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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

The goal of this study is three-fold. First, I want to update and expand the research 

on first-year composition (FYC) textbooks. Much of the research on FYC textbooks and 

marginalized groups is more than ten years old, and much of it focuses on one or two types 

of marginalization (e.g. race and gender at the same time). This study focuses on race, class, 

gender/sex, sexuality, disability, language, and immigrant status before taking a more in-

depth look at the messages being sent by articles on race, sexuality, and disability. I chose 

to take an in-depth look at race, sexuality, and disability because there is ample scholarship 

on the treatment of these three categories in FYC texts, and I wanted to compare my 

findings to prior research.  

Second, I want to show that there is still an exigency for the incorporation of 

difference in FYC. In our increasingly diverse world, it is essential that we prepare our 

students with the critical thinking skills and sense of audience awareness that come with a 

deeper understanding of diversity and an awareness of the students’ world views and 

mindsets.  

Third, this study is a call to action for teachers and scholars of FYC textbooks that 

include readings. It is high time that we, composition instructors and writing program 

administrators, use our purchasing power to eradicate problematic practices in FYC 

textbooks. By refusing to purchase texts that exclude readings on sexuality or only present 

LGBTQ issues in a binary pro/con format, we will force the textbook industry to shift to fit 
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our demands. This is possible—one example of a textbook that consciously works to 

incorporate difference in a nuanced way is Patricia Bizzell and Bruce Herzberg’s 

Negotiating Difference: Cultural Case Studies for Composition. It is imperative, especially in 

the current cultural climate, that we produce students who are ready to engage in the 

public sphere and speak up for themselves and that we prepare them to do this in our first-

year composition classrooms. With these goals in mind, I formulated the following research 

questions:  

1. How do first year composition readers and rhetorics with readings address the 

marginalization of people because of their race, class, sex, gender, disability, 

sexuality, religion, language, or immigration status?  

2. Do corpus texts provide a diverse set of readings that present a rich picture of 

the minority group, or do they reinscribe mainstream stereotypes? Are race, 

disability, and sexuality presented one-dimensionally, in a tokenized manner, or 

in a way that reinforces dominant narratives? Or are they engaged in an 

intersectional, problematized way? 

Context 

My impetus for this project springs from two concerns: 1) a concern that students 

and instructors aren’t engaging difference in the composition classroom, and, as a result, 

are not prepared to discuss diversity issues as sensitive, engaged citizens outside of 

academia; and 2) a concern that if composition instructors are engaging diversity in their 

classrooms, they may not have adequate tools available to assist them as they teach critical 

literacy and critical thinking about diversity issues. If first-year composition textbooks 

aren’t providing adequate tools to help instructors engage diversity, instructors may 
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struggle and give up on discussing diversity or may discuss diversity in problematic or 

tokenizing ways.  

To contextualize these concerns, I’m going to share two experiences—one with my 

students and a second with an instructor I was supervising. In Spring 2016, my English 104 

course was themed around “Exploring the Margins,” and I brought in many readings that 

addressed diversity, oppression, and issues faced by marginalized groups. My students 

were usually very lively and provided a lot of insightful class discussion, especially when it 

came to gender issues; however, discussing issues like race or disability often proved to be 

difficult. One day, in particular, we read bell hooks’s “Teaching Resistance: The Racial 

Politics of Mass Media,” where she explains the messages that mass media uses to 

“colonize” young African American minds and describes how this is accomplished through 

television; she asserts that the media socializes  

white and black citizens in the United States to think of racism in personal 

terms, individuals could think of it as having more to do with inherent 

prejudicial feelings than with a consciously mapped-out strategy of 

domination that was systematically maintained. (108) 

When it came time to discuss the article, I asked the students if they could think of current 

television shows or movies that are examples of the socialization she discusses. The utter 

silence in my classroom served as evidence of my primarily-white students’ discomfort and 

of the validity of bell hooks’s assertion. My students had internalized the messages being 

sent by the mass media and struggled to grasp and analyze the messages they had taken as 

Truth. This surprised me—I had expected the students to understand and engage with the 

article for several reasons: 1) bell hooks is much more accessible and easy-to-read 
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compared to some of the earlier articles students had read and understood; 2) the article 

discussed media and my students are well-versed in television and other forms of media. I 

expected my students to have the critical thinking skills to come up with examples to 

support what hooks was referring to in her article; and 3) the students had a lively 

discussion when it came to Peggy McIntosh’s “White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible 

Knapsack.”  

I think, however, the disconnect comes from two places; first, Peggy McIntosh is a 

white woman and came at the topic of white privilege from a white perspective, and in her 

article, she effectively did the work for my (primarily white) students—providing them 

with a numbered list of how she experiences white privilege daily. Second, bell hooks is a 

woman of color, providing a perspective that my mostly-white students may have been 

unaccustomed to, and her article required a more nuanced analysis of mass media—she 

didn’t present a neatly numbered and ordered list like McIntosh had, although her 

examples are very clear and from pretty well-known television shows and films. While 

hooks and McIntosh’s articles both focus on racism, my students struggled with the 

minority perspective. I don’t think that this is a short coming on my students’ part—I think 

they hadn’t had a lot of experience reading texts written from a minority perspective 

before and didn’t have the critical skills to process the arguments that hooks presented.  

 The second scenario I’d like to share occurred when I was employed as a course 

coordinator at a satellite campus of a large university in Indiana. In this position, I wrote 

the curriculum for our Composition II research course. One of the readings I had assigned 

as a part of the curriculum was Ellen Goodman’s “The Culture of Thin Bites Fiji” from 

Everything’s an Argument with Readings, 4th edition. This article summarizes research by 
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Anne Becker, an anthropologist and psychiatrist, who documented the changes in the body 

image of Fiji’s teen population. The article notes that  

Within 38 months [1995-1998], the number of teens at risk for eating 

disorders more than doubled to 29 percent. The number of high-school girls 

who vomited for weight control went up five times to 15 percent. Worse yet, 

74 percent of the Fiji teens in the study said they felt ‘too big or fat’ at least 

some of the time and 62 percent said they had dieted in the past month. 

(589)  

Goodman notes that there is not a “direct causal link between television and eating 

disorders,” but that people are quick to jump to the influence of television on teens who 

commit school shootings (590). I included this article in the curriculum because it was a 

solid, useful example of article summary and analysis, which tied in with a major 

assignment, and it also engaged issues surrounding the media, socialization, national 

origin, and gender. The week before this short article was to be discussed, I was 

approached by one of the adjunct faculty I supervised. She was a thin white woman around 

60 years old, and she asked if she could skip over the article discussion because talking 

about the issues in the article made her uncomfortable. I asked her to try to discuss the 

article and reminded her that she could always use the questions provided with the article 

in the textbook and focus on the piece as an example of a summary and analysis essay, 

which was what the course asked the students to produce. This shows that instructors are 

sometimes uncomfortable with diversity or cultural issues in the classroom, even when 

these issues are engaged in a way that directly ties into assignments or classroom 

curriculum. 
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 These two experiences, for me, highlight the need to include diversity as a priority in 

composition courses and in Writing Program Administration—students without exposure 

to diverse voices and the minority experience are unable to move past their individual 

reactions to texts by minority authors to look at systemic problems. Instructors who aren’t 

prepared to address sensitive issues in the classroom aren’t prepared to sharpen their 

students’ critical thinking skills because sensitive issues will come up in the classroom, 

whether they are a part of the curriculum or not. We can’t prevent current events or 

cultural norms from influencing students before they enter the classroom—sometimes 

students want to address issues like white supremacists being invited to speak at their 

university, or they want to talk about the #metoo movement. 

With problems related to race, class, gender/sex, ability, sexuality, religion, 

language, and immigration being debated publicly, as the classroom experience I described 

with my students has shown, many young people (especially white, middle-class young 

people) have a problem discussing these issues, both inside and outside the composition 

classroom, because they haven’t practiced talking or thinking about marginalization and its 

effects. They have been conditioned to believe that their society is just and fair, so they are 

reluctant to acknowledge that some groups don’t have the same privileges or opportunities 

offered to non-minority groups (Dilg 52). This leaves them uncomfortable and ill-equipped 

to participate as citizens in democratic debate in person, publicly, privately and on social 

media. These kinds of skills are something that students should be taught in first-year 

composition courses, so they will emerge rhetorically prepared to fully engage as equals in 

the world around them.  
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My second reason for completing this study ties in to the second scenario I 

described. It is to analyze the usability of available articles for instructors who want to 

discuss difference in the classroom. My experience with the adjunct faculty member 

underscores the need for there to be better tools available for instructors as they engage 

with issues of difference in the classroom—especially for instructors who are unprepared 

or reluctant to engage difference. Through excluding difference and including articles that 

present difference in problematic ways, textbooks and, by association, instructors could 

reinforce binary thinking and stereotypical ideas about marginalized groups.  

Problematic Narratives 

Previous research shows that articles in FYC textbooks often reinforce hegemonic 

ideas about marginalized groups. Textbooks, first-year composition textbooks in particular, 

are of significance because they are often students’ first exposure to academia and to ideas 

outside of the dogmas espoused in students’ homes, communities, and churches. Kurt 

Spellmeyer contends that  

textbooks play an unacknowledged social role… [they] are written ostensibly 

to facilitate the process of questioning, and they do so, again ostensibly, by 

reducing complex processes to easily mastered steps and by providing 

needed background information… Textbooks also help to suppress 

questioning by removing knowledge from the precarious world out of which 

it emerged…transporting it, now dead and sealed in wax, to a very different 

place. (45) 

The social role played by textbooks is political—the topics discussed reinforce or subvert 

knowledge students already possess and, as Spellmeyer points out, ideally fuel questioning 
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of norms, identities, or ideologies; however, they may also stifle questioning and learning. 

Similarly, Henry Giroux refers to a "hidden curriculum" in schools—the ways that 

"underlying norms, values, and attitudes” are implicitly disseminated to socialize students 

and teach them what to value (198). Textbooks play an important part in this hidden 

curriculum, namely, by the valuation they assign to different groups through “celebration, 

denigration, or disregard” (Rendleman 5). For instance, FYC textbooks, at times, provide 

“models of who can write in the academy, which styles of writing are permitted, and whose 

interpretations are accepted” (Jamieson 163), or what content is “appropriate” for white 

men to write about and what content is “appropriate” for people of color and women to cover 

(165). Thus, this project argues that the unacknowledged power embedded in textbooks, as 

bodies of knowledge used in the classroom, is important to study and analyze. Spellmeyer 

explains, “the postmodern academy is deeply complicit with the normalization of knowledge 

and of culture generally. We may celebrate indeterminacy, marginality, and the free play of 

signifiers, but in our teaching and scholarship we are often breathtakingly intolerant of 

genuine diversity” (59). The normalizing ideologies of first-year composition readers and 

rhetorics with readings should not go unquestioned/unexamined, especially if they 

uncritically enable intolerance of diversity or reinforce stereotypes and present 

marginalized groups in problematic one-dimensional ways.  

For example, Jonathan Alexander explains in Literacy, Sexuality, and Pedagogy that 

when sexuality is discussed, readings are often limited to the gay marriage debate, which 

reinforces homonormativity (the idea that LGBTQ people are “the same” as heterosexuals, 

want the same things as heterosexuals, and hold the same cultural values as heterosexuals) 

for students. This is problematic because it oversimplifies lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 



McGinnis   9 
 

and queer (LGBTQ) issues by presenting them in a one-dimensional way. Students will 

assume that homonormative values, like the nuclear family, are central to all LGBTQ peoples’ 

values. Further, homonormativity reinforces heteronormativity in that it validates 

heteronormative cultural values as “normal” through asserting them as universal desires.  

Other problematic trends involving the inclusion of LGBTQ issues in FYC textbooks 

are highlighted by Martha Marinara, Jonathan Alexander, William P. Banks, and Samantha 

Blackmon in their article, “Cruising Composition Texts: Negotiating Sexual Difference in 

First-Year Readers.” They explain that not only are articles on sexuality often centered 

around gay marriage—they frequently present the gay white male experience as 

representative of the LGBTQ experience (virtually ignoring bisexual and transgender 

peoples’ experiences entirely) and couch LGBTQ issues as controversial topics in binary 

debates (276-278). Articles that engage with white gay male experiences and present them 

as the monolithic LGBTQ experience effectively erase non-white, non-male LGBTQ people 

and oversimplify the queer experience—ignoring the way that multiply-marginalized people 

are affected by several types of oppression working in concert. Articles that present LGBTQ 

issues as controversial put them into binary debate preventing nuanced discussion of issues 

that fall into gray areas—for example, in the gay marriage debate, “pro-gay” usually means 

that the participant is “for” gay marriage and arguing against the “anti-gay” who is “against” 

gay marriage. This completely cuts out larger discussions presented by scholars like the one 

Nancy Polikoff presents in Beyond (Straight and Gay) Marriage that are critical of the 

institution of marriage as a whole, arguing that all types of families should be viewed equally 

under the law, whether they are romantically coupled or not—questioning the institution 

and social system imposed by relying on marriage as a way to define families.  
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Thus, the tendency to focus on gay marriage, gay white male experiences, and LGBTQ 

issues as controversial topics for binary debate neglects important problems, like the high 

suicide and homelessness rates of LGBTQ youth or the lack of civil rights for LGBTQ people 

in many states. By focusing readings in the ways described above, LGBTQ existence is, on one 

hand, polarized and dehumanized (seen as merely as issues for debate, not as real peoples’ 

lives), and, on the other hand, the marginalization of LGBTQ people through violence, job 

loss, and homelessness is hidden or minimalized and not presented as the looming problem 

that it is. 

Another example of problematic messages about marginalized groups that often 

appear in FYC textbooks can be found in Ella Browning’s “Disability Studies in the 

Composition Classroom.” She points out that scholars are critical of the way disability studies 

is added to FYC—it is often incorporated “in the form of a single reading, or simply tacked 

on to the end of the race-class-gender triad of intersectional subjectivities to form race-class-

gender-ability” (97). Browning explains that this formula has been called the “add-and-stir” 

policy by Nirmala Ervelles in “Rewriting Critical Pedagogy,” and that Deb Martin more fully 

articulates “add-and-stir” by giving examples of the ways that Disability Studies have been 

tokenized by textbooks and curricula that “overly simplify” or “unproblematize” the issue by 

incorporating a single disability text by one author (97). Research indicates that this “add-

and-stir” method of incorporating a single reading to represent marginalized groups is 

applied to the inclusion of other forms of marginality in FYC textbooks, as well. 

Another issue that arises with articles on disability in FYC textbooks alongside the 

“add-and-stir” method is the types of narratives that are included. Browning explains that a 

frequently recurring theme in articles that address disability is the “overcoming narrative,” 
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which posits disability as “something wrong with the body, something abnormal, something 

tragic, something that needs to be fixed” (98). Further, she explains that this falls into line 

with overcoming narratives through the idea that a disabled person “cannot live a full and 

fulfilling life” without having to “‘overcome’ or ‘triumph over’” the disability (98). Thus, when 

FYC textbooks present narratives that intend to dispel stereotypes through depicting a 

disabled person as highly capable, determined, and “overcoming” the disability, they are 

actually reinforcing the idea that disabilities are tragedies and that disabled people who can’t 

“overcome” their disability won’t ever have fulfilling lives. This further reinforces the binary 

between able/disabled and ignores the fact that at any time one who is “able” may become 

“disabled.” 

Keeping these examples in mind and seeking to answer my research questions, I 

analyzed a corpus study of twenty first-year composition (FYC) readers and rhetorics with 

readings. I looked at how often marginal groups are presented and what kinds of messages 

are embodied in the articles to see if the issues explicated above are still occurring in FYC 

textbooks, if/how these issues have changed, and if they appear when other kinds of 

difference are presented.  

Defining the Gap 

 Scholarly work on FYC textbooks needs to be updated. While there are several 

scholarly texts that examine the ways first year composition readers and rhetorics with 

readings treat difference, most of them are more than ten years old. Often, texts also focus 

exclusively on one type of difference (e.g. race) or a pair of differences (race and gender, 

sexuality and religion, disability and sexuality). Thus, this project attempts to begin filling 

the gap by examining broadly defined difference (race, class, gender/sex, sexuality, 
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disability, religion, language, immigrant status) and exploring how all of these categories are 

represented in current, widely-read FYC textbooks. From that point, the project delves 

deeper into the race, sexuality, and disability articles included in the corpus to interrogate 

the messages these articles may send to students. 

 Chapter Two is a literature review that covers the ways marginalization has been 

researched in Composition Studies and FYC textbooks. It also discusses the role that the 

publishing industry plays when marginalization is included in textbooks, problematic 

narratives that arise in textbooks, and the role corpus study has played in FYC scholarship. 

 Chapter Three explains the methodology I used to choose the textbooks included in 

the corpus and my coding schemes. On the initial pass through the corpus, I read all of the 

articles by professional writers and coded them according to what kind(s) of difference they 

discussed (race, class, gender/sex, sexuality, religion, language, disability, or immigrant 

status). From there, I made a second pass through articles that were coded with race, 

sexuality, or disability. In the second pass, I looked at the messages being sent about race, 

sexuality, or disability—for example, do the articles reinforce stereotypes or question them? 

I end Chapter Three with an explanation of the framework and lenses I used to analyze data 

and identify master discourses present in the articles of the corpus. 

 Chapter Four describes the number of articles in the corpus and how long each text 

has been in publication, including the number of editions the text has had. It presents the 

findings from the 1,175 articles I analyzed and the 1,393 codes generated in my first round 

of coding. There is a comparison of publishers and how the publishers incorporate difference 

in their FYC textbooks as well as how many of the articles include multiple marginalized 

statuses (i.e. experiences of a black, gay, disabled man). The chapter also includes a 
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comparison of readers to rhetorics with readings. Next, it includes in-depth statistics on all 

coding categories (race, class, gender/sex, sexuality, disability, religion, language, and 

immigrant status). Finally, it includes the statistics for second round coding on race, 

sexuality, and disability, touching on each category on its own as well as where the categories 

overlap. 

 Chapter Five presents analysis of the statistics from Chapter Four. First, it examines 

the overall breakdown of the initial coding and shows that the call for inclusion of difference 

in FYC is still relevant. From there, the chapter provides an in-depth analysis of each of the 

codes in the first pass of coding, paying special attention to transgender issues in the 

gender/sex category. Next, I look at articles containing multiple aspects of difference and 

comment on author identity, which proved a little problematic in my analysis because author 

identity is treated inconsistently throughout FYC textbooks. Moving forward, the chapter 

interprets the deep coding of race, sexuality, and disability, including a discussion of what 

kinds of narratives are included. The chapter ends with an examination of the implications, 

limitations, and future avenues of my research. 
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

 With this research, I am working to create an understanding of how marginalized 

groups are represented in first-year composition (FYC) textbooks. Marginalization is an 

issue that is frequently explored in Composition Studies, but not necessarily in composition 

courses. Iris Marion Young, in “The Five Faces of Oppression,” explains that “increasingly in 

the United States racial oppression occurs in the form of marginalization,” but 

marginalization isn’t limited to people of color. She conjectures, “Marginalization is perhaps 

the most dangerous form of oppression. A whole category of people is expelled from useful 

participation in social life” (53). In terms of Composition Studies, we see marginalization 

arise in the form of whole categories of people being excluded from discourse, silenced, or 

purposefully unheard. Clyde Moneyhun adds that marginalization in Composition Studies 

may vary depending on the “positions and interests of the definers,” but broadly refers to 

“marginalized people, along with their languages, cultures, and ways of reasoning” being 

disenfranchised by “those with more economic, political, or social power” (155). Both of 

these notions of marginalization tie it to difference and exclusion of minorities from 

dominant discourse. 

The exclusion of marginal groups that occurs in first-year composition (FYC) has not 

gone unnoticed. In many of the Conference on College Composition and Communication’s 

Chairs’ Addresses, we see calls for the expansion of Composition Studies to ensure that 

marginalized groups are being heard, demarginalized, and recognized. Vivian I. Davis, in 

1978, makes a call to use “the power of language” to escape the “violent profiles” of “elitism, 
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intellectualism, classism, ageism, sexism, and racism” and become inclusive (61). Jacqueline 

Jones Royster, in 1995, emphasizes the necessity of listening to marginalized voices and 

work toward a “paradigm that really allows for…hybrid people,” people who “move with 

dexterity across cultural boundaries, [make] themselves comfortable, and [make] sense 

amid the chaos of difference,” and “better practices in cross-boundary discourse” (291-92). 

More recently, in 2012, Malea Powell advocates decolonizing rhetoric and composition by 

re-embodying it and breaking free of the “Western code,” which ignores bodies and 

difference, of knowledge-making (402). CCCC addresses by Rosentene Purnell (1984), 

Andrea Lunsford (1989), Donald McQuade (1991), Victor Villanueva (1999), Keith Gilyard 

(2000), and others add their voices to the call for inclusion of marginalized groups in first-

year composition. With this call being made and remade for the over 40 years, it is clear that 

issues of diversity must be engaged in FYC courses.  

All of these individuals, chosen to speak for the Conference on College Composition 

and Communication, lend urgency to the fight against marginalization and have established 

diversity and inclusion as goals of Composition Studies. Lillian Bridwell-Bowles adds, “If we 

are to invent a truly pluralistic society, we must envision a socially and politically situated 

view of language and the creation of texts—one that considers gender, race, class, sexual 

preference, and a host of issues that are implied by these and other cultural differences” (43). 

Our classrooms are places where we can prepare students for the increasingly pluralistic 

society they will encounter upon graduation. In addition, engaging marginalization fuels 

transformative learning in the classroom. Jack Mezirow explains that transformative 

learning is the “process of effecting a change in frame of reference,” moving learners towards 

a more inclusive and thoughtful understanding of difference (5). FYC courses are the perfect 



McGinnis   16 
 

arena for this type of learning because “critical reflection” on long-held assumptions about 

groups who exist outside of mainstream (white, able-bodied, middle class, heteronormative) 

culture is a strong stimulant for the expansion of critical thinking skills—hence, the ultimate 

goal of transformative learning theory is achieved—producing students who “function as 

autonomous, socially responsible thinkers” (7). Thus, incorporating course readings from 

marginalized groups into the FYC curriculum and FYC textbooks is essential to achieving the 

goals many compositionists set for themselves and our discipline. 

In the following sections, I will delve into composition scholarship that makes the case 

for teaching difference in FYC as a way to produce autonomous, independent thinkers. Next, 

I will present some of the scholarship that explores distinct types of marginalization seen in 

education and Composition Studies as well as scholarship that argues for increased inclusion 

of difference in FYC. Then, I cover the few articles I found that specifically elaborate on issues 

of marginalization and difference in FYC textbooks, and finally, I briefly touch on other 

corpus studies to show that this kind of scholarship is a well-established avenue for creating 

knowledge in Composition Studies. 

