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ABSTRACT  
   

This research works from in an institutional ethnographic methodology. From this 

grounded approach, it describes the dialectic between the individual and the discourse of 

the institution. This work develops a complex picture of the multifarious ways in which 

institutional discourse has real effects on the working lives of graduate teaching 

associates (GTAs) and administrative staff and faculty in Arizona State University's 

Department of English. Beginning with the experiences of individuals as they described 

in their interviews, provided an opportunity to understand individual experiences 

connected by threads of institutional discourse. The line of argumentation that developed 

from this grounded institutional ethnographic approach proceeds thusly: 1) If ASU’s 

institutional discourse is understood as largely defined by ASU’s Charter as emphasizing 

access and academic excellence, then it is possible to 2) see how the Charter affects the 

departmental discourse in the Department of English. This is shown by 3) explaining the 

ways in which institutional discourse—in conjunction with disciplinary discourses—

affects the flow of power for administrative faculty and manifests as, for example, the 

Writing Programs Mission and Goals. These manifestations then 4) shape the training in 

the department to enculturate GTAs and other Writing Programs teachers, which finally 

5) affects how Writing Programs teachers structure their courses consequently affecting 

the undergraduate online learning experience. This line of argumentation illustrates how 

the flow of power in administrative faculty positions like the Department Chair and 

Writing Program Administrator are institution-specific, entangled with the values of the 

institution and the forms of institutional discourse including departmental training impact 

the teaching practices of GTAs. And, although individual work like that done by the 
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WPA to maintain teacher autonomy and the GTAs to facilitate individual access in their 

online classrooms, the individual is ultimately lost in the larger institutional conversation 

of access. Finally, this research corroborates work by Sara Ahmed and Stephanie L. 

Kerschbaum who explain how institutions co-opt intersectional terms such as diversity 

and access, and that neoliberal institutions' use of these terms are disingenuous, 

improving not the quality of instruction or university infrastructure but rather the 

reputation and public appeal of the university.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The values of an institution affect its employees. Employees are even sometimes 

hired based on how well they fit institutional discourse including the institution’s mission 

statement and goals. It is common practice to echo verbiage from job advertisements as 

well as institutional—and in the case of higher education departmental—mission 

statements in application materials. But it is rather more complicated to pinpoint the ways 

in which institutional values and discourse continue to impact the everyday working lives 

of its employees. This project elucidates some of the connections between institutional 

discourse at Arizona State University (ASU) and a small group of employees in the 

Department of English. How these employees enact, respond to, and struggle with 

institutional discourse is at issue here. The catalyst for this project was my own 

experience being trained to teach online and teaching online for ASU’s Writing 

Programs. When I actually taught my first online class, I felt lost in the creation of it. 

While I understood what tools were available to me, I was nervous about being able to 

adequately explain concepts to my students, clearly communicating project guidelines, 

and productively managing online discussion without the benefit of the looks of 

confusion or understanding on my students’ faces. I relied heavily on my own experience 

as an online student as well as my background in digital literacies and online identity 

during this teaching process. However, I also knew that not everyone had these same 

bodies of theory to lean on and were perhaps also struggling with their online classes. I 

first envisioned a project in which I tested a method of online teaching that could be 
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replicated by other instructors, but I soon realized that this was too small of a scope for 

the systemic underpreparedness of online writing instructors.  

Over the course of the last decade, training programs have been developed to train 

ASU Writing Programs teachers in the instruction of English language learners, basic 

writers, and professional writing. Eventually, the online teaching certification program 

(OTCP) was put in place. The online teacher training was originally designed to help 

established teachers learn the online tools necessary to teach online including the nuances 

of Blackboard, the Learning Management System used until Fall 2018 at ASU, options 

for recording videos, and the like. The Digital Technology Director in ASU’s Department 

of English was part of that burgeoning training program. In our interview, he described 

the training as it existed around 2013: 

Director: So the week-long [training], right… when summer begins, um, we used 
to run… a week-long thing where it was all day. Um, and we'd—we would 
actually pull [trainers from outside the department] in, um, to do sessions on 
active learning and stuff like that. Promoting, you know, discussion in, in courses. 
Um, as a way to sort of augment what we were providing [Writing Programs 
teachers]…. 
 
Abigail: So that’s like the two-week summer boot camp, or something like that? 
 
Director: Yeah, kinda like that. Um, because that, we only did it for one week, 
um, but it was pretty much four or five hours a day…. And um, that was back 
when the college gave, um, grants for such sort of development. And so we 
actually could pay the participants for being there… You know, the workshop 
presenters could all get a small stipend… But that's, that's gone away since. But 
the—We even ran it after that had gone away for quite a while, um, because it, 
what it lets you do is come in with the workshop participants and say, um, “What 
is a course that, you know, one of the things that you have to do before we start 
this workshop is identify a course that you want to create, and as an online course. 
And that's what we're gonna work on for you, um, throughout this week.” 
 
Abigail: Mm-hmm (affirmative) 
 
Director: You know, building a, a course shell, and structuring lessons and all 
that kind of stuff. So it, it gives you a more focused, um, sensibility rather than 
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when in a workshop people go and they'll, you know, they may go to something 
on discussion boards, um, but if they're not actually gonna use that right away, 
they'll forget about it. 
 

However, once the funding changed, the online training changed. Instead of a week-long 

summer bootcamp in which writing teachers could construct their online course, writing 

teachers needed to complete a series of eight workshops over an undetermined amount of 

time. What resulted is training that, because of things like schedule complications, could 

take as long as two or three years to complete, leaving time for the teachers to forget the 

content of the workshops rather than applying what they learned right away as they did in 

the summer bootcamp. The Director worries about a fragmentary approach to online 

teaching, commenting: 

At some point I—I think we might consider going back to the intensive training 
mod—model… at least offering it as an option. Um, because it lets you do some 
things that are a little more difficult to do piecemeal over at the semester or two 
semesters or however long it takes. (Director) 

 
In addition to the loss of funding, the program’s early focus on training established 

teachers in relevant technology rather than digital pedagogy grew to be inadequate 

because new teachers with previous online teaching experience and graduate teaching 

associates (GTAs) who were already familiar with many of the technologies on which the 

program was initially focused trickled into Writing Programs. What they needed was a 

focus on digital pedagogy. 

The lack of material support for the OTCP pointed to larger influences on teacher 

training than the faculty who ran the program and even Writing Programs itself. Rather, 

an entanglement of institutional values, budgets, and discourse impacted the funding for 

the training, the experience of Writing Programs teachers training for online writing 

instruction, and ultimately the experience undergraduates taking online writing courses. 
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This research problem is vast; it affects most of the Writing Programs’ two hundred plus 

teaching staff. Because of the institutional forces at work, institutional discourse needed 

to be a unit of analysis in this project. However, I wanted to be careful not to lose the 

individual experience within the Department, and a clear way to understand both the 

individual experience and the larger fabric of an institution is using an institutional 

ethnographic methodology. Institutional ethnographies emphasize not only the individual 

experience within the institution but also the influence of the researcher’s perspective on 

the issue. In an institutional ethnography, it is desirable for the researcher to have 

firsthand experience in the institution. With this in mind, I decided to focus on my peers, 

GTAs in the Department of English and move forward with online teaching as the 

unifying factor of the study. Because it is necessary to speak with management in the 

institution, I also interviewed a select few administrative staff and faculty within the 

Department of English: the Chair of the Department, the Writing Program Administrator, 

the Program Manager, and the Director, all of whom are connected with Writing 

Programs online teaching in some way. Finally, institutional discourse is represented by 

Arizona State University’s Charter for the New American University, as explained on the 

website for the office of the president and in Michael M. Crow’s coauthored book, 

Designing the New American University. This small snapshot allowed me to work closely 

with the participants and the interview data to be able to fully grasp the impacts that 

institutional discourse had on their everyday working lives, and in the case of the GTAs, 

their online teaching practices. 

Institutional ethnography is a methodology largely developed by feminist 

sociologist Dorothy Smith to focus on the individual experience within a larger 
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institution. Smith argues that one of the key underpinnings of institutional ethnography is 

her definition of the ontology of the social. The ontology of the social differs from other 

social ontologies in one significant way. A social ontology contends that meaning is 

made through shared social situations, emphasizing the shared nature of our experiences. 

Smith argues, however, that similar social situations generate different experiences, and 

that these differences organize our everyday lives. An emphasis on both the individual 

and difference as key ontological (and epistemological) point of analysis are foundational 

concepts not just for institutional ethnography but also for intersectional feminist 

scholarship. Because feminist methodologies are also inherently concerned with the 

individual experience, these two bodies of scholarship speak to one another in 

constructive ways. In the context of this study, I bring together Smith’s ontology of the 

social and Patricia Hill Collins’ epistemological argument that personal experience is 

knowledge creation to scaffold a grounded approach that highly values the experience of 

the individual as an indication and inherent part of the larger fabric of an institution.  

In my original design of this study, I planned to emphasize the online training and 

teaching experience in the Department of English. To pursue this interest, I intended to 

ask: 1. What is the institutional and programmatic discourse about online teaching in the 

Department of English? and 2. How are the GTAs’ perspectives of online teaching 

situated in the institutional discourse of online teaching? I drafted interview questions 

based on these goals, and collected data about the Charter for the New American 

University—the university’s mission statement created by President Crow—to represent 

the institutional voice. However, taking a grounded approach to analyzing the interview 

data, and working toward discovering the problematic of this study helped me to realize 
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that my interlocutors were actually describing the various influences of institutional 

discourse on their daily working lives. Instead, I ask of my data: How does institutional 

discourse, including ASU’s Charter for the New American University and other 

discipline-specific discourses such as the Council of Writing Program Administrators, 

impact the daily working lives of GTAs and employees in the Department of English? 

This question better aligned with the experience of my interlocutors and the developing 

problematic of this research. 

Smith describes the basic purpose of an institutional ethnography as 

“reorganiz[ing] the social relations of knowledge of the social so that people can take 

that knowledge up as an extension of our ordinary knowledge of the local actualities of 

our lives” (emphasis in the original Smith 29), and explains that an institutional 

ethnographer best serves their study and the individuals within an institution when they 

also have an intimate knowledge of the institution through their own experience. From 

the commingling of their experience and the everyday experience of the interlocutors, the 

problematic arises. The problematic, a term Smith borrows from Luis Althusser, is a 

central component to the institutional ethnography, and helps the researcher to 

differentiate between the “actual properties of the everyday worlds” that are networked in 

an institution and the discursive organization of a field of inquiry that takes into 

consideration “the local actualities of” peoples’ lives (38-9). A difficult aspect of the 

problematic is that it cannot be determined before a research project begins, unlike a 

traditional research question. The problematic only becomes clear to the researcher after 

speaking with the individuals within the institution and spending time with the data. 

While the individuals within the institution motivate the problematic, they do not wholly 
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define it. Smith explains that the problematic should not be constrained by nor adopt the 

prejudgements of everyday problems in the institution (40). So, the problematic is not a 

specific research question, but rather an area of inquiry influenced and defined by the 

participants. In the case of this study, the problematic encompasses the GTAs’ and 

administrative staff and faculty’s experiences working in the Department of English, the 

various teacher trainings the GTAs experience, the Council of Writing Program 

Administrator’s student outcomes, and the long-reaching effects of the Charter for the 

New American University. 

Further, Smith argues that the individuals within an institution are unable to 

adequately see the “larger fabric” of the institution and explains that the institutional 

ethnographer must work to examine how their experiences are “hooked into a larger 

fabric not directly observable from within the everyday” (39).  From this combination of 

zooming in to the individual and back out to the institution—or tacking in and out, to use 

Jacqueline Jones Royster and Gesa Kirsch’s terminology—an institutional ethnographer 

can better understand the full picture of an institution. For me, this method was especially 

helpful in figuring out, for example, how the institutional emphasis on access might be 

impacting my interlocutors. The Charter reads:  

ASU is a comprehensive public research university, measured not by whom it 
excludes, but by whom it includes and how they succeed; advancing research 
and discovery of public value; and assuming fundamental responsibility for the 
economic, social, cultural and overall health of the communities it serves. 
(emphasis in original, “ASU Charter”) 

 
The full text of the Charter can be found in Appendix E. The Charter emphasizes “whom 

[ASU] includes and how they succeed,” indicating a commitment to increased access to 

ASU, a high quality research institution, rather than the individual student and employee 
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experience with access in the institution. Tacking between the interview data, the Charter, 

and Crow’s explanation of the New American University in his coauthored book 

Designing the New American University, is what helped me to realize that there are two 

distinct but related conversations of access at ASU. In Chapter 5, I argue that the 

dissonances between these conversations about access are a symptom of larger systemic 

problems similar to those Sara Ahmed observed in her research on diversity work in 

higher education.  

For better or worse, ASU is a neoliberal institution. In her work exploring 

feminist interventions of a neoliberal society, Shari J. Stenberg’s defines neoliberalism: 

Neoliberalism is a set of economic principles and cultural politics that positions 
the free market as a guide for all human action, substituting for, as Paul Treanor 
argues, “all previously existing ethical beliefs.” “Liberal” here references 
economic, not political, ideology; it seeks to remove all barriers to the free 
market, upholding an ideal in which entrepreneurs and private enterprise—not the 
state or federal government—control the economy (Treanor 2005). Neoliberalism, 
then, also prizes individualism and individual responsibility. Individuals are 
regarded as rational economic actors who are expected to make choices that will 
maximize their human capital. (4-5) 

 
Employees within an institution are responsible for furthering the ideals of the institution. 

In a neoliberal institution, the employees are part of a system in which their individual 

work is valued only inasmuch as it acts “in service of profit” for the neoliberal institution 

(Stenberg 5). In the neoliberal institution, there is a conflation between service to society 

and to the economy, so any service to increase the profit margins, knowledge, or human 

capital of the neoliberal institution is also deemed a service to society.  

The flow of money in a neoliberal institution is, arguably, an indication of what 

the institution deems valuable, and budgets in humanities departments have always been 

tight. Some of the first things to be eliminated when the budget is tightened are perks 
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such as course releases, which became more difficult to get in ASU’s Department of 

English around the same time they eliminated the service requirement for their instructors 

in 2014. Course releases are a helpful way to accommodate teachers in the department 

who work on training programs, especially since not all training programs, like the 

Online Teaching Certification, within the department had an official practicum associated 

with them. As funding for the Department of English waned, some administrative faculty 

in the Department chose to disburse the budget in such a way that Writing Programs 

teachers and their students bore the brunt of that difference. Though Writing Programs 

continued to teach courses in which nearly every incoming student enrolled, the 

disbursement of the Department of English budget clearly communicated the lack of 

value—or maybe just profit since in a neoliberal institution there is little difference—it 

saw in the department. 

Neoliberalism, money, discourse, and persuasion all share a common factor: 

power.  For me, it is nearly impossible to discuss the effects of power without thinking 

about the body of work by Michel Foucault. When Foucault explains power, he speaks in 

terms of force relations and their ebb and flow. A government or other institution is not, 

in and of itself, power—though they can be powerful. Rather, institutions, hierarchies, 

and even oppression are all effects of power. Power is also not inherently hierarchical in 

which “a general system of domination [is] exerted by one group over another” (Foucault 

92). Instead, power is ubiquitous; it emanates from and is “exercised from innumerable 

points” (Foucault 94). Power surrounds us as air does, and, for Foucault, it is something 

that one must hold on to, lest it “slip away” (94). Foucault also tells us that “there is no 

power that is exercised without a series of aims and objectives,” noting that power is 
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intentional and always seems to have an endgame, even if there is no specific person 

understood to have orchestrated it (95). There is always power at work in the world, in 

one way or another. 

Foucault’s conception of power is intrinsically linked with discourse. Discourse is 

a mode through which power is exercised and reinforced, but it “also undermines and 

exposes it, renders it fragile and makes it possible to thwart it” (Foucault 101). Like 

power, discourse is neither inherently good nor evil. Discourse contains multiplicities, 

and, Foucault explains, can be deployed tactically within the force relations, leaving “us” 

to examine the “tactical productivity” and “strategical integration” of discourses (102). 

“Discourse” in and of itself is a loaded term in most fields of English studies; “discourse” 

means something slightly different in discourse analysis, in conversations about 

disciplinary discourses, and in conversations about societal discourses to name a few. In 

this study, Foucault’s conceptions of power as something that is ubiquitous and discourse 

as a mode of reinforcing, exercising, or thwarting power inform how I think about, write 

about, and analyze the neoliberal institution and the effects of its discourse. 

The neoliberal institution also claims power by coopting complex terminology 

into its lexicon, deploying the terminology in flat, limited ways. In her work on the 

discourse surrounding the term “diversity” in Midwestern University’s institutional 

discourse, rhetorician Stephanie L. Kerschbaum notes that “[d]iscourse linking diversity 

and market value is common at Midwestern” (34), commenting that the university 

positions diversity as a resource it must “tap” and “convert…to institutional gain” (36). In 

effect, “when diversity is articulated through the language of the global market…the 

effect is to commodify individuals’ racial and ethnic backgrounds,” collapsing the 
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meaning of diversity and turning individuals into commodities, rather than understanding 

them as a valuable part of our societal fabric (36). Intersectional feminist scholar Sara 

Ahmed had similar findings in her institutional ethnographic study of higher education 

diversity workers in Australia and the United Kingdoms. Ahmed wrote of the dual nature 

of diversity work in higher education. She argues that the institution simultaneously 

recognizes diversity as an important goal by fact of creating positions for diversity 

workers in the university and also absolves itself of any genuine steps toward diversity by 

having acknowledged that it is important. At ASU, the coopted term is “access.” 

Arizona State University has a very cohesive institutional discourse. President 

Crow has spent over a decade developing, refining, and marketing the concept of the 

New American University. ASU’s Charter for the New American University stands as 

the university’s mission statement. Similar to what Kerschbaum argues about the 

commodification of diversity by Midwestern University, ASU commodifies access by 

“measuring” its worth by “whom it includes and how they succeed” (emphasis in 

original, “ASU Charter”). The Charter utilizes the term “access” in its first goal: ASU 

aims to “demonstrate leadership in academic excellence and accessibility” (“ASU 

Charter”). In the Charter, access is defined as increased access to enrollment at ASU. 

This definition influences the university as a whole. For example the growth in student 

population by tens of thousands since the early 2000s means that the university has had to 

grow in terms of employees, real-estate, and infrastructure; this growth has not been 

painless, as I will discuss further in Chapters 4 and 5. Access touches the working lives of 

administrative faculty and staff in the Department of English as well as the GTAs. In 

particular, the Chair and WPA in the department use the discourses of access and 
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academic excellence from the charter to enact change in the Department of English. For 

the GTAs, access impacts the kinds of students that they teach in their classrooms, with 

first-generation students making up nearly half of ASU’s student population as well as 

the varying socioeconomic and educational backgrounds in their students. To compound 

these aspects of access, there are also concerns of accessibility in the classroom. In online 

writing instruction, that accessibility is tied up in access to technology. As I discuss more 

thoroughly in Chapter 5, ASU’s neoliberal focus on big-picture access to the university 

both flattens the meaning of “access” and stands in as a substitute for the including 

meaningful support to achieve a fully accessible university, causing conflict when we 

consider both access in terms of access to the university as well as accessibility on an 

individual and classroom level. 

Organization of the Dissertation 

This dissertation is organized into a total of six chapters including the introduction 

and conclusion. In the next chapter, Chapter 2: “Methodology, Methods, and Institutional 

Ethnography,” I outline my methodological approach and methods for this study. I both 

take up and interrogate Smith’s institutional ethnography methodology, suggesting that it 

can benefit from an intersectional feminist approach. More specifically, Smith’s emphasis 

on lived experience echoes Patricia Hill Collins’ theorization of black feminist 

epistemology. Collins argues in Black Feminist Thought that lived experience is theory, 

and is something that should be taken seriously by researchers. I also take time to unpack 

Smith’s ontology of the social because it can work as an important organizing frame for 

institutional ethnographic projects. Finally, this chapter also explains the specific 



13 

ethnographic methods used in this dissertation, the participants and how they were 

chosen for this study, and how I processed the data. 

Chapter 3: “Institutional Influences on Graduate Teaching Associates” details the 

institutional forces that have affected the way the Graduate Teaching Associates (GTAs) 

approach their online classroom. Taking Smith’s ontology of the social as an organizing 

frame, I describe the kinds of institutional training that the GTAs completed in order to 

be able to teach online for ASU Writing Programs: a general GTA training as well as 

completing eight workshops for the Online Teaching Certification Program. As the 

Director described, the GTAs completed their training to teach online piecemeal over the 

course of a year or two, mostly focusing on learning the tools available to them for online 

teaching. From these points of similarity, difference in experience is generated. The 

training, imbued with and enforcing institutional discourse, had varying and lasting 

effects on the GTAs and their online classrooms. 

Like the GTAs, the administrative faculty in the Department of English feel the 

effects of institutional discourse in their everyday working lives. Chapter 4: “Faculty and 

the New American University” describes how the Chair of the Department of English and 

the Writing Program Administrator (WPA) perform their job duties from a liminal space 

within the Department and the university. It is from this liminal space, a space in which 

one is constantly in-between or in-process, that the Chair and WPA leverage the power of 

their positions. Both women are experienced in their positions and committed to the 

individuals within the Department of English. The force relations imposed upon them by 

complex power structures in their positions including intersections of institutional 

discourse, their gender, whiteness, and experience in their positions, restrict the power of 
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their positions, and require them to reinforce institutional discourse and policies to the 

employees in the Department, even if they do not agree with them. But, by understanding 

and leveraging institutional discourse to redirect portions of the budget, they are also able 

to enact positive change within the Department of English. 

The final chapter, Chapter 5: “Disconnects in the Access Discussion at ASU” 

takes a closer look at how President Crow’s charter for the New American University 

deploys the term “access” to take advantage of the positive public image that granting 

increased undergraduate access to a world-class research institution and stagnating the 

building of an infrastructure that might support an “accessible” institution. The word 

“access” contains multiple meanings. In the Charter’s deployment of access, it denotes 

increased access to American research universities (ASU in particular) for undergraduate 

students, but lacks the complexity that socioeconomic, gender, abledness, and race bring 

to the conversation. I call this big-picture access. ASU administrative faculty and staff 

echo ASU’s consideration of big-picture access, showing another key influence of 

institutional discourse on its employees. On the other hand, GTAs within the department 

are more focused on the individual aspect of access, or individual access. GTAs worry 

about how their individual students experience access in their classrooms and at the 

university, including concerns of digital literacies and the availability of the technology 

necessary to complete coursework. There can and should be overlap between these two 

conversations of access at ASU, and I argue that if ASU wants to make a truly accessible 

institution, they must pay due consideration to individual access in the university. 

The emphasis in an institutional ethnography is on the data, the individual, and 

the researcher, rather than the underlying theory. While theory plays a role in the 
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analysis, it is only to help situate the findings in the related scholarly conversations. In 

the next chapter, I thoroughly explain the underlying methodology of this practice. By 

surveying scholarly conversations about institutional ethnography; feminist methodology, 

ontology, and epistemology; and intersectional feminist epistemology, I am able to 

ground this study in an social constructivist epistemology built from Smith’s ontology of 

the social. From this methodological perspective, I am able to proceed with the 

understanding that an institution is inherently dialectic, built from and upon social 

interactions. 
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CHAPTER 2 

METHODOLOGY, METHODS, AND INSTITUTIONAL ETHNOGRAPHY 

Methodology can be, in and of itself, a difficult concept. Often, methodology is 

mistaken for or conflated with the method of a project. One of the simplest explanations 

of methodology is that it is a combination of methods and ideology or the ideology 

behind one’s methods. Our methodology is encompassing; it asks us to consider not only 

ideology behind our methods, but also our own epistemological and ontological beliefs. 

