the same passion for changing the world/making a 

difference/social justice.”  As a non-specialized living learning community—as opposed to 

others on campus (e.g., Music Living Learning Community)—the SJLLC achieves the leaders‟ 

aims of inclusiveness and diversity by inviting and encouraging student with all major interests 

into the SJLLC.  The script also includes recommended points to make about each of the four 

required courses of the program and the co-curricular programs including “Orientation/Retreat, 

Mentors, dinner discussions, Community Service, Social Justice Excursions… and more!”  

These points can be traced back to practices of discussion and learning that are important the 

Center‟s ethos.   

The SJLLC employs, as I‟ve shown, a variety of linguistic textual performances to 

communicate its ethos and beliefs.  In addition, the ethos established through these performances 

attracts new members to join or further identify with the community.  For example, Katie (one of 

my informants) explained that her father first looked into the SJLLC program after she had 

received an email about it.  Her father gave her some printed materials for her to read about the 

program.  Katie told me that, after reading the materials, she was interested for a number of 

reasons.  One was that she liked the idea of being part of a small community, since she knew she 
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was going to a large university.  Another was the emphasis the program placed upon service, 

which appealed to her because she enjoyed doing service in high school as a way to focus on 

others.  Thus, the program literature was one source that explicitly played a role in Katie‟s 

decision to join the SJLLC.  The literature presented to her an ethos that emphasized community 

and service. 

The Phone-a-friend event, which used the script I discussed earlier, presented potential 

members of the community with a linguistic representation of the community‟s ethos through a 

telephone conversation.  The linguistic textual performance of the script was a subtext for the 

caller‟s message, and many of the callers I observed followed the script fairly routinely—at least 

at the beginning of their conversations.  Therefore, the script-as-textual-performance presented 

aspects of the SJLLC‟s ethos to potential new members through a variety of personalized 

messages.  My field notes about my observations of the first student I observed making calls 

illustrates this point: 

I am observing Erin making some phone calls.  She is basically trying to sell the 

program to potential students. She talks about how influential the experience of 

SJLLC was for her last year.  She emphasizes that the program is open to all 

majors, but that they are really interested in people with interests in social justice, 

community service, or making a difference in the world (I emphasize this because 

it is a phrase she often repeats in her phone calls).  She also emphasized that the 

students‟ get to live in the new Wildwood Hall. 

Implicitly, the call for diversity in the community is revealed through Erin‟s comment that “the 

program is open to all majors.”  Her mention of the hall, the “influential” nature of the 

experience for herself, and the SJLLC‟s focus on people with interests like “social justice,” 

present the importance of belonging in a community as a central aspect of the community‟s ethos 

for Erin.  Community is also central to a deliberative democracy.  A deliberative democracy is 

not one where everyone believes the same things, but where everyone is committed to discussing 

their points of view and making decisions together.   

My data also suggests that the students in the community generally found the SJLLC‟s 

emphasis on a small community to be one of their primary reasons for joining.  For instance, 

Matt told me that he first learned about the SJLLC through one of these phone calls.  Matt had 
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applied for a different program in the Center.  Because he had applied to that program, his name 

was on a list to receive a phone call regarding the SJLLC program as well.  Matt said, “When I 

got the call, and after I was done . . . I wanted to apply immediately for it because I thought it . . . 

would be a good way to meet people coming into college as a freshman.”  He felt the things he‟d 

learn “in that community . . . would be very valuable for [his] future.”  Matt‟s comments 

demonstrate, in his own words, that the phone call was instrumental to his decision to join the 

SJLLC.  Therefore, as Katie‟s and Matt‟s experiences demonstrate, the primary linguistic textual 

performances used by the SJLLC and the Center played a key role in their decision to join the 

community.  Beginning with this interest in community engagement, their knowledge of the full 

ethos at the heart of the community‟s design became clearer to them later as they participated in 

the courses, events, and activities of the community.   

 The students also bought in to the ideology of the community as they studied its 

keywords, concepts, and values—many of which they would learn about through the first 

linguistic textual performances that they encounter.  For instance, Angelie had been interested in 

the social sciences and politics long before she joined the SJLLC.  In Mark‟s class, Angelie was 

always prepared to deliberate and share her opinion on any given social justice topic.  When I 

asked her about her decision to join the community, she said she had applied to the Social 

Sciences and Public Affairs Living Learning Community and the SJLLC.  She was accepted to 

both.  She decided to join the SJLLC because she had “always wanted to focus [her] political 

career on social justice and . . . humanitarian issues.”  She was interested in “equity of living” 

and “standards, like making sure people are well fed, and do have access to health care.”  The 

communal ethos of the SJLLC (and the Center by extension) includes addressing topics of social 

necessity, as Laura said, rather than participating in the community just for fun.  Angelie‟s 

interests are connected to systemic social needs.  Like Andrea, who is interested in finding ways 

to help abused women and children, Angelie‟s social justice interest related to the leader‟s call 

for connections between community need and the students‟ interests.  Their interests also 

implicitly connect to arguments based on equality, aligning with the liberal political kinds of 

arguments found in the PeaceJam calls to action that were required reading in the Fall 

colloquium course.   
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Secondary Linguistic Textual Performances 

Secondary linguistic textual performances differ from primary ones in the sense that 

secondary ones are invented and deployed by sources outside of the Center, but are selected and 

used as part of the Center‟s imaginative universe.  PeaceJam‟s “Global Calls to Action” are a 

good example.  PeaceJam is an organization with a stated mission “to create young leaders 

committed to positive change in themselves, their communities and the world through the 

inspiration of Nobel Peace Laureates who pass on the spirit, skills, and wisdom they embody” 

(“PeaceJam”).  Their “Global Calls to Action” use brief statements that both informative and 

persuasive to outline a number of content areas for social justice that the SJLLC students are 

encouraged to explore.  Linguistic textual performances like these “calls to action” feed directly 

into the ethos of the Center, because they provide an added support for the Center‟s vision and 

goals.  In particular, the global calls to action fulfill the leaders‟ desire for students to be 

connected to issues of community importance and to connect their interests to those issues.  One 

of the featured issues is “Equal Access to Water and Other Natural Resources.”  PeaceJam‟s 

essay states that “at least 25 percent of the world‟s population . . . do not have access to safe, 

clean drinking water.”  The essay discusses shortages of land that is able to be used as farmland, 

and predicts further shortages in the future.  It also discusses issues of the ownership of water 

rights for communities—between private corporations, government, and communities.  “Water 

should remain a publicly owned and controlled resource,” it states.  As this example shows, 

statements of what kind of action should be taken are a part of the global calls.  They are largely 

persuasive in character, because their ethos is based on addressing societal needs according to 

the interests of a particular group.  Again, PeaceJam‟s calls are based on some kind of inequality 

and ideas for political action that can address and/or stop this inequality.  In the SJLLC‟s social 

justice colloquium course, the “SO JUST…Documentary” assignment asks students to explore 

one of the PeaceJam “Global Calls to Action.”  This assignment ties directly to the community‟s 

ethos by giving the students‟ social issues of concern that have been defined by a larger political 

community.  This “liberal” community uses its resources to outline critical areas of social need in 

terms of equality, and thus connects students with liberal political arguments for social change.  

The assignment requires SJLLC students to understand, interpret, and eventually advance some 

aspect related to the ideas found in the PeaceJam global calls to action.  This project requires 
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them to look beyond themselves and consider needs that have been identified by a larger political 

community.     

The ethos I have been discussing throughout this chapter is the specific ethos sponsored 

by the Center.  No linguistic textual performance is more influential in developing and sustaining 

that ethos than A Social Change Model for Leadership Development: Guidebook, Version III.  

Before I began my research for this dissertation, I asked Carrie Tucker (who was the leader of 

the SJLLC) what literature I could read to learn more about the community‟s interest in social 

justice.  She recommended the guidebook.  The guidebook is resource on the topic of effective 

personal leadership in communities and society.  It is based on “Seven C‟s.”  The first “C” is 

“Consciousness of Self,” which means “to know oneself, or simply to be self-aware” (31).  In 

connection with consciousness of self, the handbook discusses meditation practices such as 

“mindfulness.”  The handbook suggests that a person who possesses a strong sense of self-

awareness will be able to “collaborate with others,” help shape a group‟s common purpose, and 

“help resolve group conflict/controversy with civility,” and “behave as a responsible citizen.”  

This value, from a secondary source, ties directly in with the “holistic learning” aspect of the 

Center‟s ethos—the development of mind, body, and spirit.  When the Center conducted its 

“pre” and “post” survey of SJLLC students‟ commitments to the Center‟s mission, the survey 

asked specific questions related to each of the Seven C‟s from the leadership guidebook.  The 

students are also required to read a “preamble” about these Seven C‟s at the beginning of the 

social justice colloquium course.  These measures show the centrality of the “Seven C‟s” to the 

SJLLC‟s imaginative universe.  In addition to holistic learning, the Center‟s imaginative universe 

values two seemingly contradictory things: community and controversy.  However, these two 

concepts are also at the heart of the Center‟s ethos, as I‟ve theorized in this chapter.  As a 

linguistic textual performance of great import to the Center‟s philosophy, the guidebook 

functions as an informative text on how individuals and/or groups can work to achieve a 

“common purpose” and still engage in “controversy with civility.”   

The guidebook‟s discussion of controversy in communities contains elements of an ethos 

of communitarian theory.  Communitarian theory is based on the idea that consensus and 

homogeneity among community members is the goal of communities (Roberts-Miller 142-143).  

The guidebook says that “According to M. S. Peck, the three characteristics of true community 
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are inclusivity, commitment, and consensus” (62).  A deliberative democracy differs from  

communitarianism in its focus on diversity in public discourse, where consensus takes a back-

seat to the encouragement of opposing points of view.  This is why I focus on the concept of 

positive social change as the over-arching communal belief rather than consensus as the over-

arching communal belief.  The range of interpretations of positive social change that I will 

discuss in chapters three and four make clear that a shared consensus about what “change” 

should look like varies based on individual goals and interests.  Consensus on certain ideas are 

important within the SJLLC, however, as well as in a deliberative democracy: people need to 

share a belief in the importance of dialogue, in disagreement, and in ends that meet collective 

needs.     

This is my reason for the insistence on deliberative democracy as a practice that is related 

to the SJLLC‟s larger goals related to social change.  A deliberative democracy promotes a 

public sphere that places an emphasis on difference and diversity through deliberation, 

argumentation, and discussion.  While I acknowledge that the two models of public discourse are 

strikingly different when characterized with the consensus/diversity distinction, I am also struck 

by some of the similarities between the guidebook‟s discussion of how to handle controversy in 

communities and Roberts-Miller‟s depiction of a public sphere based on deliberative democracy.  

According to the leadership guidebook, “when opposing views emerge in organizations 

characterized by a commitment to community, there are no „sides‟ of feelings or 

competitiveness” (62).  Instead, the guidebook quotes Peck stating that members are: 

…skilled at listening and understanding, where they respect each others‟ gifts and 

accept each others‟ limitations, where they celebrate their differences and bind 

each others‟ wounds, where they are committed to a struggling together rather 

than against each other.   

The guidebook goes on to summarizes other scholars who have written about community, and 

suggestions they make about the importance of “social virtues, concerns, and responsibilities.”  

Although the guidebook is not based on a deliberative model of public discourse explicitly, there 

are similarities between the guidebook‟s and Roberts-Miller‟s perspectives on the negotiation of 

differences within communities—one important point of convergence being the importance of 

shared commitments to deliberation, respect, and listening.  These aspects of discourse, as noted 
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earlier, are also central to the ethos sponsored by the Center.  A strong sense of community, 

however, is also extremely important to the SJLLC‟s ethos.  The primary linguistic textual 

performances communicate the ethos of the Center and, as a result, of the SJLLC.  As seen in 

Katie‟s and Matt‟s stories of joining, linguistic textual performances can spark people‟s interest 

in the SJLLC program and desire to be a part of it.  Secondary linguistic textual performances 

connect students to the SJLLC‟s imaginative universe by providing content areas for “social 

justice” and “leadership.”  As the PeaceJam example of “equal access to natural resources” 

demonstrates, these content-specific examples are based on political communities‟ decisions 

about what kinds of social action are most pertinent and important.  Therefore, as we will 

continue to see, secondary textual performances in the community serve not only as examples of 

what social change looks like—they also serve as pedagogical instruments that communicate 

political arguments about what is necessary, important, and right in societal change.  Depending 

on students prior political commitments, the arguments presented in these textual performances 

can be welcoming, challenging, or offensive.       

Visual Textual Performances 

 Visual textual performances serve primarily to connect students with the ethos of the 

Center and the SJLLC through class activities and discussions, although it is important to note 

that they also communicate the ethos and political beliefs of their creators.  One of the major 

kinds of visual textual performance in the SJLLC is documentary film.  As one instantiation of 

epideictic rhetoric, the process of watching films contributed to the building of communal belief 

by embodying a communal ethos for the SJLLC: it encouraged a shared commitment to 

watching, thinking, and talking about controversial topics that represented real situations in need 

of political interpretations of positive social change; and the films prompted diversity in 

perspectives through class discussions and visits from topic-knowledgeable community members 

following the films.  As I consider comments from leaders and students as well as my own 

ethnographic experience in the community, I am impressed by the students‟ commitment to 

exploring the complex ideological and practical aspects of a wide variety of social issues.  The 

students who join the SJLLC are expected to be willing to watch films that they may find 

offensive, to “wrestle” intellectually with social problems that may seem to have no easy 

answers, and to engage in conversations that could cause some tension in the community (despite 
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the fact that such tension is not the end goal of the community‟s design).9
  In short, the films 

function as epideictic rhetoric to help students connect ideologically, socially, and intellectually 

with a certain Center‟s ethos sponsored by the Center: one that was continually informed not 

only by group discussions but also by a tacit agreement to look at the same kinds of visual texts.   

Documentary films function according to the principles of what Lawrence J. Prelli calls 

“the rhetoric of display”—a phrase Prelli associates with epideictic rhetoric.  Prelli‟s interests lie 

in the rhetorical role of display.  “Put directly,” he writes, “whatever is revealed through display 

simultaneously conceals alternative possibilities; therein is display‟s rhetorical dimension” (2).  

Prelli points out that display can take many forms: “vocal enunciation, textual inscription, visual 

portrayal, material structure, enacted performance, or some combination.”  What makes it 

rhetorical is its power to shape meaning—highlighting certain meanings, and concealing others.    

“According to Rosenfield‟s reading,” Prelli writes, “Aristotle‟s epideictic is oratory of 

paramount civic importance since it commands members of a community to join together in 

thoughtful acknowledgement, celebration, and commemoration of that which is best in human 

experience” (3).  Following Jeffrey Walker, Prelli suggests that we ought to extend epideictic 

rhetoric beyond oratory to include “all discourses that shape the beliefs and desires constituting a 

culture.”  The films connected students with the SJLLC‟s ethos by an “epideictic” encounter—a 

way to think visually about ethos.    

As stated above, all of the visual textual performances I‟ll discuss are secondary sources 

within the SJLLC‟s imaginative universe: they are not created by the community to attract 

members to it; they were created by “outside sources” to introduce people to inform, educate, 

and communicate matters of socio-political concern.  The SJLLC draws on these secondary 

sources to connect students with its ethos—or, in other words, with its particular perspective 

regarding social justice.  For example, the films acquaint students with a diverse range of 

intellectual lenses through which to think about social justice.  Bill explained that while they 

                                                           
9
 On August 15, 2011, I contacted the new leader of the SJLLC, Antron Mahoney, to find out more about how 

students respond to the documentary films.  Mahoney taught the social justice colloquium course with the 

documentary films in 2011, and his general impression was that students‟ reacted positively to the films and were 
open to discussing them.  For him, the films played the same role that regular reading assignments would play in any 

college course: they were the required assignments of the course and students were expected to be familiar with 

them.   
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originally designed the colloquium course to introduce students to a broad range of social justice 

issues through visiting faculty members, they ultimately decided to add documentary film to the 

mix because it is a more “entertaining” and “exciting” way to present students with different 

perspectives on social justice issues.  As noted on the syllabus, the structure of the course is set 

up so that both a visiting speaker and a documentary film address the same topic and are 

schedule for the same class day.  Bill described the addition of documentary films as a “better 

way to do what we were doing—it‟s the same thing—we‟re just using film.”  Thus, the 

documentary films support the community leadership‟s goal of providing students with 

interdisciplinary perspectives on social justice.     

 Students‟ viewing and discussion of films can help them compare different situations as 

represented in film, which might challenge some of their thinking, beliefs, and attitudes.  For 

example, Laura told me about the students‟ experiences of watching one of the documentary film 

Darwin’s Nightmare.  This film, by Hubert Sauper, critically examines the impact of 

international capitalism on the fishing industry of Tanzania.  According to the film‟s website, 

“Huge hulking ex-Soviet cargo planes come daily to collect the latest catch in exchange for their 

southbound cargo… Kalashnikovs and ammunitions for the uncounted wars in the dark center of 

the continent.”  The film visually displays injustice through the depiction of real people and 

situations.  Speaking of this film, Laura said: “It‟s one of the most frustrating films I‟ve ever 

watched, and it puts [the students] over the edge” because of “the way it‟s made” and the issues 

it explores.  She said: “the issues it explores are so systemic and interconnected, and there‟s no 

clear right and wrong.  And so developmentally, we‟re pushing every button of dualism; we‟re 

pushing every button of you can’t just go out and solve it.”  Laura‟s comments suggest that the 

leaders of the community use the documentary films to underscore a key aspect of the 

community‟s ethos: critical thinking.  Laura believes that the films help students to think in ways 

that challenge traditional paradigms and “wrestle” with complex issues that do not have easy 

answers.  These goals relate to a deliberative democratic model of public discourse—one 

committed to open discussion, active listening, and mutual critical reflection.  The film itself is 

also pedagogical and political: it critiques global capitalism by demonstrating real social 

inequality in Tanzania and connecting the two together.  Thus, the “content” presented to the 

community in this example is in agreement with liberal political theory.   
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 The Centers‟ ethos also connected to the use of films in the public speaking class.  As a 

part of the course, Mark showed two films as visual texts about homosexuality.  These films also 

focused on the idea of equality—in particular, in terms of social stereotypes about sexuality.  The 

first (the film Milk) is based on the story of Harvey Milk‟s political campaign, including tensions 

in the community regarding his sexuality and his eventual murder.  This film presents content for 

the idea of social change that focuses on the difficulty Milk found in the role of Mayor.    

Following the film, Mark opened up time for discussion.  He encouraged the students to be 

critical of the arguments in the film, and he told them it was okay if they didn‟t agree with all of 

the arguments raised in the film.  There were no major criticisms of the film from the class, but 

Mark himself analyzed the film and its arguments.  Mark said that he is uncomfortable with the 

“dramatics” of the gay rights‟ movement, and suggested that his way of discussing 

homosexuality is different.  He said he doesn‟t bring up the topic in all of his classes, but one 

that is about “social justice” and “communication” he felt was a reasonable place to discuss his 

personal social justice issue just like he asked them to be willing to do of theirs.  He said:  

I sometimes think if you see me wrestle with issues and wrestle with the way 

things are communicated, then maybe you will do the same on your own.  You 

know, how might I get more of my colleagues to really care about this social 

trafficking?  Or how can I really instill in people a sense of social justice/injustice 

in my fraternity?  You know . . . I stood up yesterday and said “we‟re collecting 

cans” and they made fun of me.  How do I do better at that?   

Here, Mark re-iterated practice of critical thinking as he communicated and critiqued his issue of 

social justice.  He said he tried to watch the film with different perspectives in mind; he criticized 

the sensationalism of the gay rights movement.  He shared many stories about the way family 

and friends responded when he first expressed his feelings of same-sex attraction.  In addition to 

being critical of his position, Mark nevertheless extended the community‟s attention to liberal 

political theory through the inclusion of two films on a topic that challenges traditional views on 

sexuality.  Since sexuality was a key topic in the public speaking course—and since there was 

little divergence of views on this topic in the classroom—I explore, in chapter three, the idea of a 

group thinking process in terms of liberal political theory that governed particular social contexts 

in the SJLLC.  
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 Taken together, Laura‟s perspective on the documentary films and Mark‟s practice of 

showing, and then critiquing, films, suggest that visual textual performances play a powerful role 

in connecting students with—and also implicitly shaping—the Center‟s ethos.  Laura‟s 

comments demonstrate that the documentary films create an ideological space for critical 

thinking, multiple points of view, and epistemic complexity during discussions after the films.  

The films themselves, however, presented content that emerged from liberal political arguments 

and therefore may have contributed to a group acceptance (on some levels, or in some contexts) 

of this theory.  This connects to the implicit belief in a certain interpretation of positive social 

change.  The use of film also suggest that epistemic tension temporarily—challenging 

stereotypes or traditional views—is another practice of the SJLLC program aimed to help 

students develop an over-arching belief in particular types of positive social change.  Finally, 

there is the important practice of critical thinking as an element of the Center‟s vision for 

positive social change.  As a Hollywood film, Milk is a narrative with idiosyncratic characters, 

complex situations, and an overarching plot like a work of literature.  Literature provides content 

for critical thinking as demonstrated by the various schools of interpretation such as the New 

Criticism, Marxism, psychoanalysis, multicultural theories, and others.  Mark‟s approach to 

discussing Milk applies his personal perspective on social justice, which corroborates Laura‟s 

belief in critical thinking as well.  He critiqued the film and aspects of the gay rights movement 

himself.  He also prompted critical thought from the students by asking critical questions about 

their interpretation of the film, despite the fact that there were no other dissenting voices against 

the value or the narrative structure of the film.   

Participatory Textual Performances   

 Mark‟s method of sharing his social justice “issue” with his classes is a perfect example 

of the final kind of textual performance of significance in the SJLLC‟s imaginative universe—

participatory textual performance.  Of all three categories of textual performance—linguistic, 

visual, and participatory—the third is the most important for engaging new members with the 

SJLLC‟s belief system.  Participatory textual performances include the wearing of the “So Just” 

T-shirt, visiting the Center‟s Facebook page, delivering a speech in public speaking, composing a 

video for the colloquium, writing a research paper for English class, attending community 

events, making phone calls to potential new members, and deliberating about the meaning of 
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social justice.  Participatory textual performances encompass any kind of purposeful activity that 

helps members engage with the community‟s imaginative universe.  Here, I‟ll provide examples 

of from my research of participatory textual performances from the trip to “Koinonia” and from 

a “dinner discussion” event.  I choose these events because of their influential role on shaping 

students‟ acquisition of beliefs important to successful membership in the SJLLC.  In other 

words, these examples demonstrate how textual performances engage people with the 

community‟s ethos.   

To reiterate, the Center‟s ethos values diversity of perspectives, encourages active 

listening, and strongly encourages being committed to issues of community/social need.  The 

ethos is based on a community committed to a model of discourse that is very similar to Roberts-

Miller‟s deliberative democratic model of the public sphere (182-188), which values multiple 

points of view, “equal access on the part of people with genuinely different points of view” 

(186), active listening, and a commitment to reasonable argumentation with the end goal of 

achieving “better and more just political decisions” (186).  Three types of textual performance 

contribute to an imaginative universe focused on this ethos.  Linguistic textual performances 

primarily communicate the SJLLC‟s ethos to new members.  Visual textual performances—

functioning as epideictic rhetoric, primarily connect new members with key aspects of that ethos 

(e. g., critical thinking, diverse perspectives, and complex problems).  Participatory textual 

performances are, in fact, another powerful form of epideictic rhetoric in the community, 

because epideictic rhetoric encompasses visual display as well as enacted performance (Prelli 2).  

Participation connects to the key concept of ethos because physical action allows us to “see 

ourselves” as the incarnation (literal and figurative) of a belief in something (e. g., social justice), 

causing our beliefs and actions to work closely together.   

Before the Fall semester begins, the SJLLC takes its first “communal” trip to Koinonia 

Farms in Americus, Georgia.  At Koinonia, students do service and discuss “social justice” for 

three days.  This event is their first group activity.  As a three-day event, we can consider it a 

series of connected participatory textual performances designed to engage students with the 

imaginative universe of the SJLLC.  The trip was a formative part of their SJLLC experience.  It 

shaped their beliefs about the purpose of the SJLLC itself.  It shaped their beliefs about social 
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justice.  And it shaped their beliefs about their own ability to contribute to social justice causes.  

Near the end of the school year, Matt said in an interview:  

I think that experience…of getting away from what‟s normal in our lives and being kind 

of forced, in a sense, to . . . get together in some place that we‟re not familiar with . . . 

[that] was the first major step in bringing us all together.  Like, if that trip hadn‟t 

happened, I would . . . venture to say that we would not be nearly as close as we are right 

now. 

Nadia confirmed Matt's observations.  She also talked about the way this trip helped them build 

community.  She said she learned from other girls who she felt had a unique cultural background 

from her own, even though all of them grew up in the US.  She told me that more than learning 

about “social justice,” she felt they were learning about other people‟s experiences, backgrounds, 

and lives.  Matt‟s comment suggests that the trip had a unifying effect on the sense of community 

the students felt, while Nadia‟s comments remind us of the diversity of perspectives within the 

community.  The Center‟s ethos requires a commitment to building communities across 

differences, so these comments suggest that the trip to Koinonia did help them work toward this 

goal.    

Focused group discussions, at Koinonia and other settings throughout the year, were 

another type of participatory textual performance that allowed them to engage with the Center‟s 

ethos—in these cases, they engaged in the practices of deliberative discussions focused on 

concepts of change.  Laura‟s story, following, demonstrates her adherence to this practice as a 

critical aspect of the communal ethos.  Laura said that during an evening at the retreat in 

Koinonia, the leaders have the students discuss the concept of “truth” in a group setting (meaning 

both “Truth” in an objective sense and “truth” in a subjective sense.  Laura said they, as leaders, 

raise the question: “is there a big-T truth?”).  They all write down what things constitute 

“Truth/truth” to them.  Laura said: “people put things up there that are in complete contrast to 

each other […] and we [have] this conversation [that] this [(i.e., social justice)] is about complex 

thinking, this is about multiple perspectives.”  The students‟ reaction, she suggested, is an uneasy 

one.  “There is this immediate frustration of Okay, can we just go back and, and build that house 

again? I know what to do there” (emphasis added).  Building a house is much easier than 

providing—within a discussion—“equal access on the part of people with genuinely different 
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points of view” (Roberts-Miller 186).  However, this is the beginning of many such 

conversations they‟ll have throughout the year.  Any time students in the community negotiate 

their beliefs with one another, it is an opportunity for them to enact their own definition of social 

justice (i.e., heart-felt truth)—or, more specifically, their sense of what it really means to make 

the world a better place.  Therefore, debates about what social justice ultimately “is” or “means” 

to each of them is one kind of participatory textual performance in the community—and they 

have opportunities for such debate for eight months, straight through.  In our final interview, 

Laura said: “when [the students] have a committed conversation around what [they] believe, 

what [others] believe, and how something is new or different—and that could be around a host of 

different issues . . . it shows time and time again [to be one of the main] growth outcomes.”  In 

short, engagement with the Center‟s ethos begins on day one at a place named in honor of 

communities of belief: “Koinonia.”   