Critical Thinking and Difference 

 It is widely acknowledged that a core goal of composition theory is helping students 

cultivate critical thinking skills—Ira Shor points out that students must have critical thinking 

skills and the ability to question the status quo in order to be active citizens in democratic 

society (12). He sees this as critical because education is too often “directed toward 

obedience rather than autonomy” (Piaget qtd. in Shor 12). This is why including 

marginalized narratives in the FYC classroom is important. 
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However, marginalized issues aren’t topics that are frequently invoked in the FYC 

classroom. Some composition scholars feel that these kinds of topics aren’t something that 

should be explored as we teach students writing (and critical thinking). Stanley Fish 

contends that political issues (like marginalization), should be left out of the classroom. He 

believes that political topics should be “detach[ed] from the context of its real-world agency, 

where there is … an agenda to be embraced” (27). Adding his voice to Fish’s, R.V. Young feels 

that composition (and education) should not be politicized (7). He asserts that “liberal 

learning . . . is the means by which rational creatures attain the full liberty of thought and will 

… and enables them to make responsible choices” and claims that the political move of 

discussing sexuality, in particular, in FYC works to decentralize “normal conjugal sexuality” 

and force acceptance of “abnormal” sexual behaviors (5, 9). This ideology can be applied to 

other kinds of difference, too. By acknowledging and discussing diversity, it is ludicrous to 

assert that instructors are forcing students to acknowledge “abnormality” in race, class, 

ability, language, immigrant status, sex, and gender by engaging these kinds of topics in the 

classroom. Students must learn that there is an entire world outside of the white, 

middle/upper-class, able-bodied heteropatriarchy. 

Shor declares that a curriculum that poses as “politically neutral” (which Fish & Young 

desire) is, in reality, political in that it teaches students to accept the status quo (12). He 

declares that education can “socialize students into critical thought or into dependence on 

authority” (13). Education is inherently political, and the topics included or not included in 

the curriculum are political, too (14). Shor’s ideas on liberatory education and critical 

thinking set the stage for transformative pedagogy and the inclusion of difference in FYC 

courses. 
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What all of this means is that critical thinking is essential to the liberatory education 

that Young mentions above. In composition theory, there is sometimes debate about whether 

or not diversity issues should be explored in the classroom. Difference is a topic that should 

be addressed in FYC. Texts outside of the dominant hegemony are used in the composition 

classroom to develop critical thinking skills through engaging students in self-examination, 

productive conflict, and critical reflection. Composition instructors often avoid discussing 

difference in the classroom because they feel students may not be mature enough to handle 

the subject matter, will ask tough questions, or, like R.V. Young, they feel that composition 

(and education) should not be politicized (7). Similarly, Stanley Fish argues that political 

issues (issues of difference and marginalization are inherently political), should be left out 

of the classroom. He believes that political topics should be “detach[ed] from the context of 

its real-world agency, where there is … an agenda to be embraced” (27). Young agrees, 

asserting that discussing politically-relevant topics in FYC undercuts the purpose of “liberal 

learning” because it denies students a “comprehensive knowledge of the literature of the 

past” which students need as “a basis for the comparisons that make possible judicious 

assessment of what [they] read” (10). Fish takes this further, maintaining that political ideas 

in the classroom must be “academicized,” not evaluated; thus, students should be able to 

“describe accurately and fully the historical and philosophical antecedents of both sides” 

(28). Maxine Hairston concurs with Young and Fish, remarking that “Writing courses, 

especially required freshman courses, should not be for anything or about anything other 

than writing itself, and how one uses it to learn and think and communicate” (179). Neither 

Fish nor Young acknowledge the damage done to students’ critical thinking skills when 

political topics, like difference and marginalization, are discussed without evaluation or are 
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presented in a way that divorces them from their political exigency—this lack of evaluation 

sends the message that there is nothing worth discussing critically because the mainstream 

opinion on the topic is the only valid interpretation of the issue. Fish’s wish to “academicize” 

all topics discussed in classes is unrealistic. The truth is that all topics are political in some 

way and that creating a curriculum by including and excluding specific topics is a political 

act. 

Authors who argue against political issues in the classroom deny the “imbrication [of 

rhetoric] in ideology” (Berlin 477). As James Berlin explains, “A rhetoric can never be 

innocent, can never be a disinterested arbiter of the ideological claims of others because it is 

always already serving certain ideological claims” (477). When we ignore the ideology 

present in rhetoric, we put forth dangerous assumptions about norms and neglect helping 

students become aware of how their social locations affect their world views. As Young 

explains, liberal education is supposed to help students “attain the full liberty of thought and 

will” and is “deeply satisfying because it is liberating” (5, 6). However, this “liberal learning” 

will not be achieved without acknowledging ideologies of difference. Students must critically 

analyze their own worldviews and assumptions to gain “the full liberty of thought and will.” 

This isn’t to say that instructors should push political ideologies in the classroom—students 

don’t need to know who an instructor is voting for or what political party the instructor 

believes is best. In contrast, students should analyze political ideologies in the classroom. As 

Jack Mezirow argues,  

instructors should work to create a situation in which those participating have 

full information; are free from coercion; have equal opportunity to assume the 

various roles of discourse (to advance beliefs, challenge, defend, explain, 
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assess evidence, and judge arguments); become critically reflective of 

assumptions; are empathetic and open to other perspectives; are willing to 

listen and to search for common ground or a synthesis of different points of 

view; and can make a tentative best judgement to guide action. (10) 

One way to create the situations, he suggests, is to bring in readings from marginalized 

people and ask students to engage in discourse about the issues. Ideologies of difference 

analyzed in the classroom through critical rhetoric work to shape students into independent 

thinkers.  

Countering the Hegemony 

 Narratives of difference can be used in the classroom to further social-epistemic 

pedagogy (the practice of teaching writing with attention to the socially-constructed nature 

of knowing and knowledge production, “offer[ing an] explicit critique of economic, political, 

and social arrangements”) (Berlin 490), encourage critical reflection on assumptions, and 

spark productive conflict in FYC, all of which further students’ critical thinking skills and 

illustrate the social construction of knowledge. 

 Counter-hegemonic cultural narratives are useful in social-epistemic pedagogy 

because they draw attention to the constructed nature of knowledge. Course readings can be 

used to draw attention to “the ways in which the [writer] understands and is affected by 

material conditions is circumscribed by socially-devised definitions” within their own 

community (Berlin 489). Social-epistemic rhetoric gives students the opportunity to analyze 

the power systems in which we live and where they are situated within those power systems. 

Once students become aware of power systems, like patriarchy, they can choose how they 

participate in, resist, or work to change the system (Johnson 98). As students realize that 
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knowledge is affected by social location of the knower, they begin to look at things from 

others’ points of view, see similarities to their own lives and experiences (without flattening 

those experiences), and, hopefully, develop an empathy for people who are not like them. 

Berlin explains the importance of students identifying and critiquing social systems when he 

argues that “self-autonomy and self-fulfillment are thus possible not through becoming 

detached from the social, but through resisting those social influences that alienate and 

disempower, doing so, moreover in and through social activity” (491). The ultimate goal of 

FYC should be to produce empowered students who have moved from “manipulated objects 

into active, critical subjects” (Shor qtd. in Berlin 491). Raising student awareness of the social 

systems we live in can be achieved through Jack Mezirow’s “critical self-reflection on 

assumptions”—that is, “critically examining the validity of concepts, beliefs, feelings or 

actions communicated…by assessing the truth or justification of taken-for-granted 

assumptions” (188). This may occur through analyzing assumptions of established 

definitions, theories, and practices” or 

the critical reflection on one’s own assumptions pertaining to the economic, 

ecological, educational, linguistic, political, religious, bureaucratic or other 

taken-for-granted cultural systems…[reflection] on the canons, paradigms, or 

ideologies that have generated traditional roles and relationships and how 

they have shaped and limited the development of our point of view and have 

fostered dependency relationships. (188-189)  

Incorporating this type of learning is essential to assisting students as they become 

independent-minded thinkers who make their own decisions based on their own reasoning.  
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Susan Jarratt explains that this type of reflection can be encouraged in the FYC 

classroom through productive conflict. Jarratt explains that “the inevitability of conflict is not 

grounds for despair but the starting point for creating a consciousness in students and 

teachers through which the inequalities generating those conflicts can be acknowledged and 

transformed” (276). In addition, Sharon Crowley explains that because students are “people 

whose discourse is immersed in the master discourses of our culture,” it is important to help 

students begin to critically analyze these master discourses and cultural metanarratives 

(223). These world views, often steeped in the dominant white heterosexist racist 

patriarchy, must be countered through oppositional views, as Crowley advocates (224). 

Susan Jarratt explains that at times, it is the instructor’s duty to take on an “adversarial role 

against an abusive student or voice an unrepresented view in dialog” (276). Articles in FYC 

readers and rhetorics with readings may also take on the role of representing missing views 

in classroom dialog. 

TJ Geiger points out that exploration of sexual minority issues and religious issues 

provides students the opportunity to “reposition themselves in relation to several 

continuous and conflicting discourses—they can redefine and reidentify or disidentify with 

the rhetorical discourses put forth by religious ideologies” (Harris qtd. in Geiger 249). He 

points out that composition instructors have a responsibility to make courses 

transformational for students, so they continue the learning they began in their writing 

course long after the course is over (265-66). Furthering this point and circling back to 

Mezirow’s ideas on critical self-reflection on assumptions, Susan Becker believes that critical 

self-reflection of assumptions (CSRA) will be key to shifting cultural narratives about 

minorities (204). She explains, “CSRA requires both objective and subjective re-framing of 
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issues, and ultimately, beliefs” (205). CSRA and transformational learning forces the 

renegotiation of relationships because it makes people want to change the status quo and 

take action (202). She ends her argument by suggesting that “as enlightened familiarity 

replaces fear born of ignorance, the evolutionary process will continue towards a truly 

tolerant, and thus truly free, society” (251-52). Thus, incorporating readings outside of the 

mainstream is important to helping students critically analyze their world views and develop 

independent thinking skills. 

  Ultimately, research shows that engaging students in diversity issues in FYC and 

other courses has a positive effect. Thomas F. Nelson Laird explains that students who have 

more experience with diversity, “particularly with enrollment in diversity courses and 

positive interactions with diverse peers,” have more “academic self-confidence, social 

agency, and critical thinking disposition” (365). If the goal of FYC is to produce students who 

are competent, confident critical thinkers who can make appropriate rhetorical decisions 

based on audience, context, and purpose, emerging from the university prepared for 

citizenship in a democracy, it is essential that FYC readers and rhetorics with readings 

engage issues of difference and provide tools to support instructors as they work towards 

this goal. There is tremendous transformative potential—both personally and societally—in 

FYC courses when students are engaged in transformative pedagogy through course 

readings that address difference. 

Racial Marginalization  

Addressing racial issues in FYC is important. Elaine Richardson refers to the cultural 

devaluation and marginalization of African American students and how they cope with “their 

general devaluation” in school in terms of “impression management (Gilyard), 
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disidentification with achievement (Steele), oppositional resistance behaviors (Ogbu, Fine), 

acting White (Fordham), and attempting racelessness (Fordham)” (41). These negative 

cultural messages students of color learn in school, paired with what bell hooks calls the 

“colonizing mindset” youth of color are taught by the media, set students of color up for 

failure in the education system (109). Including readings on race in FYC can work to combat 

these negative messages that students of color get about themselves and their lives along 

with messages that white students consume.  

Antonia Darder, in Culture and Power in the Classroom, emphasizes the importance of 

“addressing the issue of power in society and its role in the cultural subordination of people 

of color, in spite of proclaimed democratic ideals” (21). Further, she discusses “bicultural” 

students, those who exist in two cultures— “their primary culture, and that of the dominant 

mainstream culture of the society in which they live” (48). Biculturalism “specifically 

addresses the different strategies of survival adopted by people of color in response to the 

dynamics of living in constant tension between conflicting cultural values and conditions of 

cultural subordination” (49). Acknowledging these tensions and analyzing the conflicting 

cultural values students are exposed to help them begin to think critically about these issues. 

Even when a student body is largely white, it is still important to engage race. Mary 

Dilg, in Race and Culture in the Classroom, posits ways to combat cultural dividedness in the 

classroom—she asserts, “Many students have been raised to see themselves and their 

country as just” and cites Tatum declaring, “many students tend to deny any prejudice within 

themselves” (52). In her courses, she presents multiple viewpoints, mentioning that 

“students often discover that their own attitudes and choices are or can be perceived as 

racist. And they may see their families, their role models, their culture, and their country in 
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a new light, one that is distinctly disturbing” (52). These realizations for white students are 

important in transformative learning and helping them shift their world view to a nonracist 

or racially-aware one. 

Disability & Marginalization 

Disability is something that’s often neglected in Composition Studies, and when it is 

talked about, it is often presented one dimensionally. James C. Wilson and Cynthia Lewiecki-

Wilson explain that “when Americans think, talk, and write about disability, they usually 

consider it as a tragedy, illness, or defect that an individual’s body ‘has’—that is as personal 

and accidental, before or without sociopolitical significance” (2). This stereotyping of 

disability from an ableist perspective is why it is important to not only bring disability into 

the composition classroom, but also to present it in a complicated, multi-faceted way.  

  Ella Browning in “Disability Studies in the Composition Classroom” also touches on 

this problem. She contends that disability is often added to composition courses as an 

afterthought, often simply added to the curriculum. Citing Nirmala Erevelles, who calls this 

tacking-on of disability to the “race-class-gender triad of intersectional subjectivities” the 

“add-and-stir” policy where one reading on disability or one reading by an author who 

identifies as disabled is added to the class (97). Browning advocates, as Deb Martin does in 

“Add Disability and Stir: The New Ingredient in Composition Textbooks,” that instructors 

avoid presenting disability in an “overly simplified or unproblematized” way (97). 

Presenting students with one-dimensional readings about disability continues perpetuating 

the ableist perspectives presented in many texts and prevents students from seeing disabled 

people as whole people.  



McGinnis   26 
 

Sexuality & Marginalization 

 Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) issues are marginalized and 

aren’t usually incorporated in composition courses because instructors sometimes feel that 

students can’t handle the subject matter or feel unprepared to respond to difficult questions 

students may ask. The premier text on incorporating LGBTQ issues in FYC is Jonathan 

Alexander’s Literacy, Sexuality, Pedagogy: Theory and Practice for Composition Studies. In the 

text, he emphasizes that students are not prepared to be active citizens in democratic society 

because they lack a language to talk about sexuality, and sexuality is a core political issue in 

society. Incorporating sexual issues into the composition classroom is integral to teaching 

students to “work knowledgeably, engagingly, and critically with some of the dominant 

stories that organize our lives, individually and collectively,” acquiring what Alexander calls 

“sexual literacy”: “the knowledge complex that recognizes the significance of sexuality to 

self- and communal definition and that critically engages the stories we tell about sex and 

sexuality to probe them for controlling values and for ways to resist, when necessary, 

constraining norms” (5). This type of literacy, with its critical engagement, helps students 

foster the skills needed to become active participants in democratic society because they 

gain the ability to participate in public debate on an integral issue in all peoples’ lives: 

sexuality. 

 Incorporating sexuality into the FYC classroom is also important because LGBTQ 

students, as a marginalized population, are starving for representation. Hannah Furrow, in 

“LGBT Students in the College Composition Classroom,” studied the concerns of LGBTQ 

students in college. She contends that FYC can play a role in supporting LGBTQ students on 

campus as many classrooms “work to marginalize them” (145). The students in Furrow’s 
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study point out that class discussion about sexuality leads to a heteronormative assumption 

that positions LGBTQ students as “other.” They also remark that LGBTQ issues were 

mentioned only when a professor, an LGBTQ student, or an anti-gay person brought them 

up. When it came to writing, the LGBTQ students want ally faculty to let students know that 

they are an ally, and the majority of the students surveyed believe that LGBTQ faculty coming 

out would be beneficial for both LGBTQ and straight students (151-52). Furrow’s findings 

show the need for sexual literacy in the composition classroom—LGBTQ students need 

representation and a place at the university where they don’t feel alienated, and the 

composition classroom can be that place. This will help improve LGBTQ student success and 

may have a positive impact on the high LGBTQ youth suicide rate. 

Marginalization & FYC Textbooks 

 One text that spends a lot of time examining FYC textbooks is (Re)Visioning 

Composition Textbooks: Conflicts of Culture, Ideology, and Pedagogy, written in 1999, edited 

by Xin Liu Gale and Fredric G. Gale. The text covers topics ranging from rhetorics to readers, 

from culture to publishing. Yameng Liu, in “Self, Other, In-Between: Cross-Cultural 

Composition Readers and the Reconstruction of Cultural Identities,” asserts that 

“composition textbooks with an inter- or cross-cultural theme” often “gloss over” issues 

related to “deep-seated theoretical difficulties concerning identity and difference, self and 

other, knowing and knowledge, representing and representation, appearance and reality, 

truth and falsehood, comparison and contrast, and East and West” (71). She adds that it is 

important to be aware of the use of terms like “misrepresentation” and “stereotype” because 

users of inter-/cross-cultural readers often juxtapose those terms with “reality” or “facts” at 

the “expense of [a] commitment to an antifoundational conception of culture or discourse” 
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and that many instructors “tend to forget that what [they] call ‘stereotypes’ are more often 

factually based rather than unsupported by any credible data or observations” (71-72; her 

emphasis). She urges that composition instructors who utilize inter- or cross-cultural 

readers be cognizant of the tensions created by the “co-existence of two or more 

independent ‘authorizing agencies’” and use that tension to open up a “brave, new, 

hybridized, and heteroglot [space] in between different signifying systems” (90). This new 

space creates room for new rhetorical understandings of marginalized groups—students 

would be aware of the “authorizing agency” that they operate in and the “authorizing agency” 

that the reading from the composition reader operates in, if there are truly two different 

authorizing agencies.  

 In 1999, Martha Marinara, Jonathan Alexander, William P. Banks, and Samantha 

Blackmon published “Cruising Composition Texts: Negotiating Sexual Difference in First-

Year Readers,” which addresses the (lack of) representation of sexuality in FYC readers. The 

article emphasizes the way that rhetoric and composition has responded to the “social turn” 

and “has steadily taken seriously calls not only to be inclusive multiculturally but also to 

examine critically discourses of sexism, racism, and classism that marginalize students, their 

experiences, and their literacies” (269). They posit that the discipline has increasingly been 

open to lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) issues as well; however, they 

acknowledge that the “sort of large-scale, empirical research necessary even to know what 

is and is not going on in the majority of college writing classrooms” (270). To begin 

answering questions about how “LGBT people people/issues/concerns” are treated in FYC, 

they reviewed a selection of FYC readers from Pearson Longman, Bedford/St. Martin’s Press, 

Houghton Mifflin, and Prentice Hall to analyze them for LGBTQ issues and authors. They 
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found that of the “290 readers examined, only 73 texts included readings with identifiable 

queer content” (276). Their research also showed that the sexual identity of LGBTQ writers 

was often ignored, and sexual identity was also left out of “otherwise substantive” 

discussions of identity (276). Additionally, they found that LGBTQ issues were “ghettoized” 

as a “special” or “controversial” topic, focusing almost solely on “gay marriage” (277). 

Queerness was “reduced” to an “overwhelming focus on gay men as if this group represents 

all nonnormative sexual identity” (278). They conclude by calling for more research and a 

push for queerness to “enter the pedagogical conversations we have with our students” 

(289). Their research has allowed me to frame my own research and anticipate some 

possible themes I will find in my own research—I feel that the characteristics they’ve found 

in the way LGBTQ issues are represented may apply to other kinds of difference as well.  

Intersections 

Many marginalized scholars and scholars of marginality combine several 

marginalized states to show how marginality acts in concert with embodiment. This all ties 

in with the feminist theory of intersectionality, which states that one form of difference can’t 

be singled out from the other parts that comprise an individual’s identity—they are all 

interconnected and overlapping. We must, as bell hooks explains, place “alongside the 

struggle to end racism, a commitment to ending sexism and sexist oppression, to eradicating 

systems of class exploitation” to break down the “culture of domination” in which we live 

(27). Patricia Hill-Collins refers to this as a “matrix of domination,” the “overall social 

organization within which intersecting oppressions originate, develop, and are contained” 

(228). She continues, pointing out that in the U.S. “such domination has occurred through 

schools, housing, employment, government, and other social institutions that regulate the 
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actual patterns of intersecting oppressions” that multiply marginalized groups face. Thus, 

examining patriarchal or racial oppression simply isn’t enough because systems of 

oppression work alongside one another to disempower marginalized groups. 

Gloria Anzaldúa, a scholar who focuses on intersectionality, pays attention to not just 

women, but also women of color and queer women of color, specifically. In “Speaking in 

Tongues: A Letter to 3rd World Women Writers,” Anzaldúa begins by warning other women 

writers of color that “the dangers [they] face as women writers of color are not the same as 

those of white women though [they] have many in common;” she also comments that she 

originally intended to call “the dangers ‘obstacles’ but that would be a kind of lying” (165). 

Women of color who write, especially when starting out, are “invisible both in the white male 

mainstream world and in the white women’s feminist world…The lesbian of color is not only 

invisible, she doesn’t exist. Our speech, too, is inaudible. [Women of color] speak in tongues 

like the outcast and insane” (165). She incites women writers of color to “find the muse 

within [themselves],” their voices, and to “not fake it, try to sell it for a handclap or [their 

names] in print” (173). She makes this argument to show that women of color and queer 

women of color have different concerns than white women or white queer women. 

Another scholar who forwards multiple marginalities is Robert McRuer. McRuer 

supports combining queer theory and disability studies to resist the corporatization of the 

university (and the ideal able-bodied embodiment it assumes) and heteronormativity. By 

“placing queer theory and disability studies at the center of composition theory,” he argues 

that composition theorists can do what Powell advocates; that is, decolonizing rhetoric and 

composition by re-embodying it (69; Powell 402). He reveals that we can begin to 

understand “how our very bodies are caught up in, or even produced by straight 
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composition” and that “their connection to embodied movements” enable a “future horizon 

beyond straight composition” (69). McRuer’s concerns about calls for the “depoliticization” 

of the university and FYC are timely—as the scenario he describes occurring at George 

Washington University, where the university created a “University Writing Program” that 

attempted to remove “cultural studies” components from composition courses (66-68). He 

explains that the reduction of composition to “‘nuts and bolts’ approaches that somehow 

streamline the process of composition instruction through manuals, teaching ‘strategies’ 

exchanged like recipes” are problematic because of the exclusion of marginalized positions 

from FYC classes. These “nuts and bolts” approaches to teaching seek to remove 

“composition and composition theory from the realm of critical thought” and secure “its 

place in the well-run corporate university” (66).   

Scholars often call for attention to intersectionality as a way to combat problems with 

the ways readings on difference are included in FYC texts (Marinara et. al.; Martin). Working 

to include intersectional articles would help students see how Hill-Collins’ interlocking 

systems of oppression operate in concert with one another for people who fit into multiply-

marginalized identities.  

Difference and the Publishing Industry 

 A final key issue that arises in the scholarship on difference and FYC is the publishing 

industry and how it deals with difference and presents marginalized groups. Bias in textbook 

publishing has been a concern for many years; for instance, Gwyneth Britton and Margaret 

Limpkin, in their 1977 article, examine the changes in publishers’ guidelines for public 

school textbooks. They recap publishing house “guides” from the early-to-mid-1970s that 

“identified the problems [of bias in textbooks] and acknowledged the importance of basic 
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equalitarian values” (40-42). After comparing the pre-guideline textbooks (1958-1970) to 

post-guideline textbooks (1974-1976), the authors found small shifts—after publisher 

guidelines were set forth, stories with male main characters increased by 1%; female main 

characters increased by 2%; ethnic minority male representation increased by 3%; and 

ethnic minority female representation increased by 2% (43-44). However, they found that 

career role “imbalance” continued— “males of all races were shown in 249 different career 

roles…and females were depicted in 49 different career roles,” while “ethnic minority males 

were assigned to only 34 different career roles and females to 14” (44). Thus, while 

publishers have positive intentions, Britton and Lumpkin’s research showed that change is 

slow in coming to the public school textbook publishing industry. 