Since methodology encompasses our epistemologies and ontologies, it is an expression of 

how we, as scholars, view the world. It is how we make visible to others that 

positionality, and it is the filter through which we sift our methods, our research, and 

even our personal lives. Whether due to the author’s own neglect or simply due to the 

practical consideration of length requirements imposed by publishing companies and 

academic journals, methodology makes scarce appearance in many works of scholarship 

(Ramazanoglu and Holland). So, I would like to take the opportunity and space afforded 

by the genre of the dissertation to discuss the methodology that grounds this research 

project. My research ethics have been heavily influenced by feminist methodology, 

including institutional ethnography, even if gender is not always at the foreground of my 

analysis. These ethics permeate my research projects, informing the decisions I make 

regarding the approach to the research, my interaction with my research participants, the 

way that I process the research data, and my analysis of that data. 

What is Institutional Ethnography? 

There are two main components to the methodology in this project: feminist 

methodology and institutional ethnography. Because I intend to build a framework that 
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takes up and interrogates institutional ethnography in relation to other feminist 

methodologies, it is first necessary to give an overview of institutional ethnography. In 

Mapping Social Relations, Marie L. Campbell and Frances Gregor explain “institutional 

ethnography draws on local experiences in confronting and analyzing how people’s lives 

come to be dominated and shaped by forces outside of them and their purposes” (12). In 

order to do this, institutional ethnography takes up a version of feminist standpoint 

theory,1 locating individuals within an organization to understand the larger social fabric 

of the institution. Although there is some slippage between method and methodology, 

institutional ethnography functions as a methodological approach to a specific kind of 

inquiry. Beyond that, Dorothy Smith claims that institutional ethnography is more than a 

methodology; it is a sociology (2). For Smith, this distinction of institutional ethnography 

as a new sociology indicates a paradigm shift from traditional positivist sociological 

inquiry to an emphasis on the individual and their social interactions.  

Grounded in her experience in the women’s movement, and the multiple scholars 

that took up the arguments in her 1987 publication The Everyday World as Problematic, 

Smith2 develops the theory of institutional ethnography as a way to examine ruling 

relations and shift the participants of ethnographic studies from objects of study to 

knowers. Smith argues that the way to do this is through a social ontology with the 

ultimate goal “to reorganize the social relations of knowledge of the social so that people 

                                                
1 Feminist standpoint theorists argue that women have a better understanding of gender 
oppression because they are the targets of patriarchal oppression. 
 
2 There is a group of researchers who work on developing institutional ethnography as a 
dynamic methodology that is adaptable for each research situation (DeVault and McCoy), 
but Smith’s Institutional Ethnography is considered a cornerstone of institutional 
ethnographic methodology. 
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can take that knowledge up as an extension of our ordinary knowledge of the local 

actualities of our lives” (emphasis in original 29). So, research begins with “building the 

accounts” of the everyday person within the institution, which then guides the 

researcher’s focus in the larger investigation. Because of these goals, institutional 

ethnographers themselves play an active part in institutional ethnographic research since 

“they cannot stand apart from what they know and what they learn about the world… 

they enact the world they inhabit and know about” (emphasis in original, Campbell and 

Gregor 23). It is within this close relation of the institutional ethnographer, the institution, 

and the participants that the problematic arises.  

The problematic is an “organizing frame” for an institutional ethnography. It “is 

different from a research problem as it is commonly understood in scientific research… 

because it is only after the researcher is immersed in the field, and has talked with people, 

that the problematic necessary for investigation crystallizes” (Bisaillon 618). The 

problematic “isn’t developed theoretically,” and it is different from a research question in 

traditional ethnographic research (Smith 207). A traditional ethnography begins with a 

research question (even if that question evolves throughout the research process), but the 

problematic only becomes clear to the researcher after speaking with the individuals in 

the institution and spending time with the data. Rather than the comparatively narrow 

focus of the research problem, the problematic “embodies and points to problems, 

tensions, and contradictions that arise in the relations between people and how society is 

organized” (Bisaillon 617). At first glance, this term might not seem so different from 

other methodological assumptions that inform ethnographic research. However, what is 

important for an institutional ethnography is both the actual usage of the problematic as 
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well as the mindset it requires from the researcher (as with standpoint theory). For Smith, 

the problematic is an important way of viewing the area of inquiry for an institutional 

ethnography because it does not limit an institutional ethnography to a specific question 

or inquiry. Rather, the problematic opens it up to all the possibilities of the research. 

Because an institutional ethnographer has a responsibility to the individuals in their study 

and within the institution to extend their knowledge of the institution, the area of inquiry 

should not be limited to particular questions.  

It is the job of the institutional ethnographer to work, in a grounded approach, to 

understand both the everyday perspectives of the individuals as well as to understand the 

institutional as a whole. Smith talks about the larger fabric of an institution, and if we 

follow that metaphor, we can think of the “actual properties of everyday worlds” as 

threads in this woven fabric (38); the threads of individual experience weave together to 

create this larger fabric. Each thread is important and is necessary to complete the fabric, 

but alone or even in small groups threads cannot form the whole of the fabric. So 

everyday experiences are mapped on to “the terrain of sociological discourse” (Smith 

39), bringing in the ethnographer’s knowledge of relevant research. These things 

together, then, define the problematic— the area of inquiry for the ethnography. And 

though the theory is an important part of the puzzle, institutional ethnography also 

“rejects the dominance of theory,” again working from that everyday experience (Smith 

39). However, rejecting the dominance of theory and beginning from everyday 

experiences is itself a grounded theoretical stance, creating somewhat of a contradiction, 

a point which I will return to later in this chapter.  

It is common for an institutional ethnography to have no single right way to 
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proceed with the research. Rather, institutional ethnography is guided by the researcher’s 

desire to “map” ruling relations and to provide insight and knowledge to the individuals 

with in an institution. An institutional ethnographer is particularly interested in the social 

interactions that impact the participants’ work lives as well as nodes where they intersect 

(DeVault and McCoy). These focuses work not to enable the researcher to make 

generalizations about the participants, but rather to “find and describe social processes 

that have generalizing effects” in order to “show the lineaments of ruling relations” 

(DeVault and McCoy 753). Data collection in institutional ethnography attempts to 

gather the experiences of the individual as well as to “expand beyond what people in the 

local setting know and do” in order to expose and analyze the ruling relations within an 

institution (Campell and Gregor 59-60). An institutional ethnography can be supported by 

a range of data types and data collection techniques. 

For a successful institutional ethnography, it is necessary to have both the 

cooperation of upper-level administration as well as local research participants (Campbell 

and Gregor 65-66). Regarding the types of data collected for institutional ethnographies, 

there is precedent for utilizing established ethnographic data collection methods including 

“interviews, case studies, focus groups, textual analysis, discourse analysis, 

autoethnography, participant observation, and archival research” (LaFrance and Nicholas 

134). Institutional texts are a significant part of the data set for institutional ethnographies 

because they can indicate the ideologies of an institution, and the “text-reader” 

conversation between institutional texts and individuals within the institution is seen as 

something that regulates the everyday happenings within an institution (Smith 105). 

Appropriate texts to include are those which can be considered replicable: “texts that can 
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appear again and again in different places and at different times and for different people 

to read, watch, or listen to” (Smith and Turner 5). These might include training materials, 

photographs, payroll documents, department newsletters, school newspapers, or recorded 

events or speeches available through the institution’s website. In the case of this study, 

the texts are the public-facing website that explains the ASU Charter for the New 

American University and its goals as well as Designing the New American University, a 

book co-authored by President Crow and William B. Dabars. 

Why Feminist Methodology? 

At a pre-conference workshop for the Conference on College Composition and 

Communication (CCCC) in 2017 sponsored by the Coalition of Feminist Scholars in the 

History of Rhetoric and Composition (CFSHRC), I was sitting at a table discussing 

feminist methods with a few other graduate students. Our discussion group was led by 

Jenn Fishman, a former CFSHRC president. One point of conversation that arose was 

whether or not feminist research could be done if the subject of the research was not 

gender. What Jenn told us has stuck with me: Any research we choose to do was feminist 

because we are feminist researchers. This sentiment was something we were all looking 

for, but were a bit nervous about. Having someone like Jenn point this out helped to 

crystalize the idea that my work is inherently feminist— well, really, it helped to give me 

permission to approach any research I do as feminist, and I have since come to adopt this 

way of thinking. Further, I think that it is a testament to the quality of feminist 

scholarship that it can be adopted to take up projects that do not center on the impact of 

gender on a given situation. While feminist research methods and methodology cannot 

and should not be adopted without consideration of its rich history and the researcher 
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positionality, feminist methods and methodologies can and do have a positive impact on 

multiple types of academic research. 

Feminist scholarship is important for me because of its commitment to 

marginalized voices, and its push against traditional scholarship and androcentric 

thinking. Although I do not necessarily agree with everything feminist—for example, 

Alecia Y. Jackson and Lisa A. Mazzei’s argument that feminist qualitative research 

should not employ coding nor seek to tell a cohesive narrative is not one I agree with—

feminist approaches to things like research, teaching, and general interactions with people 

seem to me to be some of the most ethical approaches. The ethics of research is 

something that is also vital to me. Checking in with yourself, your research participants, 

and with other scholars within your scholarly conversation—tacking in and tacking out,3 

to use Jacqueline Jones Royster and Gesa Kirsch’s terminology—is paramount for that 

ethical research, and is core to any kind of feminist scholarship. 

What is Feminist Methodology? 

It is necessary to preface this discussion with the acknowledgement that some 

components of feminist methodology are not entirely unique to feminist methodology. 

Most quality qualitative research includes some amount of reflexivity on the part of the 

researcher, and other approaches such as those grounded in anti-racist or disability 

research have similar approaches to researcher-participant relationships as well as 

                                                
3 Royster and Kirsch adapt this metaphor from Clifford Geertz. They expand it to explain 
the feminist rhetorical practice of tacking in to use established methods such as rhetorical 
analysis to closely focus on materials and tacking out to indicate the “global” view that 
takes into consideration traditionally established knowledge as well as utilizing critical 
imagination—the practice of listening deeply and reflexively to data and the context of 
the data—to see and understand the greater significance of a given research project or 
situation. 
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researcher positionality (Ramazanoglu and Holland). To dispel some inaccurate yet not 

uncommon views about feminist research: feminist research is not simply defined as 

“female researchers studying women,” there is no one “right way” to do feminist 

research, and feminists do not share a singular epistemological or ontological belief 

(Ramazanoglu and Holland 15-16). Feminist groundings for methodologies, rather, as 

feminist scholars Caroline Ramazanoglu and Janet Holland argue, are “distinctive 

[because of] the particular political positioning of theory, epistemology, and ethics that 

enables the feminist researcher to question existing ‘truths’ and explore the relations 

between knowledge and power” (16). A rich body of feminist scholarship grounds 

feminist methodologies, and part of the value—and even the strength—of feminist 

approaches to research are their characteristic flexibility and multiplicity. Intrinsic in a 

field of study where multiplicity is embraced, there are extensive “debates about feminist 

methodology [which] encompass questions about theories of knowledge, strategies of 

inquiry, and standards of evidence appropriate to the production of feminist knowledge” 

that can be traced back to early feminist scholarship (Hawkesworth 4).   

One constant in feminist methodologies is that they are always concerned with 

how power is working in a given situation and often work from the assumption that 

knowledge is produced in contexts that are both social and political. Feminist 

methodologies are also always value-critical, theory-laden, and human-centered. Given 

these foci, it is particularly important for feminist researchers to consider their own 

methodological groundings. Like Ramazanoglu and Holland point out: throughout the 

research process feminist researchers “make decisions about how to produce and justify 

their knowledge, whether they do so intentionally or not, and… these decisions matter” 
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(2). Further, in their work on feminist methodology, Ramazanoglu and Holland contend 

that feminist researchers must likewise consider “how (or whether) social reality can be 

understood; why conceptions of sexuality and gender have some meanings rather than 

others; how people make sense of their experiences; and how power inhabits knowledge 

production” (2)—i.e., what a feminist researcher’s ontological and epistemological 

beliefs are.  

Feminist Ontologies 

For the moment, I want to focus on ontology. Ramazanoglu and Holland describe 

ontology as “a way of specifying the nature of something” (11); ontology can also be 

thought of as “the study of being” (Crotty 10). There are a range of ontological beliefs 

that undergird academic research, each ontological position contributing to a particular 

viewpoint and approach to research. The realist ontological belief in “capital-T” Truth 

and that realities exist outside of the mind is what grounds scientific objectivity and 

positivist research. But scientific objectivity is not exclusively an ontological concern; as 

qualitative methods scholar Michael Crotty notes, objectivity is actually the 

epistemological belief that “meaning, and therefore meaningful reality, exists as such 

apart from the operation of any consciousness” (8). The belief that the objective Truth of 

something can be found out through scientific reasoning, experimentation, and an 

unbiased researcher has been critiqued by feminist scholars for decades, though that is 

not to say that there are not any feminist researchers who subscribe to a positivist or post-

positivist framework. Primarily, feminists have critiqued positivism for its objectivist 

epistemology that denies the influence of social context on both the research situation and 

researcher interpretation. Instead, feminist researchers work predominantly from social 
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ontologies and epistemologies, and, while there are differing ontological perspectives 

among feminist scholars, the most common feminist ontological belief is that gender is 

socially constructed (Hawkesworth; Ramazanoglu and Holland). Most often, to believe 

that gender is socially constructed is to believe that gender traits are mutually agreed 

upon within a society, developing from social interactions. That is, what society 

considers masculine and feminine are not inherent traits that one is born with, but rather 

they are mutually agreed upon gender traits cultivated, reinforced, and reified by social 

interactions. Thus, the ontological belief that we construct meaning socially leads to the 

belief that gender is socially constructed, a stark contrast to realist ontology. 

In building the sociology of an institutional ethnography, Smith takes steps to 

develop the ontology of the social, a concept she considers vastly different from the 

traditional empirical paradigms of sociology. She argues that the way traditional 

ethnographic methodologies position categories such as “sociocultural differences” or 

“social class” as the subjects of inquiry is problematic and decenters human research 

participants. The instances of observation or snippets of interview data then serve as 

illustrations of the ethnographer’s theories rather than a mapping the everyday 

experiences “onto the terrain of a sociological discourse” (Smith 39). Traditional 

ethnography begins with the theory, placing interactions in predetermined categories and 

touting them as examples of social relations (Smith 30-31). In contrast, institutional 

ethnography begins with the experiences of individuals “involved in the institutional 

process and focus[es] on how those actualities were embedded in social relations, both 

those of ruling and those of economy” (Smith 31). Institutional ethnography, then, bears 

resemblance to grounded research in which researchers work first from the data and then 
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move on to consider related theory, privileging the research participants and the data 

rather than the existing theory.  

The ontology of the social is a particular way of understanding the 

interconnectedness of individuals. Smith explains: 

For institutional ethnography, the social as the focus for study is to be located in 
how people’s activities or practices are coordinated. Individuals are there; they 
are in their bodies; they are active; and what they’re doing is coordinated with the 
doings of others.… Coordination isn’t isolated as a phenomenon that can be 
differentiated from people’s activities; it is not reified as “social structure” or as 
“rules”; it is not conceived to be a specialized form of action in itself. (emphasis 
in original 59) 

 
The social is then not simply a transaction between individuals, but rather something that 

is coordinated between individuals. A social ontology might take for granted that 

individuals share social norms, and their experiences are organized by those similarities; 

conversely, Smith’s ontology of the social takes shared aspects of lives and 

acknowledges that those shared aspects can create differences. Smith gives the example 

of two individuals moving a table up the stairs, a woman on the bottom and a man at the 

top. They share in common the staircase, the table, and the job of moving the table. But 

from those similarities there are different experiences—perhaps irritation on the part of 

the woman because the man at the top is ignoring her suggestions for how to complete 

the task (Smith 61). So while they share a social situation (the task of moving the table), 

from the shared experience each individual experiences the completion of the task 

differently because of their differing perspectives and the weight of their varied expertise 

in the task. The shared social situation both “coordinates differences and generates 

differences” (Smith 61). Those differences, Smith argues, are the part of the coordination 

researchers need to pay attention to. However, the institutional ethnographer must keep in 
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mind that an individual does not become the sole focus of the study; rather each 

individual is a distinct “essential presence” within the whole (Smith 59). In this way, 

Smith privileges individual experience as an essential part of understanding the whole 

while also maintaining that the “larger fabric” of an institution is “not directly observable 

from within the everyday” (39).  

 Smith, and other institutional ethnographers, call the move from realist ontology 

to the ontology of the social the “ontological shift” and draw upon Marxist ideologies in 

order to understand the nature of something as instigated and organized by a person’s 

social interaction (Bisaillon). This ontological shift “means transferring agency away 

from concepts… back into the embodied knower” (Deveau qtd in Bisaillon 617), working 

to maintain the individuality and humanity of participants and individuals within the 

institution, rather than reducing them to illustrations of theory. As with Marx, the 

differences in experiences are one of the key aspects of the ontology of the social. The 

institutional ethnographer, then, is not concerned with providing a universalized story 

about the experiences of the individual within the institution, rather they take those 

intersections of differences to understand “the ways in which people participate in social 

relations and in which what they do and experience is organized by how others’ doings 

are coordinated with theirs” (Smith 63). Though it usually stems from epistemic 

considerations, utilizing points of difference as axes of analysis is exactly what 

intersectional feminist scholarship does. Enacting intersectional research is to add layers 

of complexity to a given situation by examining the ways in which multiple oppressions 

interact and react to a given situation, organization, or body.  

Another foundational concept for the ontology of the social is that the “larger 
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fabric” of an institution is not “directly observable from within the everyday” (Smith 39). 

There is some tension in Smith’s assertion that it is impossible to understand the larger 

picture from the standpoint of an individual. Although the ontology of the social works to 

give weight to individual experience and their everyday knowledge of an institution, the 

assertion that individuals cannot know, from their standpoint, the larger picture has the 

potential to reify the power structures that it is attempting to subvert. Because this stance 

suggests that it is necessary for an outside observer to enter in order to explicate these 

intricate social relations, it potentially recreates some of the issues Smith raised about 

traditional sociological ethnographies. There is some amount of truth in Smith’s 

argument; at times, it can be difficult to see the larger picture when one is close to the 

subject—the idiom “cannot see the forest for the trees” comes to mind. However, the 

argument that the individual is unable to know the larger picture of an organization also 

reifies the top-down power structure that Smith is working to diminish. Perhaps a part of 

that tension could be bridged by working to include intersectional feminist scholars. 

At this point, it is important to keep in mind that Smith is writing to a very 

particular audience. She is working within the disciplinary paradigms of sociology, which 

have traditionally valued an objective researcher and utilized ethnographic data to 

support theory and hypotheses because, even for all of the progress that feminist 

scholarship has made, the neutral observer is still the reigning champion when it comes to 

communicating research validity. At times, though, it seems as though Smith is retracing 

the arguments that intersectional feminists such as Patricia Hill Collins, Gloria Anzaldúa, 

and bell hooks made in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Even so, Smith does not cite any 

of these intersectional feminist thinkers. Instead, we see her leaning on scholars like 
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Louis Althusser and Mikhail Bakhtin and building her concepts from Marxist ideologies. 

Smith was one of the first women to pioneer feminist research methods in sociology, and 

I think that we can see in Institutional Ethnography a continuation of the mindset that 

came about in early liberal feminist scholarship—to show a thorough, and even superior, 

knowledge of classical male scholars and to work within their paradigms to argue for the 

validity and necessity of feminist scholarship.  

The consequence of Smith’s focus on a sociological audience is that she 

constructs her argument for valuing personal experience and for the ontology of the 

social as though it is a new concept that needs to be properly theorized in order to be 

taken seriously, rather than working to incorporate and build upon work by intersectional 

feminist scholars who have been arguing for its importance for more than a decade before 

Institutional Ethnography was published. In fact, for Collins, personal experience is 

theory, and her sociology-based work in Black Feminist Thought has helped underscore 

the importance of valuing personal experience academic research.4 Part of the dissonance 

here could be that Smith is explicitly focusing on ontology and dismissing epistemology, 

whereas Collins specifically works to establish black feminist epistemology. But, when 

concerning the use of personal experience, there is significant overlap between what 

Smith is arguing and what Collins first developed over a decade before Institutional 

Ethnography was published. 

Although maintaining the individuality and humanity of participants is the goal of 

the ontological shift, this is, in practice, quite difficult to do. In his critique of institutional 

                                                
4 Collins’ emphasis on lived experience as theory is one way that she values black 
women’s experiences, especially those who live outside of academia. In doing this, 
Collins pushes against the androcentric academic tendency to undervalue the individual 
and prioritize theoretical knowledge. 
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ethnography, Kevin Walby contends that “contrary to its own claims about what it 

achieves, institutional ethnography relies not on the authority of the participant as an 

expert of their everyday life but on the authority of the institutional ethnographic frame to 

be able to guide the interview toward satisfaction of [its] ontological claims” (1022). His 

second point of critique regarding institutional ethnography is Smith’s ontology of the 

social. Walby argues two main points regarding the ontology of the social: 1) Ontology 

always “truncates” the real in its attempts to describe the real, and so always necessarily 

objectifies research participants, and 2) that Smith’s theorization of a social ontology is 

not unique. On the second point, Walby gestures to Jack Katz’s explanation of a social 

ontology within the field of criminology. Although it is true that social ontology is not a 

new concept, Walby actually misinterprets Smith’s ontology of the social. Katz is 

specifically arguing for the relevance of a social ontology to the study of crime, as Smith 

is arguing for its relevance to sociology. And, while Katz provides a thorough and 

thoughtful explanation of social ontology, the attention to difference within the 

coordination and organization of social interactions is the small, yet crucial, 

distinguishing factor of Smith’s ontology of the social. 

On the point of ontology necessarily truncating that which it describes, Walby is 

again correct. As we have seen in many theories regarding language, language is 

inevitably inadequate for the description of anything;5 this is especially true for social 

realities. Walby posits reflexivity—which he also paints as problematic since it has the 

potential to give a false sense of critical thought in one’s research, its potential for 

“fetishization,” and its potential to become “self-referential”—within the research process 

                                                
5 For instance, John Locke’s Book III of An Essay Concerning Human Understanding 
deals with the inadequacy of words to describe the ideas behind them. 
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and for research methods can help to both minimize ontological objectification as well as 

the contradiction in the grounded approach to institutional ethnographic research. Though 

Walby’s critique does have merit—it is paradoxical to claim to reject the dominance of 

theory and yet heavily incorporate theory—he also actually argues for a use of reflexivity 

that has been common within multiple types of feminist scholarship for over a decade. 

However, Walby’s arguments about researcher reflexivity do not adequately consider 

feminist conception of reflexivity, creating a blind spot in his argument that institutional 

ethnographers are inconsiderate of the research situation and the power dynamics therein. 

Seemingly, Walby did not pursue the threads of feminist reflexive concepts that would 

create a full understanding of the term that Smith and other feminists employed with the 

same definition and usage that he attempted to give it. As substantiated by Royster and 

Kirsch, feminists have been working reflexively for decades in ways that examine the 

research project and all of its components. The way that research remains grounded in 

any kind of ethical practice that continues to position the participants as valuable knowers 

is if the researcher is consistently and reflexively working to keep that grounding. So I 

argue, in contrast, that following the feminist tenet of reflexivity—and not reflexivity 

within sociology or general qualitative research—is one way to keep the research 

grounded in ethical practices throughout the research practice.  

Practically, some questions that a reflexive feminist researcher might ask are “Am 

I reifying stereotypes or oppressions in my research process and analysis?” or “Have I 

accounted for my positionality within the research?” Decolonial scholar Leigh Patel 

argues that the practice of asking questions is essential for work which claims to be 

intersectional. More specifically, she asserts: “[b]ecause all research is conducted by 
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living beings, with specific histories, we are beholden to consider and answer, perhaps 

always incompletely, the three core questions of ‘Why me?’, ‘Why this?’, ‘Why now?’.” 

Patel qualifies that these questions are not intended to ponder one’s destiny, but rather the 

ways in which one’s circumstances—including personal background and the settler-

colonial institution—affect the research situation. These questions should be taken as a 

“humble pause” which creates room to “appropriately…craft, contribute, and even 

question knowledges” (Patel). Further, this process is prevented from becoming self-

referential by engaging in joint knowledge production. Using dialogue to assess 

knowledge claims is one of the knowledge creation strategies utilized in feminist 

epistemologies.6 Joint knowledge production can mean conducting member checks—

something that is common in qualitative research—and also dialoging with a diverse 

range colleagues, research participants, and mentors about the research process and data 

analysis both stimulates analytical thinking. These strategies help to maintain a human-

centered approach to research. 