 To maintain the ethic of participation—of living one's belief in positive social change—

students are engaged in dinner discussions at the university throughout the semester.  These 

regularly planned dinners give students the opportunity to meet faculty or community members 

and have conversations with them about social justice, education, and other shared interests.  

During the planning meeting for the end-of-the-year banquet, I gained insight into how SJLLC 

students might be further brought in to the commitment to explore their own passions through 

the “dinner discussions.”  The planning committee consisted of TAs for the SJLLC program—

undergraduates who had previously been members of the SJLLC.  A female graduate student 

administrator for the SJLLC also attended the meeting.  The graduate student began the meeting 

by asking each person to share their “highs and lows”—meaning anything they were pleased or 

unpleased about in their recent days‟ activities.  Erin, who I observed earlier in the phone-a-

friend event, said she had learned more about her social justice interests by attending a “dinner 

discussion” recently.  Erin is the same student I spoke with about debate in the social justice 

colloquium.  As a sophomore and former SJLLC member, her experience as a student involved 

in the Center connects and engages her with the Center‟s ethos through her continued 

participation even after her SJLLC experience.  Erin said she was particularly impressed with Dr. 

McMahon, who spoke at the dinner discussion. She suggested that he challenged her to think 

about social justice in some new ways.  She also said she is currently taking a course in 
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Modernism and, apparently as a result, “questioning everything.”  Erin‟s dinner discussion 

experience suggests that the Center sponsors participatory opportunities through which students 

re-think the meaning of social justice and more fully appreciate the importance of critical 

thinking. 

 Taken together, the “Koinonia” trip and Erin‟s experience with the “dinner discussions” 

show just a small piece of the full range of experiences students have to engage with the Center‟s 

interpretation of positive social change in terms of personal and group action.  In contrast to the 

secondary textual performances (i.e., documentary film, popular film, and the PeaceJam issues), 

participatory textual performances have a more “hands-on” political interest rather than one 

based on critiquing a traditional ideology (i.e., capitalism or societal adherence solely to 

heterosexual relationships).  Participation is the essence of how the broad belief is interpreted in 

the Center and the SJLLC.  The Koinonia trip engages them in practices that use specific 

activities to demonstrate and “play out” the Center‟s belief in positive social change.  

Opportunities to discuss, debate, deliberate, and negotiate ideas that affect each of their 

worldviews and beliefs about social justice and the public good also help them engage implicitly 

with positive social change through the value of controversy with civility, which emphasizes 

understanding other members of the group in order to work out the best solutions on issues.  The 

dinner discussion engage them in conversations with respected members of the community, such 

as faculty, through which they can participate in further discussions about social justice and ways 

to get involved in it.  And, finally, the Koinonia trip helps them to build a community amongst 

themselves that is committed to being engaged in discussions related to positive social change.   

Conclusion 

 Textual performances draw new members into the SJLLC by communicating (especially 

through linguistic textual performances like written texts) the core belief in positive social 

change as a matter of individual leadership connected to collective action and shared values 

(“Higher Education” 16-17), connecting them with iterations of how to act on that belief (often 

through visual textual performances), and engaging them with opportunities to act on that belief 

themselves (often through participatory textual performances).  The three types of performances 

do not occur in “sequential” order, of course: they are all integrated into an eight-month-long 

community experience in order to create a shared understanding of positive social change.  
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Again, especially through attention to the “secondary” textual performances adopted by the 

community (such as PeaceJam and its use of documentary films), the SJLLC‟s definition of 

“positive social change” may be critiqued as politically liberal (i.e., addressing and articulating 

particular “equality” gaps in society as the basis for political action).  However, PeaceJam and 

the films discussed here are only examples of some of the community‟s core textual 

performances—they are representative of the kinds of texts found in the SJLLC.  In addition, the 

leaders sought to foster a community where all members could feel comfortable in their positions 

and where students could appreciate a range of arguments on a given issue.  Students, in turn, 

seemed to choose (join) the community for a variety of reasons, including their interests in 

getting involved in political issues (for example, Andrea‟s desire to help the poor and be 

involved in health care), or simply wanting to be involved in leadership and service (i.e., Katie‟s 

desire to engage in “service”).  During their participation, students consistently have 

opportunities to connect and engage with (or resist and disagree with) visual and participatory 

textual performances that served to extend the SJLLC‟s particular ethos and even put a liberal 

political “spin” on it at times.   

At any rate, the community is intentionally designed for students to learn, connect, and 

engage with a broad belief in positive social change based on leadership and collective action.  I 

contend that this definition of “change” is open to broad political interpretation despite the 

secondary texts employed as “content” for positive social change.  I do not mean that the SJLLC 

is actually politically neutral, simply to suggest that such a community as this one is too complex 

and diverse to easily classify as one “type” of political community once-and-for-all.  Every year, 

36 new students enter its doors—not to mention the fact that new leaders and teachers also 

siphon in and out of the community, though less frequently.  A liberal political worldview 

focused on arguments about different kinds of “equality” is sensible and frequently touched upon 

by members of the community—and communicated through secondary textual performances—

but I did not receive the impression that all members are bound to agree with and sustain a liberal 

political worldview.  They may be “bound” to monitor their own expressions in the communal 

context, because the SJLLC ultimately wanted them to recognize that there are issues of social 

need that can be addressed based on broad political beliefs that bind groups together.  I explore 

more focused political interpretations of positive social change amongst SJLLC members in 
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chapter three, because more nuanced aspects of the group thinking processes were evident in this 

context.  There, I consider how the broad belief plays out amongst community members in the 

small group setting—whether it is socially constrained or enabled.  In chapter four, I consider 

how the beliefs play out in students‟ individual speech writing processes.  Throughout these 

chapters, I also discuss the phenomena of individual beliefs and their relationship to the SJLLC‟s 

communal beliefs.  
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CHAPTER THREE  

SPEAKING WITH BELIEF 

 The goal of this dissertation is to explore the relationship between communal and 

individual belief as distinct and related phenomena and, therefore, to more fully understand how 

communal beliefs constrain and enable discourse.  In the previous chapter, I established through 

textual analyses and interview transcripts that the SJLLC shares a communal belief in positive 

social change.  The community leaders understand positive social change according to its 

definition in A Social Change Model for Leadership Development: Guidebook, Version III—

centered on the idea of leadership as a process of the individual engaging with a community to 

effect changes that pose recognizable benefits to society—and seek through various means to 

engage students with this belief system.  The guidebook is one of many “textual performances,” 

a term I use to refer to texts that operate at their highest level of significance within a target 

community.  The guidebook, for instance, is a linguistic textual performance—one based on 

language and used primarily to communicate an important aspect of the SJLLC‟s belief system.  

As also addressed in chapter two, this theoretical concept of change is left open to wide 

individual interpretation regarding what such change can look like.  In theory, the concept 

embodies a wide range of practices—developing self-knowledge, demonstrating empathy 

towards others, listening effectively, collaborating with groups, sharing a common purpose with 

others in groups, and engaging in controversy with civility.  In practice, positive social change 

varies with the individual.  This is part of what I am interested in—the social/individual interface 

(rather than the divide) in communities.    

In chapter two, I also demonstrated how beliefs about positive social change are 

portrayed through visual and participatory textual performances.  The visual/participatory textual 

performances have their own messages—but their purpose in the SJLLC context is to connect 

and engage students with the belief system of the SJLLC.  For example, building houses as a 

group is a participatory textual performance that engages students with the concept of positive 

social change through collaboration and working toward a common purpose.  These are referred 

to as “values” in the social change model; I prefer to think of them as “practices” that support the 

agenda of the community.  Practices like building houses together are specific example of how 

the community seeks to realize positive social change according to its design.  In this chapter, I‟ll 
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explore a variety of specific inventions and uses of the idea of positive social change within 

smaller and more specific contexts of the SJLLC; specifically, I look at interpretations of this 

concept in the public speaking course with occasional glimpses into the students‟ everyday 

interactions in the community in general.  Primarily, I explore the belief system of the SJLLC as 

it is interpreted, revised, and used by a small group of members of the SJLLC in the Spring 2010 

public speaking course.  And I address the following research questions: How do members of a 

community discursively invent, re-invent, and use the community‟s belief system? How does 

that use affect or change their interpretation of the community‟s belief system?        

Communal Beliefs in a Communication Course 

 Save for the first one or two meetings, “Public Speaking: Social Justice” took place in a 

small conference room in a newly constructed Success Center for students.  The conference 

room had an oval table in the middle with enough room to seat about 12 people comfortably.  

Fortunately, there was just enough room for all class members.  There were 11 students in the 

course, and that left one seat for the teacher.
10

  I believe the design of the room had a subtle, yet 

notable, effect on the class members‟ interpretations of the belief system of the SJLLC.  The 

conference-room design placed community members in a different relationship than the 

traditional classroom that places students in rows facing forward towards the teacher.  The nature 

of the university still placed them in student roles, but the classroom design called forth another, 

less dichotomized, identity.  This physical arrangement placed students in a relationship where 

they would constantly see on another‟s faces—not just the teachers.  This subtle difference made 

the classroom feel a little less school-like.  Mark took advantage of the opportunity to sit at the 

table to deliver most of his lectures—and to lead class discussions—rather than standing.  When 

necessary, Mark stood to lecture—especially when writing terms on the whiteboard and when 

illustrating a public speaking technique.  But Mark‟s general preference to sit with the students 

created what I would like to think of as a democratic classroom ethos.  Physically, they were all 

situated in a way that called forth an identity of equals.  This is not to say that a traditional 

classroom cannot also have an intimate and participatory ethos; however, the class members‟ and 

teachers‟ use of the classroom space underscores the sense of a democratic ethos where diverse 

                                                           
10

 I found room in the corners to set up my camera, sit on a chair I brought in, and take notes.   
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individuals form a community around a shared set of beliefs—presumably, a shared belief in the 

SJLLC‟s definition of positive social change.     

At the end of the day, however, the fact that this was a college course shaped the ethos of 

the community more than their physical arrangement did.  This reality kept their “performance 

roles” of students and teacher clearly intact, and ensured proper “acting” according to those 

roles.  The class met twice a week—Tuesdays and Thursdays—in the late mornings.  As the 

teacher, Mark led the course and played a significant role in shaping its ethos beyond that of the 

SJLLC—the Burkean “container” of this “thing contained.”  As stated in chapter one, Mark is a 

research associate in the Department of Communication who has received a distinguished 

teaching award from the university (Ray).  Mark had taught public speaking for the SJLLC since 

2007, when the SJLLC was initiated, so he was extremely familiar with the imaginative universe 

of the SJLLC when I conducted this research.  This was his third year of watching students learn, 

connect, and engage with the imaginative universe of the SJLLC both inside and outside of his 

own class.  Although he occupied a different role than the students, I consider all the teachers in 

the SJLLC as SJLLC members.  As one member of the SJLLC, Mark‟s role was important to the 

overall imaginative universe invented and sustained by the SJLLC.      

Mark‟s course, entitled “Public Speaking: Social Justice,” added its own ethos to the 

SJLLC‟s; this additional ethos was shaped by Mark‟s teaching experience and philosophy.  The 

course was governed by the following objectives as stated in the course syllabus: 

1. Acquaint all with issues of social justice/injustice in our community and the world. 

2. Prepare us for opportunities to make a difference in the world when citizens don't 

have basic rights, security, opportunities, obligations and social benefits. 

3. Learn all the necessary elements for making superior public speeches...topic choice, 

research and development, organization, practice, delivery, and audience analysis. 

4. Present three speeches: informative, persuasive, and commemorative. 

5. Begin to look at social justice not only from a political perspective, but as an 

interpersonal phenomenon.... realizing the critical role communication plays in the 

development of injustice and the rectifying of an unfair situation. 

6. Become familiar with argument construction and the history of the field of 

communication. 
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7. Look at drama as an instrument for social change. 

8. Become aware of the power of film documentaries at bringing issues of social 

injustice to light. 

9. Write your own objective here ________________________________.  

The primary requirement of the course, as I saw it, was to always connect the speeches to social 

justice in one way or another.  We‟ll see exactly what that looks like in practice further on.  

Throughout this chapter, “social justice” and “positive social change” are closely related terms—

as they seem to be in the community.  The former is the more common term in the SJLLC 

discourse and in Mark‟s class, and the latter is more commonly used in the Social Change 

guidebook that is an important text for the SJLLC as a whole.  As I‟ve suggested about “positive 

social change” already, the term “social justice” also seems to be interpreted according to a broad 

range of personal objectives.    

 Through participation in the course, the students interpreted the belief system of the 

SJLLC in a variety of ways.  The 11 students, now in their second semester of college, had 

learned, connected, and engaged with the belief system of the SJLLC through a range of textual 

performances over their first four months of community membership.  Again, eight of the 11 

students in Mark‟s course were case study participants in my research.  These students were 

named Andrea, Edda, Nadia, Katie, Angelie, Ryan, Sean, and Matt.  The three other class 

members also participated in my research by allowing me to observe and reflect upon their 

classroom participation.  These students were named Townsend, Marilyn, and Michelle.
11

  These 

11 students brought a diverse range of interpretations to what positive social change look likes.  

Their interpretations were diverse partly because of the interdisciplinary focus of the SJLLC and 

partly because of their respective backgrounds.  Mostly, however, their interpretations were 

different because they did not all harbor the same beliefs.  In fact, we might “read” their 

differences in backgrounds and majors as evidence of the diversity of beliefs that would exist in 

such a community.  In the SJLLC, a broad range of interests are represented academically, 

politically, and otherwise.   

The diversity of career interests alone provides insight in the ways different students plan 

to use their talents and skills to contribute to society—another implicit, yet important, kind of 

                                                           
11

 All 11 names are students‟ actual first names, used with written permission from each student.  
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positive social change.  Andrea—the student who told the story of a friend in high school who 

was abused by a stepfather—once told me that she was thinking about going on to law school to 

help women and children through the legal profession.  Edda wanted to work in criminal justice, 

and also once expressed an interest in law.  Nadia wanted to eventually join the medical 

profession, in which both of her parents already worked.  In Mark‟s class, Katie expressed an 

interest in the career of broadcasting; she also volunteered time at a non-profit coffee shop in 

town regularly throughout the term.  Angelie was pursuing a double major in Political Science 

and Nutrition; her interests in social justice revolved around health care and meeting people‟s 

basic needs.  Ryan and Sean volunteered weekly at a local church where they served as mentors 

for local children.  Ryan seemed interested in chemistry during his freshman year, although I am 

not aware of his major focus or career goals.  His social justice interests focused largely on 

education and service.  Sean expressed interest in the field of Communication as well as in the 

African American community.  And Matt—whose father was an entrepreneur—pursued interests 

in business and entrepreneurship.  Although I‟ve mentioned that three of these students engaged 

in regular service during their time in the SJLLC, others may also have participated in similar 

ways with these organizations or others.  Some were involved in PeaceJam events held at local 

K-12 schools.  I provide these examples as illustrative of the broad range of interests held by 

SJLLC members.  Recasting career goals as a perhaps less-recognized form of positive social 

change, this cross-section of career interests demonstrates the many different faces of change that 

are possible even in a group of students with this shared belief.  

 The students‟ broad range of choices of speech topics for their informative and 

persuasive speeches also sheds light on the range of perspectives on what positive social change 

looks like for the members of this micro-community within the SJLLC.  The following chart 

outlines most of the topics of the members of the class for both speeches. 

 

 

 

Table 1: Speech Topics in “Public Speaking: Social Justice”: 

Student: Informative Speech Topic: Persuasive Speech Topic: 
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Andrea 
Rape prevention awareness and 

strategies. 
Do not shop at Wal-Mart. 

Edda 
Puerto Rico‟s political relationship 
to the United States.  

Help resist capital punishment. 

Nadia Arranged marriages.  Avoid cosmetic surgery. 

Katie 

Representations of social injustice 

in the film Forrest Gump—and the 

historical realities behind those 

representations.  

Exercise on a regular basis. 

Angelie 
Iodine deficiencies in third-world 

countries.  

Topic is not recorded in my 

data.
12

 

Ryan 

The role of “social media” 
websites in social justice 

movements.  

Support physician-assisted 

suicide. 

Sean 

The implications of racial labels—
in particular, the terms “oreo” and 
“uh-oh oreo” as labels for “acting 
black or white.”   

Be a mentor for children in the 

local area. 

Matt Enron and corporate fraud.  

Do not buy diamonds—
consumers can help stop “blood 
diamonds” from being marketed. 

Townsend Smart mobs and collective action. Do not listen to Glenn Beck. 

Marilyn Female circumcision.  

Dress in white for one Sunday 

this month to support the mission 

of “the Ladies in White” in Cuba 
(humans rights activists against 

the Cuban Government) 

Michelle 
“The Freshman 15.”  Obesity and 
college freshmen.  

Topic is not recorded in my data. 

 

The chart alone raises many questions.  For example, will American consumer choices to stop 

buying diamonds actually change the realities on the ground in Africa?  How would avoiding 

Glenn Beck make society better?  And what might be the benefit, if any, of supporting physician-

assisted suicide?  I raise these questions to underscore the diversity of beliefs in the community.  

Many of their topics align with what I consider liberal humanist perspectives—perspectives that 

                                                           
12

I did not collect a persuasive speech draft from Angelie, attend class when this speech was delivered, or interview 

Angelie following the persuasive speech. However, Katie refers to Angelie‟s persuasive speech in her own 
persuasive speech on exercise, telling the class to look forward to Angelie‟s upcoming speech on the role of weight 
training in controlling one‟s heart rate.  Thus, her speech was related to effective health and exercise.    



74 

 

focus heavily on individual human rights based on the idea that certain individual‟s human rights 

are being withheld or restricted.  These topics—including capital punishment, physician-assisted 

suicide, and the two based on consumer choices—all fit in this category. They all rely on the 

concept that positive social change entails actions that will most dramatically impact the humane 

treatment of a significant sector of people—and in many cases these were people other than the 

speaker or those in the classroom.  Another category of speeches casts positive social change in 

light of decisions that would most dramatically affect the individuals in the room.  These focus 

on the individual person changing his or her own life for personal improvement.  For example, 

personal exercise and avoiding cosmetic surgery are choices that the speakers associated with the 

well-being of the individual rather than those who might be affected by the person‟s choices.  

The chart, at any rate, demonstrates a variety of interpretations and re-inventions of the SJLLC‟s 

belief—perhaps explicit at some moments and certainly implicit at others—in positive social 

change.   

 The students did not all believe the same things.  Their speech topics, in fact suggest, that 

there may be no limit to the number of ways students might re-invent the community‟s focus on 

change for their own discursive agendas.  This conclusion, however, would be misleading given 

that classroom contexts do have political foundations and discourses.  Throughout this chapter, I 

will explore this concept of the politics of the classroom in further detail in order to understand 

how the class members interpreted and used the communal belief in positive social change to 

arrive at their various agendas.   

There are several values that contribute to the SJLLC‟s belief in positive social change.  

Three that I will use to perform this chapter‟s analysis of the community members‟ 

interpretations of communal beliefs are their practices of the three values outlined in A Social 

Change Model for Leadership Development: Guidebook, Version III.  These values are summed 

up with the terms common purpose, collaboration, and controversy with civility.  The Social 

Change guidebook describes these three values as “group process values” that are essential to 

working with a small group toward positive social change.  A group might come up with similar 

concepts/practices on their own with the guidebook, which means that group members may be 

practicing the concepts without thinking about the guidebook at all.  In some ways, the 

guidebook seeks to describe what effective groups already do—and what they should do—in 
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order to be effective at bringing about positive social change.  Therefore, I argue that SJLLC 

members invent, re-invent, and use these values in practice through their participation in “Public 

Speaking: Social Justice.”  They are constantly interpreting the community‟s beliefs system, and 

their interpretations inform their participatory textual performances (i.e., verbal and written 

discourse) in the classroom.  Their interpretations of the belief system are based on beliefs about 

what positive social change looks like in reality.   

I covered some of the key aspects of the Social Change guidebook in chapter two: the 

guidebook is important as a core text that helps SJLLC leaders communicate to its members the 

importance of the kind of individual leadership that results in collaborative, group efforts and 

collective changes that actually benefit communities and societies.  The model includes 

individual, group, and societal/community values (“Higher” 22).  The governing exigencies of 

the model are to develop leaders who have self-knowledge
13

 and leadership competence
14

; and to 

“facilitate positive social change at the institution or in the community” (19; emphasis in 

original).  The group process values of collaboration, common purpose, and controversy with 

civility all contribute to these aims.  I‟ll explore each concept in depth further on.  As I examine 

how the members in this class environment “invent, reinvent, and use” the belief system of the 

SJLLC, I will pay particularly close attention to these three group process values.  However, the 

nature of the micro-community as a class-based community poses some challenges: it is a 

temporary community, for example, which forestalls the kind of collective action that can result 

from communities who work over longer periods of time.  Furthermore, it is designed with an 

academic purpose to help students learn public speaking as a part of their general education—not 

as a group designed for a specific type of collective action.  The guidebook suggests that 

leadership groups work best when a group of people who share a common commitment form a 

community and work together to the completion of their shared vision.  A college course is not 

quite as democratic of a model of community as suggested by this theory, but we can still view it 

as a community interested in principles of democracy based on a shared belief in the importance 

of positive social relations and effective leadership.    

                                                           
13

 “understanding of one‟s talents, values, and interests, especially as these relate to the student‟s capacity to provide 

effective leadership” (19). 
14

 “the capacity to mobilize oneself and others to serve and to work collaboratively” (19).  
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 Given this theoretical background, the remainder of this chapter will consist of four 

sections followed by the chapter‟s conclusion.  The first three will each include a variety of 

“snapshots” into classroom practice and student perspectives.  The first set of snapshots will 

focus on the way community members, including the teacher, engaged in the practice of 

developing a common purpose in the micro-community.  The second set will focus on 

collaboration and the third on controversy with civility.  Following these snapshots, I will use the 

final section of the body to discuss patterns in students‟ interpretations of the SJLLC‟s belief 

system and account for the other principles of the SJLLC‟s belief system that are integrated with 

the leadership models‟ group process values.  In the chapter conclusion, I return to the central 

argument of the dissertation—that beliefs are best characterized as an interface of social and 

individual types of belief—and re-iterate my findings through chapters two and three dealing 

with the relationship between communal and individual beliefs.  Finally, I refer throughout this 

chapter to “group building blocks” to emphasize the integral relationship of the leadership 

model‟s group process values.  In what follows, I define these three values and then illustrate 

different types of activities in the class that align with each value.   

Group Building Block #1: Common Purpose  

 I begin with establishing a common purpose.  According to the leadership model‟s 

guidebook, “Common purpose is best achieved when all members of a group share in the vision 

and participate actively in articulating the purpose and goals of the leadership development 

activity” (“Higher” 23).  The guidebook suggests:  

group members will be more likely to develop a strong commitment to the 

group effort if they have played a part in helping to shape the group‟s 

common purpose.  For this reason alone it is important to encourage a newly-

formed group to discuss and evaluate its common purpose (56) 

The establishment and ongoing commitment to a shared purpose occurred primarily through 

Mark‟s leadership as the teacher of the class, “enrolling” class members in his vision for a 

common purpose.
15

 

 Mark “enrolled” students in the common purpose of understanding the role of 

communication in effecting positive social change in a number of ways.  One major way was by 

                                                           
15

 See “Higher” 55, for more on the concept of “enrolling” others in a common purpose. 
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asking class members to discuss their “social justice” passions and interests.  For instance, on 

one of the first days of the class, Mark led a discussion that set the stage for addressing social 

justice by asking each member of the class to share their social justice “issue” with the class.16
  

Mark said that over the last two or three years that he‟d been teaching in the SJLLC, he had been 

inspired by the SJLLC students and their interests.  He‟d noticed that everyone in the community 

has an issue they are really concerned about, and so he wanted to begin the semester by hearing 

what those issues were for this group.  One by one, each student told stories and shared 

arguments.  I wrote in my journal that day: “Poverty and education were important issues for 

several of the students….  One student talked about health care as her major issue.  Most of these 

passions emerged from their own life experiences.”  After I reviewed the videotape of my 

recording from this class day, I noted the issues of concern that the students articulated in the 

following areas: the elimination of poverty, improved education for children, helping victims of 

abuse, fighting diseases, and increasing health education.  For example, Marilyn said she‟d like 

to become a child psychologist to help children start off on the right foot.  Half the class, in one 

way or another, connected their issues with the need for a quality education.  Sean, for instance, 

was extremely interested in working for education in low-income neighborhoods similar to the 

one he knew first-hand growing up in a suburb of Fort Lauderdale, Florida.  Thus, Mark inspired 

them to articulate their social justice interests by sharing their stories in the class. 

 During the discussion, Mark frequently added his thoughts related to social justice and 

positive social change.  This was one way he shared his vision.  For instance, Mark explained 

that an important issue for him was the way we act on a day-to-day basis around other people 

right here in our communities.  This idea of the everyday approach to social justice became one 

of Mark‟s themes throughout the course.  This particular day of class occurred just three days 

after the devastating earthquake in Haiti.  Mark said, in effect, that it upsets him when people run 

other people over on their way to church.  He argued that if we‟re going to be interested in 

helping the people in Haiti, we also need to be considerate to the people all around us every day.  

Thus, inspiring them to think about everyday actions as a contribution to social improvement 

                                                           
16

 The scene with which I began my dissertation—in which Andrea shared her passion for helping abuse victims—
comes from this day.   
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was one specific way that Mark deliberately guided the students to a vision about positive social 

change. 