 Treatment of difference is not just a problem for public school textbooks or FYC 

textbooks—In 1990, Susan Feiner and Bruce Roberts analyzed the treatment of race and 

gender in economic textbooks, asserting that the “most widely used” economics textbooks 

have “a long tradition of blindness toward questions concerning the economic status of 

minorities and women,” although their study showed that improvements had been made 

(159). 

In my own experience, publishers want to make their textbooks appealing to a large 

audience, and in doing so, they sometimes shy away from issues that may be seen as 

controversial, especially when those issues are not presented in a binary pro/con format. 

For instance, when writing for Research, Composition, and Argument for a Digital Age, our 

publisher requested that I revise a scenario I’d written that described a group completing a 

research project on underage drinking—the publisher explained that the topic may be too 

controversial for alcohol-free religious colleges and universities where they were pitching 
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the book. These universities seek to shield students from the realities of the world and the 

fact that underage drinking occurs, so my publisher asked that we revise this example group 

work scenario and use a less worldly example. Robert Perrin alludes to constraints 

publishers face in his 1998 commentary on textbook publishing. He elaborates, publishers 

must develop textbooks for their lists that promise to sell…They cannot afford 

to produce a composition book whose approaches are unusual if college 

teachers will not buy it. They cannot afford to publish an essay-reader if it does 

not provide the balance of authors and selections that will make it successful 

in the current market. They cannot afford to market anthologies that serve an 

audience that is too narrow… (67-68) 

My interview with Dr. Joe Trimmer of The River Reader highlighted this issue as well—noting 

that one constraint on what he can include in his reader is cost. The more readings included 

in a textbook, the more the textbook will cost students. When articles are expensive, 

Trimmer must “consider whether [he] really likes the essay or not and whether paying for 

the essay means that [he] will get back in terms of sales what [he] has to pay in terms of 

permissions.” In addition to this, editors sometimes tend to include a “telephone book worth 

of essays” in their textbooks, hoping this would provide a wider audience for the book, even 

though the price of the book would be higher. Thus, publishers do face restrictions when 

incorporating difference and readings on oppression into their textbooks because the main 

goal of the books is to make money, and this is the reason that they hesitate to make changes. 

However, by neglecting to include issues of difference, publishers do, in fact, serve an 

audience that is too narrow—an audience that is, ostensibly, white, cismale, heterosexual, 

middle-class, able-bodied, American, monolingual, and English-speaking. As Sandra 
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Jamieson asserts in “Composition Readers and the Construction of Identity,” articles 

included in FYC textbooks often have an imagined audience of white, male readers (168). In 

addition, Perrin points out that there is often a “sameness” of FYC readers—in that, he 

identifies an “established canon” of recurring essays:  

Bruce Catton’s “Lee and Grant: A Study in Contrasts”; Joan Didion’s “On Going 

Home”; Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “Letter from Birmingham Jail”; Jessica 

Mitford’s “To Dispel Fears of Live Burial”; George Orwell’s “Shooting an 

Elephant,” “A Hanging,” and “Politics and the English Language”; Alexander 

Petrunkivitch’s “The Spider and the Wasp”; Judy Syfers’ [Brady] “I Want a 

Wife”; Mark Twain’s “Two Ways of Seeing a River”; Tom Wolfe’s “O Rotten 

Gotham—Sliding Down into the Behavioral Sink.” (70) 

Alongside this list, he identifies a list of “most-often-used” authors— “Maya Angelou, Isaac 

Asimov, James Baldwin, William F. Buckley, Jr., John Ciardi, Arthur Clarke, Loren Eisley, Fran 

Lebowitz, Margaret Mead, Neil Postman, Richard Rodrigues [sic], James Thurber, Alvin 

Toffler, and E. B. White” (70-71). Perrin notes that readings by women and minorities are 

included in FYC readers more often because publishers have “followed the lead of scholar-

teachers in those areas,” changing as the market changes (73). However, my research reveals 

how often “more often” actually is and analyzes the messages being sent by the specific 

reading being included. While representations of racial and sexual minorities have improved 

from findings in prior research, textbook articles on disability are infrequent and perpetuate 

damaging stereotypes. In addition, diversity is discussed in less than half of the articles in 

the corpus. As higher education becomes more diverse, our curriculums should reflect that 

diversity. 
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 As Writing Program Administrators seeking textbooks for our programs and as 

instructors who are looking for textbooks for our classrooms, it is essential that we do as 

Eliot Rendleman suggests and examine “the possible unintended effects” FYC textbooks as 

we use them to teach “students how to write and think critically. By becoming 

hyperconscious of race, class, gender, and valuation” (11). When Rendleman invokes 

valuation, he refers to the implicit ideas about the “worth of objects and people and the 

process of assigning that worth” that appear in FYC texts (5). As he emphasizes, this is 

important to FYC textbooks because one way that valuation occurs is through “celebration, 

denigration, or disregard” (5). Thus, when marginalized groups are ignored in FYC 

textbooks, they are given a reduced value—students learn that these groups and the 

problems they face are not worth talking about because of their exclusion.  

 In addition, as I explained in Chapter One, even when textbooks try to include 

marginalized groups, they position these groups in problematic ways. As scholars suggest, 

we must be cognizant of the effects of the articles included in FYC textbooks and what 

students learn implicitly and explicitly from them (Rendleman; Jamieson; Marinara, et. al.; 

Martin). As mentioned above, Marinara et. al. found that LGBTQ issues, when they aren’t 

excluded, are often “ghettoized” in controversial topics sections that reinforce dichotomies 

(i.e. for/against gay marriage debates that don’t leave room for nuanced critique of marriage 

as an institution), and represent largely one kind of experience (gay, white, male) (277-278). 

Sandra Jamieson points out that articles giving attention to the issues that people of color 

and women face often reinforce “victim” narratives and “fail to empower” minority students 

(153; 152). Deb Martin explains that disability is often excluded from textbooks, and when 

it is included, despite good intentions, textbooks often portray disability in “simplified, 



McGinnis   36 
 

essentialized, and/or dichotomized” ways (75;77). In addition, disability studies scholars 

have criticized textbooks for applying an “add-and-stir” mentality to the inclusion of 

disability in FYC textbooks (Martin; Ervelles; Browning). Browning explains that the “add-

and-stir” method is signified by the inclusion of a single text by a single author to represent 

disability (97). “Add-and-stir” is used with other types of marginalization, too, although the 

idea arose in disability studies. 

 Another issue that arises in FYC courses that address difference is what Jonathan 

Alexander and Jacqueline Rhodes “a flattening effect and a flattening of affect” (431; 

emphasis theirs). Specifically focusing on queer issues in FYC courses, they define a 

“flattening effect” as a tendency to overlook differences in favor of identification through 

commonalities that is produced in response to difference (439-40). Flattening narratives 

often play into a “liberal narrative of awareness” that leads to “cliched, linear and reductive” 

thought (DeGenaro qtd. in Alexander and Rhodes 437). A flattening effect recognizes the 

humanity of marginalized groups without really understanding or exploring how difference 

affects peoples’ lives because it is ignored in favor of commonalities (440-442). A “flattening 

of affect” comes into play when texts refuse to engage difference—Alexander and Rhodes 

cite Marinara et. al.’s declaration that queerness is left out of the discussion because an 

author doesn’t specifically invoke a queer identity in the essay being read and/or focus on 

queerness in the essay (442). Flattening and the add-and-stir method of incorporating 

difference are both examples of the importance of taking care when adding difference into 

FYC textbooks. 

Scholars, generally, acknowledge that publishers have good intentions as they slowly 

acclimate FYC textbooks to the paradigm shift or “social turn” in Composition Studies. For 
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example, Marinara et. al. recognize that instructors are “using the best of what is available” 

and provide actions instructors can take to further students’ critical thinking with the texts 

available (282). For example, they encourage instructors to flesh out questions about the 

texts by including how different social locations may reshape an author’s presentation of a 

topic, posing questions like “Is an author’s perception of poverty experienced differently 

depending on the author’s gender or race? How do religious beliefs affect an author’s views 

of gender or race?” (282). Instructors may also provide fuller biographical information on 

minority authors to help students evaluate if “knowing the sexual orientation, race, or gender 

of a writer changes or deepens [students’] response[s] to the text” (282). Martin endorses 

changes that some textbooks have made to deepen students’ understanding of materials that 

focus on disability—one book includes a “multi-genre investigation of Helen Keller” that 

provides a “point of contention” and “many different points of view” including  

Keller’s own words, the words of her contemporaries (Alexander Graham Bell 

and Mark Twain), advertisements for her published works, and finally how she 

is being read and interpreted today by dis-ability scholar Georgiana Kleege. 

Photographs similarly juxtaposed the Hollywood version of Keller against 

posed portraits and candid shots. Students are then asked to comment on the 

differences between the image and the person. (88) 

This strategy encourages students to take on multiple lenses and critically examine the way 

disability is mythologized and actually lived. Alongside this example, Martin points to 

another text that, at the end of each chapter, “invites students to make connections to other 

issues presented in the text, such as dis-ability and gender, dis-ability and race, and culture 

and difference” (89). Ultimately, Martin calls for textbook authors, editors, and publishers to 
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provide a framework that will assist instructors and students as they explore disability, and 

she asks that we all be “more willing to recognize contradictions, power imbalances, and 

cultural myths associated with the construction of dis-ability, and the constraints of 

textbooks in their prescribed forms” (82; 90). We all must work together teachers, 

administrators, textbook publishers, editors, and authors to reshape the way difference is 

treated in FYC textbooks. 

Corpus Studies in Composition Studies 

 My corpus research follows a well-established precedent for corpus study as a 

practice to analyze first-year composition. Above, I mentioned corpus studies on issues of 

difference completed by Marinara et. al., Alexander and Rhodes, Jamieson, and Martin. Other 

examples of corpus study in FYC literature include Albert R. Kitzhaber’s “The Present State 

of Composition,” Frank J. D’Angelo’s “Nineteenth-Century Forms/Modes of Discourse: A 

Critical Inquiry,” Kathleen Ethel Welch’s “Ideology and Freshman Textbook Production: The 

Place of Theory in Writing,” and Lynn Z. Bloom’s “The Essay Canon.” In his study, Kitzhaber 

collected syllabi for “college freshman English courses” from “ninety-five 4-year colleges and 

universities” and analyzed them to find out “how writing ought to be taught” (259). 

Following Kitzhaber’s moves, D’Angelo takes “a careful look at British and American 

textbooks between about 1830 and 1900” to examine modes of discourse (348). Welch, in 

her corpus study, observed, “Of the hundreds of pounds of freshman writing books produced 

each year, few are constructed with any overt indication that composition theory ever 

existed” (759). Bloom sought to identify essays people read and found them reprinted in FYC 

readers (945). These studies represent a cross-section of the role that corpus study plays in 
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Composition Studies and illustrates that this research project is appropriate (and not just 

timely) for the field. 

Bridging the Gap 

As mentioned in Chapter One, this study adds to the field of Rhetoric & Composition 

because research in the field needs to be updated and the field’s treatment of difference 

should be re-viewed and reexamined. Many of the studies that examine the treatment of 

difference in FYC are old. For example, the Marinara et. al. corpus study in 1999—published 

almost twenty years ago—is one of the most recent corpus studies of minority sexuality and 

its representation in FYC texts. Sandra Jamieson’s “Composition Readers and the 

Construction of Identity” is over twenty years old. Gale & Gale’s (Re)Visioning Composition 

Textbooks is almost twenty years old. Deb Martin’s corpus study on disability is ten years old, 

published in 2008. Thus, the research in on difference in FYC textbooks needs to be updated. 

In addition, this study combines and expands upon previous scholarship—focusing on many 

types of diversity (most articles focus on one or two types of diversity—often race and 

gender) to gain a more all-encompassing picture of how difference is represented singly and 

intersectionally alongside other types of difference in FYC textbooks. 

In the next chapter, I explain my methodology for choosing the texts that comprise 

the corpus, my coding schemes, and how I categorized specific articles.  
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Chapter 3 

Methodology 

This study involved using discourse analysis to analyze the readings included in 20 

First-Year Composition (FYC) readers and rhetorics that include readings—Matthew Miles, 

A. Huberman, and Johnny Saldaña point out that this method pays “meticulous attention to 

the nuances and embedded meanings … in a data corpus as” a part of its analytic processes 

(8). For the purpose of my corpus, I defined FYC readers as anthologies intended for first-

year composition (FYC) courses that consist solely of readings without (or with little) writing 

instruction. An example of this kind of text is Rereading America or The Bedford Reader. Some 

of the texts had supplemental sections on writing or citations, but they were not the focus of 

the text; others included brief author summaries at the beginning of readings or discussion 

questions following the readings, but these things were not considered in the coding, as they 

aren’t part of the article’s text and may or may not be used by instructors. Rhetorics with 

readings, for the purpose of this corpus, were defined as writing textbooks with 

supplemental readings added into them, either throughout the text or in an additional 

section of the text—for example, Everything’s an Argument with Readings.  

Following Marinara, et. al.’s example, I contacted the “major publishers of FYC 

readers” (274): Macmillan (Bedford/St. Martin’s), Pearson, Cengage, and W.W. Norton to 

identify the bestselling texts from each publisher. In addition to being bestsellers, selected 

texts had multiple editions over a span of years to indicate a history of successful sales. All 

texts selected were published for no less than ten years—the longest having a 41-year run—

and all texts ran for at least three editions. The corpus consisted of ten readers and ten 
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rhetorics with readings: 2 readers and 3 rhetorics from Macmillan; 3 readers and 2 rhetorics 

from Pearson; 2 readers and 3 rhetorics from Cengage; and 3 readers and 2 rhetorics from 

Norton. See Table 3.1 Corpus Information for a complete list of titles and selection criteria. 

 

Table 3.1 Corpus Information 
Title Years 

in Print 
First 

Edition 
Current 
Edition 

Editions Publisher 

Rereading America 24 1992 2016 10 editions Macmillan 
The Bedford Reader  31 1985 2016 13 editions Macmillan 
Everything’s an Argument 
with Readings* 

18 1998 2016 7 editions Macmillan 

Current Issues and Enduring 
Questions* 

21 1995 2016 11 editions Macmillan 

Patterns for College Writing* 26 1989 2015 13 editions Macmillan 
The Prentice Hall Reader 28 1986 2014 11 editions Pearson 
The Longman Reader 29 1987 2016 11 editions Pearson 
The Prose Reader 14 2003 2017 11 editions Pearson 
 Strategies for Successful 
Writing* 

31 1986 2017 11 editions Pearson 

The Prentice Hall Guide for 
College Writers* 

14 2002 2016 11 editions Pearson 

Readings for Writers 41 1974 2016 15 editions Cengage 
The River Reader 28 1989 2017 12 editions Cengage 
The Composition of Everyday 
Life* 

14 2003 2017 5 editions Cengage 

Steps to Writing Well with 
Readings* 

25 1993 2017 10 editions Cengage 

Writing in the Works* 15 2002 2017 4 editions Cengage 
The Norton Reader 21 1995 2016 14 editions Norton 
The Seagull Reader: Essays 15 2000 2015 3 editions Norton 
Reading the World 10 2006 2016 3 editions Norton 
The Norton Field Guide to 
Writing with Readings* 

11 2005 2016 4 editions Norton 

They Say/I Say with Readings* 11 2005 2016 3 editions Norton 

* Rhetoric with Readings 
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Data Collection: Initial Coding 

To review the corpus, I made two passes through the material. First, I coded the 

readings by examining whether or not each reading addressed issues of race, class, 

gender/sex, disability, sexuality, religion, language, or immigrant status. In addition, I chose 

to leave out student texts and examine solely texts published by professional authors. I also 

excluded “visual arguments” sections because they were difficult to classify and often 

included little-to-no text; however, I did include readings from graphic novels like Alison 

Bechdel’s Fun Home. Other readings were left out if they were less than a page long and/or 

were short annotated examples. The purpose of these texts was to showcase the techniques 

used within the selection; the focus was not on the content of the selection itself. This left me 

with an initial corpus of 1,175 articles—656 from the readers and 519 from the rhetorics. 

As I coded these readings, I privileged topic and subject matter over identity of the 

author. Students who are not part of a marginalized group may not know which scholars are 

marginalized and/or may not read the author’s biographical information if it is included, so 

explicit reference to the marginalized status within the reading being coded is important. See 

Table 3.2 First Pass Coding (below) for codes and coding criteria. Articles that fell into 

multiple categories were coded with all appropriate codes. For example, Brent Staples’s 

“Black Men in Public Space” earned two codes: one for race and one for gender. This practice 

helped emphasize intersectionality and prevents the oversimplification and tokenization of 

the topics covered in the reading because multiple forms of marginalization often work in 

concert to shape an individual or group of individuals’ experiences. 

Sometimes my categorization differed from the categorization of an article that the 

textbook provided. One article, “Sonny’s Blues,” by James Baldwin, was placed in the 
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“Literary Analysis” category by The Norton Field Guide to Writing, which is appropriate; 

however, interestingly, the text is not listed in the “Race and Ethnicity” thematic category 

despite James Baldwin’s renown as an African American writer and civil rights activist. In  

contrast, The Prose Reader categorizes Kenneth Miller’s “Class Act” as “African American 

Studies,” although race or analysis of race is never mentioned within the article—the only 

indication that readers have that race should be an issue considered when reading the article 

was the textbook’s categorization of the article as an “African American Studies” article and 

the narrator’s mention of moving to a “mostly white” neighborhood (121). 

 As I compiled the coding scheme and after completing a mini-project involving the 

codes, I decided to conflate the gender/sex codes. I am aware that sex refers to biology and 

corporeality, and gender refers to masculinity, femininity, and gender presentation; 

Table 3.2 First Pass Coding 
Category Code Criteria 
Race R Discussion of race or skin color, racial politics, white privilege, or 

racial stereotypes. 
Class C Discussion of poverty, social class, economic benefits, or 

government assistance 
Gender/Sex G/S Discussion of biological sex, sex category, maleness, femaleness, 

masculinity, femininity, gender identity, gender presentation, sex 
roles, sex stereotypes. 

Disability D Discusses disability, any physical or mental difference that 
inhibits an individual or an individual’s body to function in a way 
that limits daily life was coded as a disability. 

Sexuality S Discussion of sexuality (including heterosexuality); lesbian, gay, 
bisexual or queer issues; heteronormativity; marriage or 
relationship issues; kink; or sexual acts. 

Religion R Discusses religion, spirituality, or religious beliefs and the lack 
thereof. 

Language L Discussion of language diversity, ESL, multilingual, or ELL issues. 
Immigrant 
Status 

I Discussion of immigration, refugee status, or asylum issues. 
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however, the two categories often worked in concert, and rarely were articles coded for sex 

and not gender. I also included transgender issues in the gender section.  

Another decision I made while coding involved topic specificity—for example, Judy 

Brady’s “I Want A Wife,” could be coded as “sexuality” because the narrator is a woman 

discussing how she would like to have a wife of her own, delineating all of a wife’s duties and 

how having someone to handle those tasks would help her in her daily work. I considered 

coding this article “sexuality” because it could be viewed as a queer article because there is 

a woman discussing marriage to another woman, which implies lesbianism; however, I chose 

to code this article simply as “gender/sex,” as it did not explicitly discuss the sexual 

implications of a woman-woman marriage. Another article I excluded from the sexuality 

code for a similar reason was Louise Erdrich’s “Z: The Movie that Changed My Life.” In this 

article, Erdrich mentions that a character in the film she was discussing was a gay man who 

was portrayed as “a vicious goon, immoral, and perverted” (154); I deemed that this mere 

mention of sexuality wasn’t sufficient for the article to be categorized as “sexuality,” since 

sexuality wasn’t actually the main point of the text and was only very briefly mentioned. 

Coding for disability proved problematic because there are many different conditions 

or illnesses that may cause difficulty for a person in day-to-day life. For the purposes of this 

research, I chose to use the framework of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) to 

outline what I codified as a disability. According to the ADA website, the ADA definition of 

disability was updated on October 11, 2016 to “ensure that the definition of disability would 

be broadly construed and applied without extensive analysis” (n.p.). This revision defines 

disability the following three ways: “(i) A physical or mental impairment that substantially 

limits one or more of the major life activities of such individual; (ii) A record of such an 



McGinnis   45 
 

impairment; or (iii) Being regarded as having such an impairment as described in paragraph 

(f) of this section” (Department of Justice §35.108a). Further, the ADA defines a physical or 

mental impairment as  

(i) Any physiological disorder or condition, cosmetic disfigurement, or 

anatomical loss affecting one or more body systems… or (ii) Any mental or 

psychological disorder . . . includ[ing], but not limited to, contagious and 

noncontagious diseases and conditions such as the following: orthopedic, 

visual, speech and hearing impairments, and cerebral palsy, epilepsy, 

muscular dystrophy, multiple sclerosis, cancer, heart disease, diabetes, 

intellectual disability, emotional illness, dyslexia and other specific learning 

disabilities, Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, Human 

Immunodeficiency Virus infection (whether symptomatic or asymptomatic), 

tuberculosis, drug addiction, and alcoholism. (Department of Justice 

§35.108b) 

In addition, the ADA explains that major life activities are 

caring for oneself performing manual tasks, seeing, hearing, eating, sleeping, 

walking, standing, sitting, reaching, lifting, bending, speaking, breathing, 

learning, reading, concentrating, thinking, writing, communicating, interacting 

with others, and working; and (ii) The operation of a major bodily 

function...The operation of a major bodily function includes the operation of 

an individual organ within a body system. (Department of Justice § 35.108c) 

Finally, the ADA provided a few examples that were relevant:  



McGinnis   46 
 

(A) Deafness substantially limits hearing; (B) Blindness substantially limits 

seeing; (C) Intellectual disability substantially limits brain function; (D) 

Partially or completely missing limbs or mobility impairments requiring the 

use of a wheelchair substantially limit musculoskeletal function; (E) Autism 

substantially limits brain function; (F) Cancer substantially limits normal cell 

growth; (G) Cerebral palsy substantially limits brain function; (H) Diabetes 

substantially limits endocrine function; (I) Epilepsy, muscular dystrophy, and 

multiple sclerosis each substantially limits neurological function; (J) Human 

Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) infection substantially limits immune function; 

and (K) Major depressive disorder, bipolar disorder, post-traumatic stress 

disorder, traumatic brain injury, obsessive compulsive disorder, and 

schizophrenia each substantially limits brain function. (Department of Justice 

§ 35.108d2) 

Based on this interpretation of disability, I defined disability in a similarly expansive way in 

my coding: any physical or mental difference that inhibits an individual or an individual’s 

body to function in a way that limits daily life was coded as a disability. As a result, articles 

coded for disability ranged widely—covering topics like physical impairment (i.e. blindness, 

amputation) to mental issues (i.e. ADHD, PTSD, addiction, Autism, stuttering) to illnesses (i.e. 

cancer, Parkinson’s). 

 The use of the ADA as a tool was integral to my coding, and I paired this with the 

American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 5th 

Edition (DSM-5) to further elucidate how to categorize specific disabilities. For example, Dan 

Slater’s “My Strangled Speech” where he explains his struggles with stuttering was difficult 
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to code, but according to the ADA, it would qualify as a disability. In addition, the DSM-5 

categorizes stuttering as “Childhood-Onset Fluency Disorder (Stuttering) 315.35” and 

explains that the disorder causes “anxiety about speaking or limitations in effective 

communication, social participation, academic or occupational performance” (45-46). Thus, 

stuttering impacts a person’s daily ability to function and should be categorized as a 

disability. 