Whether it is called “valuing personal experience” or a “problematic” grounded in 

“everyday experience,” it is clear that giving weight to individuals’ everyday experiences 

is of paramount importance to feminist research. This project takes up Smith’s ontology 

of the social. This ontological stance is a necessary underpinning for the social 

constructivist epistemology that I will also take up—discussed in detail in the next 

section. An ontology of the social posits that the nature of being within an institution is 

inherently dialectic—it is made up of social transactions including the everyday work 

routine of the employees and the ways in which the institution itself communicates with 

                                                
6 This is specifically grounded in Collins’s black feminist epistemologies, but has been 
taken up in other intersectional works. 
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the public and with its employees. Each of these instances is a social transaction, and 

without those social transactions, an institution does not exist. 

Feminist Epistemologies 

With diversity in ontologies comes diversity in epistemological views. When we 

consider epistemology in relation to methodology, “[a]n epistemology is a way of 

specifying how researchers know what they know” (Ramazanoglu and Holland 12), 

though epistemologies, like ontologies, are not only limited to research paradigms. 

Epistemologies are deeply complex and varied, and they have been debated within the 

Western philosophical tradition (and beyond) as far back as history has been recorded. 

The ancient epistemological conversations are ongoing; still today Plato’s allegory of the 

cave is used to introduce students to the concept of epistemology, though this simple 

parable does not encompass the complexity of knowledge creation. Both Plato and his 

student Aristotle are two of the most influential philosophers in Western history, 

especially in the field of Rhetoric, their androcentric theorizations of realist ontology,7 

objectivist epistemology, empirical epistemology,8 and objective knowledge have been 

the foundation of Western knowledge for centuries.  

Linda Alcoff and Elizabeth Potter explain that feminist epistemologies have come 

                                                
7 More specifically, Plato theorizes an ontological dualism, which contains the sensible 
world and the world of ideas (or “forms”). For Plato, forms are knowable to the human 
mind but exist outside of it. Similarly, Aristotle theorizes the concepts of individual and 
universal in terms of relations and abstractions. Universals are scientific and are found 
through abstraction. However, Aristotle differs from Plato in arguing that universals do 
not exist separately from the individuals which exemplify them (Bäck). 
 
8 For both Plato and Aristotle there exists universal knowledge of the world, but Aristotle 
argues that we learn about universals through our senses and study of things that exist in 
the world (objective epistemology), while Plato argues that we catch glimpses of 
universal truths through reasoning, not through the senses (empirical epistemology). 
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about due to feminist critique of these traditional Western epistemologies, and worked 

their way “from the margins to the center,” using applied ethics as an entry point into the 

philosophical discussion (2). They are also careful to point out that feminist 

epistemologies are not limited to “gender issues,” and that “feminist epistemology should 

not be taken as involving a commitment to gender as the primary axis of oppression, in 

any sense of ‘primary,’ or positing that gender is a theoretical variable separable from 

other axes of oppression and susceptible to unique analysis” (Alcoff and Potter 3-4). The 

descriptor “feminist,” then, serves to signal not the content of analysis but rather the rich 

theoretical history of feminism that informs the epistemologies and the work on the part 

of the author to remain consistent with that theoretical framework (Alcoff and Potter). 

The point of contention, for many feminist scholars, are the racist and sexist assumptions 

upon which many of these epistemologies have been built; we can see these kinds of 

assumptions in, say, realist and empirical epistemologies (Ramazanoglu and Holland 12). 

A feminist search for “truth” may entail different strategies and ideas about what 

“truth” is, dependent on a feminist scholar’s epistemological beliefs. Donna Haraway 

describes the range of epistemological beliefs as a “greasy pole” with absolute Truth at 

one end, and absolute relativism9 at the other (Ramazanoglu and Holland 61-62). On the 

side of absolute Truth lie things like scientific objectivity and implications of “an all-

knowing observer, external to, and independent of the researcher,” while the side of 

absolute relativism “feminist researchers, as knowing subjects, are deconstructed, 

unstable, and diverse” (Ramazanoglu and Holland 62). The greasy pole is difficult to 

                                                
9 Relativism, with postmodernism, calls everything into question, essentially reversing 
the positivist assertion that there is an absolute Truth with the argument that everything is 
relative and therefore there is no Truth. 
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hang on to, and serves as an apt metaphor for the difficulty feminists have with locating 

their epistemological beliefs. Haraway’s solution is not to try and find a balance between 

absolute Truth and absolute relativism, but rather to abandon both in order to create 

situated knowledges (Ramazanoglu and Holland 61). More specifically, Haraway 

theorizes “situated knowledges” in response to Sandra Harding’s The Science Question in 

Feminism, pivoting from Harding’s argument for inclusion to declare that “the science 

question in feminism is about objectivity as positioned reality,” rather than about women 

gaining equal opportunity in scientific fields (590). Haraway explains that rather than 

privileging subjugated standpoints, as feminist standpoint theory can, situated 

knowledges better represent a critical feminist knowledge.  

Situated knowledges as Haraway describes them are multifarious. Situated 

knowledges are intended to reflect the social reality of the world rather than an empirical 

or objective vision of a perfect world. Haraway argues “for politics and epistemologies of 

location, positioning, and situating, where partiality and not universality is the condition 

of being heard to make rational knowledge claims…. [she argues] for the view from a 

body, always a complex, contradictory, structuring, and structured body, versus the view 

from above, from nowhere, from simplicity” (589). She shifts the concern of objectivity 

away from the scientific method and positions it as a question of politics: Who is telling 

the “truth,” and why are they telling it? This argument of politics is also expressed by 

Collins who states that “epistemology points to the ways in which power relations shape 

who is believed and why” (270). Though Haraway positions feminist epistemologies as 

complex and situated, she also continues with the argument that some accounts of power 

relations are “truer” than others and does not provide criteria for such accounts 
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(Ramazanoglu and Holland 77). As Ramazanoglu and Holland contend, Haraway’s 

omission indicates the ongoing disagreements between feminist scholars about validity as 

well as epistemologies. 

A few years after Haraway’s theorization of situated knowledges, Harding 

responds with her own theorization for what she calls “strong objectivity.” Strong 

objectivity calls for the researcher to practice reflexivity regarding their own positionality 

and the positioning of research subjects. Harding’s strong objectivity “resists relativism,” 

as does Haraway’s situated knowledges; locates research within a “political and 

epistemic community of women;” and has a “commitment to liberatory knowledge” 

(Ramazanoglu and Holland 51). Further, Harding maintains the argument that women 

can see the “truth” of gender oppression more clearly than men because they are the 

group being oppressed (“Borderland Epistemologies”).10 According to Harding, strong 

objectivity helps to incorporate reflexivity as an asset, rather than a detriment, and yet 

still maintains a version of Truth that allows feminists to judge which claims to Truth are 

the most accurate, even within feminist scholarship (“Rethinking Standpoint 

Epistemology”). Strong objectivity represents another feminist attempt to grapple with 

research validity, but it struggles to do so within the paradigms of scientific objectivity 

and accepted methods of knowledge production. Simply put, strong objectivity is 

Harding’s answer to how to signal the value and validity of feminist research both to 

outside communities and to other feminist researchers. 

                                                
10 For Harding, this perspective offers a stronger objectivity, indicating a range of 
objectiveness available to researchers. Arguably, this is not a more objective stance, but 
rather one that includes biases and also has the implication that the oppressors see “truth” 
differently, creating a potential for fundamental miscommunication. 
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Feminist discussions of objectivity like Harding’s lie somewhere between 

neopositivism11 and relativism. Neopositivists exalt objectivism and empiricism as 

preferable to unruly epistemologies such as relativism (Jaggar). In a neopositivist’s view, 

knowledge’s epistemic trustworthiness, social use, and ethics in research are mutually 

exclusive. However, those, such as Haraway, who subscribe to social constructionism or 

social constructivism12 disagree. Since early theories of standpoint take the position that a 

researcher can attribute more value to marginalized accounts of power, critics of 

standpoint theory like Haraway have come to construe such theorists as believing that the 

marginalized are always correct. However, feminist standpoint theorists—including both 

Harding and Smith—do not argue that critical feminist scholars should take marginalized 

standpoints as fact, but rather that they should acknowledge the insights marginalized 

standpoints provide into the workings of power. A better approach, though, might be not 

to ascribe value claims to different accounts of power relations, and instead consider that 

power relations create a fundamentally different experience for marginalized groups, and 

can impact the epistemic realities of marginalized groups. 

In Collins’ construction of black feminist epistemology, she, like Smith, found 

that her sociological training based in the theories of white men were inadequate for the 

task at hand. Collins explains that standards set by white men excluded black women 

from positions of power both generally and within the academy, making any knowledge 

                                                
11 Neopositivism is a version of positivism that upholds the commitment to objectivity 
and considers it to be contained within the hypothesis and knowledge production, making 
the context of discovery irrelevant (Jaggar). 
12 Social constructionism and social constructivism are two of the more common feminist 
epistemologies. Social constructionism acknowledges the influence of the social but 
contends that social constructs act upon individuals, whereas social constructivists see 
knowledge production as a dialectical process rather than as one-directional. 
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claims by black women not based in standards developed by white men “anomalies” that 

were mostly disregarded or seen as hostile. She points to black women’s exclusion from 

sociology prior to 1970, observing that “in order to refute the history of Black women’s 

unsuitability for science, they had to invoke the tools of sociology by using positivistic 

frameworks to demonstrate their capability as scientists. However, they simultaneously 

needed to challenge the same structure that granted them legitimacy” (Collins 274). At 

this point, this story should seem familiar. However, what is different is Collins’s 

argument for the kind of knowledge that should be substantiated—unlike Harding she 

does not wish to continue functioning within the established positivist paradigms. Similar 

to Haraway, she moves away from both absolute relativism and absolute Truth. But 

where Collins diverges from both Haraway and Harding is her criteria for developing 

meaning and the specific ways that domination from other social groups is what both 

creates and validates knowledge. Instead of working from the ontological or 

epistemological assumption that everyone exists in the same societal structure, living as a 

subordinated group necessitates the valuation of a different kind of knowledge. Rather, 

the wisdom garnered from personal experience—not only from the faculty of reasoning 

or tested theoretical hypotheses—is knowledge creation. Collins is making a slightly 

different argument about knowledge creation than feminist standpoint theorists. Whereas 

feminist standpoint theory argues that marginalized individuals have a better 

understanding of oppression because they are the targets of that oppression, Collins posits 

that because of that oppression, marginalized groups consequently view, value, and create 

knowledge differently.  
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I would like to offer a definitive answer to which stance is most correct, but there 

is no easy answer; each epistemic position has its benefits and drawbacks. 

Epistemological choices are situated and individualized to each researcher. Whether one 

argues for epistemology as a way to discover knowledge, or a way to create knowledge is 

telling of not only their epistemology but also an underlying ontology. The neopositivists, 

with their trust in empiricism, view epistemology as a way to discover knowledge—a 

positioning that suggests a realist ontological belief that a greater truth exists out in the 

ether to be discovered. Conversely, a social constructivist believes epistemology to be a 

way of knowledge creation, belying a social ontological grounding. As for me, and for 

this research, I work from a social ontology and a social constructivist epistemology that 

takes up parts of Haraway’s epistemic theory. Haraway establishes a social 

constructionist epistemology in her theorization of situated knowledges. A social 

constructionist posits that social constructs are acting upon people, and that is how 

knowledge is created and known. However, I take up both Haraway’s situated 

knowledges and Collins’ argument about lived theory in order to consider the dialectic 

between individual and institution, rather than seeing the institution as a relatively fixed 

entity. With Collins, Haraway and Harding, I argue that no researcher is truly a neutral 

entity. Social factors are always influencing the researcher, the research situation, and the 

research participants. Rather than working from an assumption of strong objectivity as 

Harding does, though, I have endeavored to structure this project not so that objectivity is 

the goal, but rather so that reflexivity, positionality, and a grounding in established 

scholarship and research methods strengthen the validity of this project. 
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Ethics in Feminist Methodology 

One of the reasons that feminist methodologies are difficult to pin down is that 

they are not, and should not be, prescriptive. Unlike methods, which are “tools to collect 

and analyze specific kinds of data” (Hawkesworth 4), feminist methodology does not 

provide an easy set of guidelines for conducting or thinking about social research. If there 

was one universally subscribed to guideline for feminist research, it would be that 

research should be grounded in considerations of feminist scholarship and it is 

consistently aware of areas where gender may be influencing a given situation. While 

feminist research started with the oppression of women—predominantly white women at 

that—it has expanded to include intersections of race, class, and gender (McCall), an 

effort that draws attention to previously unseen or not widely acknowledged issues of 

marginalized groups. Although ethics are a concern in the vast majority of academic 

research, feminist methodology necessitates consideration of ethics in every step of the 

research process, and this is part of what sets feminist methodology apart from other 

methodologies. 

Feminist ethics are not always convenient. For example, Smith acknowledges that 

the problematic of institutional ethnography is not grounded in the theoretical, and it is 

not something that can be known before being immersed in the institution, getting to 

know the participants, and sitting with one’s data. This grounded approach can make it 

more difficult for the researcher to write things like project or grant proposals and 

university Internal Review Board (IRB) applications. But the commitment to the research 

participant, regardless of the researcher’s struggle, is central to the ethics of a feminist 

research project. In “Unraveling Ethics,” Christine Halse and Anne Honey write about 
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the ethical dilemmas they faced in their research about “anorexic” teenage girls. In this 

narrative, they explain their struggle with coming up for a label for the group of girls that 

would form the basis of their research, since many of the girls did not self-identify as 

anorexic, but instead had the diagnosis placed upon them by mental health professionals. 

Specifically, Halse and Honey contend that “[d]efining the research population is an act 

of category construction with profound intellectual and moral implications. The multiple 

identities of self-starvation ignited sticky dilemmas about how we should describe 

anorexia nervosa in our ethics application and in the information letter to participants” 

(2145). To the confoundment of the research ethics officers and their colleagues, Halse 

and Honey were simply not willing to label the girls as “anorexic,” though this would 

prove the most expedient course for their grant and IRB applications. Rather, their 

feminist ethics dictated that they respect the positionality of their research participants 

over their own needs as researchers. 

Feminist research ethics don’t just apply to the valuation of personal experience; 

they also work to mitigate top-down power structures that are inherent in most research 

situations. Often, this means doing what qualitative researchers call “member checks.” 

Member checks are sometimes used as a validation strategy— they ask the research 

participants to both assess and challenge the researcher’s interpretation of the data 

(Ravitch and Mittenfellner Carl 197). But in addition to these goals, feminist researchers 

often perform member checks in order to relinquish some of the power from the position 

of the researcher. While this is good in theory, it is not always appropriate for a research 

project. In Nicola Ansell’s research with Zimbabwean school children, her attempt to 

appease her sense of ethics and power dynamics in the research, she actually created a 
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different ethical dilemma. Ansell sought to give the Zimbabwean school children agency 

in her study so she was not just speaking for them. However, she found that “an exercise 

that [she] saw as empowering of the students was seen by them as an unreasonable 

imposition on their time” (Ansell 113). This example, then, shows the importance of 

reflexivity in all parts of the research project; without it Ansell’s desire to perform 

feminist research ethics might have actually prevented her from doing so. 

What these examples have in common is the feminist researchers’ steadfast 

commitment to both their research participants and the critical reflexivity that is 

paramount for ethical feminist research. For me, while gender is an influential part of the 

research that I do, I believe that a “professional commitment to being critically reflexive 

about the morality of [one’s] interactions with research participants and the research 

process” is one of the most important principles of feminist methodologies that I bring 

into my own research (Halse and Honey 2142). Following the Nuremberg Code 

established due to the unethical research practices of Nazi doctors during World War II, 

ethics have been a significant concern for any research with human participants. It is 

common for researchers to treat seriously with ethics in their research. However, it is the 

extent to which ethics are foregrounded combined with an iterative process of reflexivity 

that makes feminist methodology stand out in this area. 

Standpoints in Institutional Ethnography 

Institutional ethnography is a methodology that explicitly situates the researcher 

within the project and works to examine power structures and social relations of a given 

institution. The way that institutional ethnography is able to examine social relations and 

institutional structures is by utilization of standpoints. This strategy is developed from 
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feminist standpoint theory, which argues that women better understand the nature of 

oppression because they are targets of patriarchal oppression. Feminist standpoint theory 

is one of the early methodologies that feminist scholars suggested in contrast to 

androcentric and positivist research methods: “feminist standpoint theory is sometimes 

traced back to Dorothy Smith’s 1974 article, ‘Women’s Perspective as a Radical Critique 

of Sociology’… However the first explicit formulation was provided by political theorist 

Nancy Hartstock (1983)” (303). Hartstock’s argument was that feminist standpoint 

provided a base in women’s lived experiences: “Women’s lives make available a 

particular and privileged vantage point on male supremacy, a vantage point which can 

ground a powerful critique of the phallocratic institutions and ideology which constitute 

capitalist patriarchy” (Hartstock qtd. in Hawkesworth 177). Feminist standpoint theory 

problematizes realist ontologies and positivist epistemologies, asserting that there is 

knowledge in personal experience, and that this knowledge gained through personal 

experience is important. While this notion was, in and of itself, revolutionary for its time, 

it also had a great potential for essentializing women’s experience. Some feminist 

scholars who used standpoint theory assumed a monolithic womankind, joining women 

in their fight against sexism, but also effectively erasing the multiple types of oppression 

that can affect women’s lives.  

One rather famous example of the debate on the monolithic idea of “women” is 

the strife between Mary Daly and Audre Lorde. Krista Ratcliffe describes this debate in 

detail in Rhetorical Listening: 

The debate arose in 1978 over a disagreement between the two women about 
feminist research methods. Daly sent Lorde a copy of Gyn/Ecology: The 
Metaethics of Radical Feminism; in return, Lorde sent Daly a private letter 
outlining her thanks and her concerns; after some time, Daly replied in kind with 
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a private letter. Although the two women agreed on feminist issues, they 
disagreed about Daly’s scholarly method. Daly emphasized commonalities among 
all women; Lorde encouraged her to emphasize differences. (79) 
 

Dissatisfied with Daly’s private response, “Lorde published a slightly revised version of 

the letter she had sent Daly” in 1984, taking the disagreement public (Ratcliffe 83). Lorde 

was concerned with the Daly’s analysis and Daly’s basic argument “that women’s 

oppression is transcultural and transhistorical” (Ratcliffe 80). As Ratcliffe observes, this 

type of disagreement, especially between white women and women of color, is not an 

historical anomaly (79), and this is the kind of essentializing that many feminist scholars 

found problematic in early applications of feminist standpoint theory.  

The primary criticism of standpoint theory is its essentializing nature, allowing 

the researcher to speak for an entire group of marginalized individuals. As Haraway 

contends, there is “a serious danger of romanticizing and/or appropriating the vision of 

the less powerful while claiming to see from their positions” (584). However, Haraway 

also maintains that there is still value in the driving force behind feminist standpoint 

theory: “feminist standpoint theorists’ goal of an epistemology and politics of engaged, 

accountable positioning remains eminently potent,” though she also cautions that the 

subjugated perspectives should also be considered critically (Haraway 590). Further, 

Hawkesworth argues for the epistemological value of feminist standpoint theory as an 

analytical tool. Hawkesworth argues that feminist standpoint theory works to figure out 

“theoretical presuppositions” as researchers and members of society have them (176). 

She notes that feminist standpoint theory only works if it recognizes multiplicity in 

women’s experiences, staying away from essentializing the female experience in the 

category of “women.” Hawkesworth sees the value of feminist standpoint in 
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epistemological considerations rather than purely theoretical or political. That is, she 

argues for a comparative analysis of multiple standpoints in order to examine theoretical 

suppositions, which in turn allows the researcher to work toward epistemological 

meaning making. 

Although feminist standpoint theory has been critiqued for being reductionist—

even Dorothy Smith acknowledges this herself in Institutional Ethnography—standpoint 

theory in and of itself does have a place within institutional ethnography. It is then 

unsurprising that institutional ethnography bears similarities to feminist standpoint. 

Institutional ethnography’s similarity to feminist standpoint theory means that it works as 

a similar method to examine power structures: institutional ethnography takes into 

consideration specific standpoints of individuals within an organization in a similar 

manner to how feminist standpoint takes into consideration how patriarchal power 

structures work from a woman’s perspective. Specifically, Smith argues that standpoint 

works within the context of institutional ethnography because “[i]t does not identify a 

position or a category of position, gender, class, or race within the society, but it does 

establish as a subject position for institutional ethnography as a method of inquiry, a site 

for the knower that is open to anyone,” and “standpoint as the design of a subject position 

in institutional ethnography creates a point of entry into discovering the social that does 

not subordinate the knowing subject to objectified forms of knowledge of society or 

political economy” (10).  This use of standpoint makes use of it in a similar way to 

Hawkesworth’s analytical tool. Similarly, institutional ethnography functions to 

foreground specific experiential knowledge that individuals within an institution have 

about the effects of the institutional power structure on their everyday work practices. 
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But, institutional ethnography does not stop at a single perspective. Institutional 

ethnography pulls in not only multiple perspectives, but also institutional documents that 

can do much to explain the values and objectives of an institution (Smith and Turner). 

Methods 

 Similar to methodology, the Methods section of published scholarship, at least in 

the field of English, is often glossed over. Peter Smagorinsky laments that after his years 

editing Research in the Teaching of English and reading hundreds of manuscripts that 

“[he] can only conclude that the Method section is not nearly as important to others as it 

is to [him]” (390). Smagorinsky goes on to argue that the more “language and literacy 

researchers began to borrow from other paradigms outside the experimental approach in 

the 1970s,” the more pressing the need to talk about methods and methodology became. 

This is especially true when our research involves human research participants. Taking 

up the frameworks of feminist methodologies from the previous section, this section 

explains the methods I used to actually do the research for this project. 

Exigency & Experiential Knowledge 

 This project has trekked along a twisting path before reaching its final destination. 

Its first form was as an exploration of how feminist pedagogy might be an intervention 

for digital pedagogy. It evolved into a desire to examine the way that Arizona State 

University Writing Program certified its teachers to teach online courses, and finally 

ended up as an institutional ethnography in which the intersections of institutional, 

departmental, and GTA discourses are investigated. What each permutation of this 

project had in common, though, is my desire to improve online teaching and learning in 

some way. My initial project of using feminist pedagogy as an intervention for digital 
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pedagogy exemplifies this desire at a single-classroom level, and the final project as an 

institutional ethnography represents a more practical and zoomed-out version. So, digital 

pedagogy and the online classroom are implicated as the through-line for this project. 

Examining institutional discourse writ large is an enormous project, and one hardly able 

to be contained in a single dissertation, especially considering the ethical goals of an 

institutional ethnography: to start in the experience of the everyday person. So, in the 

interest of both personal investment and scope, I have focused this institutional 

ethnography on Graduate Teaching Associates and their online teaching practices. 

Research Question 

 Although the problematic is often the driving force of institutional ethnographies, 

a research question can help to organize the analysis. At the beginning of this project, the 

research questions focused more heavily on online teaching, asking 1. What is the 

institutional and programmatic discourse about online teaching in the Department of 

English? and 2. How are the GTAs’ perspectives of online teaching situated in the 

institutional discourse of online teaching? However, in the process of interviewing, 

processing and listening to the data, considering the problematic, and writing the 

analysis, the research question for this project has been revised to: How does institutional 

discourse, including ASU’s Charter for the New American University and other 

discipline-specific discourses such as the Council of Writing Program Administrators, 

impact the daily working lives of GTAs and employees in the Department of English? 

Study Participants 

 Given the important role that the researcher plays in an institutional ethnography 

and my own experience with ASU and the importance of GTA training in a PhD 
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program, I chose to interview Graduate Teaching Associates for Writing Programs who 

had taught at least one semester online. At the time of data collection, these specifications 

limited the participant selection drastically with only five total GTAs who had both 

completed the OTCP and also taught at least one semester online, including myself. 