 On April 8, Mark once again guided the class to think of positive social change in 

terms of an everyday communication.  This was after five persuasive speeches had been 

delivered.  One of these had been a plea for the class to stop shopping a Wal-Mart; another had 

told the class not to buy diamonds.  In the first speech, an argument that the workers‟ had meager 

benefits and low wages was used to support the persuasive thesis.  In the other, the argument that 

diamond sales in America contribute to injustices in the diamond mining industry in Africa (i.e., 

child labor, etc) was use to support the thesis.  Following the speeches, Mark asked the class how 

they stay committed to their issues without giving up hope that they can actually make a 

difference.  Matt said that they needed to constantly prioritize their values and keep putting 

action behind them.  Mark explained that an important “thesis” of this course was that we have to 

be kind and civil to others on a day-to-day basis as well.  “If you‟re gonna care about Wal-Mart, 

if you‟re gonna care about blood diamonds—I want you to be really kind to the person who is 

writing you a parking ticket because you parked illegally.”  Ryan adds that they don‟t want to be 

self-righteous just because they‟re committed to a social cause.  Mark re-iterates the point with 

an experience he had once at a restaurant with a friend:    

We‟re sitting at Cracker Barrell.  He‟s drinkin‟ his tea, okay?  [He] puts the tea 

glass down, and it‟s just ice.  He puts the tea glass down and goes, „Well, there 

went her tip.‟   

And I said, „Why? How did she lose her tip?‟   

„Well, see, the tea glass just went down on the table and there‟s no tea in it.  And 

that‟s kinda the rule: it‟s her job to keep my tea glass filled and so . . . she doesn‟t 

get a tip now.‟   

And I said, „does she get a copy of this rule?‟ 

This story illustrates on a practical level the way Mark encouraged them to think about positive 

social change as an everyday practice and as something that is not always about major global 

issues.  Therefore, Mark re-invented the concept of positive social change as a practical, 

everyday concept associated with principles of kindness, respect, civility, or love for others—
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values that can be traced through the leadership guidebook as well as through many other social 

discourses. 

 Another specific way he inspired his students to think about positive social change was 

by sharing his own personal issue of social justice with the class.  This allowed them to see think 

of positive social change through a specific political perspective, which was one of the stated 

goals of Mark‟s course.  On the same day discussed in the previous paragraph, after all the 

students had shared their issues, Mark took the last few minutes to share his own: social 

injustices regarding the treatment and rights of same-gender couples.  “I happen to be a 

homosexual,” he said.  Mark, who is Caucasian, said he used to teach about African American 

rights and literature in his classes, but at some point that didn‟t quite feel genuine enough to him.  

Mark held up his copy of The Mayor of Castro Street—a required nonfiction book about San 

Francisco‟s controversial homosexual mayor, Harvey Milk—and, slightly shaking it back and 

forth with his right hand, said that ten years ago he wouldn‟t have carried this book around with 

him in his backpack.  Today, he feels that he‟s being more genuine by connecting “Public 

Speaking: Social Justice” to an issue that is deeply rooted in his own life experience.  And what 

were the social injustices that he addressed regarding sexuality?  A major focus was on fighting 

discrimination that occurs against people on the basis of sexual orientation.  Mark once told the 

story of a local restaurant refusing to cater to homosexuals until a group of people protested and 

the restaurant changed its position on the issue.  At any rate, the day all the class members and 

Mark shared their social justice issues was an important beginning of Mark‟s leadership in the 

class in terms of “enrolling” students in a vision for their common purpose of addressing social 

justice issues in the course as a way to think about and enact their beliefs about positive social 

change.   

 Mark teaches from a liberal political perspective and acknowledges his position openly 

to his students.  That said, Mark‟s attention to his own social justice issue is not solely a political 

agenda; it is also a way to help students think about how to make a case for their own particular 

political agendas.  Mark led class discussions about the communicative strategies used in the 

nonfiction book and the films—three texts that focused on Mark‟s social justice issue.  The 

documentary film, for example, began the section of the course on “persuasive speaking,” and 

students' discussion started with an analysis of the persuasive strategies used in this documentary 
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film.  Furthermore, I note that Mark was reflective and critical about the range of perspectives on 

homosexuality that were represented in the films.  He often told the class that his goal in talking 

about his experiences as an openly gay man were not intended to convert or change other 

people‟s sexuality; rather, he wanted to raise their awareness on the topic and help them 

understand others they might know who are also openly nontraditional about their sexuality.  

Mark told the class, in essence, that he regards sexual persuasion (straight or gay) as an a priori 

condition of human nature rather than a choice.  Mark‟s own personal-political perspective 

provided the class members, again, one example of how an individual can communicate and 

reflect on an issue to raise societal awareness of the issue. 

 Finally, one of the most interesting and effective ways Mark guided the students in 

establishing a common purpose for the course was through a mid-term reflection that followed 

the mid-term exam.  The mid-term exam had included multiple choice, true/false, and written 

responses about public speaking that had been covered in the class to that point.  Mark spent 

about half of a class period re-reading the exam questions with them and answering the 

questions, clarifying any points that might have aroused student concern.  Following the exam 

review, Mark said: “Now, where do we head from here? I want to throw that out as a question.  

Where do you want us to go?  Where do you think you need to improve?  Where would you like 

for the class to go in the second half of our semester?”  The class members knew that the second 

half of the course would include learning about the persuasive speaking process and delivering 

persuasive speeches, but Mark wanted them to think about how to build on their collective 

efforts from the first half of the semester.  He wanted them to evaluate the course up to that point 

together, and to decide what sorts of things had been most effective and what would be the best 

use of their time moving forward.  He asked each person in the room, individually, what their 

goals were for the rest of the semester and where the class might help them—which took a 

considerable amount of time and sent a strong message about Mark‟s concern for their learning.  

This effort reinforced a common purpose in learning as well as in a democratic sense of 

community in the classroom.  All members had the opportunity to provide their input on the 

course based on their collective experience, and thus to improve the nature of the course in the 

weeks that would follow.   
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 Mark also re-established his vision for the course from time to time by sharing basic 

elements of his teaching philosophy.  During the same mid-term class reflection I discussed in 

the previous paragraph, he said: 

Think about what I‟m dealing with here.  I want you to think about it.  [I‟m] 

dealing with a performance.  This is a performance-based class, really.  [In] 

speaking, you have to get up and you‟ve got to perform.  So while you want to be 

critical to make people be better, you can‟t destroy someone in the process.  You 

know how tricky that is? . . .  That‟s the biggest issue in teaching public 

speaking—really, in teaching anything. 

As this quote suggests, an important belief in Mark‟s teaching philosophy is the belief in 

constructive criticism of the kind demonstrated in his responses to Ryan and Sean earlier.  He 

believes in being direct and critical in his feedback, but also in being supportive and helpful so 

that students will learn and succeed.  Most importantly, Mark effectively responds to the need to 

plan for a successful course.  This was the last day of his class before the week-long Spring 

Break.  He had just handed back their mid-term exams and reviewed the answers with them.  The 

situation presented an opportunity to establish a common purpose for the rest of the course, and 

Mark responded by addressing each students‟ interests and re-iterating his vision.   

 As Mark‟s pedagogy demonstrates, a leader has a great deal of influence over the 

interpretation and use of the SJLLC‟s belief in the value of establishing a common purpose.  

Another way of establishing common purpose is through what Peter Block refers to as 

“engaging” (“Higher” 55).  Engaging occurs when “the group members work together in order to 

define their common purpose” (55).  In contrast to “enrolling,” which relies on the positional 

leaders‟ vision and ability to inspire others, “engaging” relies on member collaborations with one 

another.  One way the members of the course strengthened their sense of community was by re-

establishing their shared common purpose as they reflected on their group experience and 

planned for the final weeks of the course during the mid-term reflection in class.  The majority of 

the students expressed a desire to continue doing the practice sessions of their introductions.  

Some of them requested rehearsals that would include a little more variety—perhaps practicing 

the “main points” of the speech, the conclusion, or even doing an occasional “impromptu 

practice” to persuade someone on a given topic outside of the speech setting.  Mark was open to 
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working with them on various parts of their speeches.  He felt jointly responsible with them for 

their success in his course, and wanted them to approach him if something was not working as 

they had planned.  Later, one of the students requested in class that the dates for delivering the 

persuasive speeches be moved to later dates so that they could practice and prepare more.  Mark 

obliged the request because he felt it was reasonable, and he thanked the student for expressing 

her concern.  This also demonstrates the way students played a role in the common purpose of 

the course.   

   In addition, the members of the class established a common purpose through rigorous 

attention to the process of composing and delivering an effective public speech.  They relied on 

one another throughout this process—which prefaces the building block of collaboration that I‟ll 

discuss in the next section; common purpose and collaboration are closely related principles in 

the Social Change guidebook.  In a reflective protocol on her informative speech writing process, 

Nadia said she revised her draft about seven times.  She didn‟t start over each time—she 

suggested that she basically started over three times—but she did continually revise it until she 

was pleased with it.  She also said she read it to about 15 people during the process, including 

people in the public speaking course this semester and those in the SJLLC who had taken the 

course in the previous semester.  She described an interactive review process of having other 

people read the speech, reading it to other people, and reading it to herself.  She suggested that 

this review process helps her recognize where there is confusion in the text and where she needs 

to clarify things.   

 Another way students used the idea of establishing a common purpose for public 

speaking was by raising questions in response to Mark‟s lectures about public speaking.  For 

example, when Mark reviewed the mid-term exam questions with the class, some students took 

the opportunity to ask for clarification on a given question.  This gave them the opportunity to 

clarify their knowledge in the common purpose of the course: the purpose of understanding the 

principles of effective public speaking and communication.  This knowledge was crucial to their 

success in the course as they practiced those principles in their actual speeches.  For instance, 

while they were reading the true/false section, Mark read the statement: “Nervousness is often a 

positive quality” and then responded, “true.”  

 Politely, Ryan asked: “How is that one right?”   
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Mark explained that nervousness, or anxiety, is positive if you “channel it in a positive way.”  He 

said if he‟s not nervous before he comes to teach a class, then he doesn‟t consider himself 

prepared to teach for the day.  Thus, Mark was able to explain the idea of a positive perspective 

on anxiety as another way of “enrolling” class members in a common purpose (vision) for public 

speaking and communication.     

Also, on March 30
th

 the class spent the hour practicing their speech introductions.  One 

person would stand up at a time and deliver his or her speech—and this was on a volunteer basis.  

These days provided Mark the opportunity to teach principles of public speaking at the point of 

need for individual students.  During the hour, he explained that “persuasion occurs slowly over 

time.”  He gave examples of how a person might present a message in multiple mediums over 

time.  Someone could send a follow-up email after one‟s speech to remind people of the action 

the speech had asked them to take.  Describing techniques like being persuasive over time was 

another way to inspire students towards a common vision for public speaking and to give them 

ideas for their speeches later on.  In her persuasive speech on the importance of exercise later in 

the semester, Katie used the principle of being persuasive over time by sending an exercise 

routine via email to the entire class after her speech.   

Mark also spent some time talking about the importance of addressing counter-

arguments.  He said that addressing different sides of an issue can help keep people engaged and 

interested when they might otherwise be disinterested.  Katie asked if the counter-arguments 

could be “scattered throughout” the speech or if they all needed to be in the introduction and/or 

conclusion.  Mark suggested that having them “scattered throughout” was legitimate and could 

be extremely effective.  He told about a speech he had heard the day before in which the speaker 

frequently said thing like, “Now, I know what you‟re thinking, but I have something to say about 

that…”.  Katie also used this technique of directly addressing her audience in her speech on 

exercise.  As Mark‟s interchanges with Katie and Ryan regarding principles of the public 

speaking process—addressing counter-arguments and dealing with one‟s nerves—questions from 

the students helped Mark clarify the means to an effective public speech and thus re-establish 

their common purpose as students of the public speaking process and situation.  

 Establishing a common purpose with a group may be a natural part of our everyday 

interactions with other people, but like persuasion, unity of purpose occurs slowly over time.  It 



84 

 

occurs through the influence of positional leaders and through the interaction of members with 

one another and with the positional leader.  In this case, Mark‟s guidance was crucial as an 

instructor.  He worked hard to establish a common view of positive social change.  He did this by 

sharing his own issue as an example of how to inform and persuade others about a political topic.  

He also invited the students to share their issues related to social justice.  And, finally, he shared 

his idea of social justice as an everyday practice based in ethics.  The students, in turn, practiced 

their speeches inside and outside of class, relied on others for feedback, and raised questions 

about public speaking principles and strategies.  Their knowledge of public speaking helped 

them use their speeches to further their beliefs and ideas about positive social change related to 

their own issues.    

Group Building Block #2: Collaboration  

 Collaboration is essential to communal belief, and the relationship between establishing 

a common purpose and collaborating is so close that the two ideas are sometimes difficult to 

separate.  However, in the Social Change guidebook, collaboration is distinguished from 

building a common purpose.  According to the guidebook, collaboration includes a “common 

effort” (“Higher” 23).  It “empowers self and others through trust” (23).  It is non-competitive; 

rather, a successful group will “[air and discuss] different points of view” but also “[forge] a 

group consensus around the best ideas and approaches” (49).    “A diversity of viewpoints is 

usually needed in order to arrive at the most effective and creative solutions” (49).  The 

guidebook also distinguishes collaboration from “cooperation” by defining collaboration as an 

activity that focuses on the goals of the group rather than of the individual (48).  Important 

communication skills are also required for successful collaboration: “especially active listening, 

feedback, and clarity in self-expression” (51).  The members of the SJLLC in Mark‟s class re-

invented and used the idea of collaboration inside and outside of the SJLLC membership.  They 

collaborated within by working towards establishing common goals through in-class discussions 

about positive social change and through in-class workshops.  The previous section on common 

purpose speaks to this kind of collaboration.  They collaborated with others outside the 

community by talking with friends and family members for inspiration and ideas in choosing 

their topics and shaping their speeches.  SJLLC members interpreted collaboration as an activity 

that helped them achieve individual goals—such as writing a good speech about their issues of 
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social justice—and communal goals—such as considering their SJLLC audience as they 

prepared and delivered their speeches.   

 On February 9, 2010 the class was in the process of writing drafts of their informative 

speeches that they would soon be delivering in the class.  Mark invited them to bring their 

introductions to use as a practice text for delivering the speeches.  On these practice days, Mark 

spent the majority of the class time providing feedback to students as they delivered their speech 

introductions one by one.  A total of nine students shared their introductions on February 9, 

addressing the class from a lectern in the front of the room.
17

  The typical structure for feedback 

was that Mark would provide his impressions and advice after each introduction.  Sometimes, 

Mark would ask the speaker to rehearse the speech again with attention to a particular concern 

regarding their delivery.  Occasionally, other students provided feedback as well.  This is an 

example of teacher-student collaboration, with Mark guiding the students toward an ideal goal 

for their speeches.   

 For instance, Mark provided guidance for effective speaking in the following story 

about Ryan and Sean.  The topic of Ryan‟s informative speech introduction was the ways that 

social justice causes are linked to “social media.”  During a workshop, he raised the concern that 

he thinks his topic may be too broad.  “When I was writing my introduction, I felt like I was 

trying to cover too much,” he said.  Mark asked Ryan to remind him what the three main points 

were.  Ryan explained them.  Here is Ryan‟s traditional “thesis” section with his three points 

from his written text: 

today I would like to talk to you about how recent technological advances have 

changed the awareness of, the availability to the information of, and the involvement in 

social movements.  To begin, I want to delve into the effect that online social networks 

have had on awareness of social justice issues.  Then, I am going to speak about fast-

                                                           
17

 Nadia‟s introduction broached the effects of  arranged marriages on young women.  Ryan touched on the 
relationship between social justice and the new “social media.”  Matt brought up Enron in order to explore 
corruption in businesses.  Katie identified issues of social injustice represented in the film Forrest Gump.  Marilyn 

introduced the cultural perpetuation of female circumcision in certain parts of the world. Sean discussed racial 

stereotypes in America based on “black” and “white” identities.  Edda called attention to Puerto Rico‟s political 
status.  Michelle talked about obesity among freshman college students related to drinking alcohol.  And, finally, 

Angelie discussed how to deal with iodine deficiencies in third-world countries. 
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paced communication and the mark it has made on society.  Finally, I would like to 

explore information processing in regards to social progression. 

Mark suggested that Ryan could write three different speeches from those three points, and 

advised Ryan to pick one.  Mark recommended the first one and provided an example of how to 

rhetorically structure the argument: 

Pick the first one, and what you might want to do is [to address] the three different 

kinds of social justice movements that have been well served by social media.  And so 

you say “here are the three most popular social justice issues that come up on Facebook 

and Twitter.”  And then say, “So I want to turn attention first to gay marriage; I want to 

look at immigration”—or whatever: the three big ones are that have been . . . bantered 

about in social media. 

Ryan expressed another concern: he didn‟t want the speech to be “just about Facebook.”  Mark 

explained that Ryan ought to use things like Facebook, Twitter, or blogging as examples of 

“social media” rather than focusing exclusively on “Facebook” or a particular site.  Angelie also 

joined the conversation by adding her knowledge of the role of these sites in advancing a 

political cause:  “[For] the elections in Iran, videos were uploaded to YouTube and people 

Twittered about it and people Facebooked about it.”  Finally, Mark again re-iterated his point 

that Ryan might choose three major issues of social justice and talk about the role of social 

media in relation to those issues.  This is an example of classroom collaboration between Ryan, 

Mark, and Angelie.  All three are invested in thinking together about the topic and finding 

common ground.  In particular, Mark‟s feedback provides a new perspective on the introduction 

as Ryan had expressed concern about “covering too much.”  The situation is collaborative 

because Mark‟s goal is to effectively teach public speaking, which means that he must 

understand and address the public speaking concerns of his students.  Ryan and Angelie, in turn, 

share the goal of succeeding in the course.  Together, their conversation helps each achieve their 

goals.     

 Following this collaborative discussion, another one results.  “Speaking of Facebook,” 

Sean said, “I created a Facebook page yesterday.”  Sean‟s topic was on the social 

significance/meaning of racial comments using the word “Oreo,” a slang term sometimes used to 

refer to someone who is black (meaning here: color of skin) and is “acting white” (meaning here: 



87 

 

acting in terms of a “white” socially-constructed identity).  In contrast, an “Uh-oh Oreo” refers to 

a white-skinned person who is “acting black.”  The terms refer to “black” or “white” people 

whose behavior or speech seems more typical of the other race based on social constructions and 

stereotypes of race.  Sean said his Facebook page was a group page that he created to gather 

information for his informative speech.  The name of the group is: “At some point in my life I‟ve 

been called an „Oreo‟ or an „Uh-oh Oreo‟.”  He created the page because he wanted to find out 

“how many people can testify . . . „yes‟ or „no‟” that they‟ve been called by one of these terms.  

He added that he wanted to incorporate this research into his speech, but was not sure how to do 

that “professionally.”  Mark provided the following advice:   

What you would say is: “While I was pulling this together, I just got to thinkin‟ ... 

I wonder if other people have had this similar experience—I mean, I do with my 

friends, but I wanted to kind of reach out beyond the people I know.  So I 

created—a week or so ago—I created a Facebook site, page, and here‟s what it‟s 

called—.  And in three days, I had 100 members.  And there were two or three 

really poignant exchanges that I had, and I want to cite one of those specifically.  

Here‟s where Conrad from the University of Delaware said—”.  That‟s how you 

do it. 

Sean smiled and looked impressed with Mark‟s advice.  Mark added that a “Facebook” example 

is appropriate given this classroom audience of college freshman who probably use Facebook 

frequently.   

 These two examples—the exchanges about Ryan‟s and Sean‟s informative speech 

topics, respectively—provide a glimpse of the way teacher-student collaboration works in the 

course.  Collaboration, again, is about mutual trust, active listening, multiple points of view, and 

working towards consensus around “the best ideas and approaches” (“Higher” 48-52).  In the 

scene I‟ve just described, Ryan and Sean initiated new conversations in the course by asking 

specific questions about how to improve their speeches; Mark responded with an idea of one 

possible direction they each might take their speeches, providing examples of the appropriate 

moves in discourse—based on his experience and research, “the best ideas and approaches” (49) 

in the field.  His feedback also provided another point of view on the organization of each of 

their speeches.  Angelie‟s comment on her knowledge of Ryan‟s topic also provided another 
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perspective on his topic.  As both Ryan and Sean suggested, they had a sense of the direction 

they wanted to go with their paper but were not sure how best to realize their aims.  A mutual 

relationship of trust was required for them to share these concerns, and for Mark to listen and 

address these concerns constructively.  Mark‟s perspective provided them with examples of how 

to rhetorically organize their speeches by provided an example of an approach each could take.   

 In addition, the story gives us a glimpse into collaboration with outsiders who are not 

members of the SJLLC.  Sean re-invented the concept of collaboration through his Facebook 

idea, which ultimately provided authentic data that he could cite in his speech.  Other students 

spoke with family members about their potential speech topics, engaging others in their process 

of choosing and developing a topic.  He created the Facebook page because he said he couldn‟t 

find much research on the topic of people using the term “oreo,” but he did find the term in “the 

urban dictionary.  He also found “uh-oh oreo” in the same dictionary, and the meanings of both 

terms were in line with his idea of “acting black” or “acting white.”  This is because the 

dictionary was describing the usage of the term that had developed—and with which he had 

personal experience.  He had been called an “oreo” by classmates, friends, and others during his 

youth and in high school.  He said that he never knew whether to take it as a compliment or an 

insult, and he wanted to use Facebook to gather information on how others felt about the term.  

The Facebook group provided results.  Within three days, he had 80 members.  “Quite a few 

people posted a short blog,” he said (meaning a short response).  “I remember there was this one 

guy, an African American male, who said „I was called an oreo my whole life.‟”  This male 

Facebook member said he especially heard the term in high school.  Two reasons he gave in his 

Facebook post for why he was called an “oreo” were the way he dressed (he didn‟t specify what 

this looks like) and speaking properly.  Sean emphasized that speaking “properly” was often one 

of the main things that contributed to being called an “oreo.”  From Sean‟s experience, you are 

considered an oreo “if you don‟t speak like the majority of the black culture.”  This example 

shows collaboration with others outside of the SJLLC, as Sean invited others into a temporary 

online community where people who had been called by one of these terms could share their 

stories.  While those who posted on the Facebook page did not share Sean‟s purpose of writing a 

speech, a critical number of people shared in the purpose of the Facebook group.  On another 

level, Sean‟s later sharing of his research in speech class allowed him to connect his interest in 
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social issues with the SJLLC‟s goal of positive social change.  Sean‟s method was the critical 

examination of social stereotypes as a way to think critically about race.    

 Andrea and Matt also took advantage of the insights of others as they thought about 

their speech topics and prepared their speeches.  Andrea interviewed a policeman for her  

informative speech on rape prevention.  This temporary collaboration allowed the police officer 

to share information critical to the protection and safety of individuals—likely with the 

knowledge that some things he said would be shared with a larger audience through Andrea‟s 

speech.  While an interview for a speech can legitimately be defined as soliciting someone‟s 

cooperation rather than “collaboration,” I view at as a temporary collaboration that provides 

benefits to both interviewer and interviewee.  In this case, the law enforcement official benefits 

from being able to share critical information with a larger audience through Andrea‟s work.  

Andrea benefits by adding authoritative research to her speech.  In the final speech, Andrea told 

the class that she asked the officer “what women can do on campus and in everyday life to keep 

them safe from an attack.”  His advice included to never walk alone, use the buddy system, and 

to be aware of your surroundings.  He also recommended a Rape Aggression Defense (RAD) 

course that the university police offered.  Andrea said the RAD course “teaches thirty six self-

defense moves and is offered as a one credit course for free.”  This information contributed to the 

class members‟ awareness of rape prevention measures.  The speech helped Andrea contribute to 

her interpretation of positive social change through attention to women‟s issues, as the needs of 

women and children was one of Andrea‟s core issues of interest.  

 In other situations, students reinvented collaboration by working with family members 

and friends in the development of their speeches.  For example, Matt mentioned that he spoke 

with his father, an entrepreneur, as part of the process of writing both the informative and the 

persuasive speech.  He told a story about an internet business his father had been associated with 

as a part of his informative speech; he talked with his father before choosing a persuasive speech 

topic because he didn‟t have a specific topic or a social justice issue that he wanted to speak 

about when he was first assigned the topic.  In addition, Andrea discussed her persuasive speech 

ideas with a family member before choosing her topic.  The family member suggested arguing 

that people should stop shopping at Wal-Mart and to do research on the topic and find out the 

facts.  Andrea liked the idea because she thought it was counter-intuitive for most people in the 
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class.  She said in our retrospective interview (after the speech), “Even if I couldn‟t completely 

sway people, at least they are kind of thinking about it now.”  These examples of family member 

collaborations show another interpretation of the idea of collaboration—drawing on trusted 

family members for assistance in thinking about potential topics, planning, and collecting 

information.     

 In addition, they reinvented collaboration as a practice between students enrolled in the 

same public speaking course together.  According to the guidebook, “true collaboration requires 

that individuals come together with open minds to better understand and incorporate the ideas 

and perspectives of others” (49).  Some students engaged in this kind of collaboration by 

building their speeches intentionally to integrate their topics with one another.  For example, 

Katie‟s persuasive speech on exercise before choosing her topic, and Katie delivered her speech 

in class a week before Nadia delivered hers.  Nadia‟s speech related to body image and self-

esteem, and Nadia felt that Katie‟s topic provided a “segue” into her own.  Nadia said that when 

she learned about Katie‟s topic, she wanted to “feed off of that” as she developed her speech.  “I 

asked her permission first, and I told Mr. Zeigler.”  Thus, she was careful to ensure that this 

collaborative approach was legitimate for the course.  In addition, Katie concluded her actual 

persuasive speech with a reminder for the class to be ready for Angelie‟s speech on “weight 

training” that was coming up in the future.  This example provides evidence of close 

collaboration between students within the course in order to share ideas and approaches to their 

speeches that were mutually interesting and beneficial to one another.      

 Finally, my interviews suggest that the SJLLC student-members‟ association through 

Wildwood Hall and their living arrangements provided constant opportunities for out-of-class 

collaborations for re-inventing collaboration.  After Matt wrote his first draft of the persuasive 

speech, a friend who was also in the SJLLC critiqued it for him.  This friend also attended the 

class the day Matt delivered the speech.  Matt said, “he goes in to fine detail when he critiques.”  