One article that was a little problematic to code was Louise Aronson’s “The Future of 

Robot Caregivers” from Writing in the Works. Ultimately, I ended up coding this article as one 

that discusses disability because the author creates an argument for the creation of robot 

caregivers that will ease the suffering of “lonely, disabled” older adults (311). The discussion 

of disability and the difficulties associated with caring for disabled people clearly landed this 

article in the disability category. 

In the next section, I explain my second pass through the data and how I deep coded 

articles on race, sexuality, and disability. 

Data Collection: Deep Coding 

After the initial coding, I made a second pass through the readings coded race, 

sexuality, and disability to analyze the ideas presented by the readings. Understanding the 

kinds of messages sent is important to understanding how students may consume ideologies 

of difference. In the second round of deep coding for race, sexuality, and disability, I classified 

the way articles dealt with each category. Codes I used were “one dimensional,” 

“intersectional,” “binary,” “norms,” “value,” “stereotype,” and “dispel.” I also had two special 

codes: “queer,” used only for the sexuality category, and “overcoming” used only for race and 

disability narratives (see Table 3.3 Second Pass Coding below).  
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 Articles that were categorized as “one-dimensional” presented a shallow view of the 

type of diversity discussed. Examples of one-dimensional readings were Andrew Marvell’s 

“To His Coy Mistress” and Cherokee Paul McDonald’s “View from the Bridge.” Marvell’s “To 

His Coy Mistress” addressed sexuality, but it addressed sexuality in a one-dimensional way 

as the speaker attempts to persuade a woman to have sex with him. Cherokee Paul 

McDonald’s “View from the Bridge” was coded as one-dimensional because it takes on a 

pitying tone as the speaker interacts with a blind child who is fishing. 

 The “intersectional” code referred to articles from the race, sexuality, and disability 

categories that fell into more than one of the deep coded categories. For example,  

Table 3.3 Second Pass Coding 
Category Code Criteria 
One-dimensional 1D Focuses on one type of difference only, presenting a 

shallow one-dimensional portrait of the category. 
Intersectional I Focuses on multiple areas of difference, attempting to 

present an intersectional view of the category. 
Interrogative IN Questions dominant values or stereotypes about the 

group. 
Binary B Reinforces binaries (i.e. POC/white, male/female, 

able/disabled) 
Norms N Presents difference in a way that underscores dominant 

classes as the norm and urges that marginalized groups 
work to align with desired traits. 

Value V Presents marginalized groups as having their own unique 
culture that should be valued and preserved. 

Stereotype S Reinforces stereotypical beliefs about the group. 
Dispel D Works to breakdown stereotypes/stereotypical beliefs 

about the group. 
Queer Q Special Code for sexuality category: designated non-

heteronormative sexual orientation, including lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, pansexual, celibate, fetish, and pedophilic 
orientations. 

Overcoming O Article presents a narrative of “overcoming” adversity or a 
“victim” narrative. 
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 one article, Tim O’Brien’s “Postconviction DNA Testing Should Be Encouraged” was coded 

“intersectional” because it addresses race, sexuality, and disability. Other examples are  

Alice Walker’s “Beauty: When the Other Dancer is the Self,” which discusses both race and 

disability; Charles Seife’s “The Loneliness of the Interconnected,” addressing sexuality and 

disability, or Deborah L. Rhode’s “Why Looks are the Last Bastion of Discrimination,” 

touching on both sexuality and race. 

 Articles that earn the code “interrogative” question dominant norms. For example, 

Judith Ortiz Cofer’s “The Myth of the Latin Woman” interrogates dominant stereotypes about 

Latinas. She “resents the stereotype that [her] Hispanic appearance called forth” in many of 

her encounters and explains that “mixed cultural signals” from the media is partially 

responsible for perpetuating these stereotypes (878). In this article, she shares her 

experiences confronting stereotypes and her hopes that she can disprove stereotypes for her 

readers. 

 The “binaries” category was used when an article reinforced binaries. It is important 

to note that drawing attention to binaries isn’t always a negative thing. For instance, Nikki 

Giovanni’s “Campus Racism 101” reinforces binaries when it tells students of color how to 

deal with white academia. Her audience is students of color; however, all readers are led to 

identify with her audience as she dispenses advice. In this case, drawing attention to the 

binary that exists between the white establishment and students of color is important. In 

contrast, P.J. O’Rourke’s “Third World Driving Hints and Tips,” sets up a binary that places 

the narrator as normative, while explaining the foibles of driving in “third world” countries. 

He asserts,  
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One thing you can count on in Third World countries is trouble. There’s always 

some uprising, coup or Marxist insurrection going on, and this means military 

road-blocks. There are two kinds of military road blocks, the king where you 

slow down so they can look you over, and the kind where you come to a full 

stop, so they can steal your luggage…never stop at the slow-down kind of road-

block…they’ll shoot you. (136) 

This narrative presents U.S. travel as normal and travel in developing nations as a hazard to 

life. Both of these articles reinforce binaries, but to very different purposes—Giovanni’s 

binaries work to highlight problems that students of color face, while O’Rourke’s binaries 

work to present cultural imperialism for student consumption. 

 Articles coded “norms” reinforce dominant norms and posit mainstream culture as 

superior. One example of this is Richard Rodriguez’s “Aria,” where he asserts that 

“bilingualists simplistically scorn the value and necessity of assimilation…they do not realize 

that while one suffers a diminished sense of private individuality by becoming assimilated 

into public society, such assimilation makes possible the achievement of public individuality” 

(470). Championing assimilation indicates a privileging of mainstream cultural values.  

 An example of the “value” code, which has an article that presents marginalized 

groups as having a unique culture that should be valued and respected, was Adrienne Rich’s 

“Taking Women Students Seriously.” In this article, she urges teachers to avoid “training 

women students to ‘think like men’” because male thinking is problematic, asserting that 

“men in general think badly: in disjuncture from their personal lives, claiming objectivity 

where the most irrational passions seethe, losing, as Virginia Woolf observed, their senses in 

the pursuit of professionalism” (448). Rich finds value in women’s ways of thinking and 
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communicating and urges readers to rethink the types of knowledge making that are 

validated.  

 Articles that reinforced stereotypes were coded with the “stereotype” code. David 

Sedaris’s “Remembering My Childhood on the Continent of Africa” Illustrates this code. In 

this narrative, Sedaris juxtaposes his upbringing in North Carolina with that of his partner 

who grew up in Africa. In this essay, he reinforces stereotypes about Africa, explaining that 

his partner, Hugh, had a fifth-grade field trip to an “Ethiopian slaughterhouse” and another 

where the class went to watch “a wrinkled man fill his mouth with rotten goat meat and feed 

it to a pack of waiting hyenas” (207). He adds that Hugh’s mother visited a “leper colony on 

the outskirts of Kinasha” (207). Sedaris details a time when Hugh “found a dead man hanging 

from a telephone pole at the far end of the parking lot” upon emerging from the movie 

theater, remarking that “none of the other movie goers seemed to care about the dead man” 

(208). These things emphasize negative stereotypes about the country—that it is primitive, 

diseased, and savage. 

 An article that worked to dispel stereotypes and was a good example of the “dispel” 

code was Linda Chavez’s “Supporting Family Values.” In this article, Chavez uses scholarly 

sources to call out “hard-line immigration restrictionists” (495). She identifies one of the 

largest social problems in the U.S. as the “breakdown of the traditional family,” and asserts 

that “among immigrants, the two-parent household is alive and well” (495). She compares 

statistics on two-parent families in the U.S. to that of incoming immigrants and asserts that 

illegal immigrants have also helped to stabilize the job market (496). Chavez’s arguments 

dispel negative stereotypes about immigrants and set up a conservative argument for 

granting amnesty to immigrants.  
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 To make sexuality deep coding a little simpler, I also added a code for “queer” to 

differentiate articles on sexuality from one another, as articles on normative heterosexuality 

are included in the sexuality code. Thus, articles that were coded “queer” encompass all kinds 

of non-heteronormative discussion of sexuality. Examples of articles that fit this code were 

Kathleen Norris’s “Celibate Passion” where she explains how celibacy has been neglected as 

a form of sexual expression; Cathleen A. Cleaver’s “The Internet: A Clear and Present Danger” 

in which she focuses on pornography and pedophilia as problems associated with the 

internet; and Roxane Gay’s “A Tale of Three Coming Out Stories” where she discusses privacy 

issues and gay public figures. One example that I excluded from the sexuality category was 

David Sedaris’s “Remembering My Childhood on the Continent of Africa.” David Sedaris is an 

openly gay male writer; however, this doesn’t factor into the narrative other than the 

narrator mentioning his partner, Hugh, and using male pronouns for the partner. Thus, all 

articles that were coded queer had some explicit focus on non-heteronormative sexual 

expression. 

 “Overcoming narratives” are most commonly found in articles that discuss disability; 

however, I chose to use this category on articles that discuss disability and race. As explained 

in Chapter Two, Ella Browning, a disability studies scholar, explains that “overcoming 

narratives” present disability as “something wrong with the body, something abnormal, 

something tragic, something that needs to be fixed” for the disabled person to live a fulfilling 

life (98). This interpretation falls in line with Sandra Jamieson’s observations about “victim” 

narratives in texts about people of color—explicating Shelby Steele’s The Content of Our 

Character, she explains: 
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Steele asserts that for African Americans to claim the victories won by the civil 

rights movement, they must embrace the notion of themselves as ‘the victims’ 

and represent themselves as such to whites, who were reconstructed in that 

era as ‘the guilty.’ Steele argues that such a polarity prevents any real progress 

because members of each group must remain in their preassigned roles to 

achieve anything, but the victim role necessarily limits the achievements of 

African Americans. (153)  

She continues, pointing out that articles in FYC readers often “present simplistic images of 

people of color as disempowered and lacking any agency” (166). Jamieson also points out 

that sometimes narratives that deal with “racist victimization” end with an “overcoming of 

sorts” or “an assertion of identity” even though the main characters are still “constructed as 

a victim” (166). These kinds of narratives are damaging for disabled people and people of 

color because they limit the ways that disabled students or students of color can see 

themselves and may counter a student’s positive self-image.  

Thus, both of these narratives are coded as “overcoming” in my coding scheme. An 

example of a disability article coded as “overcoming” is Joel Preston Smith’s “Hardscrabble 

Salvation.” In this article, he attempts to dispel stereotypes about disabled people by 

explaining how capable his disabled mother is; I will discuss this example more in-depth in 

Chapter Five. Another example of an overcoming narrative is Maya Angelou’s “Champion of 

the World.” This story depicts a group of Black townspeople in the 1930s as they listen to Joe 

Louis’s fight for world heavy weight champion. Louis’s victory is likened to victory over 

slavery. Angelou ends the story with the line, “It wouldn’t do for a Black man and his family 

to be caught on a lonely country road on a night when Joe Louis had proved that we were the 
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strongest people in the world” (96). Joe Louis’s win and the subsequent victory that the Black 

community felt makes this an overcoming narrative—Louis triumphed over racism for the 

Black community that night, even though they still had to worry about how to get home. 

Thus, Angelou underscores that although Louis was able to overcome, the Black community 

in that town is still victim to racist society and must worry about being lynched as they make 

their way home.  

In addition to the codes listed above, I recorded the “type” of race, sexuality issue, or 

ability difference being discussed. For example, if an article discussed African Americans, I 

recorded it as “AA”; in contrast, if an article was about race as a construct, I recorded it as 

“race general.” Some articles ended up with multiple “type” codes. An example of how I used 

“type” codes with articles is Carmen Lugo-Lugo’s "A Prostitute, a Servant, and a Customer-

Service Representative: A Latina in Academia.” Because this article addressed sexuality and 

race, it had type codes of “heterosexual,” “pornography,” and “Latina” to specify which 

specific aspects of sexuality and race it engaged. 

 As I analyzed the “type” of disability found in the disability articles, I followed the 

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 5th edition (DSM-5) to determine if a 

disability qualified as a mental disorder and used that to help me place the wide range of 

disabilities covered into categories.  

Framework 

I approached the texts with a feminist/critical theory approach. John Creswell 

explains that feminist theory  

approaches center on and make problematic women’s diverse situations and 

the institutions that frame those situations. Research topics include a 
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postcolonial thought related to forms of feminism depending on the context of 

nationalism, globalization and diverse international contexts … and work by 

or about lesbians, women with disabilities, and women of color. …Recent 

critical trends address…intersectionality of feminist research (e.g. the 

intersection of race, class, gender, sexuality, able-bodied-ness, and age). (29)  

Since the intersectional part of feminist theory is important to me and to problematizing 

issues of difference for FYC students, I’ve chosen to follow in the tradition of bell hooks and 

Patricia Hill-Collins, combining feminist theory with critical theory. Critical theory focuses 

on “perspectives … concerned with empowering human beings to transcend the constraints 

placed on them by race, class, and gender” (30). Combining these two approaches to examine 

the ways difference (race, class, gender/sex, ability, sexuality, religion, language, and 

immigrant status) is presented in FYC readers will give me a solid groundwork to 

rhetorically analyze what students learn from these presentations.  

 Additionally, in the tradition of Jack Mezirow’s “transformative learning” and Susan 

Jarratt’s tactic of “productive conflict,” I viewed the texts through a lens that was seeking 

readings that may be useful when engaging students in discussions about issues that may 

shift their frame of reference or world view. Mezirow explains that a “frame of reference” is 

built upon our experiences, and “shape[s] and delimit[s] expectations, perceptions, cognition 

and feelings,” and that the goal of transformative learning is to develop in learners a frame 

of reference that is “more inclusive, discriminating, self-reflective, and integrative of 

experience” (5). Jarratt posits that when pedagogy is “most fully engaged in issues of gender, 

race, and class” that conflict will be central (274). A pedagogy that seeks to break away from 

teachers “rationalizing a future in corporate anonymity, in endorsing clichés of competitive 
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self-interest that perpetuate a system of racism, sexism, and classism” that are “still very 

much a part of American culture” (267). Through engaging in discussion of narratives 

outside the mainstream, “instructors help their students to locate personal experience in 

historical and social contexts…lead[ing] students to see how differences emerging from their 

texts and discussions have more to do with those contexts than they do with an essential or 

unarguable individuality” (277). Thus, productive conflict assists in transformative learning 

as “educators must help learners become aware and critical of their own and others’ 

assumptions” (Mezirow 10). Through productive conflict students become more critically 

aware; as a result, it is important that the readings in FYC readers and rhetorics with 

readings assist teachers as they work to assist students in becoming critically aware. 

 In the next chapter, I present my initial findings and statistics from the first pass 

through the corpus. From there, I move to present findings from deep coding articles that 

discuss race, sexuality, and disability.  
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Chapter 4 
Initial Findings 

 In my first pass through the selected texts, I ended up with a total of 1,175 articles 

(656 from readers and 519 from rhetorics with readings). From these articles, I ended up 

with 1,388 codes (213 codes from multiply coded articles). The Cengage texts contained a 

total of 234 articles; Macmillan had 313; Norton had 382; and Pearson had 246.  

Overall statistics 

As I coded texts, articles that addressed multiple kinds of difference received a code for each 

kind of difference included—so some articles had two or more codes. After coding the texts, 

I found that the 1,175 articles generated 1,393 codes (Figure 4.1): 

• 45% of codes (623 articles) did not discuss difference, coded “none;”  

• 16% (228 articles) were 

coded for race;  

• 14% (199 articles) were 

coded for gender/sex; 

• 8% (112 articles) were 

coded for class; 

• 4% (61 articles) were coded 

for religion;  

• 4% (57 articles) were coded 

for sexuality; 
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• 4% (52 articles) were coded for language; 

• 3% (34 articles) were coded for disability; and  

• 2% (27 articles) were coded for immigration status. 

These findings show that calls for inclusion of difference in FYC textbooks has made a 

difference; however, half of the readings I examined (623/1,175—53%) do not address 

issues of difference. While 47% (552/1,175) of the readings in the FYC textbooks I studied 

included difference, it is important to analyze how the articles present difference and what 

messages these articles send to students. Articles engaging difference should be included in 

FYC textbooks to make it easier for instructors to incorporate issues of difference in their 

classrooms and to encourage students to think about their relationship to difference and 

how they came to hold their world views. When FYC textbooks avoid including readings on 

difference, they reinforce the movement for apolitical writing courses that stick to discussing 

only certain topics (see Hairston; Fish)—e.g. the movement towards “writing about writing.” 

Differences Among Texts 

Corpus Description 

 As discussed in Chapter Three, I chose 20 texts—five from each major publisher. See 

Table 4.1 Text Information (below) for the text list. As I selected the texts to study, I looked for 

texts that had multiple editions over a period of 10 years or more. Ostensibly, this indicates 

that the text is successful. The corpus text that had been in print the longest amount of time 

was Readings for Writers by Cengage with a publication length of 41 years, since 1974; 

consequently, it also had the largest number of editions at 15. The text with the  
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shortest publication time was Reading the World by Norton, which was first published in 

2006—in addition, it was one 

of the texts with the fewest 

editions at 3 editions. The 

median publication date for the 

texts was 1993, and the 

average publication date was 

1994. The median number of 

editions texts had was 10, and 

the average number of editions 

was 9. The Norton Reader 

contained the largest number 

of readings with 154 articles, 

followed by Macmillan’s 

Current Issues & Enduring 

Questions with 107 articles. 

These were the only two texts 

with more than 69 articles. The 

number of articles in 

remaining texts ranged from 26-69, with Cengage’s Writing in the Works containing the 

fewest number of articles at 26. The median number of articles in the selected texts was 54, 

and the average was 58.75.  

In an interview, Dr. Joe Trimmer, editor of The River Reader, explained that the price 

Table 4.1 Text Information 

Textbook Title 
First 

Edition 
# of 

Editions 

# of Articles 
in Current 

Edition 

# on 
Difference 

Readings for Writers 1974 15 39 20 

Steps to Writing Well 
with Readings 

1993 10 50 18 

Composition of Everyday 
Life 

2003 5 60 19 

River Reader 1989 12 59 24 

Writing in the Works 2002 4 26 10 

Current Issues and 
Enduring Questions 

1995 11 107 42 

Everything’s an 
Argument with Readings 

1998 7 38 17 

Patterns for College 
Writing 

1989 13 69 30 

Rereading America 1992 10 45 38 

Bedford Reader 1985 13 54 27 

Reading the World 2006 3 69 36 

Norton Field Guide to 
Writing with Readings 

2005 4 59 23 

Norton Reader 1995 14 154 78 

Seagull Reader: Essays 2000 3 57 38 

They Say/I Say with 
Readings 

2005 3 43 25 

Strategies for Successful 
Writing 

1986 11 31 8 

Longman Reader 1987 11 56 30 

Prentice Hall Guide for 
College Writers 

2002 11 36 13 

Prentice Hall Reader 1986 11 69 32 

Prose Reader 2003 11 54 24 
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of permissions usually drives the number of readings included in FYC textbooks because the 

textbook resale market has made it difficult for publishers to break even when they publish 

a textbook. In addition, Dr. Trimmer pointed out that his textbook is organized according to 

modes (narration & description, process analysis, compare/contrast, etc.), so he limits the 

number of readings to the amount that could be covered in a couple of weeks, using only the 

“best ones” to “illustrate” each particular mode. Other textbooks, he added, like The Norton 

Reader, try to provide as many articles as possible because it’s impossible to predict what a 

specific instructor will use, and as a result, this book would be more expensive. Thus, it isn’t 

surprising that most textbooks have 69 or fewer articles.  

Difference & Multiple Marginalizations 

 To make up for the variations in numbers of readings included in the textbooks, I have 

used percentages to make comparison more meaningful. It’s hard to compare a text like the 

Norton Reader with its 157 articles to Writing in the Works with its 26 articles otherwise. As 

seen in Figure 4.2, the text with the highest percentage of difference represented by its 

articles was Rereading America, which had 84.4% of its articles addressing some type of 

difference. In its preface for instructors, the text explains that  

learning to think critically means learning to identify and see beyond 

dominant cultural myths—collective and unconsciously held beliefs that 

influence our thinking, reading, and writing. Instead of treating cultural 

diversity as just another topic to be studied or “appreciated,” Rereading 

America encourages students to grapple with the real differences in  

perspective that arise in a pluralistic society like ours. This method helps 

students break through conventional assumptions and patterns of thought 
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that hinder fresh critical responses and inhibit dialog. (v)  

Because Rereading America chooses to engage difference in this way, it makes sense that 

their text would include the most articles that deal with difference and address multiple 

differences in an intersectional way. Thus, if instructors wish to use a text that heavily 

engages difference, Rereading America would be an appropriate choice with its wide range 

of articles to consider using.  

 Also included in Figure 4.2 are the numbers for articles that include multiple 

marginalizations (MM). To figure the percentage of articles in each text that address more 

than one kind of difference, I divided the number of articles with more than one code by the 

total number of articles per text. Rereading America, again, shows that it pays the most 

attention to difference, possessing the highest number of multiple kinds difference per 

article at 24.4%. Again, this further substantiates the text introduction’s claim that it wishes 
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to engage difference in the way that it is experienced in the real world. Interestingly, The 

Prose Reader, which has 44.4% of its articles addressing difference has more than half of 

those articles, 24.1% of the total articles in the text, addressing multiple marginalizations. In 

the instructor preface, The Prose Reader mentions that this edition has an especially “strong 

commitment to cultural and gender diversity” (xix). This additional attention to “women and 

ethnic minority authors” could be why the text has such a high number of articles discussing 

multiple marginalizations (xix).  

Notably, Strategies for Successful Writing lagged behind the other FYC textbooks in 

my corpus, containing the least attention to difference: 25.8% of its articles engaged issues 

of difference and zero articles addressed more than a single aspect of difference. In the 

preface, Strategies for Successful Writing explains that “critical thinking is now a centerpiece 

of the text” and that the authors have added a “critical synthesis” section at the end of each 

“modes-based chapter” (xiii). For example, in a nod to diversity, following the chapter on 

classification, the authors have added questions like “How were the categories developed 

and by whom? A film category like ‘chick flick’ implies ‘a film for women’ and refers to a 

movie created for a specific market, but it also stereotypes the audience and creates a bias 

about the film” (211). However, the text falls short at times when it comes to including 

critical thinking about difference—in the discussion questions following Diane Glancy’s 

“Aunt Parnetta’s Electric Blisters,” the authors pay attention to the dialect of the text: “This 

story uses unusual spellings to show the characters’ dialect or matter of speaking, such as 

‘Dern’t nothin’ we dude every work?’ … What are the examples of this dialect? How does it 

influence your perception of the main character? How does this dialect in contrast to the 

standard writing style of the narrative fit the theme of the narrative?” (462). The authors 
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could have taken critical thinking about this text further by engaging issues of class and 

poverty as they urge students think critically about the context of the article.  

Overall, the median inclusion of difference in the corpus was 44.6% and the average 

was 46.6%. The median percentage of articles that employ more than one form of difference 

was 16.4%, and the average was 14.7%. These findings, that less than half of the articles in 

the selected textbooks address difference, emphasizes the need for more readings on 

difference. In addition, the statistics on articles that include more than one type of difference 

illustrate that there is also a need for intersectional articles that look at the way multiple 

marginalizations work in concert to oppress marginalized groups. 