Luckily, the other four individuals agreed to be interviewed about their experience 

teaching online at ASU. The four GTAs represent three different programs and so three 

different theoretical groundings.  

Table 1 
Summary of GTA Participants 

*Participants were given the opportunity to choose their own pseudonym 
**Phrasing from the participants 
***At the time of the interview  

 While the number of GTA interlocutors was born out of necessity, this small 

sample size actually provides an opportunity to carefully consider each participant’s 

individual experience teaching online at ASU and their experience as teachers and 

Participant* Gender** Age Race/ 
Ethnicity** Year & Program 

Semesters 
Taught 

Online at 
ASU*** 

Jill Female 36 
White/ 

European 

5th Year, Writing, 
Rhetorics, & 
Literacies 

3 

Skye 
Gender-

queer 
27 Caucasian 

3rd Year, 
Linguistics & 
Applied Linguistics 

3 

George Female 45 Caucasian 

3rd Year, MFA 
Creative Writing & 
Interdisciplinary 
Studies 

3 

Matt Male 32 White 
5th Year, Writing, 
Rhetorics, and 
Literacies 

2 
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graduate students in the department of English. Centering the experience of the individual 

helps to amplify this study’s resonance, a term that Sarah Tracy uses “to refer research’s 

ability to meaningfully reverberate and affect an audience” (844). Similarly, institutional 

ethnographers note that the research should be for the people who are participating in the 

research and others like them (Campbell and Gregor; Smith). Tracy goes on to say that 

“most qualitative researchers seek resonance not because they desire to generalize across 

cases, but rather because they aim to generalize within them” (emphasis in original 845). 

In other words, they take the individual experience to see how it fits within the larger 

fabric of the research institution. A small sample size as I have here with the GTAs and 

the ASU Staff and Faculty provides space for resonance in this project. 

 For a successful institutional ethnography, it is necessary to have both the 

cooperation of upper-level administration as well as local research participants (Campbell 

and Gregor 65-6). The ASU English Staff and Faculty represent a kind of in-between 

perspective. They are more aware of the institutional processes that impact the English 

department than those who teach and work within it, but yet they are still beholden to 

budgets and other administrators such as the Dean of the College of Liberal Arts and 

Sciences. I originally positioned the ASU Staff and Faculty as part of the institutional 

voice— as extensions of and contributors to the institutional discourse. However, in 

speaking with the ASU Staff and Faculty and spending time with the interview data, I 

realized that although the Chair of the English Department and the Director of Writing 

Programs had control over their immediate areas, their power did not extend far beyond 

the department. Instead, they shape the departmental discourse as a part of ASU, and they 

provide additional standpoints of the everyday worker within ASU.  
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 Keeping with the through line of online teaching, each of the ASU English Staff 

and Faculty were asked to participate based on their involvement with online teaching 

and their positions within the department. I contacted prospective research participants 

through university email. There were two forms of the recruiting email, one for the GTAs 

and one for the ASU staff and faculty. Although I reached out to additional faculty 

members including the Associate Chair for this project, they were unresponsive. The 

Department Chair and the Director of Writing Programs both represent departmental 

discourse, with the Chair representing the English Department within the University, and 

the Director of Writing Programs is able to approve committees and any Writing Program 

specific certification programs. The Director of Digital Technology runs workshops for 

the OTCP, and the Program Manager works closely with teachers in the department, the 

undergraduate population, and the Directors and other Faculty to create the English 

Department teaching schedule and course assignments. 

Table 2 
Summary of Department of English Staff and Faculty Participants 
Position Title* Gender Age Race/ Ethnicity** Time at ASU*** 
Department Chair, 
Professor 

Female 59 
White 8 months 

Director of Digital 
Technology, Associate 
Research Professional 

Male 50 
Japanese 
American 

24 years 

Writing Program 
Administrator, Professor 

Female 65 White/ European 9 years 

Program Manager Female 49 Black 25 years 
*Participants are referred to throughout by their title 
**Phrasing from the participants 
***At the time of the interview 
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Data Collection 

Interviews  

 There is precedent within institutional ethnography of utilizing established 

ethnographic methods including “interviews, case studies, focus groups, textual analysis, 

discourse analysis, autoethnography, participant observation, and archival research” 

(LaFrance and Nicholas 134). I chose to conduct semi-structured one-on-one interviews 

with the GTAs and ASU English Staff and Faculty. Generally, interviews are a valuable 

part of qualitative data collection because they “provide deep, rich, individualized, and 

contextualized data that are centrally important to qualitative research” (Ravitch & 

Mittenfelner Carl, 2015, p. 146). In addition, interviews are “person-centered,” which is 

relevant to both qualitative and feminist research projects (Ramazanoglu & Holland; 

Ravitch & Mittenfelner). I came prepared to interviews with a list of questions (See 

Appendixes A and B), but with the flexibility to follow up on specific questions and to 

ask them to explain any context- or institutional-specific terminology. Before the 

interviews took place, I was able to pilot the GTA questions with GTA colleagues who 

were not prospective research participants.  

 The GTA interviews were conducted in December 2017 over Winter Break. I 

gave the GTAs a list of pre-interview questions that covered things like demographics 

and their job duties. Three of the interviews were face-to-face, and one was via Google 

Hangouts. The interviews with Jill and Skye were in their homes, while the interview 

with Matt was at a public restaurant, at his request. George was out of state during break 

so hers was conducted via Google Hangouts. All interviews were recorded with recording 

equipment, and consent was obtained from the GTAs before the interview proceeded. 
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The GTA interviews focused on how they approach their online classroom, their 

relationships with students, and their connections to available means of support within 

the department. The GTA interview and pre-interview questions are in Appendix A. 

The ASU English staff and faculty interviews were conducted during the Spring 

2018 semester, with two in February 2018 and two in March 2018. The staff and faculty 

also received a list of pre-interview questions that covered things like demographics and 

their job duties. All of the ASU Staff and Faculty interviews were conducted face-to-face 

on the ASU Campus. The Chair of the Department, the Writing Program Administrator 

(WPA), and the Program Manager were interviewed in their private offices and the 

Director of Digital Technology was interviewed in a private enclave next to the GTA 

open office space. All interviews were recorded with recording equipment, and consent 

was obtained from the participants before the interview proceeded. In the ASU staff and 

faculty interviews, I asked about typical work duties and experiences of each interviewee, 

their current involvement with the OTCP, and their experiences with the OTCP. The 

ASU staff and faculty interview and pre-interview questions are in Appendix B. 

Institutional Documents 

 An essential part of an institutional ethnography is examining the institution itself 

(Campbell and Gregor; Smith). To this end, I chose the Charter for the New American 

University as the primary source to establish ASU’s institutional discourse and to deepen 

the understanding of the Department of English departmental discourse. Because the 

Charter is the mission for the university and Crow has made significant changes to the 

university based on the Charter and the ideology he used to compose the Charter, it is a 

significant influencing factor on the university. It is also a text that has been replicated 
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not only on the website, but on a stone memorial at the intersection of College Avenue 

and University Avenue on the Tempe campus and various signs posed in multiple 

buildings across campus. Institutional documents are an established component of 

institutional ethnography studies, and they include any texts that are considered replicable 

within the institution: “texts that can appear again and again in different places and at 

different times and for different people to read, watch, or listen to” (Smith and Turner 5). 

The New American University is President Michael Crow’s vision for Arizona State 

University as well as for the state of institutions in America. Crow’s section of the ASU 

website, called “Office of the President,” includes an entire section on the Charter for the 

New American University. The Charter is replicable not only because it is on a public-

facing university website, but also because it is on signage all around campus—part of 

the charter even exists set in stone, carved into a statue on ASU Tempe campus. To flesh 

out an understanding of how Crow designed the Charter and the Model for the New 

American University, I am also including Designing the New American University as an 

institutional document, most significantly in my analysis in Chapter 5. 

 In addition to these university-specific texts, I also position the Department of 

English’s GTA training course ENG 594—specifically the syllabi for this course when 

the four GTAs were enrolled in it—as a text representative of departmental discourse. 

Additionally, the Writing Programs’ Mission and Goals statement also function as an 

institutional text. Available on the public-facing website for ASU Writing Programs, the 

Mission and Goals represent guidelines for the kind of writing that Writing Programs 

teachers should be cultivating in their classroom. On a disciplinary level, the Council of 

Writing Program Administrator’s statement on student outcomes also come into play. 



54 

The statement on student outcomes are also on a public-facing website, available for the 

public to read. The Writing Programs Mission and Goals explicitly cite the Council of 

Writing Programs Administrator’s statement on student outcomes as an influence. 

Data Processing 

Because of funding I received from the Graduate and Professional Student 

Association at ASU, I was able to pay the transcription service Rev to transcribe all eight 

of my interviews. After receiving the transcripts, I combed through the transcriptions 

while listening to the interviews to fix any mishearings and mistakes on the part of the 

transcription service. After ensuring that the text transcriptions were as accurate as 

possible, I proceeded with coding the interviews using NVivo coding software. I used 

descriptive coding on the first pass followed by a form of hypothesis coding on the 

second pass, both as described by Johnny Saldaña. Using descriptive coding, which is 

when the codes reflect the content of the data rather than any outside sources, on the first 

pass through the data allowed me to ground the codes in what participants were actually 

saying rather than superimposing theory onto the data on the first attempt at coding.  

Coding 

 The first round of descriptive coding for both sets of interviews resulted in over 

300 descriptive codes. Because this was quite a lot of data, I spent a lot of time sitting 

with the data, and mapping the connections between the data in various ways including 

hand drawn maps and color-coded excel spreadsheets. As Saldaña argues, “coding is not 

just labeling, it is linking” (emphasis in original 8).  Sitting with the first round codes and 

tacking between them and the scholarship on institutional ethnography, helped me to see 

themes in the data. So, my second round coding strategy resembled hypothesis coding in 
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that I brought a list of predetermined codes to the data and applied them. However, I did 

not code to prove or disprove a hypothesis. Rather, I attempted to understand the 

common ways in which the interlocutors spoke about their experience. This strategy also 

allowed me to put the first round of coding in context with the scholarship that relates to 

the data. This strategy for coding complements the institutional methodology as I have 

established it here, firmly grounding my interpretation of the interviews in the 

experiences of my interlocutors.  

The second round codes are: 

1. Goals 
a. Goals for the interlocutors included things like creating community, 

strengthening Writing Programs, and scaffolding among others. 
2. Influences 

a. Influences on the teaching of the GTA and the working lives of ASU staff 
and faculty include academia, the institution, the department, colleagues, 
and outside forces among others. 

3. Support 
a. Support covers resources available to the GTAs and Staff and Faculty as 

well as their social relations in the Department of English, and for the 
GTAs, their students.  

4. Points of Labor 
a. Points of labor include, but are not limited to, requesting material 

resources for the department and GTAs supporting their undergraduate 
students as they navigate through the online learning systems. 

5. Student Actions 
a. Student actions primarily apply to GTAs, and indicate things like 

disinterest in class materials, feedback to the teacher, and struggling with 
technology. 

6. Teacher Presence 
a. Teacher Presence also primarily applies to GTAs, and covers the ways in 

which they built their online presence. 
7. Miscellaneous 

a. This code included things such as uncertainty in the interlocutors’ working 
lives and the comparison of online teaching versus face-to-face teaching. 
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This second set of codes represent my categorization of the ways in which my 

interlocutors spoke about their experiences, and it is from this second round of codes that 

I was able to begin writing my analysis. 

Discourse Analysis 

 Although I use the term “discourse” throughout this text, I am not following a 

structured form of discourse analysis. I follow the grounded methods and methodology 

laid out in this chapter to gain an understanding of how the individual experience is 

situated within the discourse of the institution. In this sense, tacking in and out is a 

method of analysis. This dissertation does not analyze discourse in the way that someone 

following James P. Gee’s method of discourse analysis might. Rather, I work from the 

Foucauldian understanding of discourse as something that reinforces, indicates, and 

thwarts power. In other words, in this research discourse connotes a force relation. 

Member Checks 

 I conducted member checks with my interlocutors before finalizing my revisions 

on this dissertation. Although qualitative researchers sometimes talk about member 

checks as a validation strategy, my primary concern was an ethical one. I offered my 

research and analysis of the interviews I conducted to my interlocutors because I wanted 

to ensure that they felt accurately represented in this work. Mindful of the lesson Ansell 

learned in her research, I sent my interlocutors the chapters without obligation to provide 

feedback. Whether because of the busy point in the semester that I shared the writing or 

something else, only three interlocutors contacted me about the chapters they were sent. 

All three found no major fault in the work and were generally happy with how the 

chapters had turned out. 
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The Problematic 

As explained earlier, the problematic is an organizing frame or area of inquiry for 

an institutional ethnography. The problematic develops through the interactions of the 

researcher, the interlocutors, and the institutional context. It is not developed 

theoretically; rather, it comes from the experiences of the interlocutors and the 

researcher’s interpretation of those experiences as part and parcel to the larger fabric of 

the institution. Smith views the problematic as an opening up of the research question to 

encompass the multiplicities in the research process and area of inquiry. Figure 1 shows 

the problematic encompasses all parts of an institutional ethnography: the everyday 

experiences, the related theory, and the larger fabric/bigger picture of the institution. 

Smith imagines the everyday experiences as both mapped onto the related theory and 

hooked into the larger fabric of the institution. 
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In the case of this study, the everyday experiences include the GTAs’ and 

administrative staff and faculty’s work lives and the varying levels of involvement each 

of them have had with teacher training in the Department of English. The larger fabric is 

woven of threads belonging to ASU’s institutional discourse and disciplinary discourses 

including the Council of Writing Program Administrator’s habits of mind and student 

outcomes. I have mapped the individual experiences onto several areas of theory 

including writing teacher training, Writing Program Administration, liminality, 

discourses of power, and multiple academic conversations about access in higher 

education. The problematic is how the GTAs, the Chair of the Department, and the WPA 

come up against tenets of institutional discourse in their working lives and the related 

ways in which institutional discourse manifested in their daily working practices. 

Institutional discourse themes of access and academic excellence that showed up in the 

Figure 1: The Problematic 
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coding system as Influences (institutional) tied in with the ways that GTAs structures 

their classes, which ultimately also affected how they viewed the Mission and Goals set 

forth by Writing Programs—written by the WPA—for Writing Programs teachers. The 

problematic, centered on the daily working lives of individuals in the Department of 

English, provides a way to examine and discuss the dynamic dialectic between individual 

and institution. 

Conclusion 

In the next three chapters, I work from the feminist methodology I have described 

in this chapter. My framework relies on an ontology of the social as described by Smith, 

noting that similar social situations generate differences to which researchers should pay 

special attention. The ontology of the social structures my analysis in Chapter 3 where I 

focus on the similar training of the GTAs and note the differences generated from their 

shared institutional context. A social constructivist epistemology helps to ground my 

understanding of the institution as inherently dialectic, and the experiences of individuals 

like the GTAs, Chair, and WPA as sites of situated knowledge, impacted by the complex 

force relations of institutional and departmental discourses. My analysis in this 

dissertation relies heavily on interview data, following through with Collins’ argument 

that lived experience is theory by privileging the viewpoints of my interlocutors as is also 

consistent with feminist and institutional ethnography methodologies. Rigorous methods, 

reflexive practices, a grounding in related scholarship, and ethical standards strengthen 

the validity of my research. From this grounded, feminist institutional ethnographic 

perspective, I will tease out the connections between the threads of individual experience 

and the larger fabric of the institution.  
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CHAPTER 3 

INSTITUTIONAL INFLUENCES ON GRADUATE TEACHING ASSOCIATES 

Although online teaching works to organize this study, it does not define it. 

Rather, using online teaching as the substrate for this study allows the data to be 

organized in a meaningful—and manageable—way. In the methodology chapter, I 

established the ontological premise that grounds my research here. More specifically, 

Smith’s theorization of the ontology of the social helps us to better understand how 

shared social situations coordinate and generate differences in individuals’ daily lives. 

From these shared experiences, then, researchers can understand the dialectic between 

shared social situations and the individuals within the shared social situations. Smith 

argues that shared social situations both generate difference and coordinate research 

participants’ lives and activities. And, while the individual is an essential part of the 

analysis, the individual is not the sole focus of the analysis. Rather, we can understand 

the individual as part of the dialectic makeup of the larger institution. Taking up this 

ontological premise as an organizing structure, this chapter works to develop an 

understanding of how the online teaching practices of four Graduate Teaching Associates 

(GTAs) are situated in the context of their shared institution, Arizona State University 

(ASU), and how ASU’s institutional forces shape GTA online teaching experiences. To 

those ends, I focus on institutional influence as represented by their teacher training as 

well as ASU Writing Programs’ mission and goals to which their syllabi must adhere. 

Institutional Influences 

As we will come to see in this dissertation, the ASU Charter has had a significant 

impact on the everyday work lives of ASU employees. The Charter, as crafted by 
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President Crow, provides goals that guide the actions of teachers and researchers in the 

university. The goals of the Charter can be tied to most departments, including Writing 

Programs who even held a contest for ideas on how Writing Programs could engage the 

Charter. As a representation of the ideals of ASU, it is a type of institutional discourse 

that trickles down, influencing other types of institutional discourses including 

departmental discourses. So, for the GTAs, I will begin with their first training 

experience at ASU, a required course for all GTAs regardless of specific degree program. 

This training is, for most incoming Department of English graduate students, the first 

time they come into contact with institutional discourse and norms. Graduate students 

who are granted funding teach a 2/1 course load for most of their years at ASU, teaching 

a 1/2 course load in their first year to accommodate the learning curve for new teachers 

and lessen the first semester burden. So rather than throw new graduate students, and 

sometimes brand new teachers, into the fray with nothing but a syllabus and a prayer, 

ASU enrolls GTAs in ENG 594, a year-long training program. Although Jill13 

experienced three full weeks of training before the first week of classes, all subsequent 

GTA cohorts have worked, as part of ENG 594, for one full week before classes start to 

learn the basics of teaching First Year Composition (FYC), teaching at ASU, and 

designing courses. GTAs work to design a syllabus for the ENG 101 course they teach in 

their first semester, as well as a three-writing project sequence. In this section, I describe 

the various types of teacher training that provides the GTAs with a shared introduction to 

institutional norms and practices for teaching writing at ASU. Jill, Skye, Matt, and 

George have all taught at least one FYC course online, and have gone on to teach other 

                                                
13 All names included here are pseudonyms so as protect participant confidentiality. 
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courses online.14 With this in mind, I focus this explanation on training that each GTA 

has completed—ENG 594 with the same primary faculty member and the certification 

workshops to teach online courses for Writing Programs. 

ENG 594: TA Seminar 

 Composition Studies has been paying attention to GTA training for a few decades 

now, although teaching new teachers is still a niche within the field of Composition. As 

Robert Tremmel notes, “writing teacher education in first-year composition and English 

education” are “marginalized by the academic establishment” (6), and Shelley Reid 

observes that teacher development “is often construed more as service to the field of 

composition studies than as scholarship within it, and [teacher development researchers] 

emphasize the local, the practical, and the quotidian elements of it over the communal 

and scholarly ones” (689), possibly contributing to this marginalization. Perhaps another 

contributing factor is that TA Seminar has almost always been a contentious course to 

teach. While each university has their own approach to TA Seminars, from a GTA 

perspective, TA Seminar is a little bit like First Year Composition—both are required and 

useful,15 but are not necessarily well-loved. ASU GTAs enter the TA Seminar from a 

variety of disciplinary and social backgrounds with a variety of ideas about teaching, 

seldom making this required course a crowd pleaser. Inexperienced writing teachers often 

rebel against reading composition and rhetorical theory: “a common complaint among 

new TAs in the theory seminar—that the theory isn’t helpful in the classroom and that 

time would be better spent on nuts and bolts of teaching” (Stancliff and Goggin 20). GTA 

                                                
14 For example, Jill has taught multiple sections of professional writing, and George has 
taught poetry. 
15 Within Composition Studies, it’s generally, but not universally, agreed upon that FYC 
is useful. 
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resistance notwithstanding, Stancliff and Goggin argue that inclusion of rhetorical theory 

during the first year of teaching to help shape GTA pedagogy into something adaptable 

that informs all teacher actions within a classroom. 

 While there are a number of techniques recommended for designing a TA 

Seminar course, there seem to be some common refrains. Duane Roen, Maureen Daly 

Goggin, and Jennifer Clary-Lemon condense the vast array of techniques into four 

categories: organic, functional, conversion, and multiphilosophical. An organic approach 

is somewhat like immersion; teachers learn on the job and from their experiences 

interacting with students. A functional approach is just that: functional; teachers are given 

specific instructions for the nuts-and-bolts of what to do in the classroom. Conversion 

approaches give GTAs little choice in their pedagogical approach, and attempt to assert 

that the chosen pedagogical strategy of the department is more effective than others (e.g. 

a department adopts a writing about writing model that all teachers must use). A 

multiphilosophical approach takes into consideration the varying experiences of the 

GTAs and works to build teacher-training curriculum around those differences. While 

these four categories are helpful for considering approaches to teacher training, “the 

reality of TA preparation is far messier and more complex than these four categories 

suggest, and it is likely that those readers who participate in graduate-student teacher 

training will identify their own practices within these spectrum choices” (Stancliff and 

Goggin 14). Thus, it is unlikely that any particular program will fit solidly into just one of 

these categories; as with life, teaching, in practice, is messy. 

 Like the effects of FYC, it is difficult to map the effects of composition 

pedagogical theory in TA Seminar. For a systematic examination of these effects that go 
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beyond the "impressions that led [faculty] to believe that [their] preparation programs 

were having a measurable and generally positive effect on [their] newest composition 

teachers,” Shelley Reid, Heidi Estrem, and Marcia Belcheir conducted a three-year, two-

site study on the impact of writing pedagogy education on GTA teaching practices, in 

which they examine a total of 88 surveys and 41 semi-structured interviews. Consistent 

with Stancliff and Goggin’s assertion that GTAs most value functional approaches to 

teaching writing, Reid, Estrem, and Belcheir found that GTAs ranked their own 

experiences in the classroom as more impactful to their pedagogy than the literature they 

consumed about writing pedagogy. Based on these findings, Reid, Estrem, and Belcheir 

argue that others, such as Stancliff and Goggin, may be mistaken in their assumption that 

GTAs are resistant to theory. Rather, the “resistance” may “simply be seeing TAs rank 

the least familiar and most abstract actors lowest among things they can rely on in 

helping them feel and act like confident teachers” (55). Reid, Estrem, and Belcheir also 

point out that “like legions of FYC teachers, we do not have the power to fully transform 

students in a single seminar at the beginning of students’ intensive graduate study and 

practice” (56). So, a single seminar of composition theory might not make direct, lasting 

impressions on GTAs, though the theory might initially and latently guide their 

approaches to teaching FYC. 

At ASU, our TA Seminar is ENG 594 is best described as multiphilosophical, 

though there are elements of both organic and functional approaches in the mix. The 

faculty of this course work to include rhetorical and composition theory as well as peer 
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mentoring.16 ENG 594 is comprised of all first year English Department GTAs. GTAs are 

a mix of Creative Writing M.F.A. students; Linguistic Ph.D. students; English Education 

Ph.D. students; Literature Ph.D. students; and Writing, Rhetorics, and Literacies (WRL) 

Ph.D. students. Each year this class is taught with at least one tenure-track faculty, one 

WRL GTA, and a third teacher that might be an instructor, WRL GTA, or another tenure-

track faculty. For Jill, Matt, Skye, and George they all completed ENG 594 over the 

course of three school years17 with the same tenure-track faculty and instructor with a 

different WRL GTA each year. Jill, Matt, Skye, and George encountered similar syllabi 

in each iteration of ENG 594. The syllabi had consistent learning goals for the course: 

1. to engage a broad range of pedagogical positions in composition studies  
2. to help you establish reflective teaching practices within this dynamic and 

contentious critical conversation  
3. to help you develop an understanding of the relationship between theory and 

practice and between theory and pedagogical choices  
4. to extend and maintain a community of teachers and scholars who will support 

one another  
5. to professionalize you as academics in general and as teachers of writing 

specifically  
6. to provide a space for collaborative problem solving as you go through your first 

semester teaching at ASU  
7. to familiarize you with the ASU English 102 course and textbook in preparation 

for the spring semester  
8. to help you develop practices that contribute to making your teaching lasting and 

meaningful work 
 

The goals of ENG 594 show the aspiration of the instructors to professionalize GTAs in 

terms of composition theory and pedagogy as well as encourage them to come together in 

a community through which they can discuss and solve pedagogical issues as they arise. 