He said that the two of them worked together on the speech “for a couple of hours,” and that his 

friend would tell him what to add and what to take out.  After this, Matt shortened the draft and 

identified his main points.  He said it was a challenge to say everything he wanted within the 5-7 

minute time frame.  Anecdotally, I recall other SJLLC members also talking about sharing their 

drafts with other members of the SJLLC community for practice and feedback as well.  In 
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another example, Nadia said it was beneficial to share her drafts with people in the SJLLC who 

had taken the public speaking course in the Fall semester, suggesting that their familiarity with 

the course and instructor increased their shared understanding of the constraints and the kind of 

speeches that would work best.  Thus, the SJLLC members trusted and relied on one another as 

they collaborated on these speeches—again, bringing together the ideas of establishing a 

common purpose and collaborating.   

I now return to my central questions of this chapter—how do the members of the 

community discursively invent, re-invent, and use the core beliefs of the SJLLC?  And how that 

use affect or change their interpretation of the SJLLC‟s belief system?  Obviously, the first two 

building blocks—building a common purpose and collaboration—are co-constitutive.  The 

members discursively invent common purpose and collaboration regularly as they write and 

revise their speeches.  In class, Mark provides feedback on their topics, rhetorical approaches, 

and structure.  Class members collaborate with Mark in class, with community outsiders in 

various ways (Facebook, family members), and with community insiders in their conversations 

in Wildwood Hall.  Thus, the community members engage in collaborative activities inside and 

outside the community to further their success in public speaking and to work for positive social 

change.  The SJLLC members‟ interpretation of positive social change indeed includes a 

commitment to a kind of collaboration that values discussion, group brainstorming, listening, 

research, and feedback.      

Group Building Block #3: Controversy with Civility 

 Respectful civil debate on an issue presupposes that members in the debate share a 

common purpose and are willing to collaborate.  According to the Social Change guidebook: 

Controversy with Civility recognizes two fundamental realities of any creative group 

effort: that differences in viewpoint are inevitable, and that such differences must be 

aired openly but with civility.  Civility implies respect for others, a willingness to hear 

each other‟s views, and the exercise of restraint in criticizing the views and actions of 

others. (23) 

Thus, the prior two values—building a common purpose and collaborating—preface controversy 

with civility because trust and shared goals are crucial to remaining civil in the face of 

disagreement.  For example, a common purpose might be established when members agree upon 
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the necessity of debate.  The group members may believe debate leads to greater understanding 

or identifying the source of a problem.  In addition, the guidebook cites research on the role of 

key communication skills in civil controversy: “Researchers have suggested several means to 

build skills in civil controversy, including negotiation, role playing, and listening strategies 

(Covey 1989;  Rahim 1986; and Tjosvold 1993)” (“Higher Education” 61).  Civility is also more 

likely within groups that have a strong sense of community.  According to M. S. Peck, “three 

characteristics of true community are inclusivity, commitment, and consensus” (qtd. in “Higher” 

62).  As with the other principles in the leadership guidebook, controversy with civility is a basic 

aspect of successful communities.  Controversy contributes to positive social change—change 

that a critical mass of people would agree is positive and necessary—only when it is viewed as a 

means to a greater communal goal.  On the other end of the spectrum, history shows that 

controversy also divides people into different groups (“us” and “them”) in ways that leads to 

uncivilized conflict.  Uncivilized conflict can take the form of lying, slander, ridicule, violence, 

abuse, and war.  The leadership guidebook conceives of controversy within communities that is 

manifest through “creative differences in viewpoint” that can be “resolved through cooperative, 

open, and honest dialogue which are satisfying or beneficial to all” [sic] (59).   

 As the guidebook suggests, controversy does not necessarily mean conflict.  Within 

communities of like-minded people, controversy can also mean the co-existence of two or more 

different points of view that will eventually be resolved.  People in communities express 

differences of belief in many ways.  Two members of the SJLLC may “agree to disagree” on a 

point of contention that they cannot seem to resolve.  For example, they may support different 

policies regarding marriage, the death penalty, abortion practices, or other laws—and both may 

make their cases based on their beliefs about positive social change.  In chapter two, I cited 

student comments from a survey conducted by the SJLLC that suggested that the colloquium 

course was “like a battle royal” and was a place of controversial discussion; the same student 

comments also exhibited a sense that the discourse was controlled by the students themselves in 

what we might call a “group-think mentality.”  Whatever was said in the colloquium—a course 

made up only of SJLLC students and an SJLLC leader—didn’t stay in the colloquium course 

necessarily, since the students all shared the same residence hall.  While there may have been 

conflict in the hall and in the SJLLC colloquium, my research of the public speaking course 



93 

 

reveals something different: a lack of significant controversy in the classroom.  My hypothesis is 

that student performances in the public speaking course were highly monitored based on their 

perceptions of acceptable and unacceptable viewpoints within the classroom.  The student 

comments about the colloquium discussion “following them” back to their hall is also illustrative 

of this sense of the need for self-monitoring in the classroom and elsewhere in the community.  

Their self-monitoring may even have been heightened by my presence as a “researcher” 

observing their discourse, and it may have changed from the Fall to the Spring semester as well.        

 In the public speaking class, there were different points of view: I prefer to think of 

these as “dialectic exchanges”—exchanges that can be considered “civil” rather than “heated,” 

but not controversy in terms of people arguing about what is good, right, or true.  In dialectic 

exchanges, class members expressed their ideas as personal opinions, thoughts, and ideas rather 

than as committed beliefs.  Of course, dialectic exchanges themselves are an artful kind of 

performance that perhaps cloaks one‟s deeply held beliefs from the audience.  In chapter two, I 

noted that several students in the SJLLC expressed signs of familiarity with religious traditions 

in their lifestyles outside of the university.  One student scrawled a Bible verse in her public 

speaking notebook and another mentioned a rabbi from his community as a significant influence 

on his pre-college years.  However, nobody used Bible verses or other religious texts to support 

their arguments in their informative or persuasive speeches; in fact, it may have seemed unusual 

if they had given the prevalence of secularism at the university.  While religion-based, science-

based, and other research-based arguments were presented by people in the documentary and 

popular films that they watched, the films also challenged traditional viewpoints on sexuality. 

For example, the view that God destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah because of immoral sexual 

relationships was questioned in the documentary film.  Class members had opportunities to 

discuss the ideas in the films, but did not themselves challenge the more liberal viewpoints the 

films presented.  In Ryan‟s persuasive speech—asking class members to support physician-

assisted suicide—he tried to pre-empt counter-arguments based on ethical or religious grounds 

by acknowledging that his classmates‟ may have deep-seated resistances to his argument.  This 

suggests that religious beliefs that impacted students‟ ideas about change were “out there” in the 

SJLLC community, but they were not expressed in this classroom.  If we think of discourse in 

terms of performance, the general lack of religious-based personal expressions of belief in the 
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classroom might have been based on context-appropriate performances of belief based the micro-

community‟s particular vision of positive social change, and its vision of how to establish 

arguments for such change, as both of these visions would relate to the SJLLC‟s belief system.    

 In this public speaking course, Mark‟s politics function both as his own views and as 

an extension of the belief system of the SJLLC.  Academia generally supports pluralistic views 

of thinking, as does the Center for Leadership and Civic Education.  Yet this lack of personal 

expressions of religious belief in the classroom reminds us that “pluralism” within secular 

universities has the potential to silence religion-based arguments.  In theory, every member of 

the class had the right to begin from topics of personal interest.  In practice, the ethos of this 

class (as an extension of the SJLLC‟s ethos) dictated parameters for topics, expressions, and 

discussions (just as a church would also dictate context-appropriate arguments).  For instance, 

Mark expressed his political beliefs openly, which included a significant amount of discourse on 

sexuality.  The course included the viewing of two controversial films that included embedded 

arguments both right-wing and left-wing arguments about sexuality.  These films were not 

“objective” in the sense of weighing two different political perspectives and allowing the viewers 

to decide which was right: they were governed by liberal political arguments, like the one 

mentioned previously about Sodom and Gomorrah.  Given the teacher‟s expression of his 

identity, and the course content engaging students with the topic of same-sex attraction, how 

many traditional (eighteen-year-old) college students would have been comfortable expressing 

deeply help beliefs—if they held them—that argued against the acceptance and/or validation of 

same-sex attraction?  Mark was open to discussion, always respectful, and requested criticism of 

his rather open political stance on sexuality.  Some dialectic exchanges occurred regarding 

sexuality throughout the term, but no major controversies occurred and none of the students 

expressed committed beliefs that might challenge a liberal view on sexuality.  This example 

demonstrates the way liberal arguments dominated this particular classroom context within the 

larger SJLLC imaginative universe, and it raises questions about student‟s beliefs.  Every 

teachers‟ classes are based in some ways on the teacher‟s personal beliefs, whether those are 

right-wing, left-wing, or centrist.  Beliefs may always be cloaked, but in this case the teacher was 

open about his political beliefs in order to explore his interpretation of social justice as it related 

to the SJLLC‟s overall ethos.  This example raises the question of whether a teacher‟s or a 
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leader‟s expression of personal political beliefs results in an uncritical performance of comfort 

with those beliefs by members of the class in a “group thinking” or “group acceptance” manner.  

It was not only on the topic of sexuality that there was an absence of notable disagreements.  In 

general, dynamic and intense controversy—in the sense of committed or strongly-backed 

disagreements on any given topic—might have occurred from time to time outside of the 

classroom, but it did not occur much inside of it. 

 Mark‟s teaching philosophy addressed the idea of audience—and of addressing the 

ideological concerns of one‟s audience—in his lectures, which is implicitly connected to civility.  

Mark taught them how to dialogically address counter-arguments, which means he interpreted 

controversy as part of the thinking and speaking processes.  Thus, he taught the students to 

anticipate and address the audience‟s beliefs and knowledge.  For example, in one lecture on 

persuasive speaking he explained that a persuasive speaker needs to overcome the audience‟s 

defense mechanisms toward being persuaded.  He taught about the way reasoning works 

according to inductive and deductive methods.  To illustrate a type of inductive reasoning—

moving from a specific idea to a general belief—Mark explained that we usually think of 

football players as being physically big people.  Thus, if we see a big man walking down the 

street, then we might assume he‟s a football player.  Our assumption would be correct only if we 

are lucky; it would be an over-generalization.  Deductive reasoning—beginning with a general 

claim and then leading to specific beliefs that follow from it—might also lead to over-

generalizations.  However, Mark pointed out that these are both are common ways of reasoning.  

The gist of his lecture was that the class members needed to remember that these forms of 

reasoning are going on in people‟s minds all the time—people reason dialogically based on 

claims and beliefs.  Thus, he was reminding them of how to use logic to either address a firmly 

held belief of their audiences or to be ready to address logical counter-arguments that could arise 

based on a claim they made in any particular speech and in general communication.  These were 

logical appeals, drawing on the Aristotelian concept of logos—or appeals to reason.  Mark also 

covered emotional and ethical appeals in the same lecture.  At the end of the lecture, Mark 

explained that, throughout their lives, they would need to use all of the appeals to persuade 

people since they will always be appealing to different kinds of audiences.    
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 As a part of the lecture on persuasive speaking, Mark talked about how people‟s basic 

needs are a part of the speaker‟s responsibility to meet their emotional demands including the 

need to feel safe and secure.  Mark told about teaching a class the day after September 11, 2001.  

He threw out the planned lecture; instead, he talked with his students about what happened in 

New York and Washington D.C.  Mark said that a sense of security needed to be re-established.  

That day, in that class, Mark asked the one female student who was wearing a traditional Muslim 

burqa if she wanted to say anything.  Crying, she said: “I just want to say those people do not 

represent me.”  Mark used this story to illustrate the importance of understanding one‟s 

audience‟s needs: since the emotional security of an audience can change based on political 

action, wars, catastrophes, and current events.  Mark also spent time in his lectures, and 

workshops, talking about refuting people‟s counter-arguments; a story from earlier in this 

chapter about his advice to Katie illustrates this point.  Katie was concerned about whether her 

counter-arguments needed to be all in one section of her speech; Mark encouraged her to spread 

them throughout the speech and address her audience directly with phrases like, “You may be 

thinking…but I have a response to that!”  Again, a major point of this particular lecture was to 

heighten students‟ awareness of the significance of their audience‟s beliefs, feelings, and 

experiences in each particular speech situation.  This was a way of preparing them to dialogically 

address conflicts of opinion and viewpoint that arise from the range of beliefs within any 

particular group of people.  His lecture suggests that the persuasive speaker‟s responsibility is to 

use conflicts of viewpoint as a part of his/her thinking process in preparation for a speech to best 

address a diverse audience and to be successful at building ideological support for one‟s causes.       

 In addition to Mark‟s teaching on addressing others‟ views as a thinking process before 

the speech, dialectic exchanges occurred in many situations throughout the course.  For instance, 

there were a range of viewpoints shared following Ryan‟s persuasive speech in favor of 

physician-assisted suicide.  Ryan supported his argument with three points: first, that people who 

are suffering deserve their “autonomy” to choose life or death; second, that physicians today see 

their role in patient care differently than when the original Hippocratic Oath was written (the 

newer definition being more in favor of the right to choose physician-assisted suicide); and 

finally, that there are economic incentives for supporting physician-assisted suicide such as 

savings for the economy (an argument that was met with noticeable concern in the discussion 
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after the speech).  His approach included a personal story about his grandfather‟s pain and 

suffering at the end of his life, a quotation from the American Civil Liberties Union on a 

person‟s right to “avoid excruciating pain and embrace a timely and dignified death”; and 

quotations from the original Hippocratic Oath as well as the modern version.  Ryan concluded 

the speech by handing each class member a letter that they could sign and send to their state 

government official to support people‟s rights to physician-assisted suicide.   

 Ryan‟s speech prompted Mark to lead a discussion on the topic of physician-assisted 

suicide.  An important part of the discussion was when, if ever, assisted suicide is the best 

decision to make regarding one‟s own or somebody else‟s life.  SJLLC members did not all have 

the same views on this issue.  Mark asked for a show of hands to indicate how many of the class 

members would be in favor of physician-assisted suicide.  Some students raised their hands 

immediately; others remained still, pensive.  One student said, “I need more time [to think about 

it]."  Another asked if it was a common practice in Europe, shifting attention from a right/wrong 

(prescriptive) discussion to a descriptive discussion of current cultural practices.  Mark 

responded that it is practiced in “some European countries, the Netherlands particularly.”  A 

couple of students shared stories: one had seen a depiction of physician-assisted suicide on a TV 

show and wanted to know if it was actually legal; another said her grandfather‟s stroke had 

limited his ability to function and her father told her that the grandfather still feels joy when he is 

around the family.  The TV show story was also a request for more description of current 

trends/practices; the other comment suggests an implicit argument against assisted suicide on the 

basis of the joy a physically suffering person may feel despite physical challenges.  These 

examples suggest the exploration of ideas regarding the topic, with little if any firmly stated 

beliefs or counter-arguments to Ryan‟s position.  Silence, it seems, was the only kind of 

recognizable “response” from some students.  One student asked for more information about 

how the doctors could decide what constitutes too much pain for the patient.  Ryan and Mark 

explained that the process for physician-assisted suicide is rigorous and takes time.  As this scene 

illustrates, the class members used their communal beliefs in respect for others and others‟ 

viewpoints in order to address an issue from multiple perspectives civilly—although I would add 

that “controversy” seemed to be lacking in the interest of preserving a positive atmosphere in the 

micro-community.   
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 As this example with Ryan illustrates, the in-class performances of the speeches 

themselves provided a forum for the SJLLC members to consider controversial perspectives on 

topics and to potentially change one another‟s beliefs (or even their own individual beliefs) 

related to a given topic.  In another example, Edda took the opportunity to address her concerns 

with the practice of capital punishment by arguing against it.  She did this by approaching her 

classmates before and after the speech to get a sense of their thinking on the topic.  In my 

retrospective interview with Edda regarding her persuasive speech, I asked her what she had 

learned or recalled from Mark‟s class about persuasive speaking.  She said that she needed to be 

careful about using emotional appeals to interest people in her topic, and also that she needed to 

address counter-arguments.  When she began the process, she chose capital punishment for her 

persuasive speech because of a discussion she had participated in through a college course 

outside of the SJLLC.  She said, “In my other class, my ethical issues and life choices class, we 

were . . . discussing capital punishment and whether it was morally permissible or not. . . .  I 

knew it was controversial, because I knew it was something people do not discuss every day.”  In 

her speech, Edda asked class members to send a letter to legislators asking for capital 

punishment to be illegal in the State of Florida.  Edda told me after the speech that her main goal 

was to have some people change their thinking on the topic based on the evidence she provided 

against capital punishment.  She said, “I knew some of the people in the class, from previous 

discussions, [who] were in favor of capital punishment.  And it was interesting to see how they 

reacted afterwards, „cause I asked them again about it and they viewed it differently.”  Edda re-

invented the idea of controversy with civility through out-of-class discussions with her peers.  It 

is interesting to consider the role of performance in such contexts.  Edda‟s performances in and 

out of class demonstrated a commitment to her issue across contexts (over a brief period of time, 

but a consistent argument across contexts nonetheless).  She did not seem to have met with any 

heated controversy, but rather found successful ways to dialogue about the topic in various 

contexts.  

 The implications of these stories about controversial topics in the classroom (and out of 

it), addressing counter-arguments, and respecting the feelings of one‟s audience are that the 

SJLLC members interpret positive social change on a personal level as something that is integral 

to thinking and interpersonal communication.  Many students commented in their reflective 
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interviews that addressing counter-arguments and audience needs was one of the most important 

aspects of a persuasive speech.  Thus, there was a general consensus that dialogic thinking prior 

to the speech was the way that the class members interpreted and reinvented concepts like 

controversy and argumentation.  Mark‟s lectures presented examples of this kind of dialogic 

thinking—such as addressing the audience‟s beliefs about one‟s topic.  The students, in turn, 

applied techniques from Mark‟s lectures to their own speeches.  As the story about Ryan‟s 

speech suggests, the class members were secure in sharing some of their perspectives on 

physician-assisted suicide.  Edda‟s experience of speaking to class members before and after her 

speech on capital punishment provides a glimpse into the students‟ possible reluctance to be as 

open about their opinions within the classroom as they were with one another outside of it.  

Silence and stillness also played a role in the classroom when students failed to raise their hands 

when asked who would support physician-assisted suicide.  No response, in this context, was a 

kind of “civil” response aimed at maintaining a positive classroom environment.  Mark and the 

class members reinvented the concept of controversy with civility as a concept about the thinking 

process and addressing the beliefs of an audience through dialogue rather than as a concept based 

on explicit conflict and argumentation.  Mark‟s approach to the thinking process is something 

akin to Rogerian rhetoric, where bringing the other person around to one‟s own viewpoint is still 

the ultimate goal.  The dialogue in the classroom focused on “respect for others, a willingness to 

hear each others‟ views, and the exercise of restraint in criticizing the views and actions of 

others” (“Higher Education” 23).  Their classroom performances avoided pronounced 

controversy of viewpoints that seems to have been in the interest of maintaining a healthy 

classroom atmosphere.  

Community Members’ Interpretations of the SJLLC’s Belief System 

 Thus far I‟ve focused on how students invent, re-invent, and use the community‟s 

beliefs about positive social change—knowingly or unknowingly—in their course on public 

speaking.  Again, I define belief as a phenomenon that exists on an interface between the social 

and the individual rather than something that is “strictly social” or “strictly individual.”  The 

perspective of a number of disciplines today is that knowledge is socially constructed and the 

individual is secondary to the social.  I question this perspective.  Regarding belief, I propose an 

interface model on which social and individual aspects of beliefs can be plotted side-by-side.  
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My argument in the previous chapter was that the social ethos of the SJLLC is defined by a 

belief system represented through textual performances; this ethos shapes the social context of 

the SJLLC and represents the social side of the interface model.  In this chapter, I have more 

closely analyzed social aspects of the interface on a more intimate level in the classroom.  I‟ve 

considered how the class members—mostly as a group—invent, re-invent, and use the 

community‟s belief system in practice.  The most significant way that they draw on the idea of 

positive social change is the pluralistic nature of their interpretations of positive social change as 

“social justice.”  They associated social justice with individual health, social movements, and 

political causes.  Whatever issue one member of the class was passionate about—including the 

teacher—others generally seemed to support the speaker and/or remain silent.  In this sense, 

there was a group thinking/acting process going on throughout the term.     

 The guidebook suggests that groups work best together when they establish a common 

purpose.  Mark helped the class do this by “enrolling” students in his vision about effective 

public speaking and demonstrating his commitment to his social justice issue that comes from a 

liberal political worldview.  As far as “engaging” with one another to establish a common public 

speaking and/or political purpose for the class, only infrequent but rich anecdotal evidence 

suggests that the SJLLC members took advantage of their shared living space in Wildwood Hall 

to form small alliances with other SJLLC members as they negotiated topics and wrote their 

speeches.  Nadia and Katie shared drafts with one another.  Matt drew on a member of the 

SJLLC who he trusted for critical feedback.  And Edda discussed her persuasive speech topic 

with other SJLLC members before and after her speech to evaluate the effects of her speech on 

her audience.  These anecdotes suggest that there was a rich interplay between private and public 

contexts for SJLLC students in establishing and presenting their discourse in the public speaking 

class.  Within the class, students respected one another‟s views and avoided significant 

controversy.  They practiced a group thinking process not unlike many college courses in my 

experience—validating one another‟s views while also self-monitoring their own discursive 

performances within the classroom to appeal to their shared understanding of the most 

appropriate kinds of discourse.     

 The idea of small alliances created to control their discourse in the micro-community 

also applies to the macro-community.  Outside of the planned activities, like the initiatory trip to 
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Koinonia in Georgia, the SJLLC community often consisted of a series of smaller groups, or 

cliques, and friendships organized around shared goals and interests.  For example, Ryan and 

Sean went together on a weekly basis to volunteer as mentors for children at a local day care 

facility.  Katie volunteered at a local non-profit coffeeshop, where one of the leaders of the 

SJLLC, Carrie Tucker, had worked before she moved on to a new position at another university.  

Others gave service by participating in additional programs at the Center.  Some participated in 

fraternities and sororities.  As my anecdotal evidence suggests, I am sure that small groups of 

like-minded individuals—even groups as small as two or three people—could be found within 

the SJLLC throughout the year as members grouped and re-grouped according to their short-term 

and long-term interests and goals.  This was a group of 36 ordinary people with diversity in 

interests and beliefs—as, in any community, diversity in individual beliefs exist.  Individual 

belief—the phenomenon of what people believe for themselves independent of any 

“performance”—are the subject of the next chapter.  These beliefs are never sure to anyone but 

the believer, although clues into their existence can be found through individual‟s expressions of 

belief.  Ultimately, analyzing performances is the only way to interpret individual beliefs and 

communal beliefs alike.   

 By the end of the public speaking course—which was also the end of the eight-month 

SJLLC experience—my interview data suggested that students believed they had changed as a 

group over the eight months in terms of the unity of their community.  For example, in my final 

speech interview with Edda, she said that at Koinonia they had been asked to write down what 

they envisioned social justice to be, and she wrote down “tolerance.”  In April, in my final 

interview with her, she said “I think we‟ve all learned a great amount of tolerance since we‟ve 

been in the program.”  She reflected on the first week when she said they all tried to talk about 

their different perspectives—she felt that by the end of the eight months the group was much 

more open than in the beginning:  

Now we can actually talk about [social justice] and not be like, „ooh, so testy!‟—

because everyone knows where everyone [else] stands, and we respect that.  And, you 

know, we may voice our opinions and we may know that somebody doesn‟t agree with 

[our opinions], but we‟re open to different dialogues.         
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Throughout the “exit interviews” I conducted in April with my eight informants, a common 

metaphor for the SJLLC among the students was “the SJLLC is like a family.”  The metaphor 

worked for them because, in families, people know each other‟s strengths and weaknesses, and 

people disagree.  It also worked because families are, consistent with the Tonnesian sense of 

gemeinschaft, the most basic metaphor for community that we have.  The SJLLC members‟ 

interpretation of positive social change, then, is similar to the guidebook‟s leadership model in 

the sense of building democratic communities.  As the guidebook says, “[In] a highly diverse 

society like the United States, open political discussion and debate is an absolute necessity, 

especially if there is to be any hope of identifying the common purpose toward which citizens 

can work collaboratively” (67).  Edda‟s comment speaks to a sense of respect for difference in 

the macro-community: “everyone knows where everyone [else] stands, and we respect that.”  In 

the micro-community, however, controversy was substituted with dialogue and questions rather 

than debate.  Mark invited debate, but different political voices did not emerge in the classroom 

the way they would in “the „town hall‟ meetings that characterized early American democracy” 

(67).  The guidebook suggests that such meetings “exemplify” the value of controversy with 

civility.  Perhaps in the students living “hall” we might get a closer look at these kinds of 

dialogues.   

 Conclusion 

 Mark and his public speaking students, all members of the SJLLC, drew inspiration 

from the idea of positive social change as they collaborated in their shared micro-community.  

Like the SJLLC itself, this micro-community represented a diverse range of topics, interests, and 

worldviews.  Mark‟s definition of positive social change emanated from a liberal political 

worldview focused on humanity—as demonstrated by his examples of everyday acts of social 

justice—and respect towards openly homosexual people—as demonstrated by the significant 

amount of class time spent on films and discussion about sexuality and our society.  Through his 

teaching style, Mark “enrolled” students in his vision about what effective public speaking looks 

like, and he helped the class members achieve success in public speaking through rehearsals and 

feedback.  Thus, he practiced the guidebook‟s core values of establishing a common purpose and 

collaborating with others.  The students, in turn, collaborated with him by asking questions in 

class and clarifying their knowledge of public speaking.  And the students collaborated with one 
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another by practicing their speeches in their living hall and re-reading their speeches to one 

another.  As practices, establishing a common purpose and collaborating implicitly support the 

SJLLC‟s communal belief in positive social change.  Controversy in the SJLLC was a more 

complex issue, as it seems to have been absent from the public speaking course but not from the 

general SJLLC context.  Certainly, students explored their topics from multiple perspectives and 

refuted counter-arguments respectfully; but no major disagreements occurred.  Pluralism—the 

expression of different and divergent positions—seems to have been practiced to a higher degree 

outside of the classroom, in more private contexts, which is actually not at all surprising.  As 

Edda learned when she found different viewpoints on capital punishment by talking to her peers 

before and after her speech, the claim that all are interested in positive social change (broadly 

defined) does not mean that all members of the SJLLC hold the same beliefs about the most 

appropriate policies and practices on a given issue.  Positive social change requires a consensus 

amongst community members as to exactly what change will look like.  In the next chapter, I 

analyze my eight informants‟ writing processes to see how each of them grapples with the 

relationship between communal beliefs—as they express them—and individual beliefs—as they 

express them.  
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CHAPTER FOUR  

WRITING WITH BELIEF 

 Throughout this dissertation, I have been arguing that beliefs exist at the interface of 

social and individual phenomena.  My argument is based on my ethnographic study of the 

SJLLC, particularly focusing on the composing processes of eight of its members to achieve a 

fine-grained understanding of the reciprocity between personal and communal beliefs in writing.  