Publisher Comparison 

 To figure out how the publishers compared to one another, I converted the number 

of coded readings into percentages, dividing the number of codes in each category by the 

codes present in the publisher’s texts. This helped level out the discrepancies caused by the 

differing numbers of readings per publisher.  

 As depicted in Figure 4.3, texts published by Cengage had the largest percentage 

(61.1%) of articles coded “none” that did not discuss any type of difference I coded for. In 

contrast, Norton had the largest percentage of articles coded for difference with 52.4% of 

their articles addressing some form difference—in addition, Norton also had the largest 

percentage of articles that discussed multiple types of difference in a single article with 
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16.8% of articles addressing more than one form of marginality. Along with these statistics, 

Norton texts had the highest 

percentage of articles in the class 

and religious difference categories; 

discussed difference second most 

often in the race, gender, language, 

and immigration status categories; 

and discussion of sexuality barely 

in the Norton texts barely came in 

third, as they addressed sexuality 

.1% less often than Cengage.  

Comparing Readers & Rhetorics with Readings  

 As mentioned above, readers, anthologies intended for First-Year Composition 

courses that consist solely of readings without (or with little) writing instruction, contained 

656 readings, and rhetorics with readings, writing textbooks with supplemental readings, 

contained 519 readings. This makes readers 55% of the corpus and rhetorics with readings 

45% of the corpus. To make comparing readers and rhetorics with readings easier, I 

converted the numbers of articles into percentages—dividing the number of readings on 

difference by the total number of readings in the type of text. When comparing readers and 

rhetorics with readings, I found that readers contained more readings on difference than 

rhetorics with readings (see Figure 4.4). This is probably because the readers generally 



McGinnis   65 
 

contain a larger number of articles and 

have more space to include readings. The 

studied readers have 52.9% of their 

articles addressing difference, whereas 

rhetorics with readings had 39.7% of their 

articles addressing difference—that’s a 

13.2% difference in favor of readers. In 

terms of articles addressing more than 

one type of difference, readers had 17.4% 

of their articles dealing, showing more 

attention to intersectionality. 

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, Dr. Joe Trimmer voiced that he organizes his 

reader by mode. Looking into the use of modes as a way of organizing articles provided 
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further information about why some texts include more readings on difference than others. 

In this corpus, I found that 14 of the 20 texts analyzed use the modes as a primary form of 

organization. Of the texts not organized by mode, 2 were rhetorics with readings and the 

remaining 4 were readers. Texts not organized by mode came from Norton and Macmillan.  

Of 14 texts that are mode-organized, some contain a type of “new modes” that are 

merely the traditional modes by different names; for instance, “observing and remembering” 

may be used lieu of “narration and description,” or “arguments of definition” may be used in 

lieu of “definition.” Most texts that contain the modes also have a thematic table of contents, 

but the use of the modes as a primary form of organization shows that the authors may treat 

integration of difference into the textbook as an afterthought. As seen in Figure 4.5, texts that 

were organized by theme, casebook, or other forms of organization generally contain have a 

larger percentage of difference.  

Readers & Rhetorics with Readings Difference Breakdown 

 To compare the 

prevalence of each 

diversity category in 

readers to that of the 

rhetorics with readings, 

I’ve divided the total 

number of codes per 

category from both 

samples with the total 

number of codes from 
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the respective sample (readers=806; rhetorics=583). As seen in Figure 4.6, the diversity 

represented in all categories except immigration outpaces that represented in rhetorics with 

readings. This difference is most noticeable in the categories of race and religion—in the 

category of race, readers have 5.8% more readings than rhetorics with readings, and readers 

have 3.4% more readings on religion. Rhetorics with readings paid slightly more attention 

(less than .8%) to immigration status than readers.  

Difference per Coded Category 

Race in Each Text 

 Race was the category of difference that received the most emphasis in the texts I 

studied, making up 16% of the total coded articles as seen in Figure 4.7. The blue area behind 

the bars, representing the total race codes per publisher, illustrates that Macmillan had the 

largest percentages of codes for race with 19.4% (70 articles), and Cengage texts contained 

the fewest codes for race at 13.3% (36 articles). Thus, it is unsurprising that the text that had 

the largest percentage of readings addressing race is Macmillan’s Rereading America with 

40% of the texts readings focused on some type of racial difference. Again, as mentioned 

above, this is visible evidence of the authors’ commitment to inclusion of ethnic diversity in 

their readings. The text with the second largest percentage is Norton’s Seagull Reader: Essays, 

with 36.8% of the total text readings tying into racial difference. The texts discussing race 

the least are Writing in the Works with 2 readings (7.7%) and The Composition of Everyday 

Life with 5 readings (8.3%)—both Cengage texts. One reason that Writing in the Works and 

The Composition of Every Day Life contain the fewest articles that engage issues of race may 

be because they are both rhetorics with readings and contain fewer total articles than texts 
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like Rereading America. Writing in the Works contains only 26 readings for instructors to 

draw from; however, The Composition of Everyday Life contains a respectable 60 articles. It 

also contains a section titled “Using the Composition of Everyday Life as a Thematic Reader.” 

In this section, the authors propose course themes like “Education and Learning,” “Justice 

and Equality,” “Environment and Animals,” “Consumerism and Economy,” “America,” “Self,” 

“Others (Community),” “Language and Culture,” “Gender and Identity,” “Parents and Family,” 

“Popular Culture,” and “Technology” (xv-xxiii). These categories indicate that the text doesn’t 

have a strong emphasis on racial difference but will, ostensibly, have a heavier emphasis on 

gender difference.   

  I also found that readers addressed race more often than rhetorics with readings, 

averaging 23.9% of articles engaging the topic, while rhetorics with readings only averaged 

13.5% of their readings paying attention to race. This is over a 10% difference. This shows 
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that readers generally engage issues of race more often than rhetorics with readings.  

Gender/Sex in Each Text 

 The second largest category of difference addressed by the selected texts was 

gender/sex, comprising 14% of the codes. As seen in Figure 4.8, the gender/sex code occurs 

most often in Macmillan’s textbooks, with 16.9% (61 articles) of their codes focusing on the 

topic. In contrast, Cengage textbooks discussed the topic least with 11.1% (30 articles) of 

their codes for gender/sex. These statistics reinforce the differences between the publishers 

as illustrated above with the codes on race. In both cases, Cengage textbooks have 

approximately half of the number of articles on race (70 vs. 36) and gender/sex difference 

(61 vs. 30). Readers and rhetorics with readings were more comparable when it came to 

gender/sex, but readers still reflected this topic more frequently, averaging 18.8% as 

rhetorics with readings averaged 14.9%. 

Rereading America, again, reaffirms the authors’ focus on gender issues and contains 

the largest percentage of articles on gender/sex difference with 33.3%. A second text by 

Macmillan, The Bedford Reader, contains the second largest percentage of articles addressing 

gender/sex with 27.8%. In their “Preface for Instructors,” the authors of The Bedford Reader 

remark that “half [of] the selections [in their textbook] are by women, and a third touch on 

cultural diversity” (v). The data provides proof of the authors’ claims. Both Rereading 

America and The Bedford Reader engaged gender/sex issues more frequently than the 

highest rated rhetoric, Norton’s They Say/ I Say with Readings, which had 25.5% of its 

readings attending to the topic. 
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 Cengage’s Readings for Writers, a reader, had the lowest percentage of articles 

addressing gender/sex at 5.1% (2 articles). In their “Preface,” the authors of Readings for 

Writers, mention that they have “moved to more current topics such as terrorism and online 

dating” and that the text includes “classical masterpieces as well as progressive prize 

winners,” pointing out that in their text “William Shakespeare and Abraham Lincoln mingle 

with Martin Luther King and Maya Angelou. The aristocrat Sir Arthur Grimble mixes with 

common laborer Rick Bragg. We respect and challenge each one of them” (xxiii). With two 

readings that invoke sex and gender issues, it is evident that the authors have not prioritized 

challenging cultural narratives about gender.  

Class in Each Text 

 Of the articles coded, 8% paid attention to class difference—this was the third largest 
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area of difference noted. According to Figure 4.9, codes for class appeared most frequently 

in books published by Norton at 11.7% (55 articles), and least frequently in Pearson texts at 

4.5% (13 articles). Readers averaged 11.7% of readings coded class, and rhetorics with 

readings averaged 8.8%. Norton’s They Say/I Say with Readings has the largest percentage 

of articles addressing class difference at 30.2%. This falls in line with the authors of this text’s 

mission to “Demystify Academic Conversation” as outlined in their preface. The authors 

explain that the textbook “grew out of [their] shared interest in democratizing academic 

culture” and “open up and clarify academic conversation” (xix-xx). This focus on class falls in 

line with their mission to break down the class boundaries surrounding the academy and 

empower students, so they feel equipped to engage in important debates. Consequently, 

They Say/I Say with Readings was an outlier in the rhetorics with readings when it came to 

class—the next highest rhetoric discussing class, Writing in the Works, showed class just over 

half as frequently at 15.3%.  

Following They Say/I Say is reader Rereading America with 24.4%. This textbook 

contained a whole section on class called “Money and Success: The Myth of Individual 

Opportunity” and other sections that engaged class like “Learning Power: The Myth of 

Education and Empowerment” and “Created Equal: The Myth of the Melting Pot.” Several 

textbooks contain little-to-no attention to class difference, but it is worth noting that all three 

of these books are rhetorics with readings: Macmillan’s Everything’s an Argument with 

Readings contains 38 articles and Pearson’s Strategies for Successful Writing contains 31. 

Both textbooks had zero articles that engaged class difference. In contrast, Current Issues and 

Enduring Questions, while it is a rhetoric with readings, contains 107 articles, and only one 

of those articles (0.9%) was geared toward class difference. The authors of Current Issues 
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and Enduring Questions explain that the text’s updated readings include several debates like 

“Technology in the Classroom: Useful or Distracting?, The Current State of Childhood: Is 

‘Helicopter Parenting’ or ‘Free-Range Childhood’ Better For Kids?, and Mandatory Military 

Service: Should it Be Required?” and includes new “casebooks” of several readings on issues 

like “Race and Police Violence: How Do We Solve the Problem?,  Online Versus IRL: How Has 

Social Networking Changed How We Relate to One Another?, The Carceral State: Why Are So 

Many Americans in Jail?, and American Exceptionalism: How Should the United States Teach 

about its Past?” (viii). Some of these categories could easily accommodate issues of class. If 

the authors had taken a more intersectional approach to the included readings, students 

would be presented with more complicated ways of thinking. The emphasis of the text, 

though is on “binary, or pro-con, thinking” (vii). The authors “urge [students] to read these 
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[binary] arguments not in order to decide who is right and who is wrong but in order to think 

about the issues,” pointing out that “the debates may be reductive, stating only two sides and 

supporting only one,” but students are to “think critically about both sides of any given 

argument, and allow the essays to enrich [their] own ideas about the topics” (420). The 

authors’ reliance on binary arguments to present complex issues like race and police 

violence is problematic and indicates that an intersectionality including issues of class would 

deepen debate and provide a more nuanced understanding of the way multiple oppressions 

work in concert.  

Sexuality in Each Text 

Representations of sexuality in the readings of the selected texts comprised only 4% 

of all readings. Readers, averaging 4.7%, paid more attention to sexuality than rhetorics with 

readings, averaging 3.8%. Figure 4.10 (below) shows that sexuality was discussed most in 

Pearson textbooks, which had 5.2% (17 articles) of their codes addressing the topic, and least 

in Norton texts at 3.6% (17 articles) of the time. However, it was Macmillan’s Rereading 

America that contained the largest percentage of readings addressing sexuality with 

sexuality appearing 8.9% of the time. The text includes sexuality issues in a couple of 

sections—“Harmony at Home: The Myth of the Model Family” and “True Women and Real 

Men: Myths of Gender.” This emphasizes the text’s goal to help students “recognize that even 

the most apparently ‘natural’ fact or obvious idea results from a process of social 

construction” (v-vi). However, unlike the class-related articles, every text had at least one 

article engaging sexuality.  
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 It is important to keep in mind that this statistic includes all forms of sexuality, 

including heterosexuality. As noted by the line graph called “queer” on Figure 4.10 below, 

statistics for sexuality are inflated by the inclusion of heterosexuality throughout this 

category. Thus, sexuality is not discussed often, and when it is discussed, the focus remains 

on heterosexuality.  

Religion in Each Text 

 Religion, like sexuality, comprised 4% of the overall codes. Readers discussed religion 

more than rhetorics with readings, having an average of 6.6% of articles addressing religion, 

while rhetorics with readings discussed religion an average of 2% of the time. Religion was 

addressed most by Norton—showing up in 7% (33 articles) of the publisher’s codes—

whereas Macmillan discussed religion least with 2.8% (10 articles). As seen in Figure 4.11 
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(below) Norton’s Reading the World has 15.9%, the largest percentage of articles that discuss 

religion. Reading the World has an emphasis on multiculturalism—author Michael Austin 

explains, “understanding diversity—really understanding it—requires us to understand the 

great ideas that have formed diverse societies. And overcoming prejudice requires us to see 

the sameness between our own experiences and those that seem alien to us” (xv). He adds, 

“Religion has been so important to the development of ideas that its influence can be seen 

across the spectrum of human thought”  (xvi). The author also worked to include a balance 

of “Western and non-Western texts” with “nearly half of the selections” from “Eastern, 

Islamic, African, and South African sources” (xvii). This approach to religion and geographic 

diversity illustrates why Reading the World has the largest number of articles on religion. 

Several texts had zero articles that mentioned religion: Cengage’s Writing in the Works, 
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Norton’s They Say/I Say, Pearson’s Prentice Hall Guide for College Writers, and Pearson’s 

Strategies for Successful Writing. These texts are all rhetorics with readings and contain much 

fewer than the average number of articles (58), containing 26, 43, 36, and 31 articles 

respectively. Thus, they may not have had enough room to include readings that engage 

religion. Surprisingly, Macmillan’s Rereading America (2.2%) contained a single reading on 

religion. Because the text has such a strong focus on the “ideological machinery of American 

culture,” it would make sense for the text to contain more discussion of religion. 

Language in Each Text  

 Language difference showed up in 4% of the overall codes. Rhetorics with readings 

had a higher average percentage of discussion of language difference than readers—

rhetorics with readings averaged 4.6%, and readers averaged 4.2%. Language difference was 

addressed most by Pearson with 5.2% (15 articles) and least by Cengage with 1.5% (4 

articles) of their codes indicating language difference as a topic. As seen in Figure 4.12 

(below), Macmillan’s Everything’s an Argument with Readings had the largest percentage of 

articles that paid attention to language difference at 15.8%. The textbook contains a section 

of six articles focusing on “What’s Globalization Doing to Language?”, and this focus on 

language (and the deficit of articles on language diversity in the other FYC textbooks) was 

what made it stand out in terms of language diversity inclusion. Several texts had zero 

readings that addressed language diversity—Cengage’s Readings for Writers, Cengage’s 

Writing in the Works, and Macmillan’s Current Issues & Enduring Questions. The two Cengage 

texts contain 39 and 26 articles respectively; however, Current Issues & Enduring Questions 

contains 107 articles. The substantial number of articles in the text makes is clear that 

Current Issues & Enduring Questions could be doing a better job of including language 
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diversity.  

Disability in Each Text 

 Disability comprised 3% of the overall coding. Readers, with an average of 4%, more 

frequently engaged disability than rhetorics with readings, averaging 2.1%. In addition, only 

one reader neglected disability entirely. Cengage texts contained the highest number of 

disability codes with 4.4% (12 articles) of their codes being for disability, and Macmillan’s 

texts contained disability codes least with disability showing up .8% (3 articles) of the time. 

As seen in Figure 4.13, the text that discussed disability the most was Pearson’s Prose Reader 

with 9.3% of its articles addressing the topic. In the preface, the authors note that they 

“encourage students to grapple with provocative issues that make a crucial difference in how 

we all live, such as our obsession with illness, thinking and the Internet, violence and TV, and 
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mental health” (xix-xx). The inclusion of these ideas is what put the Prose Reader as the text 

that includes the largest percentage of articles on disability.  

Texts with zero articles mentioning disability were Macmillan’s Current Issues and 

Enduring Questions (107 articles) and Patterns for College Writing (69 articles), Norton’s 

Seagull Reader: Essays (57 articles) and They Say/I Say with Readings (43 articles), and 

Pearson’s Prentice Hall Guide for College Writers (36 articles) and Strategies for Successful 

Writing (31 articles). If these texts are added to the textbooks containing a single reading on 

disability, it is clear that over half of my corpus disregards disability. These texts were 

readers and rhetorics, and they contained well-above and well-below the average number of 

articles. This reinforces the idea that disability is not worth talking about, since there is not 

a single factor that may point to why it has been excluded from these textbooks.   
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Immigration Status in Each Text 

 Immigration status, the least mentioned type of difference, comprised 2% of the 

overall codes in the corpus. Rhetorics with readers discussed immigrant status more often 

than readers—an average of 2.2%. Readers discussed immigrant status in an average of 2% 

of their readings. Immigration was addressed most by Macmillan at 3% (11 articles) and 

least by Pearson at 1% (3 articles). As seen in Figure 4.14, the text that had the largest 

percentage of readings on this topic was Macmillan’s Current Issues & Enduring Questions 

with 6.5% of its readings addressing immigrant status. This textbook has a section titled 

“Immigration: What is to be Done?” that contains most of the articles in the book that pay  

attention to immigrant status. Several texts did not contain articles addressing immigrant 

status at all. They were Cengage’s Composition of Everyday Life (60 articles), Cengage’s Steps 

to Writing Well with Readings (50 articles), Cengage’s Writing in the Works (26 articles), 
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Pearson’s Prentice Hall Reader (69 articles), Pearson’s Prose Reader (54 articles), and 

Pearson’s Strategies for Successful Writing (31 articles). There isn’t an obvious reason why 

these texts would not include immigrant status other than it wasn’t seen to be worth 

including—they are readers and rhetorics with readings, and all but two of the textbooks 

have close to the average number of articles.  

Deep Code Findings 

 To narrow my focus, I completed a second round of coding on articles initially coded 

with the “race,” “sexuality,” and “disability” codes. I chose to review these three categories 

in-depth because scholarship shows that these three categories are often treated 

problematically when they are included in FYC textbooks. In this second round of coding, I 

read through the articles looking for how they dealt with the difference they were initially 

coded with. As I coded the data, I coded articles as 

• one-dimensional, presenting a shallow representation of the category of difference;  

• intersectional, addressing more than one area of difference in the article (in deep 

coding, intersectional in terms of engaging at least two of the three categories of race, 

sexuality, and/or ability); 

• interrogative, questioning dominant values or stereotypes about the coded group;  

• binaries, reinforcing binary categories (i.e. POC/white, homosexual/heterosexual, 

able/disabled); 

• norms, reinforcing dominant classes as “normal” and urging marginalized groups to 

identify with dominant values and work to align with desired traits; 

• value, presenting the marginalized group coded for as having its own unique culture 
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that should be valued and respected; 

• stereotyping, reinforcing stereotypes about the group; 

• dispel, working to breakdown stereotypes and stereotypical beliefs about the group; 

• overcoming, presents a narrative of “overcoming” adversity (used for race and 

disability categories); and 

• queer, designating non-heteronormative sexual orientation (used only for the 

articles coded sexuality). 

Articles that could be coded more than one way were coded with every code that fit.  

 For this section, I had a total of 276 articles—because some of them fit more than one 

category, I had a deep coding corpus of 209 articles coded for race, 55 coded for sexuality, 

and 35 for disability. As I deep coded, I kept all articles in one spreadsheet, so each article 

was counted only once.  

Overall Coding  

 For the 276 articles coded race, sexuality, and/or disability, I ended up with a total of 

648 deep codes. Of these deep 

codes (“queer” and “overcoming” 

are excluded here because they 

weren’t applied to all articles), as 

seen in Figure 4.15, the largest 

percentage (67%) of articles 

discussing race, sexuality, and 

disability had positive aims—this 
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will be further unpacked in Chapter 

Five. Most of the readings with 

positive aims focused on 

interrogating stereotypes (26%) 

and dispelling them (18%). A few 

articles reinforced binaries (14%) 

and perpetuated stereotypes (9%); 

in contrast, another sizeable 

percentage of articles (12%) were 

coded “value,” showing that they 

focused on representing minority groups as having their own, unique culture that should be 

preserved. A small portion (6%) of articles reinforced the dominant society as the “norm” 

and urged that marginalized groups work to assimilate and support the values of dominant 

society. Finally, 11% of the articles intersectionally engaged two of the three forms of 

difference discussed here—race, sexuality, and/or disability (see Figure 4.16). This 13%, 

broken down, includes one article that discusses race, queer sexuality, and disability; ten 

articles that focus on race and heterosexuality; three that focus on race and queer sexuality; 

three that focus on disability and heterosexuality; two that focus on disability and queer 

sexuality; and five articles that discuss race and disability. Notably, the numbers are much 

smaller when heterosexuality is excluded from the sexuality category.  
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Deep Coding for Race 

 Of the 209 articles coded for race, I had a total of 489 deep codes. Because most 

articles had multiple codes, I’ve divided the codes here by the total codes for the category of 

race to find the percentage of codes for each category. Overall, articles that addressed race 

had liberatory aims—25% interrogated stereotypes, 17% worked to dispel stereotypes, and 

13% argued that people of color have a unique culture that should be valued (see Figure 4.17 

Deep Codes for Race). Some articles reinforced binaries (14%); however, this wasn’t always 

a negative thing when reviewing the articles that were coded this way. For example, 

Lawrence Otis Graham in “The ‘Black Table’ Is Still There,” ponders the self-segregation that 

occurred in his junior high lunchroom with adult eyes, thinking back to the way he blamed 

his Black classmates for “being the barrier to integration” in his school and “world” at that 

time in his life (349). As an adult, though, he realizes that not only was there a Black table, 

there were also “at least two tables of athletes, an Italian table, a Jewish girls’ table, a Jewish 

boys’ table” and so on (349). 

Drawing attention to the binary 

that existed in his lunchroom 

allows him to see other binaries 

existed and work to break down 

that binary for himself as an adult. 

In contrast, other articles send 

negative messages about racial 

difference with 8% of articles 

reinforcing stereotypes and 4% encouraging minority groups to buy into dominant norms 
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and assimilate. As explained in Chapter Two, “overcoming narratives” are often seen as 

negative in disability studies because they present subjects in a devalued way. While coding 

articles on race in the same way can be problematic, in some readings (7% of codes, 35 

readings), race was presented as an obstacle to be overcome; in addition, 3% of codes 

reflected one- dimensionality.  

 Alongside coding, I recorded what races, specifically, were discussed in the articles 

(see Figure 4.18). I found that articles discussing race largely focused on the Black American 

experience (45%), Hispanic/Latinx (17%) experiences, or on race as a concept (13%). 