These goals are also flecked with institutional influences. We can see the disciplinary 

                                                
16 Reid; Reid, Estrem, and Belcheir; and Shirley Rose argue for peer-mentoring in 
addition to other typical GTA Seminar projects to help GTAs learn to teach writing. 
17 Jill 2013/2014; Matt 2014/2015; and Skye and George 2015/2016. 
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influence of Composition Studies expressed in the goals one through five and eight. Too, 

goals two, four, and six enact arguments that Shirley Rose and Reid make regarding the 

importance of mentorship in GTA training. ASU Writing Programs’ institutional 

influence is directly apparent in goal seven, with goals two and three indirectly 

supporting Writing Programs goals and mission statement, as discussed later in this 

chapter. Although it is not my goal to conduct a comparative analysis of the three syllabi, 

it is relevant to note that while the basic goals of ENG 594 remained the same, the way in 

which these goals were achieved changed each year. For example, the 2013/2014 

syllabus focuses much more strongly on reading composition theory, with the semester 

culminating in a multi-part, theory-focused seminar paper style project whereas in the 

2014/2015 syllabus, GTAs wrote a shorter reflective piece about their teaching practices. 

GTAs are given three specific projects to teach during their first year at ASU, 

though they are invited to interpret the writing project sequence to suit their own teaching 

style and writing interests. For ENG 101, GTAs teach a creative nonfiction essay that 

requires students to conduct primary research: observation of a space and a written report 

of how that space functions. The second project is using a lens to analyze a text, in which 

the GTA gives students18 a lens text19 that focuses on a particular topic, for example, 

racism or sexism, and asks them to apply that particular lens to a text. GTAs have a lot of 

flexibility in this project and can choose to analyze one text as a class, or ask students to 

find their own objects of analysis and even their theoretical lens. The final project for 

ENG 101 is flipping a concept on its head. This entails taking a common conception and 

                                                
18 In this chapter, “students” refers to undergraduates. 
 
19 Suggested lens texts are provided, but GTAs are not required to use them. 
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looking at it from a new perspective. One example is examining how household cleaning 

products are viewed. While the common conception is that household cleaning products 

are beneficial, flipping the concept might show that using certain chemicals to clean 

surfaces in one’s home may actually be harmful to one’s health. Students then research 

this concept and write an argumentative essay.  

For ENG 102, taught in the Spring semester but developed in the previous Fall 

semester, the project sequence is a basic rhetorical analysis of a text, commercial, or 

other object of analysis; followed by a stakeholder analysis; and finally a proposal 

project. The stakeholder analysis asks students to examine multiple stakeholders in a 

given situation—asking them to look beyond a simplified pro/con type of analysis. Here, 

students might choose to research universal healthcare and include perspectives from 

doctors, hospitals, nurses, patients, insurance companies, and government officials. For 

the third project, GTAs are encouraged to have students fix localized problems in the 

proposal essay, perhaps something that needs changed on campus or in their hometown. 

One example of a student proposal might be to create a student club or organization that 

does not already exist, perhaps for first generation college students. 

I take the time to explain these project sequences because they are the projects 

that each GTA is given and expected to teach in ENG 101 and ENG 102 during their first 

year teaching at ASU. In this way, they represent a kind of institutional text. They are 

something that can be replicated and is easily accessible to Writing Programs teachers 

and the students who take Writing Programs classes. First year composition projects are 

also designed to meet what Writing Programs sees as the demands of writing in a 

university setting, scaffolded in rhetoric and composition pedagogy. After their first year, 
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GTAs are given the freedom and flexibility to design their course content, though the 

syllabi still go through a departmental approval process. Even though GTAs are not 

strictly required to continue teaching this project sequence, an expectation is set by their 

ENG 594 teachers that these are the types of projects appropriate for ENG 101 and ENG 

102 at ASU, and changing the projects to, say, teach a rhetorical analysis in ENG 101 is 

inadvisable since students may end up repeating this project in their ENG 102. ENG 594 

provides ample time and space for GTAs to craft their FYC assignments, so these project 

sequences often remain as they are with small tweaks based on student experience 

completing the project and GTA experience teaching the project as Jill points out: 

the work that I did to… revise the syllabi and the assignments in 101 and 102 
from the materials I was given in TA practicum, I really haven't changed it since 
then. So I feel like practicum gave me the time… to spend a lot of time revising 
those materials and making them my own and putting my voice into them. (Jill)  
 

Skye also leans on their20 ENG 594 experience when approaching the online classroom, 

explaining:  

[The primary ENG 594 faculty member] emphasized [flexibility] a lot in her um, 
teaching and also in her assignments. Like her rubric would be like, “student 
follows the assignment guidelines or like, expresses a reason why they thwart 
them.”…. I just think, like, that's awesome. Obviously… I'm not like, "You 
should write a research paper." And someone turns in like a diorama, and I'd be 
like, "Great." I'm not like that. But I definitely encourage them to transform in 
smaller ways, the assignment into something more meaningful for them. 
 

When talking about influences in their online teaching, George and Matt did not directly 

mention ENG 594. ENG 594, the teaching goals of ENG 594, and the FYC projects they 

develop there are points of similarity for Skye, George, Jill, and Matt. Whether GTAs 

come into ASU with previous teaching experience or not, ENG 594 works as a norming 

                                                
20 They/them/their are Skye’s chosen pronouns and will be used in the singular for Skye 
throughout. 
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mechanism that shapes GTA pedagogical strategies to fit the goals of ASU’s Writing 

Programs and imbues those strategies with Composition Studies scholarship. This 

norming work is important within any university, but especially so in a program as large 

as ASU’s since working toward the same writing goals as outlined by Writing Programs 

helps to keep the FYC student experience more consistent. Aligning with goals set by 

Writing Programs, FYC courses position undergraduate students to be able to deploy 

basic scholarly writing skills in their research and writing during their time at university, 

which is, arguably, the goal of any FYC course sequence.  

Writing Programs Mission and Goals 

In the Fall of 2018, ASU welcomed over 100,000 students across all of its 

campuses with approximately 13,000 incoming freshmen (Leingang). According to the 

Writing Programs website, “ASU Writing Programs employs over 200 teachers 

annually,” teaching “more than 10,000 students each academic year” (“Writing Programs 

Faculty Resources”). With such a large program, it is essential that ASU Writing 

Programs provides a unified face with tangible goals to guide writing teachers in their 

course design so as to make the multiplicity in curriculum defensible to the neoliberal 

institution. In our interview, the Writing Program Administrator (WPA) made it clear that 

she is committed to allowing Writing Programs teachers flexibility in choosing projects 

and materials for their courses. Even so, those choices must still reflect the standards and 

principles the WPA has established for ASU Writing Programs. Providing a public-facing 

mission statement and programmatic goals, with goals developed from student outcomes 

statements release by the Conference on College Composition and Communication 

(CCCC) and Council of Writing Program Administrators (CWPA), helps not only to 
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provide guidelines for writing programs teachers but also gives the WPA a position from 

which to defend Writing Programs from any perceived vulnerabilities from the neoliberal 

institution. As I will discuss more thoroughly in the next chapter, budget cuts often 

negatively affect English Departments, and outlining a mission and goals can make an 

argument of effectiveness and programmatic necessity easier. 

On the public-facing Writing Programs website, the program’s mission, goals, 

and visual identity21 are outlined. Under the direction of the current WPA, who is well-

published and well-respected in the field of Writing Program Administration, ASU 

Writing Programs argues that “demands of writing within the university community 

include the need to 

• synthesize and analyze multiple points of view; 
• articulate and support one's own position regarding various issues; and 
• adjust writing to multiple audiences, purposes, and conventions.” (formatting 

as on the website, “Mission”) 
 

In order to meet those demands, ASU Writing Programs works from “the belief that 

writing is not only a way of knowing, it is also a way of acting on others in the public 

sphere” (“Mission”). ASU Writing Programs teachers are intended to encourage this kind 

of writing through “rhetorically sophisticated” writing projects, “college-level non-fiction 

readings,” teaching argumentation, and the demonstration “that research is not merely 

mechanical or abstract” but rather connects with course materials to create complex 

                                                
21 The “visual identity” is an explanation of the Writing Programs’ logo, which consists 
of ten thin lines gradating from orange to yellow-gold twice, ending in a third section of 
orange. The ten lines form a fluid loop with slightly waved ends. Where the lines cross, 
they form a 9x9 curved grid. The website describes the logo as such: “a loop that consists 
of lines beginning in many places, progressing through a loop and emerging to many 
places, is a visual representation of our work in the classroom, our place in the 
University, and our distinct characteristics and values as a program” (“Mission”). 
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arguments (“Mission”). Writing Programs’ mission statement is supported by Writing 

Programs goals: 

• Rhetorical Knowledge: “Our writing courses will focus on helping students 
develop and use a rhetorical framework to analyze writing situations, in a 
number of ways.” 

• Critical thinking, reading, and writing: “One of the key goals of our courses is 
to provide students with strategies to gather, analyze, and write about issues 
that are important to specific audiences in specific contexts.” 

• Processes: “Our writing courses will focus on the writing process and will ask 
students to engage in a variety of practices to research, develop and write their 
projects.” 

• Conventions: “We strive to teach students to analyze the writing conventions 
of different discourse communities and to begin to write effectively within 
these communities.” (“Mission.”) 

 
Of course, like ENG 594, these goals are situated within the disciplinary conversations of 

Writing Program Administration and Composition Studies as they relate to pedagogy and 

the teaching of writing. The Mission and Goals posed by Writing Programs serve as a 

dialectic confluence, bringing together disciplinary, departmental, and institution-specific 

discourses that also work to influence the teaching of writing at ASU. 

The scope of audience is far greater for Writing Programs than for ENG 594. The 

mission statement and goals of Writing Programs are posted on their public-facing 

website, so the audience for these goals is wide-ranging: Writing Programs teachers, 

current students, prospective students, parents, and University administration among 

others. ENG 594, on the other hand, has a more localized and considerably more private 

audience of the GTAs, those teaching the course, and, presumably, the Directors who 

approved the syllabus. Writing Programs’ outward-facing goals express standards that 

Writing Programs teachers are expected to enact in the writing classroom. So the ENG 

594 learning goals can be seen as nested within Writing Programs’ goals, while Writing 

Programs’ goals are nested within the disciplinary conversations in the CWPA and 
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CCCC. The nested nature of each goal set means that in taking ENG 594, the GTAs are 

building a pedagogical foundation that helps them work toward not only the course goals, 

but also the goals of Writing Programs and disciplinary conversations about the teaching 

of writing. In this sense, the composition and rhetorical theory that GTAs encounter in 

ENG 594 is necessary, especially for those outside of Rhetoric and Composition, in order 

for them to be able to meet the broader Writing Programs learning goals in their own 

teaching. In turn, the confluence of goals, experience, and theory may propel GTAs 

toward the flexible pedagogical strategies that Stancliff and Goggin hypothesize and 

begin to build the underlying structure of writing pedagogy that Reid, Estrem, and 

Belcheir indicate. 

Optional Training 

Additional training is available to any teacher in Writing Programs, including 

GTAs, instructors, and adjuncts who are seeking to teach courses other than face-to-face 

FYC and lower division writing courses. The Online Teaching Certification Program 

(OTCP) as well as Professional and Technical (pro-tech) Writing Certification are most 

relevant here. These two programs differ greatly in style since the OTCP was, according 

to Roger, initially intended to be a nuts-and-bolts approach to training rather than a 

theory-focused training program. The Pro-Tech Writing Certification, on the other hand 

requires a theory course to be completed before teachers can be assigned professional 

writing courses, and first-semester professional writing teachers are also required to 

attend a practicum and use the curriculum designed by the department’s Technical 

Writing expert. This structure of the Professional Writing certification falls to the 

conversion end of the teacher-training spectrum, in contrast to the more organic approach 
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used by the OTCP. However, the OTCP’s organic approach is more a result of practical 

constraints (such as lack of funding and consistent staffing) than intentional design. 

Though the OTCP has had many iterations, at the time that George, Skye, Matt, Jill and I 

were certified to teach online, teachers were required to complete a series of eight 

workshops related to online teaching. The bulk of the workshops were intended to train 

us in online teaching tools. For the most part, the how-to workshops were led by the 

Director of Digital Technology in the English Department. A minimum of two of these 

workshops needed to be pedagogy-focused. Pedagogy-focused workshops were led by an 

instructor volunteer who was currently teaching online courses for Writing Programs. 

During the time of their certification, Matt and Jill would have had the opportunity to 

learn from instructors Samuel or Agatha22, while Skye and George attended workshops 

led by Agatha. 

Though the how-to workshops were informative for those unfamiliar or 

uncomfortable with new technologies—such as established teachers who taught primarily 

face-to-face—they often felt unnecessary for individuals—like the GTAs—who were 

already familiar with technologies such as Google Drive and Blackboard Discussions. 

The emphasis on technology rather than pedagogy left GTAs feeling underprepared for 

actually teaching online courses as Skye and Matt tell us: 

I didn't particularly appreciate my training. Um, because it was—it was not the 
trainer's fault. The trainer was focused on technology. He taught me the—how to 
do the technology…but I didn't have the pedagogical skills I need—because I'm 
not a rhetorician. (Skye) 
 
We were required to teach online to take eight of those [workshops]. Never once 
were they really pedagogically focused, right. Like mostly they were about 
technologies, not— and how to employ those technologies to complete tasks, not 

                                                
22 These are both pseudonyms. 
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the pedagogical implications of using those technologies and how those 
technologies affect on our pedagogy in one way or another. (Matt) 

 
Skye’s comment here positions those in the Rhetoric and Composition discipline as 

predisposed to pedagogical knowledge given their disciplinary focus. Because the 

pedagogy workshops in the OTCP were held by instructors as service when the GTAs 

were being certified, the pedagogy workshops were inconsistent both in schedule and in 

content—some semesters, the pedagogy workshops were not available at all. Instructors 

who held the workshops often focused on their specific approaches to online 

assignments, rather than more generalized principles that could apply to the array of 

online writing courses offered by Writing Programs. The GTAs viewed this approach as 

largely ineffective as these comments show: 

There was nothing [the pedagogy instructor] taught me that I didn't already know. 
(laughs) Um, and so the pedagogy side, I just felt like— none of it was really 
anything that useful? And so it did just feel like I was spinning my wheels. (Jill) 
 
I wasn't really crazy about [the pedagogy instructor’s] ideas and style, so I just 
missed a lot of that. (George) 
 
[The OTCP] taught me technologies. And some of them were ridiculous. So 
someone was like “Oh, I used this,” and it looked like Web 1—like Web .5, right, 
like Yahoo 1995. I'm like “Okay, that's great for you, but that doesn't teach our 
students very much.” … Like, we're in Web 2.0, right? Two generations after 
whatever you're using. How about you find technologies that support this, as 
opposed to whatever weirdness that you're doing that looks worse than a Reddit 
forum. (Matt) 

 
Here, the GTAs specifically address their concerns about the lack of pedagogical content 

in the OTCP. Because, as the Director explained, the initial conception of the OTCP was 

to help established instructors learn how to use the digital tools necessary to teach online 

and pedagogy was an afterthought in the program. This focus resulted in a mismatch 

between OTCP content and GTA needs. We learned from Reid, Estrem, and Belcheir as 
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well as Stancliff and Goggin that GTAs are, overall, not interested in theory when they 

are new teachers. However, in the case of the OTCP, the GTAs said they did not receive 

enough of the theory related to online teaching, leaving them feeling underprepared for 

the actualities of the online classroom. 

 In addition to general feelings of underpreparedness, Jill and Skye mention 

feelings of isolation regarding their online teaching: 

Abigail: Is there anything else regarding online teaching or your experience 
teaching at ASU, teaching online at ASU that um, we haven't touched on, you 
think is important or that you would like to talk about? 
 
Skye: Yes. Um, I think I mentioned this briefly but the feeling of isolation. I 
have—literally have no idea who else besides you teaches online classes. 
 
Abigail: Right. 
 
Skye: Um, I think that's especially true for TAs because we just drift off into our 
own little world. Um, it frustrates me that we're just kinda like sent off to sea. And 
um, that, there's no kind of collaboration or anything that really kind of 
encourages an interaction between us as teachers. 
 
Abigail: Mm-hmm (affirmative). 
 
Skye: So, I can imagine adjuncts or people who are very overwhelmed feeling 
that they have no resources because you have to really be in the building to have 
resources. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Jill: So I feel like it would have been nice to have even fewer of the tech stuff… 
But more of the pedagogy and more of how do you manage classroom issues 
online, how do you manage students that just drop off and don't respond to their 
partner or students that are really belligerent in the discussion board, how do you 
manage those issues? 
 
Abigail: Right. 
 
Jill: Like that’s—I feel what we need more of because those are the things where 
you feel like you're barely qualified to handle it in a face-to-face class. And then 
when it happens in an online class, you're really stuck.  
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Abigail: Yeah.  
 
Jill: And most of us by the time we're teaching online we're also at a point just 
because of the way the timing of everything works and when we're allowed to do 
stuff we're also nearing the end of our course work if not completely done with 
course work, and so we're not in the building and in the office as much. 
 
Abigail: Right. 
 
Jill: And so, we are frequently more and more at home by ourselves without that 
in-person support system. 
 

In these comments, there is a sense of online teaching as a solitary endeavor. Because the 

GTAs are not required to hold in-person office hours—a sensical policy from the 

department where online instructors are permitted to hold online office hours instead of 

in-person office hours—they are isolated from other instructors cutting them off from 

their coworkers as Jill points out, a problem not just for the GTAs, but all teachers who 

teach a primarily online course load. In this isolation, then, the principal influence on the 

GTAs’ online teaching is the OTCP and their own experiences (if any) in online 

classrooms. George illustrates in her response regarding the influences on her online 

course design: 

George: (laughs) A lot of what not to do. 
 
Abigail: Mm-hmm (affirmative). 
 
George: Right? So, as a non-traditional student coming up, um, through my 
undergraduate, I… took a few onli—online classes, and I struggled with them. 
And so… I think a lot of my influence has been in what I don't like; what I don't 
want to see; and what are alternatives or solutions to the problems that I perceive. 
And then, sort of building from there. I'm not sure, because-- because online 
teaching isn't something—I can't just step into your classroom. 
 
Abigail: Mm-hmm (affirmative). 
 
George: I can't just, um… you know, walk in and sit for a day and watch Abby 
teaching. I'm not going to see anything. It— it doesn't function that way. So- 
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Abigail: Right. 
 
George: It's hard to see good influences, I think, when it comes to online 
teaching. 
 

The dissatisfaction felt by the GTAs in terms of underpreparedness and isolation 

are the fingerprints of institutional forces outside of their control. The OTCP as the GTAs 

were required to complete it in was not designed with their needs in mind; it was training 

that had originally grown from the needs of Writing Programs teachers who were 

unfamiliar with computers and online teaching tools, years before the GTAs began their 

graduate studies. Rather than a program grounded in decades of disciplinary research, as 

with ENG 594, the OTCP remained a nuts-and-bolts approach to online teaching, perhaps 

also predicting what it might be like if ENG 594 ditched composition theory altogether as 

first year GTAs often to desire.  

Application and Aftermath of Institutional Training 

Matt, Skye, George, and Jill indicate a mixture of institutional influences in how 

they approach the design of their online courses. As previously mentioned, the projects 

Jill developed in ENG 594 still form the basis of all of her FYC courses. In contrast, 

George, Matt, and Skye mention ENG 594 relatively few times and instead indicate other 

institutional influences. For Skye, they have concerns regarding the consistency in the 

quality of online FYC instruction— are students in the various online courses having a 

consistent experience both across online courses and across online and face-to-face 

courses? Are those experiences consistently helpful for their academic and professional 

futures across online courses? Across face-to-face courses? Although these are 

reasonable concerns, it is difficult to ensure consistency in experience in any writing 



78 

program, let alone a program the size of ASU’s. Skye assuages their concerns by building 

lesson plans with the departmental goals in mind. In explaining their process for 

designing lesson plans, Skye tells us: 

I begin structuring my class looking at the goals were assigned. So, for 101 you 
know, whatever the department lists and 102, whatever the department lists. 
(Skye) 
 

These goals are set up in ENG 594, as described previously, and then carried through by 

Skye into their later Writing Programs course development. Although Skye cites 

department goals here, they do not discuss them in depth nor the ways in which 

departmental goals actually impact the design of their courses. However, Skye does go on 

to discuss in depth the ways in which student experience impact the design of their lesson 

plans and assignments. For example, Skye is concerned with making use of the textbook 

since students complain if they purchase a book that does not get used. Skye also 

mentions making changes in their lesson plans based on conversations they and I have 

had about online teaching and the amount of redundancy necessary there. While some 

amount of redundancy in course design is necessary, like in face-to-face classes, if the 

teacher makes instructional videos that simply go over content in the book, students are 

less likely to actually spend time reading their textbooks. Skye works to balance 

institutional and social influences on their online teaching. 

Finding a different institutional influence, Matt travels up another link in the 

institutional chain to consider student outcomes put forth by the CWPA: 

Looking at the…WPA outcome statements, uh, because I feel like some of the 
course goals that translate into ASU's course goals are not really being met very 
well. Um, for example, transforming genre and modality. So, you take the same 
paper and you transform genre and modality. And then I look at assignments that 
people are publishing about, and student experiences of those assignments. And 
then I look at what our school offers, and whether or not that's a reasonable 
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request. So, like, at the community colleges, I can't do all this. But, it's reasonable 
at ASU for me to say, “You guys have a creative project. You have all these 
resources. You have a 3D printing lab. You have an online interactive lab. You 
have a media lab. Like, you guys have all these; go, do something.” At the 
community colleges, they don't have the time, so I have to look at what 
affordances the school has, but mostly I'm looking at new ways to meet these 
course goals, and ways that are socially meaningful to my students. So, like my 
creative project that goes along with one of their papers is often trying to get 
them… to meet… the WPA outcome of transforming genre and modality. So it's 
the same information employed in a different way to a different audience. And 
then also situate them within different contexts to try and meet different needs, 
and have fun with it a little bit. (Matt) 
 

While Skye utilizes Writing Programs as a norming guideline, Matt uses them as a point 

of contrast for guidelines that he considers to supersede Writing Programs goals (though 

Writing Programs goals are, in fact, based upon the CWPA student outcomes). There are 

many reasons for the difference in application— from personality to past teaching 

experiences—but one plausible reason is their theoretical backgrounds. Skye comes from 

a linguistic background while Matt is firmly grounded in rhetoric and composition. Skye 

even states that they feel less prepared for online teaching because of their background in 

linguistics23, rather than rhetoric, which Skye, in a conflation with composition studies, 

considers a more pedagogy-focused discipline.  

In the quote above, Matt’s focus is on genre and modality and the ways in which 

they transform a text. Specific references to genre, as Matt understands it, are not part of 

the Writing Programs’ Goals, but they are explicitly mentioned in the CWPA outcome 

statement. Rather, ASU Writing Programs’ goals talk about “conventions,” dedicating an 

entire section of Writing Programs goals to the notion of writing conventions in terms of 

a rhetorical understanding of both writing and disciplinary [genre] conventions. Writing 

                                                
23 As we saw earlier, Skye states: “I didn't have the pedagogical skills I need—because 
I'm not a rhetorician.” 
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Programs’ explanation of rhetorical knowledge, critical thinking, reading, and writing, 

processes, and conventions all might be said to have elements of understanding and 

deploying genre. For instance: student will “be aware of the components of argument and 

create their own arguments in conversation with other members of their discourse 

communities;” “pursue an issue across projects in order to understand the complexity of 

the issue and to make connections between empirical, historical, and cultural aspects of 

an issue;” and “understand the ways that different discourse communities have different 

strategies for conveying information, for researching information, and for evaluating and 

analyzing information” (“Mission”). In point of fact, each of those goals could apply to 

genre studies and are also flexible enough to apply to projects of multiple modalities.  