In Bonnie Sunstein‟s Composing a Culture—an ethnographic study of English teachers in a 

summer writing program—she found that the program participants used writing to construct and 

reconstruct “shared beliefs” and to confirm and create “common experience” (10).  Beliefs are 

social, but they are also individual.  Social psychologist Daniel Bar-Tal distinguishes between 

“personal and common beliefs” and suggests that the two are interdependent, not mutually 

exclusive (xii).  In this chapter, I outline an interface model that represents individual and 

communal beliefs in a dialectical relationship with one another.  Textual performances, such as 

writing, are central to this dialectic.  Textual performances are texts that operate at their highest 

level of significance within a particular community.  In the SJLLC, students‟ speeches are most 

significant in the public speaking course itself.  These textual performances are the meeting place 

for communal and individual beliefs, which are interpreted and represented through the textual 

performances themselves.  The interface that I outline here is an answer to my two most 

important research questions: what is the relationship between a community‟s core values/beliefs 

and individual members‟ textual performances?  And how do communal values/beliefs constrain 

and/or enable individual members‟ production of discourse?18
   

 The communal beliefs of the SJLLC focus on one central idea: through leadership, 

individuals can bring about positive social change as they work in communities and society.  

SJLLC members believe that any person is capable of being a leader; traditional leadership 

positions are not required.  According to the Social Change guidebook, a good leader is one who 

is able to develop values conducive to individual self-reliance, group adaptability, and 
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 Postmodern theorists describe discourse as a shaper of individuals—known as subjects (see Lauer 105).  

However, this position is not the point of departure for my definition of discourse.  
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citizenship in the larger society (“Higher Education” 16-27).  In the SJLLC, there is an ongoing 

dialectic between the broad communal belief "positive social change" and the embodiment of 

that broad belief in the students' individual beliefs.  I gained insight into individual beliefs 

through my research in a variety of ways, but especially through my own textual analysis of 

SJLLC students‟ speeches and my retrospective interviews with them immediately following 

their informative and persuasive speeches.  Based on my analysis of eight students‟ speech 

writing processes, I argue that the students draw from the imaginative universe of the SJLLC—

including its belief system—as they identify, explore, clarify, and change their personal, 

individual beliefs.  I define the term interface as a space where two or more phenomena merge 

with one another to form a holistic product.  It is different from an intersection where two paths 

cross one another, yet progress in different directions; in an interface, both phenomena are 

brought together to serve a single purpose.  In this case, students‟ speeches are the purpose; 

communal and individual beliefs merge through the textual performances themselves.  If a Venn 

diagram were used to represent this relationship, it would include communal belief on one side, 

individual belief on the other, and textual performances occupying the overlapping space where 

the two meet.   

Based on my ethnographic study of the community and my analysis of the writing 

processes of eight students, I have concluded that communal beliefs guide individual members to 

identify, assert, clarify, and change their personal beliefs throughout their writing processes.  To 

bear out this thesis, the development of this chapter will include three parts.  First, I will 

introduce the writing process in theory and then describe how it was practiced by students in the 

public speaking course.  I will demonstrate how two aspects of the writing process—invention 

and revision—are strongly connected to communal belief.  I focus first on invention, then on 

revision.  This order makes sense because invention is usually considered to be the first stage of 

the writing process, and revision occurs further in to the writing processes once a draft or partial 

draft has been written.  I begin each of those sections with a brief theoretical overview of the 

way the term has traditionally been defined in the field; then, I present information from my data 

about the role of invention and/or revision in students‟ writing processes as each concept informs 

belief.  I conclude each section with my insights into the relationship between communal and 
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individual beliefs.  I conclude this chapter with a discussion of the implications of an interface 

model for understanding the role of beliefs in the writing process.    

Belief and the Writing Process in “Public Speaking: Social Justice”  

 The relationship between communal beliefs and individual textual performances sheds 

light on the processes of writing.  Belief plays a significant role in writing.  If beliefs are 

invisible entities within our hearts and minds—but entities that shape our thinking and actions 

nonetheless—then it stands to reason that beliefs also shape our written representations of our 

own identities and beliefs as well as the identities and beliefs of others.  Beliefs are particularly 

significant in the processes of invention and revision, which I will discuss a little further on.  

First, however, the process movement of the 1970s and 1980s sheds light on the role of belief in 

the writing process.  Occurring in the 1970s and 1980s, the process movement drew attention to 

teacher-student interaction during the writing process, a recursive view of the writing process, 

and an emphasis on discovery in writing (Hairston 85-86).  Prior to this movement, English 

departments—and, by extension, universities and colleges—placed so much emphasis on the 

products of writing that they neglected teaching the important operations required to produce 

those texts.  What Maxine Hairston called the “traditional” model of teaching composition—as 

outlined in many early 1980s textbooks—upheld the virtues of style, editing, and skills-based 

approaches to teaching writing at the expense of attention to invention and the recursive nature 

of the process of actual writers.
19

  The new paradigm for teaching writing that Hairston 

suggested, based on emerging research into the writing process, included things like “It is 

rhetorically based; audience, purpose, and occasion figure prominently in the assignment of 

writing tasks” and “It views writing as a recursive rather than a linear process; pre-writing, 

writing, and revision" are activities that overlap and intertwine” (86).   

One major result of the movement was to shift the attention of composition research to 

the human acts involved in producing written texts.  For example, through the process of 

thinking about a topic, talking about it, researching, and exploring it (invention strategies), one is 

engaged in the human processes of testing one‟s beliefs about a topic.  This leads to considering 

the purpose of the speech and the relationship between one‟s topic and other people.  The writer 

must ask, why do I believe this topic matters?  Why would others care about it?  In answering 
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 See Hairston‟s “The Winds of Change” for a clear example of this narrative of change.  
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these questions, the writer addresses the underlying beliefs that motivated an interest in the topic 

in the first place.  He/she then moves on to the written representation (i.e., textual performance) 

of those beliefs—and this is where the process becomes more complex.  The written 

representation of beliefs—I refer to these as “textually performed beliefs”—does not always 

correlate with the actual beliefs of the writer.  A person may reasonably argue (i.e., perform) a 

belief in one setting for particular reasons, but present an argument in another context that 

complicates that previously performed belief.  Communal beliefs play a significant role in 

people‟s reasoning for such performed shifts in belief—and I will explore this concept further on 

when I discuss the revision processes of my participants.     

 In “Public Speaking: Social Justice,” writing played a crucial role in the development of 

textual performances—the informative and persuasive speeches.  Mark, the instructor, set aside 

two or three class days for students to practice their speech introductions in a whole-class 

workshop.  Students were not required to participate by sharing their introductions; however, the 

majority of the students did read their introductions out loud voluntarily.  They brought typed, or 

handwritten, introductions that they used as a script for the speech rehearsal.  Mark asked the 

students to stand in the front of the room and deliver their introductions as if they were 

delivering the actual speech.  The rehearsals provided an opportunity for Mark to provide praise 

and critical feedback on the writing and aspects of their oral delivery.  Sometimes the speaker‟s 

introduction would spark a discussion of the topic.  Class members could also participate in 

providing feedback, discussing the topic, and asking for clarification.  In addition to the whole-

class rehearsals, students often approached Mark one-on-one after class with additional questions 

related to the development of their papers, and students also collaborated with one another out-

of-class to practice their speeches and provide feedback to one another on the speeches.  

Practicing speeches gave students the chance to test the development of their ideas against the 

reactions and responses of their actual audience before writing the full versions of their speeches.     

 In addition to the feedback and practice these workshops provided for students, Mark also 

gave explicit instruction on the invention technique of finding a topic.  For instance, one day near 

the beginning of the semester he told the class that one requirement—no matter what topic they 

chose for their informative and persuasive speeches—was that they needed to tie the topic to 

“some issue of social justice.”  He provided a few examples from students he had taught in the 
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past.  “I had a student one time do his speech on Beatles songs and how some Beatles songs 

propelled social justice movements in the sixties.”  Another student had addressed community 

service opportunities at the university.  Others connected social justice themes to rap music, 

poetry, and literature.  One student, Mark said, focused on the ideas presented in Charles 

Dickens‟ novels: “he used Oliver Twist, A Tale of Two Cities, and Little Dorrit to discuss how 

Charles Dickens addressed issues of social justice at that time in London.”  A student asked if 

Mark was referring to poverty, to which Mark affirmed that Dickens shed light on the social 

justice issues of poverty and child labor during his lifetime.  Any topic, Mark suggested, could 

be tied to social justice themes if approached creatively.  Thus, he addressed invention 

techniques as a part of the writing and speaking processes for preparing the speech.     

 Mark‟s instruction on the writing process was just one aspect of the data that I have 

drawn on to understand how the writing process was set up and practiced in the public speaking 

course as a starting point for understanding belief in that writing process.  Beliefs, again, are 

difficult phenomena to observe; students‟ reflective interviews and their actual writing processes, 

however, provide insight into the relationship between the SJLLCs broad belief and their 

individual beliefs about positive social change.  From anecdotal evidence, I know that the 

students‟ living hall also provided them a unique peer-to-peer space for the development of their 

speeches.  A particularly useful data set that I collected and analyzed are the drafts of students‟ 

speeches.  For most of the eight students‟ who participated in my research fully, I have a draft of 

their original introduction and at least one full speech manuscript (sometimes more).  Most of 

them did not write more than one full draft—although each seems to have engaged in useful re-

shaping and revising as they created that one draft.  I also conducted the retrospective interviews 

with each of them within a few days of the informative and persuasive speeches.  These 

interviews provide insight into their individual beliefs regarding positive social change through 

the invention and revision processes.  Next, I turn to the invention process to demonstrate how 

the communal-individual dialectic of beliefs is an integral part of writing.  

Invention in the SJLLC 

While it is impossible to identify an origin for a process such as the discovery of ideas, 

the concept of invention has traditionally been traced to classical rhetoric in ancient Greece.  

However, this is not an arbitrary choice on the part of scholars.  According to James A. Herrick, 
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“The history of rhetoric in the Western tradition begins, as do several other histories or arts or 

disciplines, with that ancient cluster of highly inventive societies, the Greek city-states of the 

eighth through the third centuries B.C.” (32).  Rhetoricians (scholars of rhetoric) attribute this 

shift to the shift of Athens‟ political system from an aristocracy to a democracy (33).  This 

created a need for teachers of public speaking and the effective use of discourse.  These teachers 

were called Sophists.  Herrick writes: 

The Sophists…offered Greek citizens—that is, free men—education in the arts of 

verbal discourse, especially training in inventing arguments and presenting them 

in a persuasive manner to a larger audience.  Newly enfranchised citizens created 

a market for something not previously available in Greece, education in the 

effective public use of reason. (34).   

Effective public speaking was a critical kind of literacy and performance in ancient Greek 

political assemblies and courts of law.  According to Herrick, citizens had to speak for 

themselves in the courts of law (36) and a jury of several hundred members “simply voted” 

without deliberating after hearing the two speeches—“one of prosecution, the other of defense” 

(34)—presented by the claimants.  “There were no attorneys in the modern sense of the term, nor 

even a highly developed legal code.  A citizen had to speak for himself” (36).  This example 

demonstrates the significance of rhetorical dexterity in speaking at that time.   

 This rhetorical acumen required speakers to be well-versed in the common beliefs, or 

endoxa, of their audiences.  Therefore, Herrick explains that the Sophists
20

 “employed the 

method of dialectic (Greek: dialektike) in their teaching, or inventing arguments for and against a 

proposition” (38).  Herrick provides an example of what this teaching might have looked like: 

an argument might develop from a premise such as, „It is better to possess much 

virtue than much money.‟  One student would develop an argument or series of 

arguments based on this widely accepted claim.  Another student would then 

                                                           
20

 A comment on the term “sophist” in contemporary discourse: The modern term sophistry carries with it a negative 

connotation that suggests deception and trickery.  Although the Sophists in ancient Greece were paid teachers—as 

well as speechwriters and speakers on certain occasions—Herrick writes that “many traditional Greeks greeted 
[them] and their art of rhetoric with great suspicion” (40).  In Gorgias, Plato‟s Socrates condemns rhetoric as a kind 
of deception or trickery.  The Sophists were ancient teachers of speech, and ancient writers, who no doubt operated 

each according to his own set of personal beliefs about the world.  Their history, however, provides insight into the 

significance of textual performances—speeches in ancient Greece—to influence public opinion and persuade large 

audiences.   
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challenge the arguments on the basis of other widely accepted notions, and by 

exploring the opposite points from those advanced.  Thus, in dialectic, argument 

met counterargument in a series of exchanges that, it was believed, would yield a 

better view of truth. (38)    

This example applies to the SJLLC students and their own speech writing processes.  In several 

of the persuasive speeches, students chose to argue from premises that challenged their own and 

their peers traditional beliefs or practices; whether their goal was to “yield a better view of truth” 

or to experiment with argumentation is another question.  However, the basic concept of 

exploring all the available arguments dialectically is a practice generally associated with the 

Sophists.  The writings of Aristotle came a little bit later in the history of rhetoric, and Aristotle‟s 

rhetoric also concerns itself with questions of how to address large audiences based on 

“commonly held opinions” (79).  According to Herrick, “Rhetoric an dialectic both start with 

commonly held opinions, and address a wide range of questions.  However, rhetoric employs 

proofs dialectic avoids—proofs from character and emotion” (79).  Endoxa is the Greek word for 

shared opinions, or communal beliefs.  Understanding those shared beliefs helps the rhetor 

persuade an audience effectively in a variety of situations.  Aristotle‟s theory of rhetoric suggests 

that many people can practice invention by learning about “argumentative approaches and text 

structures that will enable them to respond to any rhetorical situation” (Clark 73).21
   

Understanding the audience‟s beliefs (endoxa) is crucial to this process.  Invention, therefore, is 

a critical concept in public speaking as suggested in the work of the Sophists and Aristotle; it 

refers to the processes of building persuasive arguments based on an understanding of the 

commonly held beliefs of one‟s audience.   

Composition scholars generally trace the concept of invention for writing/composing to 

the idea of invention in the classical Greek and Roman writings on the art of rhetoric (Clark 72-

75; Sommers 378-379).  The practical Aristotelian ideas that rhetoric can be taught and  that 

arguments can be “discovered” are similar to definitions of invention in composition today.  

According to Irene Clark: “As a concept in composition, „invention‟ refers to the process writers 

use to search for, discover, create, or „invent‟ material for a piece or writing” (71).  In Charles 
                                                           
21

 Irene Clark identifies two of Aristotle‟s contributions to a theory of invention: “Aristotle is associated with two 
important overall claims that pertain to invention: that rhetoric is an art that can be taught (thus, students can be 

taught to „invent‟), and that subject matter can be discovered in the world” (76).     
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Bazerman‟s foreword to Janice Lauer‟s book on invention, he writes that invention is a topic that 

“addresses one of the most basic questions a writer asks: what should I write about?  To whom? 

And why?  What materials can I use?   Where can I find them?  What will move and persuade 

my readers?   How can I even begin to think about what I might write?” (xv).  He further 

suggests that the concept of invention rests on some “fundamental philosophic questions about 

the nature of writing,” including: “How can we represent what we know and believe and how 

does representation realize or transform our beliefs and knowledge?” (xv).  Twentieth century 

scholarship on invention has also played a critical role in the development of the teaching of 

writing that has increased its focus on the processes of writing since mid-century (Lauer 65-66).  

For example, Lauer summarizes an argument made by Michael Polanyi in the mid-twentieth 

century “that scientific communities have beliefs and values to which the inquirer must appeal. 

He also discussed the importance of heuristic action among members of an interpretive 

community” (67).  This position is similar to the Greek idea of finding common topics the 

speaker can use to appeal to the beliefs of the audience.  As Lauer‟s seminal book makes clear, 

many scholarly and pedagogically-oriented studies have been conducted in order to understand 

the processes associated with invention—searching for ideas, struggling with a topic, negotiating 

beliefs, negotiating differences of opinion, appealing to an audience, and narrowing a topic for a 

writing project.  These processes are traditionally considered to occur at the beginning of the 

writing process—prior to the creation of text—but my research suggests that writers are engaged 

with invention throughout the writing process as well as after the creation and delivery of their 

texts.    

 Within the SJLLC, we get a glimpse into the relationship between communal beliefs and 

individual textual performances by examining the students‟ invention processes via their 

retrospective interviews.  Interview comments suggest that the broad belief in “social justice” (as 

a synonym for positive social change) initiated students in their choices of speech topics, and 

provided them a way to connect their local beliefs to the larger communal belief in change.  My 

argument is that the broad belief in positive social change, though interpreted individually, was 

generative for students‟ personal beliefs about social justice and social change as long as the 

broad belief did not conflict with or constrain their personal beliefs.  There are instances—and 



112 

 

one explicit instance I‟ll address in the section on revision—when students‟ invention of a 

communal belief for their audience caused tension with the student‟s personal beliefs.    

 The communal belief in positive social change seems to have been prominent in 

Angelie‟s motivations for her informative speech based on the focus of her informative speech.  

Angelie said she chose iodine deficiencies and health because she would like to focus on 

“making sure people have proper nourishment.”  She is pursuing a double major in Political 

Science and Nutrition.    Touching on her invention of the communal beliefs of her audience, as 

well as potential audiences in the general public, she said she explained that people often think 

about “amount of food” or “macro-nutrients, like proteins, carbs, and fat that are really energy-

yielding; but they don‟t focus on micro-nutrients.”  She said, “You only need a little iodine, but 

the thyroid effects your growth hormone, reproduction, your temperature, [and] your metabolic 

rate.”  When I asked about how she would connect this topic to social justice, she suggested that 

the issue of iodine deficiency is “under-served,” because it is not seen as a revolutionary way to 

effect change.  “[It is] not glamorous [and people] won‟t get the feeling that [they are] 

necessarily saving the world.”  She said there isn‟t “that glamour, that Angelie Jolie effect,” 

suggesting that she believes people want to be recognized for service in other countries the way 

that movie stars are recognized.  “But since it doesn‟t give the West the feeling like they‟re being 

the saviors to the entire population, [eradicating iodine deficiency] is under-served.”  Angelie‟s 

comments imply some of the communal beliefs about positive social change that she addressed 

in her speech.  She wants to critique the potential communal belief that social justice needs to be 

“glamorous” and large-scale; instead, she wants to suggest that people‟s health needs should be 

addressed even if those giving aid are not recognized for it.   

While Angelie‟s reasoning for choosing her speech topic—based on the communal 

beliefs of her audience as she imagined those beliefs—is not necessarily representative of how 

other members of the SJLLC chose their speech topics, it does provide a glimpse into how 

students addressed communal beliefs about “social justce”/“positive social change.”  Examples 

from a couple of other students‟ retrospective interviews underscore the fact that students‟ 

attention to the audience‟s communal beliefs was central to their invention processes.   

For example, Katie was interested in doing something out-of-the-ordinary for her informative 

speech.  She believed it was possible to do this by using one of her favorite popular films, 
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Forrest Gump, as a lens through which she could teach the class about social injustices through a 

historic lens.  “There [are] really injustices in everything,” she said after the speech.  She said she 

didn‟t want to do the expected social justice topics like volunteer work, the Children‟s Hospital, 

and breast cancer.  Thus, she implied that the communal belief was that that these were 

traditional social justice issues—she wanted to address something new.  So she watched her 

favorite film—Forrest Gump—again, taking notes to find specific examples of social injustices.  

Drawing from her notes, she typed a list of around fifteen different scenes where she felt social 

injustices were represented or addressed.  She included all of these instances that she found as a 

handout for the class.  In her final speech, she focused on three major issues: “domestic violence, 

desegregation, and equal education for all children.”  The film was a touchstone for each topic as 

she moved throughout her speech: “To start, in the beginning of the movie, Jenny was introduced 

as Forrest‟s best friend.  She never wanted to go home, but Forrest had no idea why.”  The 

reason was because Jenny had an abusive father.  Katie used this idea as a springboard into 

domestic violence from a historic lens: “During the 1960‟s, child abuse was just beginning to be 

discovered.”  She cited research suggesting that the 1960s was a crucial time of change in the 

medical community‟s beliefs about child injuries as well as legal improvements in the late 

1960‟s across the nation to address child abuse.   

 In this example, we see that Katie effectively draws on her local belief that social justice 

issues can be found “everywhere”; she believes her favorite popular film is a text that can prompt 

viewers to think critically about the ideas of social justice and positive social change.  She used 

the film as a springboard into three major issues she believed to be closely connected to the idea 

of positive social change.  Katie‟s invention process began with a desire that she mentioned in 

our retrospective interview: the desire to something new, something different, and not the 

“typical” social justice topic as she saw it.  Her decision was to base her speech on her favorite 

film, which she watched through a “social justice” lens even though she had watched it many 

times before.  This re-viewing of a text she already knew well is evidence of a process of 

discovery.  Katie‟s approach is hermeneutic because she relied on representations and research to 

inform her audience about the past.  A hermeneutic approach to invention is based on 



114 

 

interpretation, close examination, and review of texts.
22

  She does not provide a new 

interpretation of past events, but rather uses the film, research, and her interests in social justice 

to develop a “reading” of key issues.  Her personal belief that “social justice is everywhere” is 

borne out through her identification and elaboration on three key issues that she connects to the 

broad communal belief in social justice.  As with Angelie‟s approach, the broad belief in making 

a difference in the world—often referred to as “social justice” in the community—was 

generative for students in choosing and developing their speeches for their specific classroom 

audience.  

Katie‟s invention process for the persuasive speech underscores her belief that social 

justice issues can be found “everywhere” and that social justice and change do not necessarily 

have to be about the big political issues.  She said that she originally “really wanted to do 

something that was earth-shattering,” but she ultimately settled on something she felt could begin 

with her own actions.  She said, “I [felt] like, for my first persuasive speech, it should be 

something that I could reach myself and persuade myself to do.”  She mentioned that she had 

thought about the topic of “breast cancer awareness” again, but she was once again felt that was 

too typical.  The argument of her persuasive speech was that each member of the class should 

exercise regularly for the sake of things like self-improvement, relaxation, and stress control.  

For this topic, she interpreted the communal beliefs of her audience as resistant to exercising due 

to their busy schedules and lifestyles.  Thus, she addressed these communal beliefs in her speech.  

The development of her speech shows that she expected ideological resistance to her thesis.  She 

addressed potential concerns throughout the speech; when she got to her final point, she wrote, 

“the drawback that is still lingering in your brain is…Oh yeah right, how am I going to even 

start?  I haven‟t been working out in ages, or how this body going to go the Leach [recreation 

center] with all those buff guys and super skinny girls?”  She addressed this concern by outlining 

the programs and people available to help.  Her choice for this topic emerged from a desire to 

persuade her class members to do something that she already felt confident in herself. 

                                                           
22

 In contrast, a heuristic approach is based on the production of new texts.  Lauer writes: “Theorists…disagree over 
whether invention is hermeneutic or heuristic or both (i.e., whether invention‟s purpose is to interpret and critique 
existing texts, produce new texts, or both)” (3).   
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But what does this thesis of hers contribute to positive social change?  That is, how did 

her invention process reflect a desire to engage with the core communal belief in positive social 

change?  She did not articulate an explicit connection between social justice issues and her topic 

in the reflective interview, which might suggest that her speech did not engage with the 

communal belief in positive social change.  However, this is unlikely.  Katie‟s interpretation of 

positive social change in this speech aligned with the concept of having a consciousness of self, 

which is an individual value of importance to the social change model (“Higher” 31).  In the 

model, consciousness of self refers to two related qualities: “an awareness and an 

acknowledgement of those relatively stable aspects of the self that go to make up what we call 

„personality‟”  and “„mindfulness,‟ an ability and a propensity to be an accurate observer of your 

current actions and state of mind” (31).   Katie‟s speech implicitly addresses this concept as well: 

“In the next six minutes and with the following evidence, I am going to make you want to work 

out regularly.  It is scientifically proven that getting heart-pumping physical activity will make 

you more energized, and less stressed.  There is a huge correlation with working out and the 

reduction of health issues such as heart disease, obesity and believe it or not, cancer.”  This 

passage demonstrates Katie‟s attention to qualities of psychological and physical well-being, the 

former being closely intertwined with the idea of having a high level of self-awareness 

(consciousness of self).  Thus, Katie‟s textual performance of the persuasive  speech engages 

with an aspect of the social change model by aligning it with the idea of self-awareness.  I am not 

suggesting she did this intentionally, but it demonstrates that she anticipated a shared belief in 

self-awareness within the community by virtue of incorporating psychological proofs in her 

argument. 

Katie‟s own definition of “social justice” seemed to focus more on collective change 

regarding the “big” issues.  In our retrospective interview, she said that she defined social justice 

as taking one‟s own initiative for what one thinks is morally correct and taking action against 

things that are morally wrong.  “Social justice is just taking action against what you morally 

think is wrong.”  She didn‟t suggest in the persuasive speech that there was anything “morally 

wrong” with not running, but her informative speech topics of domestic violence, desegregation, 

and equal education did address topics of greater moral and political concern.  Furthermore, her 

reference in both the informative and the persuasive interviews to wanting originally to talk 
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about “breast cancer” and other broad-based issues suggests that her personal belief about what 

she thought most people associated with positive social change generally aligned with topics 

related to historical and contemporary social movements.     