Interestingly, Asian experiences (13%) as a focus occurred more frequently than Native 

American (7%) experiences did. This is surprising because all of the textbooks in the corpus 

are geared for U.S. audiences.  The Hispanic/Latinx category included Chicanx, Mexican, 

Puerto Rican, Dominican, Cuban, Guatemalan narratives. The Asian category included 

Filipino, Japanese, Indian, and 

Chinese narratives—

interestingly, Chinese narratives 

comprised over half of this 

category. The Middle Eastern 

category included Iranian and 

Iraqi narratives, and the white 

category included white and 

Canadian articles. 
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Deep Coding for Sexuality 

 As seen in Figure 

4.19, articles on sexuality, 

too, had an overall bent 

towards being positive—

55.6% of articles on 

sexuality interrogated 

stereotypes and 33.3% 

worked to dispel them; 

however, this includes 

articles on sexuality that 

focus on heterosexuality as well as non-heterosexual orientations. Some articles reinforce 

binaries (25.9%) and others reinforce dominant norms (24.1%). For these statistics, 57% of 

the articles focused on heterosexuality; 29% focused on lesbian or gay issues; 3% focused 

on pedophilia; 5% focused on 

pornography; 2% on celibacy; 

2% sexual fetishes; and 2% 

bisexuality (see Figure 4.20). 

When coding articles for 

queerness, I found that of the 

55 articles that addressed 

sexuality, 18 (33%) paid 

attention to non-
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heteronormative sexual orientations—this included lesbian, gay, bisexual orientations, 

alongside fetishes, celibacy, and pedophilia. To contextualize that in terms of the overall 

study, that drops the percentage of codes on sexuality from 4% in figure 4.1 to 1%. As seen 

in Figure 4.21, codes for the articles that addressed queerness looked different than those 

for sexuality overall—the majority of articles that addressed queer issues (53.8%) 

interrogated stereotypes and 

worked to dispel binaries 

(38.5%). None of the articles 

coded were one-dimensional, 

presenting a shallow 

representation of the issue, and 

none of them were coded as 

reinforcing binaries. However, 

few articles represented queer 

people as having their own, 

unique culture that should be valued (7.7%), and a larger number of articles reinforced 

mainstream norms (23.1%) and stereotypes (15.4%).  

Deep Coding for Disability 

 Disability codes showed that most of the articles worked to dispel (35.3%) or 

interrogate (26.5%) stereotypes and dominant views of people with disabilities (see Figure 

4.22). A small number of articles (5.9%) present the disabled as having their own culture 
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that deserves to be valued and 

preserved. Many articles 

reinforce stereotypes (23.5%), 

reinforce binaries (20.6%), or 

present a one-dimensional view 

(17.6%) of the group. Still others, 

2.9%, reinforce dominant 

cultural norms. Finally, 35.3% of 

articles fall into problematic 

“overcoming” narratives.  

  Articles on disability are wide ranging in topic because of the broad definition of 

disability, as seen in my methods. The largest portion of articles discussing disability 

referred to mental illness (46%)—including stuttering, PTSD, ADHD, autism, depression, 

addiction, and Munchausen Syndrome (see Figure 4.23, below). After that came diseases, 

syndromes, and sicknesses (i.e. MS, 

Cancer, Downs Syndrome, Parkinson’s) 

at 26%, followed by bodily issues 

(blindness, deafness, injury) at 21%, 

and finally, general discussion of 

disability occurred in 9% of disability 

codes.  

 In the next chapter, I provide 

analysis of the statistics here and discuss how incorporating difference into FYC is important, 
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especially since textbooks are a crucial tool in teaching first-year composition. I will also 

explain why it is important to be cognizant of the ways that we include difference, especially 

in terms of race, sexuality, and disability in FYC, so we do not perpetuate problematic 

narratives and/or encourage tokenization of minority authors. 
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Chapter 5 

Analysis of Difference in Texts 

This corpus exemplifies why it is important to study the way difference is represented 

in First-Year Composition (FYC) textbooks, which have been criticized for a “conspicuous lag 

… behind the changes that have occurred in the past three decades in composition and 

rhetoric” (Gale & Gale 4). The articles in this corpus, overall, do not engage difference often 

enough, especially in terms of class, sexuality, disability, language, religion, and immigrant 

status. Race and gender/sex are addressed most often, but problematic narratives appear in 

all categories, especially disability. As composition instructors and writing program 

administrators, we have a responsibility to our students to demand that the publishing 

industry move past their “conspicuous lag” behind our field. We must do this through 

refusing to purchase textbooks that do not meet our standards. Textbooks that engage 

difference in thoughtful, nuanced ways are not something that has never been done—

Patricia Bizzell’s and Bruce Herzberg’s Negotiating Difference: Cultural Case Studies for 

Composition is a good example of how diversity can be discussed in FYC courses. Composition 

textbooks with an eye toward helping students “communicate across cultural boundaries” 

by learning “to negotiate difference of culture, race, gender, class, and ideology” (Bizzell and 

Herzberg v) are useful tools for instructors who engage in transformative pedagogies in their 

classrooms.  

Scholars have found that textbooks are often “a primary force in constructing and 

normalizing a particularly white, upper-middle-class subjectivity” in the classroom, 

asserting that “textbooks re-present composition—and composition students—in a pre-
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packaged and easily digested form” (Miles 29). As such, many FYC textbooks often don’t 

include nuanced, complicated narratives of marginalized groups as the articles engage 

difference. While difference is incorporated in FYC textbooks “with the best intentions” 

(Martin 77), there are still problems in the ways difference is integrated into FYC textbooks. 

We must examine “the unintended effects of composition textbooks” and combat the ways 

textbooks may “reinforce dominant political, social, and economic ideology” (Rendleman 1). 

Thus, not only is it important to study FYC textbooks, it is also important to analyze whether 

and how they include issues of difference to see what kinds of ideas are being disseminated 

through our course readings. 

Frequency of Difference and Defense of Difference 

Textbooks have made an effort to shift focus toward difference. In 1997, Sandra 

Jamieson pointed out that  

traditional readers…have incorporated more pieces by men and women of 

color and white women, creating an alternative canon of writing “from the 

margin.” … The apparently more radical response has been the birth of 

multicultural readers… organized by theme rather than rhetorical strategy… 

and featuring what prefaces describe as a “wide spectrum of writers” designed 

to “educate” their readers from the “mainstream” and “empower” readers 

from the margins. (151) 

Many readers in the corpus come from this tradition, and in the past twenty years, 

multicultural readers have worked to expand their scope to include not just people of color 
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and white women, but also readings about class, sexuality, disability, immigrant status, and 

language diversity.  

With 47% of articles coded in my study on topics related to difference, it is evident 

that textbooks have made some progress in incorporating diversity. However, they still could 

be doing a better job. Inclusion of difference is essential for stimulating student critical 

thinking and preparing them to deal with the diversity present in the world outside of the 

classroom. When textbooks neglect difference, they risk reinforcing the voices of the 

dominant hegemony. In addition, minority students need to see representations of people 

like themselves in course readings. This allows them to move beyond invisibility and combat 

what W.E.B. DuBois refers to as a “double consciousness,” “this sense of always looking at 

one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks 

on in amused contempt and pity” (2). David Wallace further explains that a “double 

consciousness” can also force minorities (in his article, he refers to LGBTQ students) to 

“collude in [their] own oppression” by remaining silent about their experiences (55). 

Furthermore, introducing minority experiences in the classroom encourages whites and 

those with privilege to acknowledge the forces that want them to "remain true to an identity 

that provides them with resources, power, and opportunity" (Johal 275). Henry Giroux calls 

this the "hidden curriculum" in schools: "those underlying norms, values, and attitudes that 

are often transmitted tacitly through the social relations of the school and classroom . . . one 

of the major socialization forces used to produce personality types willing to accept social 

relationships characteristic of the governance structures in the workplace" (198). Thus, it is 

essential that textbooks do a better job of including articles on marginalized groups, so those 
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groups can be both empowered and have their concerns seen, understood, and taken 

seriously by dominant groups. 

Difference in FYC Textbooks 

 As mentioned above and in Chapter Four, 47% of articles address difference. Because 

articles were coded with all codes that fit, some articles had more than one code. Thus, what 

follows is the breakdown of the actual coding—with 1,175 articles, I ended up with 1,393 

codes. Again, as explained in Chapter Four,  

• 45% of codes (623 articles) did not discuss difference and were coded “none,”  

• 16% (228 articles) were coded for race, 

• 14% (199 articles) were coded for gender/sex, 

• 8% (112 articles) were coded 

for class, 

• 4% (61 articles) were coded 

for religion, 

• 4% (57 articles) were coded 

for sexuality, 

• 4% (52 articles) were coded 

for language, 

• 3% (34 articles) were coded 

for disability, and  

• 2% (27 articles) were coded for immigration status (see Figure 5.1).  

These findings show that, while textbook inclusion of difference has improved, the call for 
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attention to difference is still relevant, especially in terms of class, religion, sexuality, ability, 

immigrant status, and language difference. 

As I explained in Chapter Two, the scholarship shows that addressing racial issues in 

the FYC classroom is important because students of color need to see positive 

representations written by and about themselves. In addition, white students need to see 

positive representations of people of color to counteract much of what is presented in the 

media. Namely, Bradley Greenberg and Jeffrey Brand point out that while people of color 

appear more frequently in the news media than in the past, new stereotypes are being 

perpetuated— “e.g. Black suspects are less human, more dangerous, and less trustworthy 

than White suspects; Blacks as athletes and entertainers run amok; Blacks are victims of big-

city police oppression” (10). Thus, finding that 16% of my codes address racial difference, 

that every text in my corpus addressed racial difference in at least 7.7% (ranging up to 40%) 

of the time, and that texts discussed racial difference, on average, in 19.1% of their articles 

is a move toward providing the positive representations of people of color that students 

deserve to see. The increased inclusion of articles on people of color could be due to our 

current political climate—since the 2012 murder of Trayvon Martin, an unarmed Black teen, 

and the subsequent acquittal of the man who killed him, there has been increased attention 

to killings of men of color. Following Martin’s murder, there were several high-profile cases 

of police shooting unarmed men of color or having men of color die in their custody under 

suspicious circumstances, as evidenced by the cases of Eric Garner (2014), Tamir Rice 

(2014), Michael Brown (2014), and Freddie Gray (2015). The #BlackLivesMatter movement 

arose as a result of these killings, and there has been widespread protests and media 

coverage on the movement. Because of this heightened attention to the violence people of 
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color face, it is unsurprising that racial difference is the most often discussed kind of 

difference in FYC textbooks.  

Like race, sex and gender have been frequently studied in the context of textbooks. As 

mentioned in Chapter Two, Gwyneth Britton and Margaret Limpkin, in 1977, explained the 

problem of bias and the representation of race and sex in textbooks (40). More recently, in 

2011, Eliot Rendleman put forth his argument for Writing Program Administrators to 

evaluate the valuation (implicit ideas about the “worth of objects and people and the process 

of assigning that worth”) embedded in FYC textbooks, paying particular attention to race, 

class, and gender (5). In my study, gender/sex1 codes comprised 14% of the overall codes 

and averaged 16.85% per text. This shows that textbook publishers are paying attention to 

gender/sex issues in a comparable manner to the way they are attending to racial issues with 

the 2% difference in totals. However, unlike the attention to race, which was included at least 

7.7% of the time, gender/sex was included at least 2.6% of the time—one textbook, Readings 

for Writers, had only one reading on gender/sex issues, and a second textbook, Strategies for 

Successful Writing, had only two readings on gender/sex. Despite this deficit, I anticipate that 

there will be more attention paid to gender/sex issues in subsequent FYC textbooks. It 

appears that current events and social attention centered on issues of difference affects the 

inclusion of difference in the textbooks. With the 2017 Women’s March, the #metoo 

movement, and the widespread attention on sexual harassment/exploitation/predation in 

the media industry (Harvey Weinstein, Matt Lauer), university (prosecution of Larry 

                                                        
 
1 As explained in Chapter Three, sex and gender have been conflated in my data because I found in a prior 
iteration of this project that sex and gender rarely operate alone. I am aware that sex refers to corporeal 
genitals and is assigned at birth by a doctor and that gender refers to masculinity, femininity, and gender 
presentation. 
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Nasser), and government (resignations of Al Franken, Jeff Kruse, Jeff Hoover, Trent Franks, 

etc.), the inclusion of sex and gender issues in FYC textbooks will most likely increase. 

I also included transgender issues in the gender/sex category; however, tellingly, 

there were only two articles in my entire corpus of 1,175 articles that discussed transgender 

issues—just over one tenth of one percent (.17%). These articles were Sara Fraas’s “Trans 

Women at Smith: The Complexities of Checking ‘Female’” in Everything’s an Argument with 

Readings and Gwendolyn Ann Smith’s “We’re All Someone’s Freak” in The Norton Reader. 

Both of these articles put forth arguments for greater inclusion of transgender people and 

understanding of transgender issues, even if the articles themselves are somewhat 

problematic. Smith ends her argument stating, “We can worry about who is this and who is 

that, we can argue about who does or doesn’t belong. We can talk about how much more 

legitimate one or another of us is. In the end, we’re all somebody’s freak – and basic human 

dignity is not a privilege of the lucky superior few, but a right of all or none” (186). Hopefully, 

we will begin to see more articles on transgender issues in FYC textbooks over time because, 

as my research has shown, transgender narratives are sorely under-represented, and with 

transgender issues being discussed in the public sphere (i.e. the bathroom debates, 

transgender military members, and prevalence of hate crimes against transgender people), 

students need to be knowledgeable about these issues to help society move forward. While 

there is some media attention on transgender issues, there is not a widespread movement 

supporting the transgender community or widespread opposition to policies that negatively 

affect the transgender population. The outcry for transgender people hasn’t been as vocal or 

as widespread as the outcry surrounding issues for people of color or women. The trans 

community doesn’t have an equivalent to the Black Lives Matter or #metoo movements. 



McGinnis   96 
 

Articles on transgender issues will probably continue being added to FYC textbooks, but at a 

much slower rate than articles on race or other forms of difference. 

Class difference should be discussed more frequently in FYC textbooks, too, especially 

in intersectional ways that consider race. In my own experience, white students who have 

grown up poor are most likely to believe that white privilege does not exist because their 

social class leads them to not feel privileged. Along these lines, Jean Anyon argues that 

“textbooks promote the idea that there is no working class in the United States and 

contribute to the myth that workers are middle class” (127). This idea is also reinforced in 

the popular media—see Figure 5.2 below, which leaves out “working class.” Thus, it is 

integral that we illuminate class differences and identify them as such. My research shows 

that 8% of articles coded in my corpus addressed class differences—this is less than half of 

the attention paid to race and exactly half of the attention paid to gender/sex. On average, 

texts discussed class 10.2% of the time; however, two textbooks (Everything’s an Argument 

and Strategies for Successful Writing) did not include a single reading on class issues. These 

statistics show that FYC textbooks have room for growth around class issues. Class issues 

are probably not included in FYC textbooks as much as they should be because of the war 

against the labor movement (i.e. “right to work” laws) and a general blindness in the U.S. 

toward class issues. Many like to blame income inequalities on people “not working hard 

enough” and continue to buy into the notion of people “pulling themselves up by their 

bootstraps.” However, with mounting student loan debts, a shrinking middle class 

(according to Pew Research, see Figure 5.2 Middle Class Losing Ground, below), and 47% of 

adult children still living with their parents (Fry n.p.), class issues could be the next big 

movement on the horizon, and, as a result, the next category to get adequate coverage in FYC 
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textbooks—class issues affect everyone in the U.S. and aren’t necessarily as controversial as 

other types of difference may be. 

In his discussion of the valuation textbooks place on 

certain topics, objects, and groups, Rendleman mentions 

that one of the ways valuation is assigned to a group is 

through “celebration, denigration, or disregard” (5). 

Differences in sexuality (4%), religion (4%), language (4%), 

disability (3%), and immigrant status (2%) have clearly 

been disregarded by FYC textbooks, as all five of these 

categories comprised less than 5% of my corpus. The lack of 

inclusion of these issues sends the message to students that 

sexuality, religion, language difference, disability, and 

immigrant status are not worth talking or thinking about. 

This is especially problematic in 2018 when we have a 

government that has been cutting funding for 

underprivileged and disabled children, threatening to 

deport young people who were brought to this country as 

children, refusing to provide sanctuary for Syrian refugees, 

and, as Maria Sacchetti reports, denying citizenship for 

children of gay couples. Surely, these timely issues are worth 

thinking and talking about. Without discussing sexuality, 

religion, language, disability, and immigrant status in FYC classes, students won’t be 

prepared to engage in debate about these issues.  

Figure 5.2 Middle Class 
Losing Ground 
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Multiple Differences in Articles 

 On a positive note, my research shows that there are a number of intersectional 

articles in the corpus. Some readers have up to 24% of articles discussing multiple forms of 

difference; Macmillan’s Rereading America (24.4%) and Pearson’s Prose Reader (24.1%) lead 

the way. This movement towards intersectional representations of difference is something 

that will, hopefully, continue. Scholars, like Patricia Hill-Collins, Audre Lorde, and bell hooks, 

argue that intersectional narratives break down binary thinking (Dudley 38), and this 

breakdown of binary thinking allows readers to identify with the narrator or subject in an 

article through seeing similar life’s experiences. This humanizes marginalized groups and 

lessens the tendency for non-marginalized students to develop an us/them mentality and 

feel more empathy when thinking about marginalized peoples. In addition, Christian Chan, 

Deanna Cor, and Monica Band explain that it is easy for students to view one category of 

difference in oppositional ways—i.e. male/female; however, when students think about two 

or more types of difference existing or operating at the same time, they have a harder time 

viewing the differences as “separate constructs” and must examine them in “relationship 

with each other (e.g. race and gender)” (61). Thus, students begin to see that binary thinking 

oversimplifies life’s experiences and that individuals can experience privilege in some areas 

of their lives while experiencing oppression in other areas simultaneously. 

Complexity & Author Identity 

 I have categorized my research by topic with little regard to author identity, because 

instructors may or may not discuss an author’s identity. Or as it often happens in the case of 

queer authors, the textbook author biography (if there is an author biography included) may 

ignore queerness as a part of an author’s identity.  



McGinnis   99 
 

In the corpus, author identity is treated inconsistently. The Norton Reader doesn’t 

include author biographies. The Longman Reader describes Black lesbian feminist pioneer 

and activist Audre Lorde as a “feminist theorist” who “combined social criticism and personal 

revelation in her writing on topics such as race, gender relations, and sexuality” and 

mentions that she was “born of African-Caribbean parents” (137). This description is bland 

when held up against the passion and vibrancy of Audre Lorde’s writings and legacy. 

Similarly, the text explains that Langston Hughes was “committed to portraying Black life in 

the United States” but does not mention that he was rumored to be a gay man. This detail 

could add additional richness and detail to analysis of “Salvation,” the Hughes text included 

in the reader.  

Other texts, like The Norton Field Guide to Writing with Readings, include a biography 

of the author alongside a photo, which is helpful for engaging author identity; however, this 

isn’t effective when invisible differences, like sexuality, are in play. For instance, The Norton 

Field Guide sees sexuality as relevant in the biography of author and out lesbian Alison 

Bechdel and explains that her excerpted novel Fun Home “chronicles [Bechdel’s] childhood 

and her coming to recognize both her own homosexuality and her father’s, which she learned 

of only after his death” (990). However, James Baldwin’s sexuality is erased in the author 

biography prior to his article “Sonny’s Blues,” which simply mentions that Baldwin was an 

“award-winning African American author…[who] went on to become a prominent public 

figure during the civil rights movement of the 1960s” (803). Adding in biographical details 

like sexual orientation is important. Many students, upon entering queer literature classes, 

are unaware that they have read queer authors. It is important to acknowledge minority 

writers as a part of the canon. In addition to awakening non-minority students to the 
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diversity that permeates our world, it is important to give minority students visibility and 

show their ways of knowing as an important part of discourse.  

Thus, with the inconsistency of the presentation of difference in author biographies 

of the FYC textbooks in my corpus and the white washing or turning of a blind eye towards 

sexuality, I have categorized articles according to the issues discussed within the article. 

Instructors may not focus on author biography when discussing articles in class, especially 

if a biography is not included or leaves out key details of an author’s identity.  

 My interview with Dr. Joe Trimmer of The River Reader provided interesting insight 

into the issue of author identity. As mentioned in Chapter Four, he explained that the driving 

issues behind inclusion of authors in his reader are largely money and article length, not 

what the article is about. Interestingly, Dr. Trimmer personally knows most of the authors 

included in his reader, so not only can he call up an author if a publisher is charging him an 

exorbitant amount to include the author’s article in his reader, but he also has special insight 

on an authors’ social location. He seems to primarily use author identity to add diversity to 

his reader, listing “Maya Angelou, African American. David Sedaris, gay.” While he also looks 

for uniqueness and includes classics like George Orwell’s “‘Shooting an Elephant’ [for its] 

international theme and [critique of] imperialism,” sometimes he starts with a writer like 

Doris Kerns and specifically looks for things that can be excerpted from books she has 

written. Trimmer’s varied approach to how he adds diversity to his textbook is good because 

the use of author identity to add diversity to FYC textbooks is problematic. Solely relying on 

author identity for diversity is problematic for two reasons: first, it doesn’t necessarily add 

topical diversity to a reader (i.e. David Sedaris often mentions his husband, but his sexuality 

often isn’t central to his writing when it is included in FYC readers). Second, it relies on 
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authors to tokenize themselves and discuss their marginalized status, playing into identity 

politics and providing evidence for Sandra Jamieson’s claims below. 

Marginalized groups shouldn’t be the only ones writing about difference or be limited 

to writing about difference, even though that is often the case. Relying on marginalized 

groups to write about their marginalized status forces textbooks to overemphasize an 

author’s individual social location and risk providing “models of who can write in the 

academy, which styles of writing are permitted, and whose interpretations are accepted” 

(163). I’m not saying that we should entirely ignore an author’s background, but, instead, 

pay attention to all authors’ backgrounds and how those backgrounds, rhetorically, tie into 

the purpose, content, and genre of the author’s writing. Jamieson explains, “As in all readers 

I have seen … the essays by women and people of color are about women and people of 

color,” imagining a white male audience (164). When juxtaposed with the writing of white 

men, the included texts by women and people of color send the message that “universal and 

academic topics” are appropriate for white men to write about, but people of color and 

women should be “writing about themselves or issues of race and gender” (165). The articles 

on race in my corpus show that this is still the case with 151/201 (75%) of articles on race 

written by people of color. Nikki Giovanni’s article “Campus Racism 101” is one of the very 

few with an overt audience of color. 

Again, to go back to Rendleman, it is important to see the valuation embedded in the 

texts we select for our classes—what messages do we want to send to our students? Surely, 

we don’t want them to get the idea that only white men can write about certain issues, while 

women and people of color are limited to “second rate” because they “occupy a lower 

position in the social hierarchy as people and writers” (Jamieson 165). The narratives of 



McGinnis   102 
 

marginalized groups are important, but they shouldn’t always have to discuss minority 

issues. One author in my corpus that ran counter to this was David Sedaris—while he is an 

out gay man, Sedaris’s sexuality plays a small role in his narratives. His “Remembering my 

Childhood on the Continent of Africa” and “Loggerheads” simply mentions Hugh, his partner.  

In summary, author identity and diversity in FYC textbooks needs more research. 

While it appears that author identity is often used to incorporate diversity into FYC 

textbooks, this is not always reliable, as students may not know authors’ minority status; the 

textbook author biography may not mention minority status (e.g. queerness); and it 

reinforces the idea that it is the job of the marginalized group to educate non-members about 

the group. Marginalized authors should write about all topics, not just ones relating to their 

minority status.  