In stating “I feel like some of the course goals that translate into ASU's course 

goals are not really being met very well,” Matt assumes that other instructors in the 

department work from a deficit model regarding multimodality, and subsequently online 

teaching. Under this assumption it follows that, for Matt, other instructors are not 

working as effectively toward the multimodality that he sees as necessary for both online 

teaching and his students’ “social futures” (to use his own terminology). A larger part of 

this, though, is the department’s focus on what Matt calls “formal writing projects.” He 

says: 

things like… multimodal assignments. I would love to be able to break into those, 
but I'm very confined, you know, with the requirements. There’s like, I don’t— I 
would love to have, like, some sort of visual composition project at one of these 
schools. All I can do is, at ASU, I have the ability to be, like “Okay, you have a 
creative project,” but I—that can't be the assignment. It can only come with a 
typical formal writing assignment. Um. But in most of the scholarship that I read 
that is about multimodality, it's always, like, we're moving away from text as 
composition, and I feel like my students are getting left behind when I—I'm 
unable to do that. So, that's where, like, I'm trying to figure out now how to 
conform to the—the notion that words matter, according to my syllabi, and the 
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notion that, socially, words matter much less than they used to. And figure out 
ways incorporate other modalities into my pedagogy. Creating memes, for 
example, as I would— memes for invention. (Matt) 
 

Because Writing Programs’ goals are specifically shaped around alphabetic writing, Matt 

perceives them as constrains on his teaching rather than guidelines for creating his course 

content. However, Writing Programs’ goals are as much about argumentation, research, 

and disciplinary conventions as they are about things like the writing process. These 

additional focuses indicate the flexibility, which the WPA is protective of, allowed to 

Writing Programs teachers. Given this flexibility, it would not be unreasonable for Matt 

to assign multimodal writing that meets both Writing Programs’ goals and the 

transformative outcomes related to genre and multimodality from the CWPA. In fact, 

George takes advantage of both the online teaching medium and the flexibility afforded 

by the department and assigns a website-based assignment in her ENG 102 class. In this 

assignment, she focuses not only on content but on the design necessary for online 

composition. So, institutional influences have lingering effects in that Matt’s 

interpretation of Writing Programs is that the goals are both strict and too heavily focused 

on alphabetic writing. There exists a perception of an institutional influence applying 

pressure, which impacts the assignments—and students—in Matt’s classroom. 

Matt’s understanding of how the Writing Programs’ mission and goals are 

positioned is a direct result of his social relationships with other coworkers. By his own 

admission, he avoids Tempe campus both because he lives far away and because of his 

second job teaching full time for another college to support himself. After finishing 

coursework, and teaching primarily online, there is not much reason for Matt to actually 

be on the Tempe campus and mingle with fellow instructors. His somewhat self-imposed 
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isolation means that only a few interactions with instructors—and likely the pedagogy 

workshops he attended for the OTCP—have shaped both his conception of what fellow 

teachers are doing as well as his interpretation of the Writing Programs Mission and 

Goals. So, the lack of pedagogical focus in the OTCP and limited interactions with other 

instructors teaching writing online both influence his interpretation of Writing Programs 

goals as constraints to his teaching rather than carefully crafted guidelines that help to 

unify a diverse and enormous department. 

The formal-project-focus that Matt refers to is reminiscent of the dependency on 

alphabetic literacy that Cynthia Selfe describes in her work with Gail Hawisher and her 

chapters in the collaboratively authored Writing New Media in the early 2000s. In these 

works, Selfe argues that if English teachers do not want to be left in the dust, they must 

work to incorporate different types of literacy beyond alphabetic into the writing 

classroom. Since the early 2000s, composition teachers have been steadily integrating 

digitally-focused literacies into the writing classroom. However, as Jonathan Alexander 

and Jacqueline Rhodes argue more recently, even when creating multimodal projects, the 

focus is still primarily on the creation of a text or remediating a text-based project. 

Alexander and Rhodes use an assignment that asked students to create a video account of 

a literacy narrative to illustrate this point. Most of the videos students submitted were 

simply the student reading an essay to the camera or using a combination of pictures, 

text, and background music to explain the premise and supporting content for their 

literacy narratives. Essentially, the video literacy narratives were an iteration of a literacy 

narrative essay rather than a wholly new kind of project that takes advantage of the 

affordances of video and video editing software. Alexander and Rhodes reason that this 
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text-forward approach to video literacy narratives is because teachers who assign this 

type of multimodal project teach student the skills and processes for a written literacy 

narrative, rather than working with their students to develop the video editing skills 

necessary to compose a video essay that takes full advantage of the genre. Matt, who 

studies online teaching and multimodality is keenly aware of these discrepancies, and so 

he picks up on them when designing his online courses. Because of departmental 

expectations for writing projects, he interprets this guideline as a constraint in his online 

courses, and, in his view, is less able to serve his students and their social future. 

Conclusion 

 Graduate Teaching Associates are situated in a distinct institutional space. They 

exist both as students, subject to the training and course load appropriate of that status, as 

well as teachers who have the freedom to design their own classrooms as they see fit. 

Their position within the institution means that the influence of the institution shapes 

their teaching practice in multiple ways; the GTAs’ understanding of institutional 

influences on the classroom come from first, having extensive experience in ASU 

classrooms as students themselves and second, knowing the ways in which they 

themselves place institutional expectations on their own students. We can see this most 

clearly seen by Matt’s interpretation of Writing Programs’ goals as a constraining force 

on his curriculum. The institutional training necessary to prepare the GTAs is shaped by 

institutional and disciplinary forces, such as the CWPA outcome statement, and is a 

significant influencing factor in how GTAs approach teaching in general and online 

teaching in particular. 
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CHAPTER 4 

FACULTY AND THE NEW AMERICAN UNIVERSITY 

In my initial conception of this project, I imagined the ASU Staff and Faculty24 as 

a part of the institutional voice—as arbiters of institutional discourse. Because their job 

duties shape the English Department and are coordinated with the larger institutional 

discourse by necessity, this seemed an obvious choice to me, as a graduate student. 

However, in speaking with the participants, I gained a sense of their individual voices and 

their own struggles with institutional forces. They, like the GTAs, attempt to fit in with 

the institutional narrative as they simultaneously enforce it through their leadership. So 

they work in a sort of middle ground; a liminal space in which they are not fully in 

control of things (like budgets), and yet they lead the Department in such a way as to be a 

positive addition to institutional discourse and the Department of English itself. On one 

hand, the Chair and Writing Program Administrator (WPA) are arbiters of institutional 

discourse. On the other hand, they are constrained by institutional forces that conflict 

with their own professional desires and the desires of those within the department. 

Institutional pressures weigh heavily on them, and they are required by the neoliberal 

institution to tell a narrative of progress and value that justifies things such as budgetary 

requests, and yet they must also be accountable for and to the people who work within 

the department as well as students who enroll in English courses. 

                                                
24 I would like to clarify, at the beginning of this chapter, that my analysis and 
observations here are not a remark on the interview participants themselves, their 
education, or their work ethic. Rather, I make observations about the development of 
their careers as they have described them to me as well as how institutional forces have 
shaped their careers and their actions in the university. 
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Recalling Shari J. Stenberg’s definition of neoliberalism, it “is a set of economic 

principles and cultural politics that positions the free market as a guide for all human 

action… ‘Liberal’ here references economic, not political, ideology…. Neoliberalism… 

also prizes individualism and individual responsibility. Individuals are regarded as 

rational economic actors who are expected to make choices that will maximize their 

human capital” (4-5). In a neoliberal institution, the members of the workforce are each 

responsible for upholding the neoliberal ideals and working within a system that values 

their individual work so long as it acts “in service of profit” for the institution (Stenberg 

5). Service to society and to the economy are conflated and so the neoliberal institution 

always positions itself to be profitable, whether that is in money, knowledge, or human 

capital. Measurability is the key to a neoliberal approach to education. Power, in a 

neoliberal institution, often relies on persuasion, and one’s ability to speak in terms 

acknowledged as important by the neoliberal institution (in the case of ASU: access, 

academic excellence, local impact, etc.). The neoliberal institution affects the everyday 

working lives of faculty at ASU by influencing the ways in which they are able to enact 

and shape departmental policies. The Chair and the WPA work from a liminal space in 

the neoliberal institution, the power available to them impacted by ASU’s Charter and 

overarching goals of access and academic excellence.  

Power, Liminality, and the New American University 

In the inaugural issue of Rhetor, editor Tracy Whalen describes rhetoric as a 

liminal practice, noting that “In liminal spaces we find ourselves on a threshold (or 

limen), caught between practices, cultures, frames for knowing the world, and modes of 

communication — between, for instance, the divine and secular, university and 
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workplace, private and public, linguistic and nonlinguistic. This is an interstitial place, 

the place of in-between” (1). Whalen’s conception of liminality is grounded in 

anthropologist Victor Turner’s work. Turner, in turn, developed his theory of liminality 

from anthropologist Arnold van Gennep’s theory that explains societal rites de passage 

as a process of becoming or transformation (Donahue and Foster-Johnson). Liminality, as 

Whalen explains, “entails a position on the margins” (2), and she gestures toward the 

ways in which categorizing individuals works as another form of oppression. If we take 

up Whalen’s explanation and understand liminality as a threshold, then liminality can at 

once describe something in the process of transitioning and also describe something in-

between or on the margin. To exist in a liminal space, therefore, is to be in-between and 

in-process. 

I adopt the concept of “liminal space” to refer to the way in which ASU faculty 

work from an in-between. They occupy a liminal space because the institutional 

positioning of their jobs means that they both hold and do not hold power within the 

institution. We know from Foucault that power, like energy, is not created. Rather, power 

is a relationship between individuals or entities, and it is always in a state of flux, shifting 

in what Foucault calls force relations. Power exists everywhere—it does not simply 

congregate at the top of the food chain (so to speak), to be enacted upon those in a lower 

stance. Power is ubiquitous not “because it embraces everything, but because it comes 

from everywhere” (93). Foucault argues that power is always working on a matrix in 

which some parties take power and other parties let go of it. There is a power relationship 

in every interaction a person has, whether in their professional or personal lives. Because 

power is always being renegotiated, using or leaving power is a state of in-between or in-
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process. To affect change, power must be recognized and redirected accordingly. The 

ways in which power is taken and used does impact the way that power is perceived by 

those who are managed by those in administrative roles such as the Chair or the WPA. 

The ASU faculty are shaped by institutional discourse as they shape how others perceive 

institutional discourse because discourse “transmits and produces power; it reinforces it, 

but also undermines and exposes it, renders it fragile and makes it possible to thwart it” 

(Foucault 101). This discourse, though, is also liminal; it exists in a state of in-process, 

working with and against the force relations of any given scenario. Within the liminal 

space, too, discourse exists in multiplicities. As Foucault explains, “we must not imagine 

a world of discourse divided between… the dominant discourse and the dominated one; 

but as a multiplicity of discursive elements that can come into play in various strategies” 

(100). Institutional discourse exists in multiplicities, affecting and being affected by 

individuals within the institution. While some threads of institutional discourse connect 

all the way through to students in the classroom, others connect to administrative faculty, 

instructors, and GTAs. As arbiters of institutional discourse, the Chair and the WPA work 

from the multiplicities in institutional discourse to shift the power dynamics in the 

department for both the benefit of the department and in service to the employees within 

the department.  

The liminality of administrative positions is not a particularly new concept. 

Edward M. White talked about power in the WPA position in the early 1990s, using an 

issue of budgeting and institutional politics as an anecdotal opener. When the Dean of 

Humanities attempted to cannibalize White’s writing across the curriculum (WAC) 

program, he was unable to sway the Dean of Humanities. Instead, White worked the 
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institutional system to convince the new Dean of Undergraduate Studies to take over the 

program and consequently move the WAC budget out of the Humanities department. In 

White’s mind, his “refus[al] to accept the condition of powerlessness” saved his program 

and showed that WPAs are perhaps not as powerless as they sometimes believe (5). 

WPAs, White argues “must empower [them]selves to do [their] jobs” (6); they have 

power “inherent in the position,” with the ability to leverage persuasive writing, a 

network of WPAs who can offer support, and they act as a buffer for administration from 

“constant harassment from discontented students and faculty” (11). However, White’s 

approach has been thoroughly criticized as masculinist and seen somewhat as “fake it ‘til 

you make it,” by others like Hildy Miller who argues that a feminist both-and 

empowerment strategy rather than an either-or strategy to utilizing power in the WPA 

role is more appropriate. Further, White very much views power as a thing to be taken (or 

left) by the WPA, whereas Miller’s both-and empowerment strategy acknowledges the 

fluidity of power relations, especially as they exist in the position of WPA. 

A more recent example of scholarship about power in the WPA role is Talinn 

Phillips, Paul Shovlin, and Megan Titus’s article “Thinking Liminally: Exploring the 

(com)Promising Positions of the Liminal WPA,” in which the authors describe the ways 

in which various situations of liminal WPAs (outside of the tenure-track, especially 

graduate student and contingent faculty) impact the type of work they are able to 

accomplish as WPAs. They deploy van Gennep’s theory of liminality to ground their 

examination of liminality in WPA work, positioning liminal WPAs as “typically without 

the attendant power, institutional position, or compensation of [junior] and  [senior] 

WPAs” (42). Liminality, for Phillips, Shovlin, and Titus serves as a way to examine the 
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specific problems that liminal WPAs face and are not accounted for in the typical junior 

and senior WPA hierarchy. The three authors all served as graduate WPAs (gWPAs) in 

their institutions, gaining job perks like travel funding, increased salary, healthcare 

benefits, and a solo office space. These trappings of a “real job” represented an 

improvement in their situation, although they were still being misused by the department 

as less expensive, and yet experienced and qualified, labor. Relatedly, Phillips, Shovlin, 

and Titus acknowledge that  

the more problematic aspects of our experiences are not typical, but rooted 
in particular historical moments. Many of these experiences are the repercussions 
of mentors and friends suffering devastating losses and grappling with serious 
disabilities. Within our small faculty, three members experienced life-altering 
tragedies within twenty-four hours. These events understandably threw the 
writing programs into crisis for months with lifelong aftereffects for the faculty 
involved. Other experiences were a result of the global financial crisis. 

The pressure that crises place on writing programs may create demands 
from liminals that are incommensurate with their compensation, status, and 
workload. While other faculty may be genuinely unaware of the volume and 
complexity of work involved in asking a liminal to direct a writing program—
even on an interim basis—we write in the hopes that such lack of awareness will 
no longer be a legitimate excuse. (52) 

 
Power, for a liminal WPA, is difficult, and White’s approach of fake it ‘til you make it 

simply cannot work for positions such as gWPAs, who have little opportunity to shift the 

tide of institutional power. In the end, Phillips, Shovlin, and Titus offer a sort of 

Foucauldian approach to liminality, arguing that leveraging a lack of power—for 

example, the probability that the liminal WPA has “a job no one else wants” (55)—to 

enact power in the position during their brief stints as liminal WPAs. 

What is clear from the varying accounts of power in the WPA role is that, even 

for liminal WPAs, the ability to affect force relations is changes based on the role of the 

WPA in the department and is therefore also institution-specific. It is helpful here to 
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bring in the distinction that Shirley K. Rose, Lisa S. Mastrangelo, and Barbara 

L’Eplattenier make between power, authority, and influence in the WPA position. 

Drawing from Thomas Abrose, they define the three thusly: Power is the ability to affect 

both negative and positive change. Authority, “which rests on expertise, tradition, and 

deeply held beliefs and expectations or legitimacy within the social institution… allows 

things to happen easily and quickly” (Rose, Mastrangelo, and L’Eplattenier 51). 

Influence relies on persuasion and “occurs in the absence of power” and can rely heavily 

on social relations, especially “prestige (personal, professional, or institutional), as well 

as debt or obligation” (Rose, Mastrangelo, and L’Eplattenier 51). Phillips, Shovlin, and 

Titus talk about leveraging power, but influence plays a part in it too (since one of their 

recommendations is to make strategic allies). Authority might be unavailable to liminal 

WPAs, but it does play a significant role for a junior or senior WPA, and, typically a 

WPA can leverage these three elements to enact positive changes in their respective 

departments. 

The role of WPA, as Rose, Mastrangelo, and L’Eplattenier explain, is one of 

“middle management” in which WPAs have “a degree of authority over one group (the 

writing faculty and consequently the students) while simultaneously requiring 

subservience to another (English department chairs and larger institutional authorities)” 

(45). Further, they argue that cultural capital, or social bonds upon which a WPA might 

call, is an important part of the WPA position within the University. WPAs are positioned 

within the institution so as to derive part of their power from their title and another part of 

their power from their relationships with others in the department. Each WPA, then, is 

working from a distinctive rhetorical position: “The WPA’s work is determined and 
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constrained by exigency and the rhetorical situation of the institution, the programmatic 

structure, and the position” (50), with the “situated and strategic negotiation of WPA 

agency” also “accounting for the agency of others with whom [they] work as well as 

[their] own” (Rose, Mastrangelo, and L’Eplattenier 63). At ASU, the rhetorical situation 

of the institution is outlined by President Michael M. Crow’s Charter for the New 

American University. The Charter is not the only institutional text that sets the rhetorical 

situation at ASU, but it is one of the most accessible and therefore relevant to any 

departmental-level rhetorical endeavor that seeks to change a force relation within the 

university. Verbiage in the Charter including that ASU will “[d]emonstrate leadership in 

academic excellence and accessibility” provide anchors for department-level discourse 

that might seek to affect change through things like requesting monetary or material 

support. 

In Designing the New American University, Crow and William B. Dabars assert 

that American academia is stagnant, prizing the exclusionary elitism of research-forward 

institutions, and content with research for research’s sake without consideration for the 

society in which it exists. Their vision of the New American University, they posit, is a 

path out of this stagnation. Although they target the entrenchment of academia as a 

significant part of the problem, Crow and Dabars also note that “market forces” shaping 

the university is also problematic (6), leading the reader to believe that the authors want 

separation between neoliberal influences and the university, instead pushing for academic 

institutions to have a greater focus on how the research it produces can impact society 

and the local communities in which the university is situated. One way to have greater 

impact on society, they reason, is to increase prospective students’ access to the 
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University. In fact, Crow and Dabars argue that the correlation of academic success with 

exclusionary elitism is a fallacy, and it is entirely possible for institutions to be both 

“egalitarian” in their access and excel in academics and research. However, as Shari J. 

Stenberg argues, the pursuit of increased access in a neoliberal institution can mean “the 

structure and practices of privilege remain unchecked” (99). So, a school can tout that 

they are fully accessible while simultaneously being inconsiderate of the individual 

working and/or studying within an “accessible” institution.  

The egalitarian ethic of access to the University creates a boom of incoming 

students—all of whom pass through ASU’s first year writing program, and nearly half of 

whom are first-generation students—without the infrastructure to support such a growing 

number of students. In fact, the Program Manager is, at the time of writing, having 

difficulty finding enough physical classroom spaces to schedule all of the English 

Department’s classes for the Fall 2019 semester. The WPA and Chair are both located 

within a rhetorical situation that both requires them to manage a program that supports 

thousands of incoming freshmen and maintains academic excellence in the program. The 

monikers of “academic excellence” and “access,” then, become part of the specific 

institutional situation in which the faculty work, affecting their power, authority, and 

influence. Crow and Dabars argue that their concept of the New American University is 

flexible, interdisciplinary, and revolutionary, and yet ASU remains divided by 

department, each area working off their own budget and their own silo of income. It is 

incumbent upon the faculty to continue working in a liminal space due to the nature of 

their jobs and their positionality within the university. From this liminal space, they must 

utilize and leverage neoliberal ideas to maintain ASU’s standard of “academic 
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excellence” and “accessibility” and exercise the power, authority, and influence of their 

positions. The next sections highlight the everyday working experiences of the Writing 

Program Administrator and the Chair of the Department of English to illustrate the 

liminality of administrative faculty positions in the university, and how they work to 

affect force relations from within a liminal space. 

The Writing Program Administrator 

A typical day for the WPA at ASU starts with checking her email at home, taking 

care of anything urgent. After coming to campus, she continues to monitor her inbox and 

has at least two hours of meetings. On the day of our interview, she informed me that she 

had three hours of meetings scheduled. She also works quite closely with the Program 

Manager, the Associate Chair of the Department, and occasionally the Chair of the 

department. Her other work duties include supervising teachers of Writing Programs 

courses, serving on the Graduate Teaching Associate Selection Committee, organizing 

Fall and Spring Convocations for Writing Programs teachers, and coordinating the efforts 

of various Writing Programs committees.25 The WPA has spent, at the time of interview, 

nearly nine years in her role as WPA at ASU, with previous experience in similar roles at 

two other large Midwestern universities. The WPA was preparing to announce that she 

was stepping down from the role of WPA and ASU would be bringing in another 

experienced WPA in the Fall of 2019, a year and a half after the time of interview. Given 

this context, the WPA was rather introspective about her time in that role, acknowledging 

that she was not able to achieve all of her goals for ASU Writing Programs in her tenure 

as WPA. 

                                                
25 See Appendix C for the full list of the WPA’s official job duties and Appendix D for 
the Chair’s official job duties. 
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One of her robust contributions to ASU Writing Programs is implementation of 

training programs for various parts of writing programs including online teaching and 

professional writing. Reflecting the positive aspects of her job, the WPA tells us: 

it's easier to talk about the things I—I have done that I think are important than 
fun… I think the things that relate to faculty development are the most important. 
Generally, I feel that all of the resources and energy spent on supporting teachers, 
professional development, supporting their learning are you know, they’re repaid. 
If—if the teachers are supported, then… the work they do will be good work.  I 
feel especially in working with the— with the TAs, that what the kind of—the 
kind of preparation we provide them is really critical, because they take one of 
three paths. They—they stay here and teach for us after, so we get the benefit of 
their good preparation. Or they go somewhere else and teach, which means we've 
made a contribution more broadly. Or they don't stay in the teaching profession at 
all. And you know I hope that we've at least helped them figure out what they 
want to do. 
 

Though these training programs are sometimes unpopular among instructors—sometimes 

seen as hurdles rather than professional development as we saw with the GTAs and the 

OTCP—the WPA clearly believes in their worth on both a programmatic and individual 

level.  

And though the WPA considers training programs important because they support 

teachers in their professional development, they are also a way for the department to 

change the flow of institutional power. In her view, training programs provide some level 

of legitimacy to the teaching of writing in the eyes of the institution: 

[Prior to implementing training programs] There's not very much quality control 
and… not really an understanding that these are different areas of expertise, 
that… there's something to know. That—that a teacher might actually know more 
than just what she read in the textbook. And I feel like that's been a major change 
that that's one thing I have accomplished. 
 

Spending time and money on professional development of Writing Programs teachers is 

one way of communicating to the department, institution, and unforeseen outside forces 

establishes tangible evidence of the value and complexity of teaching writing. In the case 
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of these programs, the WPA shows a mark of power both in developing training 

programs and in requiring that teachers in Writing Programs complete the training in 

order to teach specific courses. 

However, when reflecting on some parts of her work that she struggles with, the 

WPA reveals other legitimizing moves that she was unable to implement in her nine-year 

career as WPA at ASU—a mark of a lack of power. The WPA observes: 

I can see things that need to happen in the program that I don't seem to have been 
able to make happen. One of those is developing, uh, an assessment program for 
the Writing Program, ways of evaluating the effectiveness of what we're doing. 
And we really need to be able to—um, we really need to be able to demonstrate 
that what we do is effective, because I think we're very vulnerable. We have, uh, 
we give teachers a lot of autonomy with the curriculum, and that makes us very 
vulnerable to someone who might come in and say, “You're doing it wrong. You 
really need to all be doing it this way.” And I feel very strongly that teachers need 
autonomy, but without an assessment program in place that establishes that 
they're effective with doing what they're doing, it's very vulnerable. And I haven't 
been able to get anything going with assessment. 
 