Katie also took advantage of the principle of collaboration with her persuasive speech, 

which I discussed in chapter three as another aspect of the SJLLC‟s belief system.  In the social 

change model, collaboration implies a situation where all members benefit from working 

together.  Katie drew on the idea of collaboration in two different ways.  First, she invited her 

class members to collaborate with her through exercise by extending her argument beyond the 

formal speech situation.  She sent an email to the class members after her speech; the email 

included a workout schedule that class members could use in their exercise routines.  She also 

explicitly connected her speech topic with Angelie‟s upcoming speech in her conclusion: “And 

just wait for Tuesday so you can hear from Angelie about how to maximize your heart-pumping 

cardio with some beneficial weight-lifting!”  Then she reminded the class once more that she 

was willing to exercise with them anytime.  By referencing Angelie‟s talk, she connected her 

personal belief related to self-awareness (through fitness) with Angelie‟s topic that was also 

related to health and fitness.  And by inviting the class to join her in exercise, she drew on the 

shared belief in collaboration.  Thus, Katie drew implicitly on two important sub-beliefs from the 

social change model that make up part of the broad belief in positive social change of the 

community: consciousness of self and collaboration.  If a part of the process of invention is 

connecting with the communal beliefs of the audience, then Katie‟s speech is an example of a 

variety of methods that can be used to connect with the core beliefs of a community.  This does 

not mean, however, that Katie‟s beliefs for this speech were generated by the communal belief in 

positive social change.  We would need more evidence of her decision-making process to bear 

out that thesis.  It does, however, show correlation between communal and individual beliefs. 

 So, from the examples of Angelie‟s informative speech and Katie‟s two speeches it seems 

reasonable that the broad belief in positive social change was generative for students in their 

speech writing processes as long as it did not conflict with their personal beliefs, goals, or topical 

interests.  Let us look at one other example.  Nadia gave her speech on marriage customs on 

Eastern countries—specifically, arranged marriages.  How was this topic generated by the 

communal belief in positive social change?  Nadia believed the class members knew little about 
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the practice of arranged marriages.  Her personal background had exposed her to both Western 

and Eastern cultures and belief systems.  In our retrospective interview, she said she chose this 

topic because “it was something that nobody talks about” and it is part of her family‟s culture.  

She felt it connected to social justice based on the ideas of “free will” and “choice,” and because 

of the occurrences of domestic violence that can result from arranged marriages.  In the final text 

of her speech, she began with her audience‟s cultural beliefs based on their experiences as 

Americans to introduce the topic:  

Think back to the summer before your junior year.  For most, this was an eventful 

time: college tours, long days at the beach, but quite possibly the biggest event of 

all was your sweet 16
th

 birthday.  When you think of your sweet sixteen, you 

might think of getting your license, or maybe even your first car.  But for some, 

this day has a different meaning.  It is the day when they meet their husband- or 

wife-to-be for the first time.  While arranged marriages are not common in the 

United States, in countries such as India and Thailand, having an arranged 

marriage is a normal part of the coming-of-age process.       

From this example, we can infer that Nadia‟s invention process included actively anticipating 

audience‟s beliefs about marriage—and even about coming-of-age rituals—in order to inform 

that about a topic she believed had implicit connections to positive social change.  Her main goal 

was to provide information about the topic—not to praise or condemn the practice of arranged 

marriages.     

 In the retrospective interview, Nadia said that the hardest part of the process of writing 

the speech was coming up with the topic.  She said that she used keywords in online searches via 

Google—which resulted in more hits than she knew what to do with—and other kinds of online 

searching and research.  She went to the library, but did not find much on her topic there.  She 

described a process of searching for sources, reviewing sources, and then narrowing down the 

focus to the specific points she wanted to make—all general parts of the invention process 

towards discovering the purpose of one‟s draft.  Still, the way communal and individual beliefs 

helped her choose and shape the topic remain unclear based on this general research process.  

But she provided some key insights in the retrospective interview about her process.  Two 

aspects of Nadia‟s invention process that she reflected on in her retrospective interview suggest 
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how she came up with her topic.  First, she had first-hand knowledge of her topic (prior to the 

research) from her cultural and family background—a fact that she believed gave her greater 

access to a different cultural belief system than her classmates.  Second, she connected it to 

social justice because of the high number of cases of domestic violence in cultures with arranged 

marriages and because of the pressure for people to get married young based on the cultural 

influence rather than personal choice.  The first aspect I mentioned suggests that Nadia wanted to 

engaged her students in a comparative analysis of different belief systems‟ marriage rituals.  The 

second aspect connects it to issues of social justice and positive change.  In the SJLLC, positive 

social change was about leadership that was aimed at changing undesirable circumstances 

through collective action and collaboration.  In this case, Nadia‟s speech could have prepared 

community members in thinking about the possibility of domestic violence or a lack of choice 

associated with arranged marriages and further collaborated to encourage improvement in these 

areas.  Thus, Nadia‟s interpretations of issues needing attention thus correlate with the communal 

beliefs in social change, like Angelie‟s and Katie‟s.  Nadia‟s interests in social justice seem to 

have been generated to a degree out of the SJLLC‟s communal belief in positive social change.     

SJLLC students‟ various invention strategies illustrate the complex relationship between 

the broad communal belief in positive social change and individual students‟ re-invention of that 

belief as a guiding principle for their speeches.  The general insight that I have gained is that the 

communal belief in positive social change—more commonly identified by the nominal “social 

justice” within the SJLLC—was generative for students‟ individual beliefs as they selected 

topics and developed a focus for their speeches.  In most cases, as suggested by these examples, 

students‟ personal beliefs did not conflict with their interpretations of positive social change 

since they were permitted to connect this broad belief to any topic.  In the revision section, I will 

address one case in which the students‟ interpretation of positive social change did cause a 

disconnect between his view of the communal belief he was advocating and his personal beliefs 

about the topic.  Although the case may seem like an exception, I believe it may point to hidden 

personal beliefs behind the positions that people advocate in their self-made textual 

performances.  At any rate, the examples above suggest that the students‟ interpretations of 

positive social change often result in discursive practices that correlate with the social change 

model.  In Katie‟s case, the values of collaboration and self-awareness have a strong correlation 
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with the social change model.  It did not seem that students generally felt that their personal 

beliefs were constrained by the community‟s belief in positive social change—rather, these 

representative examples suggest that their individual beliefs were facilitated and enabled by it.  

As they imagined, shaped, and created their textual performances—speeches—they re-

interpreted the community‟s concept of positive social change as it applied to their individual 

imaginative universes: all that mattered to each of them personally.  In many cases, they used the 

belief in positive social change to advance/explore ideas that emerges directly from their 

personal beliefs and experiences.  Thus, the textual performances generally provided a “natural” 

fit between communal and personal beliefs.  In the next section, I consider how beliefs are 

further integrated and negotiated through the revision process of creating the textual 

performances.      

Revision and the SJLLC  

 Revision emerged as a key term in the latter half of the twentieth century along with a 

renewed focus on invention and the shift from a “current-traditional” idea of revision, focused on 

surface errors, to a rhetorical definition that focuses on meaning, audience, and purpose.  If 

invention is a key writing process that clusters at the beginning of the writing process, then 

revision is one that clusters in the middle and final stages of the writing process.  Both occur 

throughout the writing event.  A distinguishing factor is that invention focuses on discovery 

while revision is about change.  The two are not mutually exclusive processes, however, as a 

change in belief will lead one back to invention strategies like discussion, research, and 

journaling in order to discover and articulate the characteristics of “new belief.”  In “Revision 

Strategies of Student Writers and Experienced Adult Writers,” Nancy Sommers “used a case 

study approach” (380) to study the concept of revision as understood by 20 college freshmen and 

20 professional writers;
23

 she found that the two groups had significantly different interpretations 

of revision.  The student writers in her study were mainly concerned with vocabulary (381).  She 

suggested that their interest in words was divorced from an understanding of the relationship of 

those words to the text.  The experienced writers, on the other hand, approached revision from a 

holistic perspective.  She wrote: “[They] describe their primary objective when revising as 
                                                           
23

 “The student writers were 20 freshmen at Boston University and the University of Oklahoma with SAT verbal 
scores ranging from 450-600 in their first semester of composition.  The twenty experienced adult writers from 

Boston and Oklahoma City included journalists, editors, and academics” (Sommers 380).   
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finding the form or shape of their argument” (384).  In short, she found that experienced adult 

writers viewed the writing process as a recursive process that required a constantly changing 

vision (386).  She concluded: “Good writing disturbs: it creates dissonance.  Students need to 

seek the dissonance of discovery” (387).  Thus, as with invention, “discovery” is a critical aspect 

of revision.    

Given Sommers‟s focus on conceptualizing writing as a process of discovery, the 

experienced writers‟ basic concept of revising is much closer to classical rhetoric‟s concept of 

invention than is the student writers‟ concepts of revision.  The students‟ concepts are much 

more focused on surface features and style.  In the 1980s, Linda Flower, John Hayes, and others 

studied the cognitive processes of expert and novice writers as well, and found that novice 

writers often face three critical challenges impeding revision: “detecting problems in the text, 

diagnosing the problems, and choosing a strategy to remedy the problems” (Clark 115).  Today, 

most composition scholars agree that we are focused on meaning-based revision that considers 

audience and purpose.  This means that writers must think about, anticipate, and address the 

audience‟s beliefs regarding a given topic.  They must connect their topics to something that 

their audiences care deeply about.  For informative writing, this might mean beginning with 

communal beliefs to raise awareness about an issue.  For persuasive writing, this might mean 

addressing counter-arguments in the minds of one‟s audience in order to persuade them to think 

in a certain way or take action on an issue.   

The process of revision can be facilitated in a number of ways in the college writing 

classroom.  In fact, “rhetoricians and compositionists” are inclined to intervene in the process in 

order to help students achieve meaning-based revision during their writing processes—especially 

since students often operate on a stylistically-focused paradigm for writing (see Clark 116-119).   

One of the first models adopted during the process movement was Ken Macrorie‟s whole class 

workshop approach—and I‟m going to focus on this one since it is similar to the approach for 

workshops in “Public Speaking: Social Justice.”  Macrorie once described his model as a 

“„helping circle,‟ where students and the teacher give truthful responses to drafts that students 

read aloud to the group” (Clark 117).  Irene Clark explains that the purpose of Macrorie‟s 

workshop sessions was to provide criticism for the students as they revised; however, negative 

criticism was prohibited at the beginning of response.  The general structure for response was to 
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begin with praise and end with criticism (117).  More recently, Nancy Sommers‟s new research 

based on “following four hundred students for four years” at Harvard has added credibility to the 

importance of thoughtful teacher feedback in students‟ development as writers. This new 

research suggests that students benefit more from constructive criticism than they do from praise 

(251).  Sommers cautions: “Criticism is not enough; like praise, it has to be paired with 

instruction. But in the call and response of feedback, when instructors model for their students a 

live, listening person, they offer students an image of a reader at the other end of the writing 

process, someone willing to listen and comment, critically yet constructively” (252). 

In “Public Speaking: Social Justice,” the idea of the whole class workshop and thoughtful 

feedback as effective types of intervention in the students‟ writing processes fit with the course 

design.  SJLLC students typically wrote two versions of drafts for this speech: the first draft was 

always their introduction that they brought to the whole class workshop; after this, they revised 

the introduction and built upon it until their full drafts were complete.  Sommers‟s quote from 

the end of the last paragraph speaks to the kind of relationship Mark established with his students 

in the classroom—his feedback on their speech introductions was based on a whole class setting 

where students and the teacher provided constructive criticism and praise.  Workshops were a 

whole-class affair, and students were open to dialogues about their drafts and their ideas—

although they were never required to read their writing to the class.  Feedback generally 

prompted some type of revision, although the students‟ individual representations of beliefs in 

their texts seemed to remain consistent throughout the writing process.   

Revising their work to best address their audience was the most significant way they 

negotiated individual and communal beliefs.  This was a topic Mark addressed in his lectures; as 

a result, it was also a recurring theme throughout the retrospective interviews I conducted with 

students following their speeches was the significance of addressing audience concerns, doubts, 

assumptions, and so forth.  As I demonstrated in chapter three, Mark‟s lectures addressed the 

importance of overcoming people‟s counter-arguments.  He referred to these as their defense 

mechanisms to being persuaded.  He also taught about inductive and deductive reasoning.  He 

explained that stereotypes are assumptions based on these kinds of reasoning, which are 

ultimately based on communal beliefs.  We believe that big men are on the football team; so 

when we see a big man, we may wrongly assume he is on the football team.  As mentioned 
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previously, Mark used examples like this one to demonstrate how easily people build arguments 

based on syllogistic types of reasoning—acknowledging that such reasoning can lead to skewed 

conclusions.  In summary, Mark was able to remind them of their abilities to build on common 

beliefs to support their arguments.  Of course, in the SJLLC, community members naturally used 

the concepts of social justice and positive social change as starting places for their arguments.  

Most of the ways they interpreted this broad belief, however, their interpretation of it seemed to 

remain consistent throughout the revisions of their particular speech.  Thus, their revision 

processes provide insight into what we, as composition instructors, can do in our composition 

instruction to encourage holistic and recursive revision regarding beliefs.          

Sean‟s persuasive speech built explicitly on the SJLLC‟s central belief in order to address 

an issue of deep personal importance powered by his own personal beliefs.  Sean‟s topic was that 

college students should volunteer as mentors in the Tallahassee area.  His personal belief in this 

argument remained consistent throughout the writing process, which meant that his argument did 

not undergo holistic revision.  Changes to his introduction consisted of omitting material and 

streamlining the introduction in order to make the same argument in a more simplified manner.  

Here is a comparison of the same section from the original and final introductions:      

Original:  I am telling you that by the end of your college experience you will 

mentor at least one at risk child in your community.  Although the youth in the 

Tallahassee region lives in a city filled with government positions and several 

college institutions, they continue to fail in academics due to lack of proper 

guidance, motivation, and reinforcement.  Mentors help children learn to 

understand and communicate their feelings, relate to their peers and develop 

relationships with other adults, enhances their academic success, reduces the 

child‟s chances of involvement in criminal activity, as well as encouraging the 

child to see beyond his or her current standings.  Mentorship is leadership.  

Leadership is empowering others to become leaders.   Here‟s my first point…   

 

Final: I am telling you that by the end of your college experience you will mentor 

at least one at risk child in your community.  Your efforts in mentoring our youth 

in the Tallahassee area would be a miracle of dynamics.  So please prepare to 
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engrave the following four reasons on your mind; which will explain why the city 

of Tallahassee calls out for your mentorship efforts.  Children with mentors would 

be able to…   

The message does not change, but both introductions are firmly grounded in Sean‟s personal 

beliefs from a textual perspective: everyone in the SJLLC community should have a local 

mentorship experience during college.  Thus, Sean‟s personal belief reinforces the SJLLC‟s 

belief in positive social change by identifying education as a focal point for their community‟s 

efforts.  Sean‟s revisions do not suggest a change in his belief about mentorship.  His belief in 

the importance of mentorship was based on his personal positive experiences as a mentor, and 

his belief in it seemed quite firmly grounded.  Furthermore, an important new term can be 

identified from this example.   

 Sean also added an appeal to the community‟s belief system in what he labeled as an 

“Added Information Sheet” for his final speech: 

High quality out of school learning opportunities includes mentorship and other 

positive programs that are in effect outside of school hours.  So, if these other 

programs work, then why am I standing here promoting mentorship?  Because its 

something that we all as a community believe in.  Here at the Center for 

Leadership and Civic Education, and all of its branches and programs include our 

shared vision of a „positive sustainable change.‟  Mentorship adds the 

sustainability piece to this…jigsaw puzzle, and the only other piece missing is 

you!    

Since this was included in his notes, it may not have been part of his actual speech text.  I was 

unable to attend class the day he delivered the speech in class.  In my follow-up interview, I 

asked Sean what he believed to be the goals of persuasive speaking—both of which were 

emphasized in Mark‟s instruction prior to the performance of the speeches.  Thus, he drew on the 

“micro” community‟s imaginative universe explicitly by recalling these persuasive speaking 

goals.  He drew explicitly on the SJLLC‟s focus on creating “positive sustainable change” by 

connecting his thesis to this goal.   

 Along these lines, Further insight into the communal-individual interface of beliefs is 

evident from Sean‟s insights from our follow-up interview, where he described how he worked 
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to draw on general societal beliefs to further his persuasive agenda.  He said he “put [himself] in 

an opposite state of mind [at the] last minute” to come up with counter-arguments.  When I asked 

for an example of one of his counter-arguments, he explained that one of his points was to show 

his audience that mentorship didn‟t have to be approached from a formal position; he said many 

people tend to believe that this is the case.  “Mentoring is just a person who is available, willing 

to listen, give you advice, extend a hand: that‟s what my definition of mentorship is,” he said.  

He wanted to demystify the mentorship process for his audience, his classmates.  And his idea of 

mentorship as not issuing from a formal position is almost exactly aligned with the central idea 

of positive social change from the Social Change guidebook—namely, that leadership does not 

mean that one must occupy a traditional leadership position in order to lead.  Sean included the 

statement “mentorship is leadership” in his first and final drafts of the speech as well.  Sean 

identified with the central belief of the leadership model, practiced it through his own mentoring 

efforts, and then invited others to engage in the leadership process as well through mentorship.  

Thus, Sean‟s beliefs about mentorship practically mirrored the communal belief in positive 

social change.       

The persuasive speech genre is rich in what I call textually performed beliefs—what we 

normally call theses, arguments, or claims.  I prefer textually performed belief since the 

traditional terms have a rigidity to them and do not highlight the fact that thesis statements and 

arguments are performances of textually-grounded beliefs.  While Sean‟s textually performed 

belief in mentoring was reiterated by his own mentoring experiences, it is not always the case 

that people‟s personal beliefs conform to their textually performed beliefs.  For example, Matt‟s 

speech writing process for the persuasive speech, including the reflective interview after the 

speech, suggests that he negotiated between conflicting personal beliefs as he sought to connect 

his speech to the broad belief in positive social change.  Matt‟s topic was blood diamonds.  

Based on my own research into contemporary news reportage, blood diamonds refers to 

diamonds from Africa that have been acquired through the use of militant exploitation, child 

labor, or civil war: clear examples of social injustices—hence, Matt‟s connection to positive 

social change by addressing an area in dire need of social progress.  My research has also 

revealed that efforts to intervene in the conflict have actually been going on for some time.  

According to a recent Bloomberg news article, about a decade ago “industry, government, and 
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rights groups” began a process that would curb civil conflicts over diamonds in Africa. The 

process has worked in several African countries, but the issue is still a matter of public concern 

in others (“Blood gem”).  This information provides a context for understanding Matt‟s argument 

below. 

The relationship between individual and communal beliefs—as they are performed 

textually—are evident through Matt‟s revision process of the introduction to his persuasive 

speech on blood diamonds.  In the comparison of his original thesis statement with his later one, 

he‟s decided to make the textual performance of his personal belief much more explicit and 

committed—making it align with the aims of the persuasive speech genre.  Here are the 

examples of his original rehearsed introduction and the final written introduction: 

Original (March 30):  Is this [i.e., civil conflict] the kind of activity the world should be 

promoting?  Our love for the finer things in life should not be at the expense of millions 

being massacred and a country becoming engaged in a brutal civil war.  This lust for 

diamonds all started with arguably the single greatest advertising slogan by De Beers 

diamond company, “a diamond is forever.”  As long as a diamond is forever, conflict will 

be forever.  Therefore, people should not buy diamonds because innocent lives will 

continue to be lost.  Corruption is too persistent in most of these countries, and who is to 

say that a diamond really is forever? 

Final:  Is this the kind of activity that the world should be allowing?  Our love for the 

finer things in life should not be at the expense of millions of people being massacred and 

a country becoming engaged in a brutal civil war.  This lust for diamonds all started with 

arguably the single greatest advertising slogan by De Beers, “a diamond is forever.”  As 

long as a diamond is forever, conflict will be forever.  I am here today to relay my 

message to you that people should refrain from buying diamonds.  Today I will cover 

how innocent lives will continue to be lost and child soldiers will continue to grow, how 

corruption is too persistent in most of these countries, and to discover if diamonds are 

truly forever? [sic] 

From this example, a significant revision of the thesis statement emerges.  Matt‟s textually 

performed belief—the one represented in the text (so much as any beliefs exist inside of a text)—

becomes much more explicit and personal with the new thesis statement.  The original thesis 
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statement did not use the word “I” and it suggested that “people” should stop buying diamonds, 

an argument that his audience could potentially dismiss as pertaining to something other people 

should do.  His new argument is direct and personal, connecting with his audience through the 

second person “you,” and indicating that this is clearly his own message.   

 Two of Matt‟s personal beliefs, however, contrasted as a result of his textually performed 

personal belief.  For one, his belief in the power of the consumer motivated him to ground his 

argument within a consumer economy where supply and demand are controlling forces over 

people‟s—even whole cultures—destinies.  As he said in our retrospective interview, “one of the 

biggest arguments was from my Economics of Compassion class: [that] consumers dictate what 

goods can get onto the market and become successful.”  As a business student, Matt was 

interested in exploring beliefs and ideas behind the structure of the economy.  On the one hand, 

he was able to make a clear connection between economics and the idea of positive social 

change: the argument being that if we stop buying diamonds, the conflict in Africa might stop.  

On the other hand, when it came to talking about his own future he had another belief about 

buying diamonds that emerged from his beliefs in tradition and his membership in the larger 

American community and marriage customs.  He acknowledged that some people may think his 

views are contradictory, but he didn‟t rule out the idea of buying diamonds later in life just 

because he had taken this position in his speech.  Thus, two different personal beliefs emerge 

within Matt‟s experience—one that easily connects with a kind of master narrative of 

humanitarian service, and the other that is more personal and hidden behind the explicit 

argument he makes in his textual performance—the speech.     

 Did Matt change his actual belief on the topic of blood diamonds through the process of 

writing his speech?  In terms of his textual performance—the speech manuscript—he clarified 

but did not change his belief about what “people” should do regarding blood diamonds.  Beyond 

the textual performance, in the follow-up interview, he identified a belief that originated from a 

different motive: the motive to follow tradition and history in marriage customs.  These nuances 

in his viewpoint provide interesting food for thought as to what “constraints” of the SJLLC 

program may have influenced his choice of topic and his particular choice of a thesis.   

 Textually, once again, Matt‟s position is consistent throughout his writing process: “don‟t 

buy diamonds” is the story, and he is sticking to it.  This position, grounded in humanitarian and 
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economic communal beliefs, simply conceals his more personal belief in tradition.  His primary 

goal is to change the way his audience thinks about his topic, not to convince them that 

throughout the rest of their lives they should never buy another diamond (he indicated that this 

was the case in our retrospective interview).  Textually, however, there were some notable 

changes related to his beliefs between the introduction and the final draft.  One explicit way the 

SJLLC simultaneously constrained and enabled Matt‟s argument was evident in what he added 

from his first to his final draft.  Here is a sentence section of Matt‟s final speech manuscript, 

which was added on to his revision of the original introduction:  

As a part of the Social Justice community, it is our job to prevent and to stop any 

injustice from happening, whether it is occurring right on our doorstep or 

thousands of miles away.  Let us bring a harmonious balance to this world that‟s 

merely only dreamed about.  This is our time, our opportunity to make a 

difference in this world. 

Here is an explicit connection Matt made to positive social change, contributing to an 

interpretation of their fundamental beliefs as a utopian, communal effort towards creating a 

peaceful world.  It may be a master narrative, but it is theoretically responsive to the 

community‟s central belief.  Matt re-invented their shared belief around the ideas of fighting to 

end war, child labor, and civil conflict no matter where it occurs.  

 Sean‟s and Matt‟s revision processes provide two different perspectives on how students‟ 

personal beliefs formed (or failed to form) an interface with the communal belief in positive 

social change.  Sean‟s revision process presented the same textually performed belief, with 

revisions clarifying his message by cutting down on the number of words used to convey that 

message.  This reinforced Sean‟s personal belief as it aligned with the SJLLC‟s core belief in 

change.  Matt‟s revisions also further committed him to his textually performed belief that 

people should refrain from buying diamonds—the personal pronouns drawing his identity more 

fully into supporting the argument.  However, Matt‟s comments in the retrospective interview 

indicated that there were different dimensions, or levels, of his personal beliefs on his topic.  

Thus, Matt‟s personal beliefs aligned with the communal belief in change one level (a personal 

belief in the power of the consumer), but disconnected from the communal belief in change on 

another level (a personal belief in buying diamonds based on tradition).  Thus, personal belief 
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can be a powerful tool for revision in persuasive genres.  Attention to the relationship between 

one‟s personal beliefs and one‟s audiences beliefs can be an important way to decide how to 

represent personal and communal beliefs within the textual performance.     

Conclusion 

 I stated at the beginning of this chapter that an interface model of belief can be depicted 

as a Venn diagram with communal belief on one side, individual belief on the other, and textual 

performances in the middle.  In this chapter, I‟ve shown that the speech writing process provides 

insights into the way students use their textual performances to negotiate communal and personal 

beliefs.  The process of invention helps them generate topics that align with their shared belief in 

positive social change.  Importantly, however, the idea of positive social change looks different 

from on textual performance to another when we consider the role this belief plays in each: 

Katie‟s persuasive speech on exercise highlighted a personal kind of change leading to greater 

self-awareness along with collaboration to achieve this goal, while her informative speech 

addressed systemic issues in need of collective change such as domestic violence and racism.  Of 

course, the community‟s belief in positive social change is a broad umbrella that covers a wide 

range of topics and ideas.  But these students‟ textual performances remind us that communal 

beliefs are also subject to interpretation and representation at the individual level.  Furthermore, 

the process of revision provides students with the opportunity to make their personal beliefs 

(within the textual performance) more clear and direct—as Matt did through his revision process 

in his persuasive speech.  Matt‟s experience, in particular, points to the reality of hidden beliefs 

behind textually performed beliefs (arguments).  In Matt‟s and Sean‟s writing processes, their 

changes from first to final draft suggest that most of their revision process dealt with changing 

sentences and words to more fully ground themselves in their original arguments.  The changes 

to the texts were mostly stylistic rather than a re-envisioning of the claims.  This, of course, 

raises some interesting questions regarding the writing process.  Under what circumstances is it 

appropriate for a writer‟s beliefs to remain consistent throughout the writing process?  Under 

what circumstances should the writer‟s actual beliefs change during the writing process?  Must a 

revision entail changes in belief?  Must revision entail changes in textually performed (or 

represented) beliefs?  Must writers actual (felt) beliefs agree with their textually performed 

beliefs?  Under what circumstances is it appropriate for the writer‟s representation of others‟ 
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beliefs to remain consistent?  And under what circumstances is it best for a writer to revise and 

rethink the way s/he represents others‟ beliefs?  These questions point to a need for writing 

teachers to more fully consider the role actual beliefs play in students writing processes and 

textual performances.  In the final chapter, I further consider the general implications of this 

research.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

CONCLUSION: BEYOND BELIEF—IMPLICATIONS FOR THE FIELD 

Composition studies gained disciplinary identity in the middle of the twentieth century 

and has continued to grow.  Interests in the relationship between communities and their 

discourses have developed along the way as we‟ve explored the “discourses” of the university 

and the ways that students are expected to learn and use those discourses (or not) for success in 

college, work, and the public sphere.  Our interests in rhetoric also inform our concern with 

communities of discourse.  Rhetoric builds community amongst individual people.  James A. 