Interpretation of Deep Coding on Race, Sexuality, & Disability 

In addition to doing a better job of including difference, readings in textbooks present, 

perhaps, a more insidious problem: many articles included in first-year composition 

textbooks depict difference in problematic ways. At times, these articles reinforce 

stereotypical attitudes and beliefs, tokenize the experiences presented, or depict the 

minority person AS the minority status, not as a whole human being. For example, Michael 

Jernigan’s “Living the Dream” reinforces the idea that overcoming mental illness is merely a 

test of will and tokenizes his experience as a PTSD survivor—he explains that some war 

veterans, himself included, return home and develop drug and alcohol abuse problems, 

clarifying that he drank so heavily to get to sleep at night (390). For Jernigan, the key to 

starting to overcome his PTSD was to “interpret [his] dreams in a positive way” (391). After 

this, Jernigan does not need to deal with his dreams and magically PTSD no longer has 
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control over his life (392). This text posits that a serious mental illness like PTSD is easily 

overcome because Jernigan glosses over any challenging work he had to do in therapy or to 

deal with his alcohol addiction. As a result, readers of this article may not think of PTSD as a 

serious problem that many war veterans struggle with—readers come away with the idea 

that a couple of therapy sessions will fix the problem. In addition, Jernigan doesn’t mention 

much about his relationship with his wife other than that she helps him and that his 

relationship with her and his stepson has suffered.  

Scholars explain that textbooks often reinforce stereotypical attitudes and beliefs, 

tokenize groups, or present limited ways of being a part of a marginalized group 

unintentionally (Jamieson, Rendleman), but this is why it is important to study FYC 

textbooks and analyze the messages that readings included send to students. As Robert 

Perrin points out, while there is a canon present in FYC texts, the onus falls on us, as the 

instructors, to take control of our own teaching canons and purchase textbooks that fall in 

line with the values we want to espouse (74). Educators have an essential role in moving 

equality forward.  

In the following sections, I’m going to analyze my findings on the race, sexuality, and 

disability readings and use those categories to show what textbooks have done to improve 

from prior scholars’ analysis of textbooks, discuss where readings in FYC texts still fall short, 

and make recommendations on what instructors and writing program administrators 

should look for as they choose textbooks for FYC courses.  
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Discussing Difference Richly 

 Focusing specifically on race, sexuality, and disability, I wanted to find out if Sandra 

Jamieson’s assertion that “multicultural readers have the potential to perpetuate the image 

of minority students as victims” still rings true (Rendleman 1). Thus, I coded 270 articles that 

discussed race, sexuality, or disability. Of those articles, I found that most articles (63%) 

worked toward positive aims: interrogating or dispelling stereotypes or urging that the 

mainstream value the culture of the type of difference being discussed (see Figure 5.3). 

However, that left a significant portion (37%) of the articles reinforcing stereotypes, 

mainstream norms, or binaries. For example, Joyce Carol Oates’s poem “Edward Hopper’s 

Nighthawks, 1942” reinforces stereotypes, mainstream norms, and binaries through its use 

of the old heterosexual trope of “the other woman.” Oates posits the woman in the red dress 

in the painting is mistress to the man sitting next to her and that the woman in red hopes 

this man will leave his wife for good. While the woman in red contemplates, the counterman 

looks down her shirt, wondering why he isn’t happy (152). This poem assumes the woman 

in red is a slut because she is out with 

a married man and that she will let 

him “bury his hot face in her neck, 

between her cool breasts, or her 

legs—wherever she’ll have him and 

whenever” (152). By depicting the 

woman in red the way it does, the 

mainstream norm of the “other 

woman” being a bad person is 
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emphasized. It also reinforces the man/woman binary, as all of the male characters in the 

poem see the woman in red as a sex object and not a person. In addition, the speaker in the 

poem objectifies the woman as well. This treatment of the female main character in the poem 

underscores normative ideas for students—one being that women need to compete for men, 

since the woman in the poem is competing with the man’s wife for his attention and support, 

and a second, reinforcing that women must be used by men in any way a man might in order 

to stay competitive with other women. Using texts that reinforce these ideas in a FYC 

textbook normalizes the objectification of women and commodification of men’s affections. 

I’m not suggesting that texts like this one with problematic messages should always be 

excluded from FYC textbooks, because it is important for students to be able to identify and 

articulate why the text is problematic. Texts like this, though, should be placed in 

conversation with other texts and be examined through social context. 

Breaking this down further, the more frequently a type of difference is discussed, the 

better the representations are of that type of difference. For example, in this sample set, race 

is discussed most often, and articles that discuss race couch it largely in positive and complex 

ways—only 7.2% of articles on race presented “overcoming narratives”—narratives that 

present a minority status as an obstacle to overcome or forces a minority group to envision 

themselves as victims. In contrast, articles present disability in a less complex way—35.3% 

of articles contained overcoming narratives. Examples of articles coded as “overcoming” in 

the race category contained examples like Maya Angelou’s “Champion of the World,” where 

a victory for Joe Louis in a boxing match is likened to throwing off the chains of slavery, and 

Barack Obama’s “Eulogy for Clementa Pinckney,” which explains the role of the Black church 

in the fight for civil rights. Both of these articles fall into line with the “overcoming” category 
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because they both deal with racist victimization. In contrast, overcoming narratives seen in 

the disability category sometimes take on a pitying tone, like Cherokee Paul McDonald’s “A 

View from the Bridge,” where a blind boy asks the narrator to describe a fish he’s caught, so 

the boy can “see” what he’s caught; or articles treat a disability as a tragic occurrence, like 

Anthony C. Winkler’s “Parkinson's Disease and the Dream Bear,” which contains an 

explanation of disease symptoms and how the symptoms are managed or ignored. Thus, the 

more frequent discussions of race in FYC textbooks allow for a more complex representation 

of racial difference. Racial issues are presented with a sense of audience awareness, even 

when it comes to problematic overcoming narratives. On the other hand, articles on disabled 

people frequently present them as tragic characters without any chance for a fulfilling life. 

 These findings highlight the complexity of including readings on difference in FYC 

courses. Not only should difference be included, but it should be included skillfully, in a way 

that works to present marginalized peoples as whole human beings. My research, like 

Jamieson’s, seeks to analyze FYC texts for the “beliefs and attitudes they teach along with 

reading and writing skills” (152). In addition, I will identify a canon of racial difference—

articles on difference that appear in three or more texts and discuss what this canon shows. 

Analysis of Articles on Race 

 Of all types of difference represented in my corpus, racial difference was represented 

most frequently. My data on race presented, largely, that articles worked to interrogate and 

dispel stereotypes (see Figure 5.4). For example, William Raspberry’s “The Handicap of 

Definition” both interrogates and dispels stereotypes. Raspberry explains the diverse ways 

people may use moving or sounding “black” as a compliment and how talking or writing 

“black” is used as an insult (442). He asks readers to “think of all the ways black children can 
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put one another down with charges of ‘whiteness.’ For many of these children, hard study 

and hard work are ‘white.’ Trying to please a teacher might be criticized as acting ‘white.’” 

(442-443). He explains that because of the definition of “black,” young Black people “tend to 

do better at basketball” because “they assume they can do it well” (443). His main argument 

is that by limiting the definition of 

“black” so narrowly, young Black 

people are set up for success or 

failure (443). By interrogating 

stereotypes like “Black people are 

good at basketball,” he dispels 

them by explaining that young 

people need to understand that 

they are “intelligent, competent 

people, capable of doing whatever they put their minds to” and that we should not allow 

young people to be limited by a too-narrow definition placed upon them (443). Raspberry’s 

article is an example of a text that will work well in FYC textbooks. It encourages critical 

thinking about race and the way people are limited by the expectations placed on them. He 

also presents a positive image of people of color for students reading his article.  

 Sometimes articles on race simultaneously work toward a positive aim, like dispelling 

stereotypes about a minority culture, but set up an us/them binary that emphasizes the 

differences between white people and people of color. Setting up binaries like people of 

color/white people is problematic because it encourages disidentification and allows 

majority groups to view minority groups as “other” or less than human. In some cases, 
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working to dispel stereotypes, but reinforcing binaries while doing so allows the two tactics 

to work together to raise awareness of institutional racism. One example of this is Nikki 

Giovanni’s “Campus Racism 101,” where she provides guidance for students of color as they 

attend mostly-white higher education institutions. Giovanni provides rules like, “Meet your 

professors. Extend your hand (give a firm handshake) and tell them your name. Ask them 

what you need to do to make an A. You may never make an A, but you have to put them on 

notice that you are serious about getting good grades” and comebacks for tokenizing 

questions like “what’s it like to grow up in a ghetto?” (129-130). Finally, she reminds 

students of color, “Your job is not to educate white people; it is to obtain an education” (131). 

This article works to dispel racist assumptions about students of color, while creating a 

binary between students of color and their white classmates and professors. It’s difficult to 

present the binary created in this article as a negative, though, because Giovanni’s tone 

encourages readers to identify with her imagined audience. As Kenneth Burke explains, the 

audience may identify itself “with the speaker’s interests; and the speaker draws on 

identification of interests to establish a rapport” with the audience (46). As a result, Giovanni 

dispels stereotypes of students of color and encourages white students to identify with them 

and see how institutional racism operates, even though she sets up a binary of student of 

color/white academia in her article.  

 Giovanni’s article also works against Jamieson’s assertion that “multicultural readers 

have the potential to perpetuate the image of minority students as victims” (Rendleman 1). 

Giovanni positions her audience of students as agents who have the power to work against 

institutional racism by using the rules she sets forth. She also turns traditional FYC texts on 

their heads by using students of color as her audience. In addition, students who are outside 
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of her imagined audience of students of color identify with Giovanni and her advice—many 

of the tips she provides are useful to students of color, but they are also useful to students 

who may be marginalized in other ways and to non-marginalized students as well. 

 Giovanni’s article is a strong example of the kinds of articles that should be included 

in FYC textbooks to empower students of color. When looking at what kinds of articles to 

avoid, Jamieson explains that when she invokes the “role of victim,” she is referring to articles 

that “present simplistic images of people of color as disempowered and lacking any agency” 

(166). Often, she continues, the narrator is a child (lacking both power and agency), or 

someone who is “victim of language or linguistic complexities,” and thus, unable to “prevent,” 

“protect himself or herself,” or “comprehend” the problem being faced (166). She asserts that 

these are sometimes “overcoming” narratives, as seen in “Angelou’s ‘Graduation’…or an 

assertion of identity like that in Toni Cade Bambara’s ‘The Lesson’ or King’s ‘I Have a Dream,’ 

but the writer is still constructed as a victim” (166). “Graduation” (2 appearances), “The 

Lesson” (1 appearance), and “I Have a Dream” (3 appearances) all appear in my corpus. 

Other articles she characterizes as presenting people of color as victims that appeared in my 

corpus were Langston Hughes’s “Salvation” (5 appearances), Richard Rodriguez’s “Aria” (1 

appearance), and Dick Gregory’s “Shame” (1 appearance). Jamieson identifies these 

narratives as a problem because they provide “negative self-images” to students who 

“‘recognize themselves’ as unable to overcome or even theorize their victimization but also 

unable to write about anything else” (166). She also points out that this posits people of color 

as having “special needs and unique problems” that they need non-marginalized groups to 

solve for them (166). Jamieson pays special attention to Shelby Steele’s excerpts from The 

Content of Our Character that had been newly canonized in FYC texts when she completed 
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her corpus analysis, explaining that his arguments (and lack of supporting evidence) teaches 

student that “African Americans have a hidden investment in victimization and poverty and 

do not advance because they depend for power on their collective status as victims” (167). 

She adds that Richard Rodriguez is often included alongside Steele and “appears to echo 

Steele’s position on affirmative action and the need for a strident individualism to counter 

the damage done by liberal social programs,” reinforcing the ideas Steele’s article presents 

(167). She concludes by reiterating that Steele and Rodriguez’s messages reinforce the 

“dominant ideology” that racism is a problem for people of color because they have “made 

themselves victims and support the more liberal ideology that they have been rendered 

victims by a corrupt system but can be helped by good whites who are somehow above the 

system” (168). Clearly, these messages reinforce dominant ideologies that FYC is meant to 

help students learn to critique.  

Steele did not show up in my corpus; however, Rodriguez did along with newly 

canonized Brent Staples, author of “Black Men and Public Space.” Staples’s article appears in 

my corpus 6 times, along with more than one critique of the article. “Black Men and Public 

Space” recounts the way Staples changed his behavior to resolve the problem of being 

stereotyped as a violent criminal just because he is a Black man. He goes out of his way to 

seem nonthreatening, giving a “wide berth to nervous people on subway platforms in the 

wee hours;” letting people exit the lobby of a building before he enters, so they don’t assume 

he’s following them; and whistling classical music when he is walking late at night (192-3). 

Staples’s article does not fall into a victim narrative, as he identifies stereotypes as a problem 

and reacts with agency to change the way he is perceived individually; however, these 

strategies don’t do anything to change the social system we live in—should Black men 
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walking at night have to whistle Vivaldi to seem less threatening? Staples also puts the onus 

for shifting negative stereotypes on the individual. In putting responsibility on the individual, 

Staples provides examples of self-policing. 

Claude M. Steele, interestingly Shelby Steele’s brother, mentions Staples in his article 

called “An Introduction: At the Root of Identity, from Whistling Vivaldi and Other Clues to How 

Stereotypes Affect Us.” This article is in Everything’s an Argument, but the textbook does not 

also contain Staples’ article, so instructors can’t juxtapose Staples with Steele’s 

interpretation of him. Steele references Staples in terms of stereotypes— “Staples was 

dealing with a phantom, a bad stereotype of his race … the stereotype that young African 

American males in this neighborhood are violence prone” (541). He does this to provide an 

example to back up his assertion that stereotyped groups should not allow “our creed of 

individualism, for example, to push [stereotypes] into the shadows” because this is limiting 

to “personal success and development, to the quality of life in an identity-diverse society and 

world, and to our ability to fix some of the bad ways that identity still influences the 

distribution of outcomes in society” (540). Steele praises Staples’s coping strategies. 

Although they didn’t change Steele’s feelings about the assumptions, they did reshape the 

situations he encountered as he was out in the world (542). Thus, Steele uses Staples’s 

experiences as an example to illustrate how stereotypes shape human behavior and argues 

against ignoring stereotypes—instead, through acknowledgement, working to change them. 

In contrast to Claude M. Steele’s interpretation of Staples, Barbara B. Parsons pays 

attention to Staples’s feelings as she critiques “Black Men and Public Space” in her article, 

“Whistling in the Dark,” in The Bedford Reader, which also includes Staples’ article. This 

allows students to go back and review Staples after reading her interpretation to see if they 
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read the article differently. Parsons says that Staples doesn’t go far enough with his 

argument, pointing out that he “fails to convince readers that tolerance and timidity are the 

best response to the problem of racism on the streets” (339). She points out that Black men 

should not have to go through life being hyper aware of their surroundings to make sure they 

are consistently doing as Staples advises to avoid making people nervous or scared. Parsons 

also explains that it would be better to “combat the problem in any controlled yet assertive 

manner” instead of smothering a rage that is “likely to become enflamed again at any 

moment” (338). Through almost accusing Staples of victim blaming as he emphasizes self-

policing, Parsons raises important questions in her critique and provides a more nuanced 

view of “Black Men and Public Space.”  

 I am not arguing that articles like Staples’s “Black Men and Public Space” should not 

be included in FYC textbooks—in fact, including articles like his alongside articles like 

Barbara Parsons’ critique can be an excellent teaching tool. By packaging the readings 

together, students get a solid example of an article alongside an article summary and critique, 

which almost always tie in well with course work. This tactic also provides students with the 

opportunity to see ways that they, too, can learn to interrogate others’ writing. Articles like 

Staples’s “Black Men and Public Space” are problematic because they put the onus of 

thwarting stereotypes on the individual and ignore the world we live in—a world that is 

permeated with bias and institutionalized racism. Recent examples of police killing unarmed 

Black men show just how ineffective it can be to rely on marginalized groups to change 

stereotypes about them perpetuated by mainstream groups—it also is problematic in that it 

urges minorities to assimilate or, minimally, acknowledge white culture, as evidenced 

through Staples use of white culture to soothe the fears of those he encounters. However, 
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placing this article alongside other articles that call stereotypes of Black men into question 

or explain why assimilation can be a bad thing or examine the ways that white culture puts 

Black men in danger would mitigate the messages being sent by articles like Staples “Black 

Men and Public Space” and encourage critical thinking in students as they see examples of 

ways to pick apart and interrogate arguments. 

 Thus, while my research shows that the majority of articles that addressed racial 

issues did so in a positive way, to dispel or interrogate stereotypes, the fact that there are 

still some negative messages being sent show that we need to be more careful about what 

articles we include and how we include them. We want to avoid the negative cultural 

messages sent to youth of color to help them avoid bell hooks’s “colonizing mindset” that 

sets young people of color up for failure in the education system (109). Positive 

representations of people of color will help students of color expand the roles they see 

themselves in and set them up for success instead of failure. Thus, while it’s important to 

consider difference and include it in FYC textbooks, we must be careful about the kinds of 

narratives we normalize through this inclusion—especially if we are trying to show students 

representations of themselves or complicate stereotypes of marginalized people for students 

from dominant groups. 

 A New Canon 

 Robert Perrin and Lynn Z. Bloom, in their respective articles, discuss that there is a 

canon of readings that are often included in FYC textbooks. Dr. Trimmer, in my interview, 

also alluded to articles that are frequently anthologized. In this corpus, too, there are specific 

articles addressing racial difference that form a canon (see Table 5.1). Most represented 

were Amy Tan; Martin Luther King, Jr.; Judith Ortiz Cofer; Brent Staples; Maya Angelou; 



McGinnis   114 
 

Langston Hughes; and George Orwell. Of these, the articles that appeared most often were 

Amy Tan’s “Mother Tongue” (7 appearances), Brent Staples’s “Black Men and Public Space” 

(6 appearances), and Judith Ortiz Cofer’s “The Myth of a Latin Woman: I Just Met a Girl 

Named Maria” (6 appearances). Despite the problematic analysis of Staples’s “Black Men and 

 Public Space,” Amy Tan’s “Mother Tongue” breaks down and highlights stereotypes 

associated with multilingual speakers—in her article, she explains that her mother reads and 

understands very sophisticated texts because she “reads the Forbes report, listens to Wall 

Street Week, converses daily with 

her stockbroker, [and] reads all of 

Shirley MacLaine’s books with 

ease;” however, her mother’s 

spoken English is “broken” or 

“limited” (222-224). Tan 

continues, describing how her 

mother’s spoken English affects 

the way people treat her mother, 

highlighting that even though her 

mother is a smart woman who 

understands difficult texts, 

people treat her as though she is ignorant because of her English-speaking skills. This article 

teaches students that they should not make assumptions about a person’s comprehension 

simply based on their speech skills.  

Table 5.1: Canon of Articles on Race 
Author Total Appearances 
Amy Tan 8 “Fish Cheeks” (1) 

“Mother Tongue” (7) 
Martin Luther 
King, Jr. 

8 “I Have a Dream” (3) 
“Letter from Birmingham Jail” 
(5) 

Brent Staples 7 “A Brother’s Murder” (1) 
“Black Men and Public 
Space”/”Just Walk on By a Black 
Man Ponders His Power to Alter 
Public Space” (6) 

Judith Ortiz 
Cofer 

8 “A Partial Remembrance of a 
Puerto Rican Childhood” (1) 
“More Room” (1) 
“The Myth of the Latin Woman: I 
Just Met a Girl Named Maria” (6) 

Maya Angelou 6 “Champion of the World” (2) 
“Graduation” (2) 
“My Name is Margaret” (1) 
“New Directions” (1) 

Langston 
Hughes 

5 “Salvation” 

George Orwell 4 “Shooting an Elephant” (4) 



McGinnis   115 
 

Similarly, Cofer discusses her experiences as a Latina who “so obviously belongs to 

Rita Moreno’s gene pool,” explaining that her “personal goal in [her] public life is to try to 

replace the old pervasive stereotypes and myths about Latinas with a much more 

interesting set of realities” (67). Again, we see that a common theme in these articles, like 

Staples’s article, is a minority group taking on the responsibility to break down and 

complicate stereotypes about the entire group based on their own actions. Overall, these 

articles present messages of empowerment for students of color—offering them agency to 

address the stereotypes foisted upon them; however, at the same time, they are often 

encouraged to assimilate through acknowledging or conforming to the current power 

structures in place—through working to make non-minorities comfortable with them or 

through giving up aspects of their own cultures to live as “model minorities,” continually 

working to deconstruct stereotypes, instead of taking white culture to task.  

Analysis of Articles on Sexuality  

Of the codes I generated from my corpus, 55 articles (4% of the overall corpus) were 

linked to sexuality, and when sexuality discussion is narrowed down to exclude 

heterosexual experiences, that number 

drops to 21 articles (1% of the overall 

corpus). Three articles addressed two 

sexuality topics: Carmen R. Lugo-Lugo, 

"A Prostitute, a Servant, and a 

Customer-Service Representative: A 

Latina in Academia" discussed 

heterosexuality and pornography; 
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Alison Bechdel’s excerpt from Fun Home discussed pedophilia and gayness; and Cathleen A. 

Cleaver’s “The Internet: A Clear and Present Danger?” addressed pornography and 

pedophilia. This led to a total of 57 topic codes for 54 articles. Of these, 34 (60%) of the 

articles on sexuality addressed heterosexuality, 15 (26%) addressed gay/lesbian issues, 2 

(3%) addressed pedophilia, 3 (5%) addressed pornography, 1 (2%) addressed celibacy, 1 

(2%) addressed bisexuality, and 1 (2%) addressed fetishes (see Figure 5.5).  

 Heterosexuality 

 Overall, articles on heterosexuality present a few overarching themes (see Table 5.2 

Non-Queer Articles)—the first was marriage (and infidelity), followed by sexualization and 

gender roles. Lesser mentioned topics were sexual violence, procreation, and 

heterosexuality as a sexual orientation.  

 When heterosexuality is discussed in terms of marriage, it isn’t always to reinforce 

cultural norms about marriage, as one would imagine. Two articles, Sonya Lea’s “First Bath” 

and Nancy Mairs’s “On Being a Cripple,” do reinforce 

the cultural narratives of sacrifice and commitment 

surrounding marriage—emphasizing sacrifices and 

duties of marriage to disabled spouses (Lea’s 

husband has cancer and she bathes him after his 

first cancer treatment; Mairs has MS and remarks on her husband’s commitment to her and 

their marriage). Another article, Danielle Crittenden’s “About Love,” is an anti-feminist 

defense of marriage, arguing that people don’t grow until they take on “the weight of 

responsibility a family places” upon them (752). Crittenden reinforces the narrative of 

adulthood coming alongside marriage. In contrast, several articles express criticism toward 

 

Table 5.2 Non-Queer Articles 
Sexual violence 2 

Sexualization 10 

Gender Roles 8 

Marriage/relationships 
(Infidelity) 

12 
(4) 

Procreation 2 

Sexual orientation 1 
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marriage—Joan Didion’s “Marrying Absurd,” June Carbone and Naomi Cahn’s excerpt from 

Marriage Markets: How Inequality is Remaking the American Family, Anne Roiphe’s “A Tale 

of Two Divorces”—and others present criticism of marriage in discussions of infidelity: C.S. 