In this statement, we see part of the WPA’s professional conflict: the struggle between 

enacting what is true to the ideals of her discipline and making those ideals translatable as 

“worth” or “value” to the neoliberal institution. Writing program assessment is something 

that should be “local, contextual, and even ecological,” taking into consideration the 

specific goals and values of a particular institution (Johnson 73-4). While local and 

contextual assessment is ethical, reasonable, and warranted for writing program 

assessment, and, in theory, relatable to the notions of local impact and academic access in 

the Charter, in practice it is difficult to achieve. And, arguably, it has as much potential to 

program as vulnerable as add strength.  

One example of past vulnerability for ASU Writing Programs is in 2014 when the 

English Department decided to balance a budget deficit by, without consult with the 
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instructors, eliminating the service requirement for instructors and raising their number of 

courses taught per semester without providing a pay increase for the additional teaching 

requirements. Writing instructor course load was to increase from four classes with 

nineteen students per semester to five classes with twenty-five students per semester—

their student load went from 76 to 125 in one fell swoop (Flaherty). In effect, the 

instructors were expected to teach two extra classes worth of students. This unilateral 

decision caused the affected non-tenure track faculty to organize against the decision. 

Eventually, the conflict leveled out in a negotiation between instructors and the 

Department for higher salaries to compensate for the increase in teaching load, even 

though the increase more than doubled MLA standards that recommend writing teachers 

have no more than sixty writing students per semester (“ADE Guidelines”). This 

happened during the WPA’s tenure. During this time, the WPA voiced her support for 

non-tenure track faculty while she simultaneously, and quietly, worked behind the scenes 

to expedite a resolution to the problem.  

Given her experience with this incident, it is likely that when the WPA talks about 

“vulnerabilities,” this is in the back of her mind. Assessment of the efficacy of 

composition curriculum as well as writing programs has been a big concern in 

Composition Studies because Composition Studies has always been vulnerable. It is no 

secret that the humanities have always needed to argue for their worth both scholastically 

and monetarily. In the early 1900s, the need to communicate worth was a large part of the 

reason for the emergence for the field of philology—an attempt to establish English 

studies as a science, and therefore something that deserved to remain a significant part of 

the Frankfurt-style schools dominating the higher educational model in that time period. 
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Programmatic assessment, then, is an offensive position that WPAs can attempt to enact 

in order to have answers when questions about value are asked due to the tightening of 

university budgets. Yet we see here another double-edged sword. When creating the tools 

for assessment, those tools do not necessarily remain in the creator’s hands. And, in a 

neoliberal institution, assessment (or measurability) is a key part of keeping the 

institution and budgets in check. 

Chair of the English Department 

The Chair of the English Department had only a short tenure at ASU at the time 

of interviewing. She arrived at ASU over a year after the 5/5 increase for instructors. Her 

workdays are usually filled with meetings, especially since she is new to the university. 

On the day of our interview, which started at 1:45pm, the Chair had been in back to back 

meetings since 9:00am without a break. As someone who is in a position of relative 

power in the Department, many people demand her time. She is protective of the time she 

is able to spend on her own work, saying: 

I keep saying in kind of joking, but realistic fashion, uh, I have to schedule time 
for me to, uh, to do my own work, because otherwise I end up doing it [at] night 
or on the weekend…. I get up [in the morning] and do some of my own work, 
because I'm freshest then. 
 

Although the Chair was new to ASU at the time of interviewing, she has nine years of 

prior experience chairing English Departments at two other universities, one small 

Midwestern private university, and another large Midwestern public university. The most 

obvious example of the Chair’s liminal working space is her experience requesting 

material support for the department, and her experience working with these types of 

requests at ASU is consistent with the other universities where she has been in the same 

role. In our interview, when asked about requesting material support for the department, 
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the Chair specifically referred to requesting tenure track and other employment lines as 

well as some other, smaller asks for the department. Like at other institutions, she notes 

that the first step in requesting additional labor or materials is filling out paper work or 

sending an e-mail to the College Dean, followed by a process of speaking with various 

universities committees—those whose positions have more institutional power than her 

own. 

Specifically, the Chair describes requesting additional desks for instructors in the 

department. In Fall of 2017, the Department of English moved into a new building. The 

process of moving an entire department was quite difficult, and of course it was 

impossible to ensure everyone in the department was satisfied with the new space. 

However, the Department did make a concerted effort to both listen to the opinions of 

teachers in the department as well as work with the architects in charge of the space to 

work toward the best possible outcome. Well, that would work with the building that the 

institution decided to give the Department of English. The Department of English was not 

consulted before being assigned to a new building, once again resulting in conflict due to 

a unilateral decision made by the institution. One problem with the move was that GTAs, 

adjunct faculty, and instructors would no longer have their own offices. Before moving 

buildings, GTAs had several rooms of shared offices with fifteen to twenty GTAs per 

office space. These spaces, while communal, still offered a place where GTAs could 

quietly work with the door closed or have a relatively private consultation with their 

students. Initially the design for the new GTA office space was a first come, first serve 

open floor plan of approximately fifty desks that promised a cacophony of voices and 

very little privacy. After several rounds of feedback from GTAs, the Department settled 
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on an open area with communal cubicles called “neighborhoods.” Twelve GTAs would 

share a cubicle that could sit six people, and storage changed to lockers scattered 

throughout the open space rather than the use of desk drawers and bookshelves in the 

office. 

Instructors previously had shared offices in a separate building from where the 

Department of English was housed, but after the move they would no longer be able to 

use those offices for reasons that were opaque, but were likely due to the campus’s 

struggle to use existing infrastructure to support an increase in both teachers and students. 

Instructors, too, were placed in a communal office area, eliminating storage space and not 

allowing instructors to customize their desk areas as they had in their previous office 

spaces. Perhaps with the bitter taste of a unilateral decision to move instructor teaching 

load from 4/4 to 5/5 remaining, the elimination of individual desks did not sit well with 

instructors. The Chair came into this contentious situation, and one of the small early 

victories she was able to gain is getting more desks for instructors, noting that now only 

six instructors needed to share desks. Something that she notes is “somewhat” of a 

success: 

We've got more desks for instructors, but we didn't get enough for everybody, so 
is that success? Yeah, somewhat. 
 

She has the power and position to be able to approach the Dean with these types of 

requests, yet the Chair has limited control on the outcome since she must rely on the 

Dean, and other committees, who must then go further up the line of administration to 

grant her material and labor requests. Exactly a working of Foucault’s concept of power: 

“power is poor in resources… and seemingly doomed always to repeat itself. Further, it is 

a power that only has the force of the negative on its side, a power to say no… capable 
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only of posting limits” (85). As far as budgets and requesting materials are concerned, the 

institution retains the power to impose limits on what departments can and cannot have, 

and, while the Chair has some sway on those limits, they remain the arbiter of 

institutional responses to any of those kinds of requests. 

Although it is easy to paint the institution as the antagonist in these scenarios, it is 

necessary to remember that the university is not inherently malicious. Rather, it is under 

neoliberal pressure from many sites (including the state, since it is a state university) to 

produce by making innovative research contributions, attracting students, and, ultimately, 

generating revenue. So the Chair and the WPA work within these neoliberal constraints 

to communicate value in a way that a neoliberal institution will recognize and reward. 

The Chair notes: 

the people who are at the administration here have been very supportive of me. I 
can’t—You know, I'm very grateful. They've been trying to, you know, I think 
help me succeed and help the department get on a level budget footing and things 
like that. 
 

Bringing in an experienced Chair to the department, and moving the Department of 

English to a brand new facility are both ways of recognizing value in the Department 

itself. But recognition is not the same as being responsive to specific needs in the 

department. A unilateral decision to move the English Department, for example, meant 

loss of space for many employees and for many department events include graduate 

student and department-run annual conferences. 

 An emphasis of concern for revenue permeates any neoliberal institution. One of 

the reasons the Chair was brought into the Department of English was to help get the 

department’s budget in check. The Chair shared with me the budget model for online 

teaching: 
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Chair: Um, it's pretty simple. It's, uh, uh—For every online oCourse, not I, for 
the O courses, um, you get—the department gets $225 per student. So if you have 
10 students, that's $2250, right? If you have 20 student, that's $4500. If you're 
paying somebody $5000 to teach a class, you've just lost $500.  
 
Abigail: Mm-hmm (affirmative)  
 
Chair: You're in the hole. So you gotta plan based on, uh, enrollment caps and 
how much you're paying people and how… often you wanna offer a class. Let's 
say 20. Uh… and I'm not saying we shouldn't offer classes at 20, I think, we 
should, But what we’re having to do is design classes so that we can scale up. For 
example, we've designed—and I'm saying we as a department, uh, I'm not the one 
that's designed these classes. Um, there's going to be a Star Wars class in the fall 
that we're gonna scale up with graders and then I'll bring in, we think, a fair 
amount of money. That buys us the ability to lose $500 on X number of capped at 
20 classes, so just figuring that out so that you're not coming up in the red, which 
is what the department was doing in terms of its online…. 
 
Abigail: How do you feel about those classes that are being scaled up? Do you 
feel that that is pedagogically sound? 
 
Chair: I think it depends how it's done. I think in class, I think on-ground classes, 
some are sound and some really bad. 
 
Abigail: Right. 
 
Chair: So, uh, can an online scaled up class be done well? Yes. Can every class 
be taught as an online scaled up class? No…. If I had my, uh, druthers would I 
design an online exactly, an online budget model exactly as ASU has? No. But 
this is what I told the faculty, this is the game that we're in, and so we have to 
learn to play it to our advantage. Uh, and by that I mean, the students’ advantage 
making it pedagogically, uh, sound, but also making money. If we're not making 
money, we can't continue and it's not sustainable. 
 
Abigail: Right. Makes perfect sense. 
 
Chair: And the thing is, if you were, uh—if a faculty member teaches an online 
class in the Fall or Spring, then it's pure profit, because their salary is their salary. 
No matter what, you have to pay them extra. For faculty member teachers in the 
summertime, then you have to make enough money on that class to cover the 
salary. 
 

In order to be able to offer something close to what the MLA considers reasonable class 

sizes (“ADE Guidelines”), the Chair must play “the game” within the university; she 
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must work within the constraints, ideals, and language of the neoliberal institution to 

make the budget given to her ($225 per student) work. While Crow and Dabars talk 

broadly about access to the university and research that matters to society, ASU struggles 

to have the proper infrastructure to accommodate a growing body of incoming freshmen, 

perhaps a task that would be easier if some of the institutional budgetary boundaries were 

broken to allow for more even spending in each department per student and for staff and 

faculty. 

Conclusion 

 The perception from the everyday teacher and employee about the Chair of the 

Department and the Writing Program Administrator is that they work from positions of 

power. There is not often, though, an understanding of the ways in which those positions 

exist in a liminal space, positioned in such a space by institutional forces that restrict the 

ways in which the Chair and WPA are able to exercise the power of their position. The 

flow of power, then, necessitates that they are both restrained by and enforcers of the 

neoliberal principles that guide the university—even the “New American” style of 

university. These constraints can show up in lack of funding for things that the WPA 

might consider important—such as funding for training—but is not understood to directly 

increase revenue and is therefore undervalued by a neoliberal institution. Access, power, 

and liminality, then, are all manifestations of neoliberal institutional forces that have 

direct impact on the working lives of English Department employees. In this chapter and 

the last, I have shown how the neoliberal institution has considerable effect on the faculty 

in the English Department and how that subsequently impacts GTAs. In the next chapter, 

I will take a closer look at how Crow has developed the Charter for the New American 
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University, as described in Designing the New American University, with special 

attention toward his concern for access and how that influences and creates dissonance in 

the English Department. 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCONNECTS IN THE ACCESS DISCUSSION AT ARIZONA STATE 

UNIVERSITY 

The institutional discourse at ASU emphasizes “access.” It is a significant part of 

the charter, and of President Crow’s vision for the New American University. But talking 

about (and writing a charter about) access to a university differs substantially from 

making a university accessible. Increasing access to a university means a growth in 

student population and a diversity in the kinds of individuals attending the university. To 

be a university that prides itself on “whom it includes and how they succeed,” there must 

be an infrastructure to support such a claim (“ASU Charter”). The simple act of opening 

the university to all qualified candidates, while noble, is inadequate. A lack of attention to 

infrastructure results in a disproportionate burden on teachers in the classroom as well as 

students who may need accommodations in order to succeed. Feelings of isolation and 

underpreparedness, as we saw with the GTAs in Chapter 3, manifest; administrative 

faculty and staff become caught in a liminal space, as we saw in Chapter 4, linked to 

institutional discourse and sometimes unable to support the individuals within the 

neoliberal institution. Access, though emphasized, becomes a point of dissonance rather 

than a unifier.  

President Crow began ASU’s journey to the New American University over a 

decade ago, and he has remained a driving force in the university since. The Charter’s 

mission statement has made it to signs and even stone monuments around the Tempe 

campus. Crow’s Charter for the New American University states: 

ASU is a comprehensive public research university, measured not by whom it 
excludes, but by whom it includes and how they succeed; advancing research 
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and discovery of public value; and assuming fundamental responsibility for the 
economic, social, cultural and overall health of the communities it serves. 
(emphasis in original, “ASU Charter”) 

 
This charter is supported by several goals, the first of which is to “demonstrate leadership 

in academic excellence and accessibility” (“ASU Charter”). Crow is attempting to 

provide more opportunities for students to obtain a degree, if that is their desire, from a 

cutting-edge research university. In Designing the New American University, Crow and 

his co-author William B. Dabars, senior research fellow for University Design and senior 

director of research for the New American University at ASU, call this an “egalitarian” 

ethic. Ivy leagues like Dartmouth and Columbia, Crow and Dabars observe, hold 

exclusivity up like a badge of honor. The logic goes: the more selective their admissions, 

the higher the quality of education and research at those institution. In this logos, the 

egalitarian approach to education appears antithetical to excellence in research and 

academics. However, Crow and Dabars argue that an egalitarian approach to education is 

not incompatible with achieving excellence in research, as so many higher education 

institutions might want to believe. 

Yet, as Stenberg suggested about neoliberal institutions and as Sara Ahmed has 

argued of institutional policy, institutional goals do not always translate into action. 

Rather, “it is as if having a policy becomes a substitute for action” (Ahmed 11). The 

language of things like public-facing mission statements, including the ASU Charter, 

become a badge that represents the idea, allowing for a relatively inactive approach to 

implementing change within the university. In this chapter, I examine the concept of 

access at the institutional, departmental, and individual levels. This single word, “access,” 

is used to mean different things by different people within the university.  On an 
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institutional and departmental level, “access” is enrollment in the university. On an 

individual level, the GTAs deploy access in its more nuanced form, focusing on things 

like student access to technology as an impacting factor on their performance in the 

online classroom. There is a disconnect in these two distinct, yet necessarily related, 

conversations about “access” at ASU.  

The Charter claims that the university measures itself by “whom it includes and 

how they succeed,” indicating that the university is concerned with not only enrollment in 

the university, but also the success of the individual student. So, although the verbiage of 

the Charter suggests a concern for the individual success of the student, I argue that the 

actual practice of the New American University model emphasizes the idea of access to 

the American research university without due consideration of access on an individual 

level. In other words, the individual can and does get lost in the larger conversations of 

access at ASU. To make this argument, I examine the Charter for the New American 

university as an institutional text, and trace connections between the ideals of the charter 

and the experience of the everyday working lives of the GTAs, the Chair of the 

Department of English, the Writing Program Administrator, and the Writing Programs’ 

Program Manager. This combination of analysis and data allows me to show the 

connectedness of the threads individual experience in the larger fabric of the institution. 

The Many Faces of “Access” 

“Access” is part of an expansive conversation taking place in academia, and we 

have learned from areas of study such as disability studies, education policy, college 

preparation, and digital literacies that “access” is a highly nuanced term. I acknowledge 

the nuance contained within the term “access,” while also arguing that there are two 
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different and general ways that access is talked about at ASU. The first I term big-picture 

access, which is focused on undergraduate student access to the university. The second 

conversation concentrates on access on a smaller scale or individual level. I will be 

referring to this as individual access. This conversation about access is concerned with 

how the individual experiences access within an institution. Within the verbiage of the 

Charter, we can see elements of both kinds of access. The supporting points of the 

Charter’s goal to “demonstrate leadership in academic excellence and accessibility” are 

as follows: 

1. Maintain the fundamental principle of accessibility to all students qualified to 
study at a research university 

2. Maintain university accessibility to match Arizona's socioeconomic diversity, 
with undifferentiated outcomes for success 

3. Improve freshmen persistence to greater than 90% 
4. Enhance university graduation rate to 80% and more than 32,000 graduates  
5. Enhance quality while reducing the cost of a degree 
6. Enroll 100,000 online and distance education degree seeking students 
7. Enhance measured student development and individual student learning to 

national leadership levels 
8. Enhance linkages to the university at all levels for all learners (emphasis in 

original, “ASU Charter”) 
 
If we were to sort these goals into the categories as I have described them, numbers 1, 6, 

and 8 would be sorted into big-picture access, while numbers 2, 3, 4, and 7 would be 

sorted into individual access (See Table 3 for a visual breakdown). Numbers 1, 6, and 8 

focus on increasing undergraduate access to ASU, a nationally recognized research 

university. Number 5 seems not to deal with the issue of access, but could be related to 

the barriers of finance for entry to the university, so it may also be part of the big-picture 

access category. These supporting goals are intended to increase the student body at 

ASU. Number 2, 3, 4, and 7 focus on the individual experience at ASU—they are 

concerned with how diverse the student body is, the retention and graduation rates of 
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students, and the individual learning experience. By ratio alone, it would seem that ASU 

is quite concerned with the individual’s experience within the university. ASU has 

several initiatives that are intended to support individual students including the Disability 

Resource Center, the Academic Success Programs, the First-Year Success Center, and 

some on-campus resources for first-generation students. It is beyond the scope of this 

study to comment on the efficacy of these initiatives and how they are supported—

monetarily and etc.—by ASU. Instead, this list of goals shows that there is at least tacit 

acknowledgement that both big-picture and individual access are two conversations that 

can and should be tied up in one another. In other words, if big-picture access is a 

concern for the university, then individual access should be as well. 

Table 3 
Charter Goals Big-picture Access or Individual Access 

*These categories are neither absolute nor mutually exclusive 

Putting the Charter in context of Crow and Dabars’ Designing the New American 

University, however, shifts the conversation firmly in the direction of big-picture access. 

Charter Goals Big-picture 
Access* 

Individual 
Access* 

1. Maintain the fundamental principle of accessibility to all 
students qualified to study at a research university 

Yes   

2. Maintain university accessibility to match Arizona's 
socioeconomic diversity, with undifferentiated outcomes for 
success 

 Yes 

3. Improve freshmen persistence to greater than 90%  Yes 
4. Enhance university graduation rate to 80% and more 
than 32,000 graduates  

 Yes 

5. Enhance quality while reducing the cost of a degree Yes   
6. Enroll 100,000 online and distance education degree 
seeking students 

Yes   

7. Enhance measured student development and individual 
student learning to national leadership levels 

  Yes 

8. Enhance linkages to the university at all levels for all 
learners (emphasis in original, “ASU Charter”) 

Yes   
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Crow and Dabars argue that academia, entrenched in its filiopietism26, should put less 

emphasis on a meritocratic procedure of admitting students, focusing more on conducting 

high-quality research and solving problems that are both relevant to the public and, 

whenever possible, locally-based. Crow and Dabars assert that “the New American 

University model attempts to transcend” the constraints between equity and excellence, 

and “the model brooks no compromise in the quality of knowledge production and 

assumes that equity is attained only when all academically qualified students are offered 

an opportunity for access regardless of socioeconomic background” (36). As this quote 

suggests, Crow and Dabars focus almost exclusively on big-picture access in Designing 

the New American University, arguing for a change in the structure of the American 

research university, but not offering any suggestions for how to support a student 

population growing by the thousands as ASU’s is.27 Toward the end of the book, Crow 

and Dabars acknowledge the higher teaching load, writing: 

 a disproportionate number of ASU faculty members assume higher teaching 
loads to meet the mandate of educating one of the largest student bodies in the 
nation. As a result, the relatively high percentage of faculty actively engaged in 
teaching skews faculty productivity ratios downward, even while absolute values 
and growth indicators become more and more competitive.… ASU is a large 
institution in its aggregate but not in its implementation modality. (266-7) 

 
Individual attention for the students, they assure the reader, is still maintained even with 

the enormous enrollment in the university, thanks, in part, to the creativity and dedication 

of ASU faculty members. This statement is one of the few acknowledgements in 

                                                
26 Crow and Dabars define filiopietism as “excessive veneration of tradition” (116), 
leading to entrenchment. 
27 According to enrollment figures on ASU’s website, in 2016, there were 71,946 people 
enrolled at the Tempe campus and 98,146 over all of ASU’s campuses. This is an 
increase from 67,112 on Tempe campus and 73,378 students across all campuses in 2012. 
(“Arizona State University Enrollment Figures”). 
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Designing the New American University of the challenges faced by a rapidly growing 

university—the sheer number of students that it must teach, house, finance, and support. 

Tacking back in to the GTAs, Chair, WPA, and Program Manager, we can see 

access impacting their everyday working lives. Because the Chair and WPA work in that 

space of liminality from which they are beholden to and arbiters of institutional 

discourse, when they speak about access, they focus on big-picture access. The GTAs’ 

main focus is on individual access, with a focus on access to technology. With the push to 

move classes into online spaces, and ASU’s goal to increase online student enrollment, 

students’ ability to access the necessary technology to complete assignments in an online 

space is a concern. As we saw in Matt’s consideration of student bodies at a community 

college versus a research university, curriculum design must be considerate of the 

technology students have access to at their specific institutions. Further, teachers of 

online courses must also consider the accessibility of their course materials. To ensure 

individual accessibility by abledness for students who use screen readers, detailed 

descriptions must be used for images included in course materials, color cannot be used 

to denote specific meanings (as this can be difficult for colorblind students to understand 

and is missed by screen readers), and video content should be captioned.  

Access, like diversity, has become part of the neoliberal lexicon used to promote 

the university. In her institutional ethnographic approach to examining the role of the 

diversity practitioner in higher education, Ahmed explains how the work of diversifying 

the university is subjected to a duality; “diversity” is recognized as necessary by the 

institution, and having been acknowledged, the institution wears the term diversity like a 

badge of honor. The fact that diversity practitioners exist means that the universities 
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acknowledge that diversity is something that should be actively sought. However, Ahmed 

argues, the fact that the role of diversity practitioner exists within the university absolves 

it from having to do the actual work of diversifying the campus. As Ahmed writes, “[t]he 

official desire to institutionalize diversity does not mean the institution is opened up” 

rather, its immobility becomes “all the more apparent” (26). The university is a 

hegemonic structure, entrenched, as Crow and Dabars suggest, in its filiopietism, but it is 

also entrenched in the larger power structures of society. Universities, in large part, 

participate in systemic power structures, taking whiteness, maleness, heterosexuality, and 

abledness as default within the university and fighting—or outright rejecting—attempts 

to change it. The exact manifestation of social hegemonies differs between universities, 

taking into consideration location, type (small liberal arts versus research university), 

student body composition, and programs of study. However, higher education does tend 

to reflect the hegemonies in society, continuing to default to whiteness, maleness, 

heterosexuality, and abledness.  

Ahmed tells us that diversity workers only see the “brick wall” barrier to diversity 

“in the process of coming up against” the university, and that “[t]o those who do not 

come up against it, the wall does not appear—the institution is lived and experienced as 

being open, committed, and diverse” (174). Because diversity and access are both terms 

taken up in intersectional feminist work, they are inherently concerned with the 

individuals and their experience with and within any given power structure. Assuming 

this similarity in the terminology because of how they are deployed in feminist work like 

Ahmed’s allows us to consider the ways in which the conversations about access at ASU 

might indeed reveal similar barriers to meaningful change in the university. In this line of 
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thinking, we can see that GTAs come up against issues of individual access in ways that 

those, including Crow, who do not work as closely with undergraduate students may not. 