Herrick writes, “Certainly [a] group‟s symbols, metaphors, and ways of reasoning function to 

create a common bond that promotes a strong sense of community despite physical separation” 

(24).  Within discourse communities, texts unify a group based on their common interpretation of 

shared texts.  A Social Change Model for Leadership Development: Guidebook, Version III and 

other shared texts—linguistic, visual, and embodied—established principles of leadership for the 

SJLLC, and their interpretation and uses of these principles helped establish a sense of 

community.  The guidebook served as a touchstone (not the only one) for the community to 

establish a common belief in positive social change, and this communal belief interfaced with 

students‟ individual beliefs to create a diverse range of approaches towards change—hence my 

insistence on an interface model of communal and individual beliefs.  The central questions of 

my dissertation address this relationship between different types of belief: what is the 

relationship between a community‟s core values/beliefs and individual members‟ textual 

performances?  And how do communal values/beliefs constrain and/or enable individual 

members‟ production of discourse?         

 It is important to examine first the limitations posed by my particular methodology, as 

these limitations help contextualize the results that I summarize in this chapter.  Stephen North 

said in a monograph published in 1987 that ethnography in composition studies emerged around 

the 1970s/1980s and that the community of ethnographers in our field was still a “community-in-

the-making” struck with the problem of how best to define itself (273).  One common 

denominator, however, is the qualitative nature of ethnographic study that focuses intensely on 

individual people and/or communities, their histories, their beliefs, and so forth.  The lack of 
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positivistic data presented in ethnographic research can lead people to dismiss it as irrelevant to 

the field:  

Obviously, anyone can label herself an investigator, mix and match techniques 

and interpretive rules as she sees fit, and produce, for example, what she wants to 

call an ethnographic study of statistically chosen episodes of composing aloud as 

the basis for philosophical dialectic and syllabus design—but no one, finally, is 

likely to take it seriously. (276) 

This idea of “mixing and matching” the data to present the best possible evidence for one‟s own 

positions is one of the risks of ethnographic research.  Ethnographers do not simply “mix and 

match” data to present evidence that supports their theories—they pose questions and examine 

the data in relationship to those questions looking for patterns in the data for answers.  They 

occupy the dual, and sometimes contradictory, roles of participant in a community and observer 

of the community.  Finally, the main task of an ethnographer in our field is to tell stories about a 

community that raise further important questions and hypotheses about writing and rhetoric.  

Given this task, the more “observation” one is able to do plays a critical role in the depth of the 

story one is able to tell.  More observation (or more notes, more recordings, more “data”), leads 

to more stories, more nuances about how writing is used in people‟s lives within the community, 

and more opportunities to find patterns.  The patterns that I observed and wrote about are based 

on my observations in one college class and a few other events sponsored by the SJLLC—all of 

which were public contexts.  While this provided a wealth of data, it did not provide much 

insight into the discourse of the SJLLC members in more “private” contexts such as their “hall” 

where they all lived.  My personal interviews with them provide some insight into their personal 

beliefs, which is a more private context than the classroom.  As is the case in ethnographies, the 

data that I was able to review required me to make inferences and hypotheses about students‟ 

personal beliefs based on their interview responses and public discourse.  Given these 

constraints, I had to take into account the possibility of students self-monitoring to present an 

“ideal” image of themselves and the consistency of their beliefs.   

 Ethnographers are riddled with interpreting human behavior, including the beliefs that 

motivate behavior.  My research questions address the relationship between communal and 

individual beliefs, which interface in communities in particular ways through local textual 
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performances.  Textual performances are forms of communication that function at their highest 

level of significance within a particular community; thus, students‟ speeches for a course within 

the SJLLC program were textual performances that helped create and sustain the identity of the 

SJLLC.  As I demonstrated in chapter two, new members were integrated into the SJLLC by 

learning about the Center‟s beliefs around positive social change, whether they first learned from 

a phone call, a campus visit, the Center‟s website, or a combination of these factors.  Most of 

these methods of communication with potential members are linguistic textual performances—

like the Social Change guidebook—that rely primarily on language to communicate the core 

ideals of the SJLLC program.    

New members further integrated into the program after they had joined.  This integration 

was ideological since they were already physically associated as a group.  Ideological integration 

was facilitated largely through visual and participatory textual performances.  Visual textual 

performances comprised of documentary and popular films that were used within the community 

to display themes related and/or issues in need of positive social change.  Participatory textual 

performances placed student-members of the SJLLC within mini-narratives of positive social 

change through opportunities for service such as building homes together, making recruitment 

calls to potential members of the SJLLC for the next year, and engaging with their own 

interpretations of positive social change through their class writing and speaking assignments.  

Both of these kinds of “performances”—visual and participatory—helped students visualize 

specific interpretations of positive social change—and, with the latter form (participatory), to 

enact it themselves.  Thus, linguistic textual performances provided SJLLC members with a 

theoretical definition of positive social change and the other two kinds of textual performances 

helped them “see” what positive social change looked like in visual terms.  The participatory 

form added to the “visual” theory of performance an embodied enactment of it as well.  Taken 

together, these three kinds of textual performances drew new members into the community‟s 

belief about the importance of positive social change by providing a definition for positive social 

change, familiarizing them with some representative situations demanding change, and then 

allowing them to get involved in small-scale ways to contribute.  

One of the ways students contributed to the community‟s imaginative universe was by 

delivering speeches in their micro imaginative universe—the public speaking course.  
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Individualized opportunities for discursive participation like this allowed them to interpret the 

concept of positive social change for themselves rather than by participating in community-

sponsored activities like building houses, an activity that defined positive social change for them.  

The speech class was sponsored by the community, but the students had choices regarding 

speech topics and approaches.  Chapter three addressed the interpretations of members in the 

public speaking course regarding positive social change and three “values” sponsored by the 

Center through the Social Change guidebook: establishing a common purpose, collaborating, and 

engaging in controversy with civility.   I found that class members interpreted the values in 

conventional and unconventional ways.   I found that the instructor worked to “enroll” students 

in the common purposes of advancing each of their personal positions/passions related to social 

justice and of using a practical, everyday kind of interpersonal communication that was 

respectful, courteous, and kind.  I found that the class members contributed to the common 

purpose of delivering effective speeches in the course; they did this by asking questions for 

clarification of course content, asking for direction in how to organize and deliver their speeches, 

and relying on one another to practice/revise their speeches.  According to the guidebook, 

establishing and maintaining a common purpose was a critical element required for groups 

working together to establish positive social change.     

Having a common purpose overlaps with the next value of the social change model from 

the guidebook: collaboration.  Collaboration is a key term in composition studies as well.  In the 

guidebook, collaboration is distinguished from cooperation on the basis that collaboration aims 

at collective goals and win-win scenarios whereas cooperation is more individualistic.  I found 

that the students collaborated both inside and outside of the SJLLC community in their speech 

writing processes—although the “outside” collaborations lean more towards the guidebook‟s 

definition of “cooperation.”  I consider collaboration a process that results in benefits for each 

member who collaborates, and I view many forms of cooperation (tutoring writing, for example) 

as temporary collaborations that do have win-win results.  Inside the SJLLC context, members 

collaborated within one another as they wrote their speeches by discussing their drafts with each 

other and their instructor.  Outside the SJLLC context, they re-invented the idea of collaboration 

with family members, friends, and sometimes total strangers.  For example, Sean collaborated 

with strangers through a Facebook page that he created to learn about other people‟s experiences 
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regarding the racial labels “oreo” and “uh-oh oreo.”  This re-invention of the idea of 

collaboration created a temporary online community where participants collaborated around 

experiences that bore many similarities to one another.  Family members were another source of 

temporary collaboration for students as they wrote.  The implication of members' use of the 

concept of collaboration is that students are not afraid to challenge their beliefs by asking others 

about their experiences and/or asking for assistance or an outside perspective on their writing.       

Another finding from chapter three was about the communal belief in controversy.  One 

of the core values of the Social Change guidebook toward achieving positive social change is the 

ability of groups to engage in controversial topics with civility for the purposes of allowing a 

diverse range of perspectives to be aired and to collectively decide upon the best course of action 

for the group.  I found that within the context of the public speaking course, SJLLC members 

engaged more in dialogue that lacked the expression of conflicting arguments than in open 

controversy and debate.  Anecdotal evidence—including student comments that I discussed in 

chapter two—suggests that controversy, debate, and differences of opinion were a part of the 

SJLLC context (as we would expect) elsewhere.  As mentioned in chapter three, Edda found that 

her peers were open about their positions on capital punishment—even when they disagreed with 

her position—when she approached them before and after her speech.  In the public speaking 

class, there was also discussion about sexuality based on the teacher‟s interest in the topic, and 

the students discussed the topic without challenging the teacher‟s perspective (as we might 

expect).  On the whole, anecdotal evidence from students and my observations in the classroom 

support the idea that private and public contexts have a significant impact on students‟ decisions 

to express personal positions on social issues.  My observations also support the possibility of a 

group thinking process in the classroom through which students were often not extremely critical 

of one another‟s or the teacher‟s views in order to maintain a satisfactory communal 

performance.  

Ryan‟s motivation for an argument about physician-assisted suicide also demonstrates a 

dialogic approach to controversy through his invention process.  Ryan based his argument on his 

belief that it would challenge some deeply held beliefs of his audience and allow him to address 

counter-arguments they might hold regarding his argument.  He said in our interview that he 

wanted people to at least think about legitimate reasons a person or family might prefer early-life 
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termination.  Thus, he imagined or inferred the beliefs of his audience in order to dialogically 

address those beliefs through his speech.  Taken together, Edda‟s and Ryan‟s examples suggest 

that students avoided controversy and replaced it with dialectic exchange, both in language and 

in thought, that used a something akin to a Rogerian approach by addressing perceived audience 

concerns before they were raised and trying to bring the audience to see things in the speaker‟s 

way.  In short, SJLLC members practiced positive social change through their use of practices 

that are related to the group process values of establishing a common purpose, collaborating with 

one another in the group (and with outside members), and engaging in controversy with civility.  

These values were part of the SJLLC emphasis on positive social change based on the textual 

performance of the leadership guidebook.  Through chapters two and three, I found that the 

“social” side of the interface had two levels: the macro level of the SJLLC‟s imaginative 

universe as a branch of the Center, and the micro level of the specific imaginative universe of the 

public speaking course.   

In chapter four, I addressed my most central questions: what is the relationship between a 

community‟s core values/beliefs and individual members‟ textual performances?  And how do 

communal values/beliefs constrain and/or enable individual members‟ production of discourse?  

Through retrospective interviews and a close analysis of drafts, I learned that students‟ invention 

processes—selecting topics—were frequently generated by the communal belief in positive 

social change.  For example, Katie looked for examples of “social injustices” represented in 

Forrest Gump as a way to address the need for change.  And Nadia drew on her own cultural 

background and familiarity with Eastern practices of marriage to inform the class about the 

benefits and drawbacks of Eastern traditions of marriage.  In the retrospective interview, Nadia 

said that she was interested in the topic because of the ways customs affect individual choice and 

the fact that there is a significant amount of domestic violence in places where arranged marriage 

is practiced.  Thus, Katie‟s and Nadia‟s informative speech topic choices are examples of how 

the class members‟ speech topics were generated by a need to connect their speeches to positive 

social change.    

I also found that textually performed beliefs (i.e., beliefs represented in their texts) were 

evident through the writing process as students asserted and/or implied both personal and 

communal beliefs in their speeches through their use of pronouns and belief statements 
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(examples: “I believe…” or “we believe..”).  These beliefs did not seem to undergo significant 

change through the writing process.  Matt generated an argument based on economic change that 

suggested that buying diamonds was connected to the civil wars in Africa—a position he 

maintained in both the first rehearsal of his introduction and in the final presentation.  However, 

he reflected after the speech that his position conflicted with his traditional belief in buying 

diamonds for significant others.  His goal with the economic argument was to change others‟ 

beliefs by encouraging them to consider the conflicts in Africa and what we might do about 

them—changing our buying practices being one possibility.  This example shows how Matt‟s 

individual beliefs conflicted in connection with his interpretation of the broad belief in positive 

social change.  The broad belief in positive social change also led other students to choose topics 

they believed would create dissonance within the community and challenge their peers beliefs, 

such as Andrea‟s argument implying that shopping at Wal-Mart contributed to a divided social 

structure and Ryan‟s argument implying that a close-minded insistence on not allowing choice in 

physician-assisted suicide went against humanitarian values of personal freedom.  In these 

examples as well, their textually performed beliefs (as represented in their central claims) 

seemed consistent from the early stages of invention on through the drafting process.  This raises 

interesting questions for rhetoric and composition studies regarding the role of beliefs in the 

writing process such as: what role do communal and individual beliefs play in the writing 

process?  How should these two types of beliefs be integrated?  How can we better understand 

the role of beliefs in the writing process?  And how can this understanding inform our pedagogy?  

I further explore the implications of this research in the next section.  

 Implications for Composition Studies  

 The interface model of beliefs—communal belief, individual belief, and textual 

performances as the space where they inform one another—provides us with a heuristic to think 

about the relationship between community, writing, and belief.  For instance, this study provides 

insight into hearing the disciplinary binary between cultural beliefs and individual beliefs.  The 

heuristic is only a crude model for representing a dynamic phenomenon—the relationship 

between communal beliefs and discourse.  Rhetorical theory addresses this concept at length, as 

rhetoric is crucial to the establishment of communities (Herrick 23-24).  Furthermore, Stanley 

Fish argues that interpretive communities—communities that share common “interpretive 
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strategies” for writing (14)—are grounded in a communal way of interpreting and creating 

meaning together.  Shared rhetorical approaches and discourses are crucial to the establishment 

of communal belief.  My heuristic takes into account theories that beliefs are socio-culturally 

constructed in communities while maintaining a space for the concept of individual belief within 

discourse.    

The traditional definition of belief as stated in the Oxford English Dictionary focuses on 

the individual: “The mental action, condition, or habit, of trusting to or confiding in a person or 

thing; trust, dependence, reliance, confidence, faith.”  Daniel Bar-Tal, a social psychologist, 

distinguishes between “personal and common beliefs” (xii).  And Peter Elbow also gestured to 

individual belief in Embracing Contraries: Explorations in Learning and Teaching when he 

wrote about the phenomenon of “methodological belief” (258-261).  He wrote: “By 

methodological belief I mean the disciplined procedure of not just listening but actually trying to 

believe any view or hypothesis that a participant seriously wants to advance” (260).  Elbow 

believes that this practice helps people empathize with one another—similar in some ways to the 

Rogerian strategy of communication—by understanding someone else‟s experience more fully 

from that person‟s point of view.  In my dissertation research, I demonstrated the range of 

individual interpretations of positive social change within the SJLLC.  In their persuasive 

speeches, some students took counter-intuitive approaches to their topics by expressing personal 

beliefs and trying to convince the audience to make those beliefs their own communal beliefs.  

For example, Ryan said he had never considered the idea of arguing in favor of assisted suicide 

before he chose this as his topic based on some research he had done online; yet he expressed his 

new belief and tried to persuade the class to support this practice themselves.  Matt, who gave a 

persuasive speech arguing that buying diamonds led to injustice in Africa, said afterwards to me 

that he believed this argument would cause class members to think differently about the topic 

and that he didn‟t really expect them (or himself) to never buy diamonds again.  Taken together, 

these different perspectives on the concepts of personal and communal beliefs raise several 

theoretical questions: is there a difference between personal and communal beliefs?  (Or private 

and public?  Individual and shared?)  If so, how might that relationship best be characterized or 

described?  What role does each type of belief play in the writing and thinking processes?  And 

how might a better picture of the relationship inform our writing pedagogy?   
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 The disciplinary binary between communal and individual beliefs also splits along the 

lines of critical/cultural theories and expressive theories of teaching writing.  Cultural studies 

approaches have been increasingly referenced in our journals since 1992 (Fulkerson 659).
24

   

Summarizing the aims of cultural studies, critical pedagogy (treated by Ann George), and 

feminist composition, Fulkerson writes:  

All three focus on having students read about systemic cultural injustices inflicted 

by dominant societal groups and dominant discourses on those with less power, 

and upon the empowering possibilities of rhetoric if students are educated to 

„read‟ carefully and „resist‟ the social texts that help keep some groups 

subordinated. (659)    

This is a good summary of the general approach to cultural studies in composition classrooms as 

represented in our literature.  Indeed, this dissertation provides insights into the ways some 

students did resist traditional “social texts”—like shopping at Wal-Mart—based on arguments 

that a critical/cultural studies approach would champion.  However, Matt‟s comments about his 

conflict between his traditional belief and his argument related to “blood diamonds” and social 

justice reveal that positions manifested in a class assignment sometimes represent ideas that are 

not representative of the writer‟s true commitments.  The insight this story provides is that 

individual beliefs can challenge the integration with a collective belief in change—especially if 

one‟s community favors arguments that have significant global or collective implications.  

   Cultural studies theories and expressivist theories of composition teaching form a 

binary.  The fault line lies in the fact that the theory of an expressive pedagogy is based on ideas 

of having students use writing to delve deeply into their personal experiences including their 

beliefs, memories, imagination, and goals (Fulkerson 666-67).  “Writing is a means of fostering 

personal development, in the great Socratean tradition of „knowing thyself‟” (667).  Whereas 

cultural studies approaches focus on the interpretation of texts and social action, expressivist 

approaches focus on self-understanding and the development of “voice”—a quality which makes 

one‟s writing unique.  An interface—as a metaphor—allows us to see both theories as 

productively informing one another.  Cultural studies provides a theory of teaching for social 

change, while expressive theory provides an emphasis on the power of the writer‟s voice.  Why 
                                                           
24

 Following Fulkerson, I include feminist approaches in this category.   
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not bring the writer‟s voice—through in-depth explorations of his/her personal beliefs in writing 

assignments—to bear on the work of positive social change as defined and understood by the 

writer?  So, the first implication is that an interface model for beliefs may help us negotiate 

binaries between the critical/cultural theories to composition pedagogy and the expressive 

theories.  

A second implication is in our understanding of community, and thus collaboration, 

which is a key component of current composition theory.  The effect of communities upon 

individual writers has been a major interest for understanding writing in the workplace (Beaufort, 

Writing) and in college (Beaufort, College; Bizzell, Academic).  These studies have also shown 

that powerful discourses and belief systems overlap within the experiences and discourse of the 

writer.  My research demonstrates that students in the SJLLC engaged in dialectic exchanges 

about their arguments and speech topics, underscoring the traditional value of rhetoric in 

community-building that has been a focus in composition studies.  According to Fulkerson, “One 

standard metaphor for the teacher in a rhetorically grounded classroom is that of a coach helping 

students master a variety of activities (procedural knowledge)” (671).  As I demonstrated in 

chapter three, Mark engaged the students in establishing a common purpose that focused on 

connecting their speeches to positive social change by “enrolling” them in that purpose; this 

process functioned as a rhetorical approach to Mark‟s pedagogy.  Even though this was a speech 

course, the implication for writing courses is that this approach is generative for engaging 

students in a dialectic exchange about their topics.  At the same time, Mark‟s approach 

established a “cultural studies” element by focusing the common purpose on addressing social 

injustices.  Community can also be theorized as having a temporary, collaborative existence—

such as when the SJLLC students reinvented community by collaborating with family, friends, 

and even strangers (via Facebook) in order to further understand the issues they were writing 

about and/or to organize and develop their speeches.   

One final implication concerns the methodological implications of textual performances.  

Textual performances are forms of communication that operate at their highest level of 

significance within a particular community.  The Social Change guidebook used by the Center 

and the SJLLC is a textual performance for members of the community, and it might be simply a 

text to those outside of the community.  Of course, this concept needs to be refined.  I chose 
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textual performance because I wanted to highlight the subjective, intentional motivations and 

beliefs that are grounded in texts.  Texts are not objective, perfect, or authoritative in their own 

right any more than people are objective, perfect, or authoritative.  Cultural beliefs about 

authorship, scholarship, and publication have removed the attention of the roles texts perform in 

their everyday interactions with people.  In a sense, texts are the residual markings of people: 

thoughts and beliefs made material and open for further investigation or contestation.  My study 

of the students‟ textual performances—their speeches—demonstrates that individual and 

communal beliefs are co-dependent in the creation of textual performances.  I demonstrated this 

by showing how students toggled between collective and individual pronouns in their speeches—

and a formal speech is a genre that is more inviting of such “toggling” than other forms of 

academic discourse.  Yet even academic genres are based on immersion in a community and the 

subtle, and sometimes elaborate, performance of beliefs in material form.  

There are also implications for theorizing ethnographic writing and its purpose for the 

study of writing itself—a process with the word “recursive” written all over it.  Ethnographic 

writing is the product of the ethnographic work of watching people, and ethnographic writing (as 

a genre) theoretically collapses the boundary between nonfiction and fiction writing genres.  If 

ethnography collapses this boundary, then it is basically an act of creative writing (albeit one 

devoted strongly to representing a portion of reality).  Doug Hesse has demonstrated—through 

multiple publications—that the “ownership” of creative writing is negotiable, and that 

composition studies has a big stake in the debate (“The Place”).  I believe that we should think 

seriously about connections between creative writing genres (fiction, poetry, drama, and 

nonfiction) and all academic writing genres (including ethnographic writing among the many 

others).  Therefore, those of us interested in claiming some institutional ground in the area of 

“creative writing” might legitimately point to our growing body of ethnographic research as 

creative nonfiction and research that holds valuable implications for the study and teaching of 

writing itself.     

Looking at writing with an ethnographic lens also requires describing textual 

performances, whether those are linguistic, visual, or participatory.  Another implication of this 

study is that formal written texts and formal speeches can be productively theorized as different 

but related textual performances.  In chapter four, I demonstrated that freshman college writers 
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used textual-performances-in-progress (drafts) to identify, clarify, shape, and sometimes change 

their individual beliefs.  I found that the broad communal belief in positive social change—when 

interpreted in a particular way—could conflict with personal beliefs of the students.  For 

example, Matt revealed that he “identified” a personal belief that people should not buy 

diamonds: he identified this belief somewhere during his writing process, and it surfaced in his 

first draft, final draft, and the actual speech performance.  He also identified this belief for the 

community, connecting it to humanitarian values (saving lives from being taken in a civil war in 

Africa).  I do not suggest that he did not firmly believe in this position or in the value of his 

speech for the community.  Yet, in the interview conducted recently after his speech, Matt 

identified another personal belief that he acknowledged was oppositional to what I will call the 

“textually performed belief” presented in his speech.  Both beliefs were, of course, textually 

constrained from within particular imaginative universes, or cultures.  But one significant point 

here is that Matt‟s textually performed belief in his speech did fit well within the ideological 

boundaries of the community‟s imaginative universe; therefore, it worked in the local setting.  

Thus, textual performances like Matt‟s speech do help us understand the beliefs that are 

significant to the particular community of interest even if those beliefs don‟t always transfer to 

other communities/contexts in which a particular member participates.        

 Finally, there are pedagogical implications from this study.  The idea of an interface 

model for a composition classroom is an outgrowth of my implications for “critical cultural 

studies” and “expressivist” theories.  Drawing on aspects of both theories, I suggest a blended 

theory of classroom practice for teaching writing that effectively combines the strengths of the 

two without championing one over the other.  This means that we teach students about the 

meaning of “critical consciousness” without making it our goal to convert them to seeing the 

world only in a critically conscious way that may be acceptable to some of us but not to them.  

Shannon Carter defines critical consciousness as “awareness of one‟s subject position and the 

partial and socially situated nature of one‟s understanding of the world” (572).  In order to help 

her traditionally conservative students feel more comfortable in the academic community, Carter 

suggests that we need to do practice “a pedagogy of rhetorical dexterity” (574).  Carter defines 

this as “an approach that trains writers to effectively read, understand, manipulate, and negotiate 

the cultural and linguistic codes of a new community of practice (Lave and Wenger) based on a 
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relatively accurate assessment of another, more familiar one” (574).  This idea of “rhetorical 

dexterity” calls attention to the thinking, speaking, and writing processes that people use to 

successfully transition from one kind of community into a new and unfamiliar one—like from an 

evangelical background into a secular university.  The phenomenon that I think of as “individual 

belief” is strongly influenced by social forces and communities, but personal beliefs often 

become clearer when one feels tensions between “fitting in” with two relatively different 

communities.   

The idea of blending “critical cultural studies” and “expressivist” approaches is 

analogous in important ways to Carter‟s concept of “rhetorical dexterity.”  Like Carter, I am 

interested in helping students from diverse political backgrounds negotiate and explore beliefs 

they feel are “personal” and those they feel are representative of old and/or new communities.  

Here, I will not present the best way to blend these two theories as there are likely many 

productive ways to blend the best aspects of both theories to achieve something akin to teaching 

towards “rhetorical dexterity.”  One way that I have conceived of a pedagogical practice based 

on this idea of “blending” the theories would focus on supporting students‟ abilities to use 

writing a) to  analyze concepts, cultures, societal structures, ideologies, and so forth; and b) to 

explore their personal identity, critically reflecting on their socio-cultural identity/ies, and 

constructing a unique voice in the world.  Fulkerson suggests that teachers committed to each of 

the expressive, cultural, and rhetorical “axiologies” that he defines all teach a similar process “of 

invention and discovery”: 

Those who are committed to an expressive axiology nowadays do generally teach 

an extended writing process, a process of invention and discovery.  So do many of 

those committed to what I have called the mimetic axiology of cultural studies.  