Lewis’s “We Have No ‘Right to Happiness’,” Joyce Carol Oates’s “Edward Hopper’s 

Nighthawks, 1942,” Kate Chopin’s “The Storm,” and “Andre Dubus III’s “My Father Was a 

Writer.” Interestingly, this shows that the cultural narratives surrounding marriage have 

become complex and nuanced, like marriage itself. 

 The other large theme in the articles on heterosexuality was sexualization, usually of 

women. This theme was partly prevalent because Judith Ortiz Cofer’s “The Myth of the Latin 

Woman: I Just Met a Girl Named Maria” appears in six texts. This article explains what life is 

like as a Latina who routinely has her femaleness and race pointed out to her. Other articles 

that focus on sexualization were somewhat critical of looks and desirability: John Leo’s 

“Mirror, Mirror, On the Wall…” and “Ann Marie Paulin’s “Cruelty, Civility, and Other Weighty 

Matters.” Leo’s article discusses the ways beauty standards for women have changed, and 

Paulin’s article recounts a study where students rated sexual attractiveness of hypothetical 

partners—obese people scored lower than many with different disabilities or those with a 

history of STDs. Thus, articles on heterosexuality that fell into the sexualization category 

often worked to critique interactions between women and men. 

 Finally, the third large category in the articles on heterosexuality were focused on 

gender roles. Several reinforce stereotypical gender roles by recounting the way gender 

roles were imparted to them when they were young women: Maxine Hong Kingston’s “No 

Name Woman” appeared in two separate texts, as did Jamaica Kincaid’s “Girl.” Judith Ortiz 

Cofer’s “A Partial Remembrance of a Puerto Rican Childhood” also used this narrative. 
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However, Barbara Dafoe Whitehead’s “Women and the Future of Fatherhood” and Paul 

Theroux’s “Being a Man” both question the role of the father in families. Finally, Carmen R. 

Lugo-Lugo’s “A Prostitute, a Servant, and a Customer-Service Representative: A Latina in 

Academia” questions the gender roles foisted on women of color in academia. Thus, most 

articles in this category are up to the interpretation of the instructor covering the material—

if the articles that recount childhood gender role conditioning are treated critically, students 

may feel as though these articles question normative gender roles; however, if they are 

presented uncritically, they may reinforce stereotypical gender roles for students. 

 Of the articles on heterosexuality, only one article discussed it as a sexual orientation 

and as mutable. This was David Eagleman’s “The Brain on Trial,” which explains the way that 

biology (in this case brain tumors) affects “drives” that people take for granted, like their 

sexual orientation (737). However, this article is a little problematic in that it focuses solely 

on biological changes to sexuality through neurological issues and does not discuss sexuality 

or “drives” that we take for granted as social constructions. 

 Overall, articles on heterosexuality present varying narratives that often are critical 

of cultural narratives surrounding heterosexuality. 

Queerness 

Articles that addressed queer issues presented 

them in a several different ways (see Table 5.3 Queer 

Articles). The articles in my corpus focused on 

stereotypes, suicide, gay marriage, and privacy. Articles 

grouped under “other” contained discussions of sexuality 

that were peripheral to the main point—these were Alisa 

Table 5.3 Queer Articles 
Gay Marriage 2 

Gay Suicide/Death  4 

Transgender 1 

Stereotypes 4 

Privacy 2 

Privilege 2 

Other 2 
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Wolf’s “The Day Nana Almost Flew,” where the main character is a lesbian; and Plato’s 

“Speech of Aristophanes” where the origin of sexual love between men and men, men and 

women, and women and women is revealed. Articles on queerness in my corpus weren’t as 

easily categorized as the articles on heterosexuality had been.  

Another corpus study on queerness in FYC textbooks was completed in 2009. At that 

time, Martha Marinara, Jonathan Alexander, William P. Banks, and Samantha Blackmon 

examined 290 first year composition texts for the ways they presented sexual minorities. 

Choosing texts from the four major publishers at the time, they looked for “if and how images 

of LGBTQ/queer (and at times gendered) subjectivity or topics were included” (275). The 

authors found “identifiable queer content” in 73 of the 290 texts they examined and 

identified patterns of “omission,” “ignoring the sexual identity of queer authors,” “omission 

of sexual identity from substantive discussions of identity,” “ghettoizing as a special or 

controversial topic,” and “reduction of queerness to a range of experiences” in the texts, 

noting that representations of queerness in textbooks “is problematic in its 

oversimplification of queer lives and experiences” (276-278; 280). Alongside these findings, 

the authors noticed problematic trends in the articles that appeared in the FYC textbooks—

articles largely focused on “coming out” narratives or the “debate about gay marriage” and, 

at times, “gays in the media” (280). Articles neglected intersecting identities, bisexuality, and 

transgender people (280). They also noted that gay marriage was presented as “a subject for 

binary debate,” which limits room for critique of the institution of marriage—positioning it 

as “either of interest to gays (pro) or a threat to the culture at large (con) (280-281). These 

findings were similar to mine; however, the legalization of gay marriage on June 26, 2015 

has changed the way that the gay marriage debate is used in FYC textbooks.  
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Gay marriage wasn’t an overarching theme in the articles of the corpus that focused 

on queerness. In contrast to Marinara, et. al.’s, findings, only two articles in my corpus 

focused on gay marriage. These were Ann Hulbert’s “Beyond the Pleasure Principle,” which 

summarizes and analyzes a Pew Research study of “Generation Next,” and Howard Moody’s 

“Sacred Rite or Civil Right?,” which looks at conflicting definitions of marriage. Both articles, 

while initially published in 2007 and 2004, respectively, were not included in the texts that 

Marinara et. al. analyzed. Interestingly, both of these texts avoid couching gay marriage as a 

debate. Instead, Hulbert explains that “Gen Nexters” have positive views of gay marriage 

because they don’t want to “rule out for any kid who is born the advantage of being reared 

by two legally married parents” (418). While this article is not critical of marriage as an 

institution, it does not, as many of Marinara et. al.’s articles did, present gay marriage as a 

binary debate. Instead, it examines why so many young people view gay marriage favorably 

while at the same time, they are cautious about abortion rights. Moody’s article explicates 

several definitions of religious marriage alongside civil law’s view of marriage as a legal 

contract, arguing that the crux of the gay marriage controversy isn’t about gay marriage; it is 

about the separation of church and state (512-518). He complicates the issue, pointing out 

that the definition of marriage “depends on whom you ask, in what era, in what culture. Like 

all words or institutions, human definitions, whether religious or secular, change with time 

and history” (519). This article, too, avoids presenting gay marriage as a binary debate, 

instead it asks readers to take ideas about the meaning of marriage and look at the context 

surrounding them, complicating the way marriage is viewed. Thus, it is evident that the 

legalization of gay marriage has reshaped the way that gay marriage is dealt with in FYC 
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textbooks, and this has made room for the discussion of gay marriage to evolve from a binary 

debate of for/against. 

Also, unlike Marinara, et. al.’s, findings, my corpus did not focus on coming out stories. 

The article nearest to the coming out stories they describe is Roxane Gay’s “A Tale of Three 

Coming Out Stories,” which calls for gay celebrities to give up their privacy and come out of 

the closet publicly “for the greater good” (181). Interestingly, the other article that discusses 

queerness and privacy (Todd Pettigrew “Protecting Free Speech for Teachers in a Social 

Media World”) argues that teachers should be able to say anti-gay things online as long as 

they don’t say them in the classroom. 

Many articles in the corpus dealt with stereotypes and worked to break down 

stereotypes. This tendency falls into line with Marinara, et. al.’s, critique that their research 

showed an “overwhelming focus on gay men as if this group represents all nonnormative 

sexual identity” (278); many of the articles in this corpus did work to disprove stereotypes 

by using gay male experience. On one hand, there still is a large focus on gay men—of the 

sixteen articles that discuss sexuality, seven rely on the gay male experience. Two articles 

have lesbian characters; one article discusses bisexuality; and one discusses transgender 

issues. Thus, the normalization of the gay male experience as a definitive marker for queer 

people’s experiences is noticeably present with the relative absence of lesbian, bisexual, and 

transgender experiences.  

On the other hand, articles in this corpus also challenge Marinara, et. al.’s, critique at 

times. Of the articles with gay male issues, some had more intersectional approaches, often 

bringing in other types of difference to divorce themselves from the “gay white male” 

centralized queer experience. One of these articles was Tim O’Brien’s “Postconviction DNA 
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Testing Should Be Encouraged,” which tells of the conviction and later exoneration (via DNA 

testing) of a gay one-eyed black man with a history of mental illness, so it focused on 

sexuality, race, and disability as an intersecting matrix of oppression—this article presented 

an intersectional critique of the ways that “otherness” is used to convict marginalized people 

of crimes. Another article that presented a white gay male view alongside the views of gay 

men of color was Roxane Gay’s “A Tale of Three Coming Out Stories,” which used the coming 

out of Ricky Martin, Anderson Cooper, and Frank Ocean to exhort other gay celebrities to 

come out of the closet. Gay juxtaposed Cooper’s coming out story with that of Martin and 

Ocean, paying particular attention to the role that race plays in their coming out stories and 

how coming out affects racial communities. These two examples show that FYC texts are 

treating queer issues in a more nuanced way at times, but paired with the relative silence of 

lesbian, bisexual, and transgender voices, there is still a tendency to centralize (white) gay 

male experiences. This is a problematic trend, even if these experiences are intended to 

break down stereotypes about queer experiences, because this creates new stereotypes 

about a singular or “pure” queer experience. 

Thus, while sexuality is discussed very little, it is most often discussed in terms of 

heterosexuality through sexualization (most often of women) and issues surrounding 

marriage. The exclusion of queer texts is a symptom of invisibility and institutionalized 

homophobia. This underscores that sexuality, especially queer sexuality, should be discussed 

more often and in a wider range of ways. Many articles on queer sexuality work to break 

down stereotypes, but there are so few queer articles included in texts that the articles 

working to break down stereotypes don’t have the opportunity to have much of an impact 

on students. Queerness, in comparison to race, class, gender/sex, religion, disability, 
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language, and immigrant status, is the least frequently included of the categories I 

researched. Circling back to Rendleman’s concept of “valuation,” excluding queer 

experiences from our FYC textbooks sends the implicit message that these ways of being are 

not worth being talked about or thought about. It is a positive sign, though, that the current 

corpus does avoid many of the pitfalls identified by Marinara, et. al., as these articles don’t 

“ghettoize” queer readings into “controversy” sections and present queer existence as a 

binary debate as often. In fact, the articles on gay marriage from this corpus present 

interesting, nuanced understandings of marriage as an institution. 

Analysis of Articles on Disability 

 In my corpus, disability was largely ignored. Of the 1,175 articles in my corpus, 35 

dealt with disability issues—2.8% of the overall corpus. This was unsurprising because 

disability studies composition theorists have identified this as an issue (Price; Martin; 

Bruggeman; Ervelles). Deb Martin remarks, “There is a profound absence of dis-ability as a 

subject through which to teach writing…far more textbooks exclude than include dis-ability” 

(75). My research findings validate this critique of disability in FYC textbooks. Further, this 

lack of attention to disability in FYC textbooks also validates the observations of Ella 

Browning in “Disability Studies in the Composition Classroom,” where she explains that 

scholars are critical of the way disability studies is added to FYC, often through the “add-and-

stir” method explained in Chapter Two.  My findings show that these critiques are still valid. 

Not only was disability often excluded from textbooks—when it was included in my 

corpus, it was often used in problematic ways. Of the 34 articles on disability, one article 

included more than one type of difference. This article was Tim O’Brien’s “Postconviction 

DNA Testing Should Be Encouraged,” in which the subject is not only disabled (both 
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physically by a limp and mentally, having a history of mental illness)—he is also Black and 

gay. Other texts focused on the disabled person’s disability and not on how other forms of 

marginalization may combine with the disability to put the subject into multiple areas of 

marginalization and the effect that this may have 

had on the subject.  

 As mentioned earlier, the Americans with 

Disabilities Act (ADA) outlined and shaped what 

articles I coded as “disability”—that is, the article 

discussed some kind of impairment that limits 

major life activities for an individual. Further, upon 

deep coding the articles by type, I followed the 

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 

Disorders 5th 

 edition (DSM-5) to determine if a disability was a mental condition.2 Most often, the disability 

presented was a psychological disorder—of the 34 articles that mention disability issues 

(one article was coded twice, once for a mental disorder and a second time for a limb issue), 

almost half (43%) focus on a condition covered by the DSM-5. These were issues like 

addiction, depression, autism, ADHD, stuttering, and PTSD. Other kinds of disabilities 

involved sicknesses (cancer/tumors, polio), diseases (multiple scoliosis, Parkinson’s 

Disease, Alzheimer’s Disease), syndromes (Fetal Alcohol Syndrome, Down Syndrome) and 

                                                        
 
2 Ervelles explains that Christine Sleeter and Barry Franklin find the categorization of learning disabilities and 
emotional issues problematic, explaining that they further divisions of society (78). However, I used the DSM-
5 categorizations for simplicity’s sake. 

Table 5.4 Disability Articles 
Psychological Disorder 15 

Cancer/Tumor 3 

Limb Issues 3 

Blindness 3 

Other 2 

Multiple Scoliosis 2 

Alzheimer’s Disease 1 

Deafness 1 

Down Syndrome 1 

Fetal Alcohol Syndrome 1 

Parkinson’s Disease 1 

Polio 1 

Spinal Injury 1 
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other issues (deafness, blindness, injury) (see Table 5.4 Disability Articles). Perhaps the 

focus on mental conditions is so prevalent because of current concerns with college student 

mental health. The 2015-2016 Association for University and Counseling Center Directors 

Annual Survey showed that 57.1% of respondents thought that the “severity of student 

mental health concerns and related behavior” had increased in the past year (Reetz, Bershad, 

LeViness, & Whitlock 97). The survey also indicated that 41.2% of students came to the 

counseling center for depression and 20.5% came for suicidal thoughts or behaviors (98). 

These statistics are up from the 2012-2013 survey that reported depression treatment at 

39.3% and suicidal thought/behaviors at 17.86% (Reetz, Barr, Krylowicz 113). As all but 

three of the most recent editions of the texts in my corpus were published in 2016-2017, it 

is possible that this shift is related. 

Overcoming Narratives 

 As noted in Chapter Four (see 

Figure 5.6), disability articles 

simultaneously worked to dispel 

stereotypes, while they frequently 

presented what disability theorists 

call “overcoming narratives.” These 

two themes show that the texts’ 

efforts to dispel stereotypes often 

backfire by reinforcing the 

overcoming narrative as a consequence. 
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 As delineated in Chapter Three, “overcoming” narratives are prevalent in articles on 

disability. Ella Browning outlines that disability scholars prefer to have experiences of 

disabled people presented as simply as another way of living and experiencing the world 

(99). Thus, presenting a narrative that intends to dispel stereotypes through depicting a 

disabled person as highly capable, determined, and “overcoming” the disability actually 

reinforces the idea that disabilities are tragedies that must be “triumphed over” rather than 

normal, different ways of experiencing the world.  

An example of this is Joel Preston Smith’s “Hardscrabble Salvation,” where, on one 

hand, he works to dispel stereotypes of disabled people by presenting his mother as a very 

hard worker who refused to quit, clearing her own land on a “leg, from the thigh down, [that 

was] mostly bone” (71). On the other hand, he reinforces an “overcoming narrative” because 

he presents his mother’s disability as something she had to overcome to succeed instead of 

her normal daily experience.  

 In contrast, there were articles in the corpus that dispelled stereotypes without falling 

into the “overcoming narrative” trope. For example, Harold Krents’s “Darkness at Noon,” 

works to dispel stereotypes about people who are blind—he explains that he has a law 

degree and a “cum laude degree from Harvard College and a good ranking [in his] Harvard 

Law School class;” however, he adds that this didn’t stop over 40 law firms from rejecting his 

applications when he was seeking employment (170). He continues, though, not by 

explaining how he “overcame” his blindness—instead, he recounts an experience that he 

hopes to see repeated. He describes playing basketball with his father using a system they’d 

worked out: his father would stand under the basketball hoop and shout—then, the narrator 

would shoot over his father’s head to hit the hoop. One day, a 5-year-old neighbor pointed 



McGinnis   127 
 

out to his playmate that “he’s blind” (170). Based on the skills of the narrator and his father, 

the child’s friend couldn’t differentiate whether the narrator or his father was blind. Krents 

ends with his hopes that in the future, employers won’t be biased against the disabled, and 

instead, watch employees’ performance to ask “Which one is disabled?” because both 

employees function similarly (170). Thus, in this story, Krents not only dispelled stereotypes 

about disabled people, but he set out an example of how to treat disabled people.  

 My research has shown that, like queer issues, disability issues were largely ignored. 

The few times articles on disability were presented, they often reinforced the image of the 

disabled person as one-dimensional (as his or her disability) and underscored the idea that 

disabled people are unable to live fulfilling lives. We, as compositionists, need to work to 

include more articles like Krents’s “Darkness at Noon” that work to dispel stereotypes and 

urge readers to question the ways that disabled people are treated. 

Implications 

Scholars have noted that there is a canon in first-year readers (Perrin; Bloom) and 

that there is a lack of choices when it comes to first-year readers and rhetorics (Marinara, et. 

al.). The canon present in FYC textbooks in terms of race, sexuality, and disability shows that 

the “difference canon” is mostly concerned with racial difference and aimed towards 

breaking down racial stereotypes, while sexuality and ability difference have both been 

largely left out of the “difference canon.” In the future, I would like to continue analysis of 

articles in this corpus to find what an overall “difference canon” looks like in terms of all 

types of difference studied here and compare that to the articles that don’t discuss difference 

to see which kinds of articles are most represented.  

My findings show that the add-and-stir policy is often relied upon to add diversity 
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into FYC textbooks. For example, Figure 5.7 shows the breakdown of racial difference and 

gender/sex difference discussed in FYC texts. In some instances—especially in terms of texts 

where issues of race or gender/sex comprise more than 20% of the texts’ overall readings—

that the “add-and-stir” policy doesn’t apply as much to race and gender/sex issues; however, 

it is evident when reviewing the data that there is still room to improve, for several texts 

contain less than 10% of their readings addressing race or gender/sex. As race and 

gender/sex were the two most represented categories of difference, it is safe to say that class, 

religion, language, immigration status, and disability are all still subject to the add-and-stir 

policy.  

 This use of the single readings from single authors to represent a whole category of 

difference, shows that FYC textbook publishers should make attempts to include more types 

of difference alongside racial and gender/sex difference; in addition to this, an effort should 
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be made to include articles that treat difference intersectionally—presenting images of 

marginalized peoples that are as rich and complicated. Or, as I have done, instructors who 

find issues of difference important may move away from using FYC textbooks with readings, 

or instructors will spend extra time locating articles to supplement their FYC textbook. As 

Sandra Jamieson suggests, essays can be found both in journals and the popular press to 

compensate for FYC text shortcomings (170). As instructors, it is our responsibility to 

carefully choose what texts we use in our classrooms, and by prioritizing course goals, we 

should be cognizant of the ways difference is represented to our students.  

Limitations & Future Research 

 As I’ve analyzed this corpus, I’ve come across other issues that would bear analysis. 

One of these is author identity—by limiting my analysis to topic instead of including author 

identity and limiting my coding to article and not including the author biographies that 

precede some of the articles, I have missed other areas I could have analyzed. For example, 

Sandra Jamieson and Marinara, et. al., have important things to say about author identity in 

their articles. Jamieson points out that in the readers she’s analyzed, “essays by women and 

people of color are about women and people of color, often placing these identities in 

competition” and that texts explain the experiences of women and people of color; thus, the 

imagined audience is assumed to be white and male (164). She continues, explaining that 

essays by white men cover very different, more academic topics, presenting the idea that 

“the content of the models considered ‘particularly appropriate’ for white male writers is 

clearly different from that presented as ‘appropriate’ for people of color and women” (165). 

Similarly, as Marinara et. al. note, that sexuality of queer authors was often ignored or 

omitted from “substantive discussions of identity” (276). As I went back through my deep 
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coding and analyzed the articles coded “race” for the identity of the author, I found important 

correlations between my corpus and the texts studied by Jamison and Marinara, et. al. 

Notably, as I looked at author identity, it appeared that both of their assertions still hold true. 

Thus, upon completion of this dissertation, I intend to go back through my corpus to analyze 

author identity because when details about things like an author’s sexuality are omitted from 

an author biography, it limits how articles may be analyzed. In addition, my interview with 

Dr. Joe Trimmer of The River Reader and our discussion of author identity has inspired me to 

reach out to other authors from textbooks in my corpus and interview them about how they 

select readings to include in their textbooks. I intend to look specifically at difference 

represented in the identities and social location of authors, and not just topics, to see what 

part author identity may play in article selection, how much acknowledgement is given to 

minority authors in author biographies, and what this attention or lack thereof tells students. 

The question of author identity is problematic in that choosing articles based on author 

identity may reinforce Jamison’s assertion that minorities write on minority issues, and 

white, heterosexual, cisgender men write on other issues; it may also encourage tokenization 

of authors, earmarking specific authors as “Black writers,” “woman writers,” or “gay writers.” 

In addition, what may be lost by excluding texts like Peggy McIntosh’s “White Privilege: The 

Invisible Knapsack” because she is a white woman writing about racial privilege? 

 Another potential avenue for research would be examining the location of texts on 

difference in FYC textbooks. Marinara, et. al., point out that when texts on LGBTQ issues are 

included, they are often placed in sections for “special or controversial” topics or couched as 

a binary “either/or debate” (277). Further research into the way textbooks use their section 

grouping to label, categorize, and/or “ghettoize” (as Marinara, et. al., say) texts is another 
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route that should be explored (277). It might be beneficial to see where article on race, class, 

gender/sex, religion, language, disability, and immigrant status are located and how they are 

situated in relation to other articles in FYC texts, again, to see what message this sends 

students. 

 Finally, additional research is needed on older editions of FYC textbooks to 

investigate how treatment of difference has changed over time, especially in terms of how 

current events surrounding the books’ publication dates may have affected textbook content. 

 Overall, my findings present a hopeful picture. In general, difference does appear in 

most FYC textbooks; however, the ways difference appears are sometimes problematic. 

Articles that engage race and sexuality often have positive aims, while articles that address 

disability issues need to pay more attention to the “overcoming narratives” operating within 

them. While race and gender/sex are fairly well-represented in FYC textbooks, class, religion, 

sexuality, disability, language, and immigration status need better representation. 

This research suggests that white, middle/upper-class, able-bodied, heterosexual, 

Christian, English-speaking, U.S.-born male narratives are reinforced as normative cultural 

narratives by the articles included in FYC textbooks. The field of Composition Studies is 

aware of this problem, but change is slow in coming. As mentioned in Chapter Two, cost is 

the determining factor of what articles are included in textbooks, and author identity was 

considered as a appropriate way to incorporate diverse narratives. Instead of foregrounding 

cost and identity, student development and pedagogical concerns should be considered first 

and foremost when incorporating readings into FYC textbooks. Questions of cost and author 

identity pale beside the cultural issues at stake. FYC textbooks must incorporate diversity 

more thoroughly and more thoughtfully to catch up to the field of Composition Studies, to 
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stay relevant, and to best serve the education of students and society. As composition 

instructors and writing program administrators, we need to make it our duty to compel the 

textbook industry to do a better job in its treatment of difference—we must refuse to 

purchase textbooks that further a negative valuation of marginalized group through 

problematic narratives or neglect. 
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