And so do those who are primarily committed to teaching students from the 

perspective of a rhetorical axiology (“good” writing is writing that works 

effectively for the readers in the rhetorical situation). (669) 

If Fulkerson is correct, then these various approaches already have a good deal in common in 

terms of how writing is taught: the difference seems to be on whether the invention and 

discovery of original ideas places the emphasis on the writer, the topic, or the situation.  At any 

rate, the exploration of cultural beliefs, practices, ideologies, and so forth can aid the invention 
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process just as the SJLLC‟s central belief in positive social change was generative for students‟ 

writing processes and topical choices in the public speaking course.  Opportunities to write also 

always give people a chance to explore their identities within the context of their surrounding 

discourses and ideologies.  

 A course sequence based on the above stated goals might look something like the 

following.  As an example, I‟ll use an upper-level nonfiction writing course designed to focus on 

nonfiction essays and article writing since I‟ve taught this course several times.  Drawing from a 

“critical cultural studies” approach, the course would focus on a macro imaginative universe with 

readings/films/activities drawing from key textual performances of that universe.  For example, 

“Literary journalism” itself constitutes an imaginative universe with core beliefs about genre, 

style, authorial voice in the text(ual performance), and audience.  According to Sondra Perl and 

Mimi Schwartz, “Objective reportage is the basis of journalism.  Reportage, combined with point 

of view, grace of language, and storytelling, is literary journalism” (303).  What distinguishes 

literary journalism from regular journalism is a sense of the author‟s subjective presence and/or 

views in the text, which means a more concrete representation of authorial belief.  Enter the 

expressive pedagogical emphasis on the exploration of personal belief and identity.  Drawing 

from the “expressivist” classroom, the course would use journaling assignments, freewriting, and 

reflective writing on a regular basis to allow students the opportunity to explore their personal 

beliefs both about the topics they write about and about general issues raised in the readings.  

When we and our students compare and contrast our own identities/narratives with the characters 

and authors we are reading about or studying, we are more likely to gain a stronger voice in our 

writing, appreciate our cultures more fully, and engage in our cultures in appropriate and 

rhetorically effective ways.   

Future Directions  

There are many ways to build and improve upon the research I‟ve presented here.  First, 

the concepts of “textual performance” and “textually performed belief” need to be refined.  What 

interests me regarding the latter is the phenomenon suggested by Matt‟s approach to the “blood 

diamonds” speech as well as by my impressions of the commitment levels of others students 

regarding their persuasive speech topics.  I believe that college writers often write arguments for 

the sake of argument in school rather than based on platforms they genuinely wish to advance in 
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the public sphere.  This is not all bad, however, if they are able to explore an argument they are 

still thinking through themselves—the assignment gives them an opportunity of low-stakes 

commitment as compared with publication in a newspaper where the audience is real and much 

larger.  At any rate, the process of textually performing beliefs suggests opportunities for further 

research into how beliefs are grounded and used in academic communities and writing/speaking 

assignments.  

In addition, this focus on “textually performed belief” also has implications for studying 

the role of belief in developing arguments through writing.  A belief that is grounded in texts can 

also be described as a “thesis statement”—a familiar term in academic discourse.  However, 

Patricia Roberts-Miller has written: “There is very little published in composition studies about 

the thesis statement, and the very little that is published tends to be hostile” (217).  Roberts-

Miller is referring to “the post-Ramistic notion that the thesis statement should precede both the 

process and the product of a paper."  In this study, I also found that many students thesis 

statements in their persuasive speeches remained constant throughout the drafting process in 

terms of what students said in their retrospective interviews about what they believed along the 

way.  For example, Ryan said he had not considered an argument in favor of assisted suicide 

before doing his research, but once he established this thesis he did not change or revise it in 

later drafts of the speech.  Future studies could theorize about thesis statements (arguments), the 

role of beliefs in developing arguments, and the role written communication can play in helping 

to develop and/or change beliefs.  By definition, a thesis is grounded in some type of belief 

(although, importantly, one can take a position that is at odds with some other personally held 

belief).  The genres of informative and persuasive speeches used in "Public Speaking: Social 

Justice" consisted of the traditional five-paragraph structure and included thesis statements.  The 

important role of clarity in speaking, holding the audience's attention, and advancing an agenda 

with a short amount of time all suggest that further attention to the social functions of thesis 

statements (as arguments) are worth studying.  Several questions in this area would be ripe for 

research: What is the role of belief in writing a thesis statement, an argument, or a position 

statement?  Under what circumstances should a thesis statement, argument, or position confirm 

one‟s deeply held convictions?  And under what circumstances might it be appropriate for a 

thesis statement, argument, or position to be at odds with one‟s knowledge/belief?  
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   Future work in composition studies can build on the idea of an interface of communal 

and individual beliefs to better connect important sub-fields within our discipline: namely, by 

developing a new pedagogical focus that accounts for social/cultural studies approaches to 

composition teaching (with model texts) and expressivist approaches (journaling and freewriting) 

to form an approach that introduces students to ethnographic writing as a genre.  As the data of 

this dissertation suggest, a “social” approach (that familiarizes students with an imaginative 

universe such as a field‟s discourse or a community‟s writing genres) and an “expressivist” 

approach (that focuses on the student‟s memory, beliefs, experience, and voice) should work in 

tandem.  In some academic genres, personal belief will remain in the background in favor of an 

objective voice; but future work could uncover the way personal beliefs are perhaps more subtly 

articulated and explored even in these kinds of academic genres.       

Future work in the study of belief, writing, and communities should further take into 

account the role of creativity, imagination, vision, affect, belief, and related concepts in the 

exploration of community solidarity and purpose.  Studying these concepts will increase our 

knowledge of the act(s) of writing and our ability to  help students understand and use their 

thoughts and emotions to create their best products.  Isabelle Thompson, director of the Writing 

Center at Auburn University, made a similar call recently for the area of writing center theory 

and practice.  She explored  research on the concept of “scaffolding”—the practice of helping 

someone towards a specific goal using communicative strategies.  She demonstrated that 

scaffolding—in both verbal, nonverbal, and emotional forms—is of central importance to writing 

center work through the analysis of one writing session between an experienced tutor and a 

student.  Thompson wrote:  

Along with tutors‟ verbal and nonverbal behaviors, [future work] should consider 

students‟ responses to determine conference attributes and tutoring strategies that 

enhance students‟ readiness to learn, focusing on affect as well as cognition.  How 

tutors can attend to students‟ motivation as a means for preparing them to think 

about and revise their products and rethink their composing processes during and 

after conferences deserves more consideration in writing center research. (447) 

Thompson believes the field of writing center studies should seek to better understand the 

cognitive and emotive experiences of student-visitors to our writing centers before, during, and 
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after their sessions.  By extension, my research in this dissertation provides insight into the value 

of students‟ reflections on their speeches through my retrospective interviews after their 

speeches.  In these interviews, students explored their motivations for their topics and articulated 

their thinking processes for linking the community‟s broad belief in positive social change 

(usually articulated as “social justice”) to their own personal beliefs about important changes.    

Future work on writing centers, writing classrooms, and writing across the curriculum should 

continue to pay close attention to the role of individual cognition and affect in relationship to 

communal identity and beliefs.   

Conclusion  

 This study has value for composition scholars interested in the relationship between 

community, writing, and belief.  The implications of textual performances and textually 

performed beliefs within imaginative universes are rich for developing theories about how 

individuals create texts that “perform” in communities and how those same texts are constrained 

by the community‟s ongoing textual performances.  The relationships between individuals and a 

community are always complex, and can only be represented in one community at a time.  Future 

work should address the role of textual performances within our classrooms as students wrestle 

with personal and communal beliefs in their academic communities in college.  In short, this 

study will be of interest to anyone who is interested in developing a “living learning community” 

in an educational setting, particularly if they are considering reading, writing, and speaking 

courses/activities in the community‟s work.  It will be of interest to anyone concerned with the 

role belief plays in people‟s writing practices, whether inside the university or outside of it.  

More theorizing about this three-part relationship between community, writing, and belief will 

undoubtedly provide new theories for teaching composition that can help us improve upon 

existing practices to develop pedagogical approaches that provide the most insight into the role 

beliefs play in writing.  
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APPENDIX A 

SAMPLE OF FIELD NOTES 

From April 6, 2010 

Small talk at first of class: 

 Mark recommended a movie: Up in the Air. He also recommended a book: The Immortal 

Life of Henrietta Lacks. The latter is a creative nonfiction book, the first book of this 

particular author. The book deals with the true story of Henrietta Lacks who died of 

cancer in the 1950‟s, but also with the “immortal life” of her cells that have lived on after 
she died. The doctors scraped off some of her cells while she was alive, and have been 

able to sustain the life of the individual cells. The book also goes into some of the 

medical practices of the mid-20
th

 century. Sounds fascinating. 

  This Thursday Mrs. Rosenbloom will be visiting the class. The room they meet in is 

dedicated to her and her husband, and I believe they are donors to the building.  

Class business: 

Today‟s topic is persuasive speeches again, and Mark begins by covering the criteria by which 
the students will be evaluated in their upcoming speeches. 

 Introduction 

 Body  

 Conclusion 

 How you persuade 

o Show commitment to the issue 

 Dress nicely 

 Be well prepared 

 Be respectful to your peers 

o Here Mark gives a brief example with a story of a past experience about a student 

who was very respectful to her peers. I don‟t recall if it was at this point or later in 

class, but he talked at one point about being respectful before and after your own 

presentation. This includes showing up on time, listening attentively, and showing 
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interest in what the other speakers are doing/saying. This is a point Mark has 

emphasized several times in class. 

Mark returns to talking about the body of the speech. 

 It should be clear and well organized. 

 Cite at least 3 sources. 

 Cite sources correctly by telling us who they are—give credit where credit is due. Don‟t 
say, “My mom said…” but rather say, “My mom, who is a certified practitioner in…” so 
that you‟ve given the person credibility from a standpoint of specific credentials. 

 End with something interesting. 

 Have good eye contact. 

 When listening to others, do not distract the speaker. 

 Articulate words clearly. 

 Use pauses effectively. 

 Use animation in your voice—vary your tone of voice. 

 Use appropriate gestures. 

On the persuasive aspects of the speech: 

 Tell the audience what you want them to do. Inspire them to act. 

 Use compelling evidence. 

o Use logos, ethos, and pathos. 

 Logos is good logic. They spent some time earlier in the semester talking 

about forms of persuasive logic (enthymeme, example).  

 A couple of students asked about the other two appeals and what they 

should do to include those, and Mark said with pathos that it‟s kind of 
built-in with almost any topic and speech. With ethos, he said, that‟s part 
of how you present yourself as well as what you do before and after the 

speech to show your commitment to the issue. It‟s how you convey to the 

audience what you‟ve done leading up to the speech itself. 
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APPENDIX B 

SAMPLE TRANSCRIPT FROM AN INTERVIEW 

From a final interview in April 2010 

Tony: How do you think that the Social Justice Living Learning community, as a, as a 

community, has changed over the last eight months? 

MATT: Huh, whoa, I mean— 

TONY: It‟s a little bit of a complex question. 

MATT: Yeah, I mean it‟s obviously changed a lot, um. In the beginning, no one really knew 
what they were gettin‟ themselves into. Um, I mean, everyone kind [of]—some people did it to 

get in the dorms, some people did it because they wanted to have service— 

TONY: Yeah. 

MATT: no one really knew what was going on, you know? Um, and then—  

TONY: Yeah. 

MATT: that first weekend we had to go on, uh, to Koinonia—this, like, little community village 

in Americus, Georgia. Uh, it was kind of like, you know, they didn‟t have TV‟s. It was, you 
know, it was one of those like, I guess, I don‟t know, like Huckleberry Finn type things, which I 
happen to enjoy a lot. You know, I—It‟s funny—yeah, I mean—they gave me like the nickname 

“Mattleberry Finn” or whatever…„cause, I was saying like, all I needed was a straw hat, you 
know, [&] a rocking chair, you know. But I think that experience of having to--of getting away 

from what‟s normal in our lives and being kind of forced, in a sense, to, to get together in some 
place that we‟re not familiar with [and it] kind of brought us together—[it] was the first major 

step in bringing us all together. Like, if that trip hadn‟t happened I would—I would venture to 

say that we would not be nearly as close as we are right now. 
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APPENDIX C 

CODING OVERLAPPING IMAGINATIVE UNIVERSES 

 What is the relationship between a community‟s core values/beliefs and individual members‟ 
textual performances? For instance, how do communal values/beliefs constrain and/or enable 

individual members‟ production of discourse?   

Code the following textual performances:  

1. Each written draft of the speech and any available notes for the speech.  If there is only 

one draft, then code the practice intro delivered in class.  

Code as communal belief any clause in which the speaker/writer explicitly identifies, or strongly 

implies, a belief/position from the stance of a collective identity. This includes: 

 Clauses in spoken/written texts that identify the beliefs of the SJLLC explicitly (“We, as 

the SJLLC, believe in . . .”).  
 Clauses in spoken/written texts that identify the beliefs of a community larger than the 

local SJLLC (“As citizens, we . . .”; “As Americans . . .”; “As taxpayers . . .”) 
 Clauses containing “we,” “us,” or “our” that call for collective action (“We need to stop 

________________ from happening.” Or “It is time we act collectively on this issue.”) 
 Clauses in spoken/written texts that strongly imply beliefs considered to be basic or 

common knowledge (“It is a common misconception that…” or “It is said that 
___________, but in reality ____________ is closer to the truth”)  

 A clause containing “you” may be a communal belief depending on the context. If the 
clause suggests common knowledge, then the author is addressing and/or challenging a 

communal belief (“You might think that _________, but my research suggests 
_____________.”) 

Code as personal belief any clause in which the speaker/writer explicitly identifies or strongly 

implies a belief/position from the stance of a personal identity. This includes: 

 Clauses in spoken/written texts that identify the beliefs or actions of the writer/speaker 

explicitly (“I believe . . .”; “I‟ve always felt strongly about . . .”; “After doing x, I 

decided I need to be more involved in y”; “My position is . . .”).  
 Clauses containing “you”—or strongly implying the audience—that suggest a course of 

action that the author feels strongly about and/or invites others to follow his/her personal 

course of action (“This is something I do.  I believe it is a right course of action.” And 
“After my speech, you should join this cause.”)    
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 Clauses that strongly imply a personal stance on a social or political topic, given the 

context of the information surrounding the clause (“There is no excuse for the kind of 
behavior described in this story.  It is wrong.  I won‟t stand for it.” Or “You shouldn‟t 
buy X, because buying X ultimately increases taxes.”).  

Code as revised belief any clausal alteration, removal, addition, or replacement from the time of 

the initial written draft (or time of the first performed speech in class, if there is only a final 

written draft) to the final written draft (or oral delivery of the speech, if no draft was collected). 

This includes: 

 Changes in the word choice, sentence structure, or location within the essay of a 

previously identified “communal belief clause” or an “individual belief clause” 

 Changes to a speaker/writer‟s previously used language that would result in changing a 

clause from a non-belief-clause (“Oil spills happen all the time”) to a belief-clause that 

indicates belief about proper individual or social action (“We need to stop oil spills from 
happening all the time”).  

 Likewise, any additions of new communal or individual belief-clauses that were absent 

from previous textual performances. 

 The removal of a previously stated communal or individual belief. 

This does not include revisions/changes to statements or clauses that never included—and 

continue to not include—belief-clauses. 
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APPENDIX D 

SAMPLE OF A CODED TEXT 

BELOW: Communal belief is highlighted in green. Personal belief is highlighted in yellow. 

Revised beliefs are indicated with double-underlining and/or marginal notes by the researcher. 

Two subsequent drafts are shown.   
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APPENDIX E: 

SAMPLE RESEARCH APPROVAL FROM THE INTERNAL REVIEW BOARD 

 

APPROVAL MEMORANDUM 

 

Date: 1/5/2010 

 

To: Tony Ricks 

 

Address:  

Dept.: ENGLISH DEPARTMENT 

 

From:   Thomas L. Jacobson, Chair 

 

Re:     Use of Human Subjects in Research 

Discourse Communities and The Social Justice Living Learning Community 

 

The application that you submitted to this office in regard to the use of human subjects in the 

research proposal referenced above has been reviewed by the Human Subjects Committee at its 

meeting on 12/09/2009.  Your project was approved by the Committee. 

 

The Human Subjects Committee has not evaluated your proposal for scientific merit, except to 

weigh the risk to the human participants and the aspects of the proposal related to potential risk 

and benefit. This approval does not replace any departmental or other approvals, which may be 

required. 

 

If you submitted a proposed consent form with your application, the approved stamped consent 

form is attached to this approval notice.  Only the stamped version of the consent form may be 

used in recruiting research subjects. 

 

If the project has not been completed by 12/8/2010 you must request a renewal of approval for 

continuation of the project. As a courtesy, a renewal notice will be sent to you prior to your 

expiration date; however, it is your responsibility as the Principal Investigator to timely request 

renewal of your approval from the Committee. 

 

You are advised that any change in protocol for this project must be reviewed and approved by 
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the Committee prior to implementation of the proposed change in the protocol.  A protocol 

change/amendment form is required to be submitted for approval by the Committee.  In addition, 

federal regulations require that the Principal Investigator promptly report, in writing any 

unanticipated problems or adverse events involving risks to research subjects or others. 

 

By copy of this memorandum, the Chair of your department and/or your major professor is 

reminded that he/she is responsible for being informed concerning research projects involving 

human subjects in the department, and should review protocols as often as needed to insure that 

the project is being conducted in compliance with our institution and with DHHS regulations. 

 

This institution has an Assurance on file with the Office for Human Research Protection. The 

Assurance Number is IRB00000446. 

 

Cc: Kris Fleckenstein, Advisor 

HSC No. 2009.3601 
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APPENDIX F: 

SAMPLE RESEARCH PARTICIPATION FORMS 

FSU Human Subjects Committee approved on 1/5/2010 VOID after 12/8/2010 HSC# 2009.3601 

Principal Investigator: Tony Ricks 

Major Professor: Kris Fleckenstein 

LETTER TO THE LEADERS OF THE SJLLC 

Dear ______________: 

I would like to ask for your permission and assistance in studying the values of the Social 

Justice Living-Learning Community (SJLLC) during the Spring 2010 semester. My study 

will focus on three to six individuals enrolled in Mark Zeigler‟s course, but will also 

examine the living-learning community as a whole. Through this study, I seek to learn 

about the relationships between community values and individual discourse. 

The study will include the following aspects: 

• Participant-Observation of the SJLLC to determine its values. This will include: 

observing in person (or videotaping) the public speaking course at least once a 

week throughout the semester; and observing the students at least four times 

during the spring semester in SJLLC meetings and/or service-related projects. 

• In depth study of three to six individual students involved in the SJLLC, which 

will include four interviews with each of these students—an entrance interview 

between January 6 and January 20, an exit interview between April 19 and April 

30, and an interview during the two days following each of their formal speeches 

given in Mr. Zeigler‟s course. I will ask for volunteers to participate in this study. 

• A group entrance interview with the leaders of the SJLLC between January 6 and 

January 20, and an exit interview with them between April 19 and April 30. In 

these interviews I will ask you and other leaders to help me further understand the 
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core values of the SJLLC, both in theory and practice. 

I ALSO ASK THAT THROUGHOUT THE SPRING SEMESTER YOU DO NOT 

DISCUSS WITH STUDENTS THEIR LEVEL OF PARTICIPATION IN THIS STUDY. 

SOME STUDENTS MAY WISH FOR THEIR LEVEL OF PARTICIPATION TO BE 

KEPT ANONYMOUS OR TO BE DISCUSSED AS LITTLE AS POSSIBLE.
25

 

If you are willing to assist me in this research by participating in the group interviews, 

please mark the appropriate line below: 

_____Yes, I am willing to participate in two group interviews this semester during the 

dates indicated above. 

_____No, I am not willing to participate in the group interviews during the dates listed 

above. 

FSU Human Subjects Committee approved on 1/5/2010 VOID after 12/8/2010 HSC# 2009.3601 

Please check below if you are willing to allow me to conduct this study of the SJLLC as 

specified above: 

_____Yes, I give Tony Ricks permission to conduct a research study during the Spring 

2010 semester as specified above. I understand that this allows him to observe the SJLLC 

in various contexts; to interview several students and leaders; to refer to students by their 

first names or pseudonyms in published research; to protect The identities of students 

who wish not to be included in the written research; and to collect some student texts. 

To the extent allowed by law, I will maintain confidential all recordings and written 

material that I collect. 

_____No, I do not give Tony Ricks permission to conduct a research study during the 

Spring 2010 semester as specified above. 

Please check below as to permission to refer to you specifically in any published 

                                                           
25

 “All caps” sections represent revisions that were requested by the IRB committee prior to conducting this 

research, capitalized in accordance with the guidelines given by the IRB committee.  
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research: 

____By first and last name. 

____By first name only. 

____Refer to me by my title, but not my name. Title:_________________ 

LETTER TO SJLLC STUDENTS 

Dear student: 

I would like to invite you to participate in a research study I am conducting this semester 

for my dissertation research on writing. 

For my dissertation, I am studying the way community values constrain and/or open up 

individual opportunities for discursive expression. Specifically, I wish to identify how the 

values of the SJLLC influence you in practical, everyday ways through your use of 

language. 

As part of the study, I will observe SJLLC STUDENTS IN MARK ZEIGLER‟S class 

and other social contexts as part of the SJLLC and describe these settings, dialogues, and 

other social interactions in my published research. I will also be video-recording some 

class sessions. Those not in Mark‟s class may choose to participate by indicating “partial 

participation” in this form (explained below in “partial participation” section). 

MY RESEARCH WILL FOCUS ON THOSE STUDENTS IN MARK ZEIGLER‟S 

WHO CHOOSE TO BE CASE STUDY PARTICIPANTS. CASE STUDY 

PARTICIPATION IS AVAILABLE ONLY TO STUDENTS IN MARK ZEIGLER‟S 

PUBLIC SPEAKING COURSE. THIS OPTION REQUIRES THE FOLLOWING: 

• That you share with me copies of any informal notes, early drafts and final drafts 

of or about the two speeches written for this course. I will promptly 

photocopy/scan these notes and return them to you; typed drafts can also be 

emailed instead of photocopied/scanned. 

That you allow me to conduct four thirty-minute interviews with you during the semester, 
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in which I will ask you questions about your values and your writing. Two of these 

interviews will need to take place within two days of having written each of the formal 

speeches in this course to help me study your writing process. I want to talk to you while 

your writing is fresh on your mind. We will discuss specific dates further if you decide to 

participate in a case study. I will record the interviews so that I have accurate records of 

your responses. In the interviews, I may share my working observations about the way 

the values of the community are playing out and ask you to discuss whether my 

descriptions match your understanding of the community or if there are some important 

differences. 

PARTIAL PARTICIPATION: 

THERE IS ANOTHER LEVEL OF PARTICIPATION ALLOWED BESIDES THE 

CASE STUDY OPTION: SJLLC MEMBERS WHO DO NOT PARTICIPATE IN THE 

CASE STUDIES MAY PARTICIPATE IN THE RESEARCH PROJECT BY 

ALLOWING ME TO WRITE ABOUT THEM IN MY DISSERTATION OR OTHER 

PUBLISHABLE WORK. IF YOU CHOOSE THIS OPTION, YOU MAY ALSO 

FSU Human Subjects Committee approved on 1/5/2010 VOID after 12/8/2010 HSC# 2009.3601 

PARTIALLY preserve your anonymity by choosing a pseudonym (which I‟ll need to 

approve) to be used in any published work instead of your first name, and I will only 

refer to people by their first names or pseudonyms in any published research (dissertation 

included). The pseudonym, however, would only ensure partial anonymity as I will 

probably refer to “Florida State University”, “the Social Justice Living Learning 

Community”, and the names of other people involved in the community. With this 

option, in short, YOU GIVE ME PERMISSION TO DESCRIBE YOUR 

INVOLVEMENT IN THE SJLLC. 

FULL EXCLUSION: 

YOU MAY ALSO CHOOSE TO BE FULLY EXCLUDED FROM THIS STUDY, 
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INDICATING THAT I MAY NOT COMMENT ON YOUR INVOLVEMENT IN THE 

SJLLC IN ANY MANNER. IF YOU SELECT “FULL EXCLUSION” ON THIS FORM, 

YOUR IDENTITY WILL BE PROTECTED IN MY RESEARCH TO THE EXTENT 

ALLOWED BY LAW. 

Participation is voluntary. There is no penalty if you choose not to participate, nor will it 

affect your grade in this or any other course. 

TO THE EXTENT ALLOWED BY LAW, I WILL MAINTAIN CONFIDENTIAL ALL 

RECORDINGS AND WRITTEN MATERIALS I COLLECT. 

If you are under 18 years of age, you must obtain parental permission to participate in 

this study. If you indicate on this form that you are under 18 and you desire to participate, 

I will contact you to arrange for parental permission. 

Please check the appropriate line below to indicate whether you wish to participate in this 

study as specified above: 

____CASE STUDY (FULL) PARTICIPATION: Yes, I am willing to participate in this 

study by sharing notes and drafts related to my papers; sharing my final speech texts; and 

participating in four interviews this semester. 

• Are you officially at least 18 years old? Circle one: YES NO 

• Do you have any mental, emotional, or developmental disability that could affect 

your participation in this study? Circle one: YES NO 

If yes, please specify:____________________________ 

____ PARTIAL PARTICIPATION: THE RESEARCHER MAY OBSERVE AND 

DESCRIBE MY INVOLVEMENT IN THE CLASSROOM COMMUNITY AND THE 

SJLLC. I UNDERSTAND THAT I WILL NOT BE REQUIRED TO SHARE MY 

CLASS NOTES AND PAPERS WITH THE RESEARCHER, OR PARTICIPATE IN 

INTERVIEWS WITH THE RESEARCHER. 

FSU Human Subjects Committee approved on 1/5/2010 VOID after 12/8/2010 HSC# 2009.3601 
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• Are you officially at least 18 years old? Circle one: YES NO 

• Do you have any mental, emotional, or developmental disability that could affect 

your participation in this study? Circle one: YES NO 

If yes, please specify:____________________________ 

____ FULL EXCLUSION: THE RESEARCHER MAY NOT COMMENT ON MY 

INVOLVEMENT IN THE CLASSROOM COMMUNITY OR THE SJLLC IN HIS 

WRITTEN OR PUBLISHED WORK. 
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