So, while ASU has acknowledged that access to a research university is important, and 

has increased big-picture access in the university, by considering how the GTAs think 

about and work toward access in their classrooms, we can see how individual access is an 

important aspect of the learning experience for undergraduate students in the university.  

When access is deployed by Crow in ASU’s Charter, it is used to mean student 

access to the institution of higher learning—big-picture access. More specifically, in 

Designing the New American University Crow and Dabars are primarily concerned with 

arbitrary barriers set in place, emphasizing that there is an erroneous relationship between 

exclusivity and excellence in academic achievements. For Crow and Dabars, the barriers 

to increased big-picture access are tied up in the entrenchment of academia, funding for 

higher education, and an out-of-date institutional structure. While there is an individual 

aspect to the concern of finances and other barriers to access to higher education, when 

Crow and Dabars and others write about this kind of access, it is in terms of students as a 

whole, rather than the individual’s experience accessing higher education. For this 

reason, I categorize this focus as big-picture access. The issue of big-picture access to 

higher education, however, is more complex than described by Crow and Dabars, when 

one includes related outlying factors including the history of federal student aid, and 

impacting factors such as race on financial access to higher education.  

As education policy scholars Edward P. St. John and Eric H. Asker discuss in 

their study of public finance of college education, the concern for student access to higher 

education is one that should take into consideration not just financial access—affected by 
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things like family finances and Federal funding—but also academic access as defined by 

institutional meritocracies. Financial access, over the decades, has been heavily 

influenced by federal student aid policy—an aspect of big-picture access that Crow and 

Dabars mostly neglect in Designing the New American University. St. John and Asker 

explain: 

Evaluations of the impact of federal student aid policy and college prices on 
access and persistence by all students indicate that changes in policy help explain 
the growth in access for White and upper and middle-income students, while 
studies of the impact of aid on minorities and low-income students confirm that 
the participation gap was created by the decline in grants. These analyses provide 
compelling evidence that changes in federal student aid policy were the primary 
cause of increased inequality of opportunity for college enrollment during the late 
twentieth century. However, the increased emphasis on testing and 
standardization in K-12 schools also may have contributed to the problem. (13)  

 
The influence of postsecondary education on K-12 education is long-standing—for 

example postsecondary education dictated reading lists for high school English classes as 

early as the nineteenth century (Graff).  College preparation and dual enrollment 

programs, designed to increase academic access to postsecondary education, add another 

layer of complexity in the dynamic relationship between K-12 and postsecondary 

education. Scholarship focused on these programs note that “special programs and 

policies generally have assumed a deficit model and have centered on enabling students 

to overcome: (a) insufficient funds to pay for college, (b) insufficient academic 

preparation, and (c) insufficient understanding of the world of higher education,” 

(Hagedorn and Tierney 1). Unfortunately, though, however much these programs have 

tried, there still exists a gap “in college attendance, retention, and graduation for low 

income and minority youth” with “[f]irst generation African American, Hispanic, and 

Native American youth still lag[ing] behind the college-going rates of their white and 
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Asian American counterparts” (Hagedorn and Tierney 1). 

In addition to these real concerns about financial, cultural, and academic big-

picture access to postsecondary education, increased access to institutions of higher 

education should also mean increasing focus on individual access. There have been 

gestures toward more individual-focused access in higher education. At ASU, for 

example, there is the Disability Resource Center through which students can get 

academic accommodations based on their specific needs. However, even though there are 

governmental policies like the Americans with Disabilities Act and resources such as 

ASU’s Disability Resource Center, access of this kind remains imperfectly and unevenly 

implemented. For students with disabilities, access is often facilitated through 

institutional accommodations from disability resource centers on campus. But, the onus is 

often on students to go through sometimes arduous processes to request the 

accommodations that facilitate their access. In her institutional ethnographic approach to 

studying the implementation of disability accommodation in higher education, sociologist 

Karen E. Jung argues that the wording of governmental policies regarding 

accommodation such as “reasonable” and “undue hardship” function to protect the 

institution and not the individual requesting accommodation (101). The focus on the 

institution, then, allows the institution to continue unimpeded with an able-body-focused 

curriculum to which students with disabilities are forced to conform. Jung concludes: 

Accommodation, as it is spoken and experienced by chronically ill students, is not 
a standardized institutional ‘item’ provided to disabled students; it is an 
institutional category under which a complex organization of work processes take 
place. These work processes, which proceed under the guise of individualizing the 
accommodation to suit each disabled student's ‘needs’ can actually be seen to 
constitute an unfair, onerous, and even discriminatory process that undermines the 
full inclusion and equal participation of chronically ill students in their 
postsecondary educational studies. (109) 
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In a Foucauldian sense, the institutional power of the university is being enacted upon 

nonnormative bodies in an attempt to regulate them and integrate them into the 

hegemonic power structures within the university, rather than to relinquish or change the 

power of the institution to accommodate those bodies. Policy becomes a substitute for 

action as argued by Ahmed, Jung, and Stenberg, and subsequently a way to enforce 

hegemonic norms on nonnormative bodies. 

Individual access is further complicated in the face of technology. Disability, 

educational background, class, race, and gender all impact student access to technology 

and therefore potentially hinder their digital literacy skills. Even K-12 students are 

increasingly required to complete computer-based homework, which can put students 

whose families cannot afford computers and/or internet at home at a disadvantage 

(Lankshear and Knobel). In many cases, schools have attempted to increase access to 

technology for their students. We know, though, that simply providing access to a 

computer does not mean that individuals will know how to use it, and sustained 

interaction as well as guidance is necessary for an increase in student digital literacies 

(Blair). Gail Hawisher and Cynthia Selfe as well as James P. Gee and Elisabeth Hayes 

have all argued that digital literacy skills are not just developed at school; in fact, having 

access to computers and the internet at home is a more significant indicator of digital 

literacies than just having access in a school environment. The digital literacy levels of a 

diverse student body like that at ASU is stratified, and the GTAs come up against this 

stratification in multiple ways in their online teaching. Concerns about the stratification 

of digital literacies in the student population are tied up with students’ stratified 

educational backgrounds. While digital literacies can and do affect student performance 
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in face-to-face classes, student difficulties with digital literacies are compounded in 

online classrooms. 

GTAs and Access 

For the GTAs, issues of access are closely related to how students experience 

their online classes, so when GTAs talk about access they focus on how the individual 

experiences accessibility in the classroom and the university. The GTAs cite both their 

experience as online students as well as concerns for the learning experience they provide 

for their undergraduate students as significant factors in their design of their online 

curriculum. The emphasis on experience is consistent with Reid, Estrem, and Belcheir’s 

findings in their longitudinal study. The topic of experience manifests in three ways in 

the GTA interviews: the experience of the GTA as an online student, the GTAs’ 

experience teaching (F2F and online), and a consideration of how their students 

experience online courses. The most common of these three influences is the experience 

of undergraduate students, though the GTAs do not always make clean distinctions 

between these three influences—for example, the GTAs’ experience as an online student 

often grounds their consideration of how their own students experience their courses. 

Student experience encompasses multiple considerations of how students experience 

interactions with the teacher, the course content, and the interactions between the 

classroom and their everyday lives. Generally, GTAs talked about the needs of the online 

students as different from the needs of F2F students, something noted by digital 

pedagogues such as Claire Howell Major as well as Susan Ko and Stephen Rossen. The 

GTAs perceive their students’ experience as being affected, in multiple ways, by access. 

For the GTAs, individual access in the online classroom includes, primarily, 
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access to technology and the issues with the stratification of digital literacies that 

accompany access to technology. George, Jill, Skye, and Matt are all concerned with 

their students’ technological capabilities. Perhaps because she is herself tech savvy, 

George was taken aback by her students’ struggles with technology. She says: 

George: I will tell you, I'm really shocked at how many students are struggling 
with tech. Like, they're taking an online class and they're struggling with tech. 
  
Abigail: Yeah. The—I mean, there's the whole myth of the digital native, and it's 
just not (laughs) true. 
 
George: Yeah. You're taking an online class, I'm telling you to build a website. 
There are literally websites that build themselves. 
 
Abigail: Yeah. 
 
George: They take—they take no effort whatsoever. It’s—it’s click, click, click, 
and you’re done. And they panic. They completely panic. “I've never built a 
website. What do you mean? I don't know how to do that.” 
 
Abigail: Mm-hmm (affirmative). 
 
George: You know? And I have to just coach them, “You're okay, this is… it’s 
really intuitive,” et cetera. But their struggle with tech is, to me, mind-blowing. 
 
Abigail: Mm-hmm (affirmative). 
 
George: Um, and support for that. And, um, I'm always thinking about that: “If I 
do this, it's too technical, they're not gonna get it. They're gonna freak out.” 

 
In this exchange, George is coming up against an unexpected gap in her students’ digital 

literacy skills. She—not unreasonably—expects students who enroll in an online class to 

be comfortable using technology, including drag-and-drop website builders.28 So, 

knowing that students can struggle with digital literacies, George takes this into account 

when she designs her online courses. She explains: 

[Course materials have] to be something that [students] can—that they can 

                                                
28 Common drag-and-drop website makers are Wix, Weebly, and Squarespace. 
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handle, uh, sort of on their own without constant guidance.… I think a lot about, 
similarly, what they can do on their own without daily interference, in the same 
way that you would in a traditional classroom. But I also approach it from the 
standpoint that many of them are coming from non-traditional backgrounds…. So, 
I approach it also from that standpoint, and I think about how do I support the 
non-traditional student, and how can I work with their types of schedules, right? 
They've approached an online class because they want to work, um, often late at 
night or very early in the morning. They aren't all going to be online at the same 
time. (George) 
 

George goes on to say that she considers 
 

what didn't work for me [as a student], and then building solutions to those 
problems myself. And then listening to my students. Is this working for you? And 
I don't wait for review. I'm asking them all the time, “Is this working for you?” 
And, you know, when a student writes and says, “Hey, these—these due dates 
aren't functioning for me, and here's why,” I think about that and I realize he's 
probably not the only student. (George) 

 
In these comments, we can see George considering the intersections of digital literacies, 

student background, and the individual student experience in her classroom. George takes 

these together to work on not only course content, but on course design and her 

explanation of projects in the course to her students. The confluence of these elements, 

then, work to make an online classroom that is accessible as possible for students of 

varying stages of digital literacies. 

Similarly, Jill describes how the digital literacy levels of her students play into her 

online course design: 

But my international students, especially if they're, you know, just here for a year 
or something on a study abroad program, they might not have any familiarity with 
any kind of online course management system, let alone Blackboard. So, I 
designed my courses whether it's a 100 level or a 300 level as if the student has no 
experience with Blackboard. (Jill) 

 
Structuring her online course in a clear, delineated way enables Jill to empower students 

who might be unfamiliar with learning management systems like Blackboard. Skye, on 

the other hand, builds things like redundancy into her course design to help students who 
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might have difficulty navigating Blackboard.29 Skye’s consideration of access stems from 

experience working with community college students: 

my experience in the writing center has shown me that [online classroom 
organization]… seems so easy to the person creating it, but that does not mean it's 
easy for a user, especially one who's not tech savvy. So, I try to make it so um, 
there's a lot of redundancy. So if they end up with the—like the syllabus occurs in 
like five places. And then, every time like, I reference instructions it's either 
accessible right there, or it has a link to where the instructions were in a previous 
place. (Skye) 
 

Working with community college students in a Writing Center capacity, Skye 

understands that not all students come into online courses with the digital literacy skills 

necessary to fully access information online. Low digital literacy skills are sometimes 

compounded with learning disabilities that require course content to consider 

accessibility in a more traditional sense such as creating course content that can be easily 

read by text-to-speech devices. While redundancy can and does happen in face-to-face 

classes—in the form of content being repeated in various lectures, handouts, and 

assignments—redundancy is necessary in online courses in the form of things like 

repeated placement of the syllabus and assignment sheets so that students can easily 

access course content. As Skye observes, placing the syllabus or assignment sheets in one 

area of an online course that makes perfect sense to the instructor might not follow a 

logic that students understand, so there is a risk that students might miss important 

content. In their own right, each GTA is concerned with how their students experience 

their course by way of accessing course materials and assignments in the online 

                                                
29 At the time of interviewing, ASU used Blackboard as its learning management system. 
As of Fall 2019, ASU will have entirely transitioned to Canvas for its learning 
management system. 
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environment.30 

Access, student experience, and digital literacy skills are linked quite closely and 

with good reason. But, not all students are equipped with digital literacy skills to 

complete a remediated text assignment like what Matt describes nor the website 

assignment that George uses in her ENG 102 course. Students are impacted by not only 

their access to technology on campus, but also to what they have access to at home, and 

home access can have a greater impact on digital literacies skills than access at work or in 

the classroom (Hawisher et al.). So students of lower socioeconomic standing can 

struggle with both access and digital literacies skill development if they are missing 

access to these technologies in school and/or the home environment. However, as we 

know from research by digital literacies scholars such as Stuart Selber and Kristine L. 

Blair, access alone does not guarantee digital literacies skills. Both Selber and Blair argue 

that access to technology is not enough. While Selber sticks to English-department-based 

curriculum redesign that works to improve digital literacies on a functional, critical, and 

rhetorical level, Blair argues that in order for technology literacies to actually grow and 

be meaningful to students, it is necessary to have sustained instruction that makes use of 

that technology. Both Selber and Blair emphasize that mentoring is necessary in order to 

help students grow these types of literacy skills. GTA concern with facilitating their 

students’ experience in the online classroom is warranted, especially when it is difficult 

for students to access the kind of sustained mentoring that helps students grow their 

                                                
30 In a quote from Chapter 3, Matt states: “I look at what our school offers, and whether 
or not that's a reasonable request. So, like, at the community colleges, I can't do all this. 
But, it's reasonable at ASU for me to say, ‘You guys have a creative project. You have all 
these resources. You have a 3D printing lab. You have an online interactive lab. You 
have a media lab. Like, you guys have all these; go, do something’.” 
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digital literacy skillsets. 

What the GTA perspective on access in their online classrooms shows us is a 

concern for the individual experience within the classroom. Drawing from their own 

experiences as online students and past teaching experiences (online and offline) allows 

them to use what Royster and Kirsch might call critical imagination to put themselves in 

the shoes of their students to help them design a better online learning experience.  

Staff, Faculty, and Access 

Big-picture access has a significant impact on the daily working lives of the WPA 

whose program sees almost all of the incoming freshman each year; the Chair whose 

department houses Writing Programs; and the Program Manager, who schedules all of 

the Writing Programs classes each semester and who often struggles to find enough 

teachers and classroom space to meet with the enrollment demands. For the Chair, access, 

especially for online teaching, is an excellent way to give people (for example, working 

parents) who would not otherwise be able to attend college the opportunity to get a 

degree, an example that the Chair gave to emphasize the positive work of ASU’s Charter 

on the undergraduate population. Largely, the Chair and the WPA have a positive 

perspective on ASU’s attempt for big-picture access. In particular, the WPA sees Writing 

Programs as an important part of the university’s initiative for increased access. In Spring 

of 2018, the Writing Programs ran a contest called Writing Programs Engages the 

Charter. She explains: 

Yeah, Writing Programs engages the charter. That big thing we did last spring. 
Um, and that was you know, that was to—that was initially suggested by Dean 
Justice.... He wanted to come and talk to the teachers in the program about the 
charter. And I think what he had in mind with that was to talk about the—how 
important a role he thinks they play, the Writing Program plays in, uh, retention. 
Because the charter emphasizes access, that means that we have students with a 
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range of abilities and a… range of experience, a lot of different kinds of, um, 
students. And we have a big role in retention of those students because we are at 
the gate, uh, for their experience of the University. (WPA) 
 

About Writing Programs part in increased enrollment, she goes on to state:  
 

WPA: Well yeah, when we talk about that not by whom it excludes but, but by 
whom it includes and how they succeed. 
 
Abigail: Mm-hmm (affirmative)  
 
WPA: That's the way I read that is that, um, you know… it's easy to, uh, succeed 
if you admit only people who are successful, right? 
 
Abigail: Right, yeah. 
 
WPA: Like, um, it's easy to, uh, have a you know, if, if all, if you're only 
admitting, uh, students who are National Merit Scholars or, or you know students 
who have a certain, um, GPA or, uh, come from a certain kind of background then 
you really can't take that much credit for, for their success. They’re—you know, 
they come in successful. 
 
Abigail: Mm-hmm (affirmative)  
 
WPA: And…the way I read this is that you know, our success isn't based on who 
we don't let in, but, but on how we do include. We are very inclusive and then 
what we do to help the people who come to succeed. 
 
Abigail: Mm-hmm (affirmative)  
 
WPA: Well, Writing Programs is gonna be a big part of that if, if we are an open 
access not open admissions, but an open access University then that we are going 
to have students who have a lot of challenges. 
 
Abigail: Mm-hmm (affirmative)  
 
WPA: And Writing Programs is a place where [students], you know they get 
preparation that they need, and they, they have an environment in, in their classes 
where it's not, it's ... I mean, it's not just the small classes although it's part of it—
it’s what happens in the classes. Um, so yeah I think we're, we're a very big part 
of that. 
 

The pursuit of big-picture access in the university really does mean opening up 

opportunities for undergraduate students who might not otherwise have had them. It is an 
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important first step in making higher education truly accessible. The small classroom size 

that the WPA mentions here is what facilitates the GTA focus on individual access. But it 

is incumbent upon teachers, faculty, and staff to ensure support for the increasingly 

diverse student body. Composition pedagogy is almost always concerned with the 

individual writer, and many strains of composition pedagogy such as feminist 

composition pedagogy and basic writing pedagogy, work to support the individual in the 

classroom, make them feel heard, and make them feel supported. This is work 

individualized in ASU’s Writing Programs because the WPA believes in teacher 

autonomy and also because she has individually worked to support Writing Programs 

through approving and developing various training programs for Writing Programs 

teachers. However, the institution must be balanced to properly support such individual 

endeavors instead of shifting the responsibility onto the teachers and the students to 

pursue issues of individual access.  

At the other end of the spectrum, the Program Manager is skeptical of ASU’s 

ability to truly support all incoming freshmen in ways that individual access requires. The 

Manager’s understanding of incoming undergraduate students differs from the other ASU 

staff and faculty. In her position, she is often dealing with student complaints, transfer 

students, and students who want to be added to already full courses. Perhaps 

unsurprisingly, the difference in everyday work life means that each person views the 

prominent emphasis on access in the ASU charter differently; she has a more measured 

approach to increased access. In her experienced view, the existing institutional support is 

not adequate enough to support students who may have been underprepared for college: 

I work with student records and I see their GPAs, and sometimes, it's like, “How 
did this student get in to ASU, when their GPA is in the one point range?” Which, 
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I think is really sad, because they get here, and, if you have a “D” average in high 
school, how are you going to succeed in college? And I don't agree with, like, 
“Oh, it's a different setting. They'll be more motivated.” .… I think ASU 
sometimes is more focused on numbers, than, you know, what’s the success rate 
gonna be for the students. 
 

The Manager goes on to say: 

I don't think there's enough focus on retention here, when students are here, and it 
almost seems like [ASU is] focused on the dollars and not, you know, helping the 
student really succeed, even though there are programs in place to help students 
succeed. 
 

While the Chair and WPA see value in the University’s commitment to access, allowing 

those who might not have otherwise attended school to do so, the Manager is more 

cautious. In part because her job requires her to work more closely with nearly every 

freshman that comes to ASU, and she has seen many of them struggle to succeed. The 

Manager’s comments illustrate the conflict between the Charter’s goal of providing big-

picture access to higher education and the existing infrastructure at ASU that may have 

been appropriate for a smaller student body unable to support thousands additional 

students (“Arizona State University Enrollment Figures”), many of whom may be 

underprepared for college education for a myriad of reasons. 

Conclusion 

Crow and Dabars make a strong argument against the isomorphism and 

filiopietism that plagues the modern American research university as well as academia 

itself. Their conception of the New American University is a proactive effort to reform 

the American research university since its current model is becoming less and less 

sustainable. Arguably, however, the neoliberal principles that Crow and Dabars use to 

undergird the New American University also contribute to the current American research 

university model’s unsustainability. The impact of neoliberal principles on research and 
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the university mean that while individuals might be “valued,” they are only valued in the 

sense that they contribute to the overall trajectory, progress, and profit for the neoliberal 

institution. ASU’s intense focus on research excellence and swelling undergraduate 

enrollment numbers means that the focus remains on the university as a whole. What 

seems to follow, then, is an infrastructure unprepared support the booming growth of 

undergraduates and the legions of teachers needed to educate them. To uphold a push to 

big-picture access, the institution must understand the everyday workings and 

experiences of the individuals within the university and build an infrastructure that will 

support both an increased access model and the students and faculty within. 
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION: INSTITUTIONAL INFLUENCES & IMPLICATIONS 

In this dissertation, I have worked from an institutional ethnographic 

methodology to describe the dialectic between the individual and the discourse of the 

institution. When I spoke with the GTAs, Chair, Program Manager and WPA about their 

working lives, I expected to focus more strongly on a critique of material support for 

things like teacher training in the Department of English because of my own experience 

as a GTA in the technology-focused and underfunded OTCP. What developed instead 

was a more complex picture of the multifarious ways in which institutional discourse has 

real and lasting effects on their working lives. Beginning with the experiences of 

individuals as they described them to me, i.e. taking a grounded approach to the data as I 

have done here, provided an opportunity to understand individual experiences connected 

by threads of institutional discourse. The line of argumentation that developed from my 

grounded institutional ethnographic approach to the problematic has proceeded thusly: 1) 

If we understand ASU’s institutional discourse is largely defined by ASU’s Charter as 

emphasizing access and academic excellence, then we can 2) see how the Charter affects 

the departmental discourse in the Department of English. This is shown by 3) explaining 

the ways in which institutional discourse—in conjunction with disciplinary discourses—

affects the flow of power for administrative faculty and manifests as, for example, the 

Writing Programs Mission and Goals. These manifestations then 4) shape the training in 

the department to enculturate GTAs and other Writing Programs teachers, which finally 

5) affects how Writing Programs teachers structure their courses and, of particular 
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concern to this study, structure their online courses subsequently affecting the 

undergraduate online learning experience. 

The experiences of the GTAs, the Chair, and the WPA are descriptive of the 

institution-specific power relations and discourses that structure the social relations 

within the Department of English. These institutional discourses flow through most 

aspects of the daily working lives of Department of English employees. For example, 

because of the WPA’s positionality in the Department, university, and WPA disciplinary 

conversations, her working life is influenced by multiple threads of institutional 

discourse, which flow through the WPA to consequently influence Writing Programs 

teachers housed within the Department of English. The student outcomes and guidelines 

written by the Council of Writing Program Administration form the basis of the Writing 

Programs Missions and Goals, while the Mission and Goals are simultaneously under the 

influence of ASU’s institutional discourse. These multiple and interwoven discourses 

impact Writing Program teachers, including the GTAs, and the training they receive to 

teach writing at ASU. 

The GTAs’ training was one way in which they were introduced to institutional 

discourse and norms they were expected to enact in their own writing classrooms, and 

although they had similar training experiences and share an institutional context, these 

institutional forces manifest in different ways in each GTA’s approach to online teaching. 

In particular, the same institutional forces work as scaffolding for some GTAs and are 

perceived as constraints by others. The ENG 594 syllabus listed learning goals for the 

GTAs that reflected disciplinary standards as well as institution-specific standards. The 

institution-specific standards were guided primarily by ASU Writing Programs’ Mission 
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and Goals, which was in turn shaped both by the ASU Charter and the Council of Writing 

Program Administration’s student outcomes. These nested institutional influences affect 

the way GTAs think about, design, and teach their online writing courses. For example, 

Jill carries her ENG 594 experience into her online first year composition courses, 

satisfied with the work she did designing the project sequences in her first year of 

teaching. Writing Programs goals work as a starting point for the design of Skye’s online 

courses, while Matt interprets them as a constraint on his online teaching. Although the 

Writing Program Administrator designed the goals to be flexible, Matt’s perception of the 

goals emphasizing alphabetic texts means that he views them a constraint rather than a 

guideline for his online course design. Institutional influences also show up in the way 

that the GTAs’ experiences as online students impact their course design. This is 

especially true for George since, as she points out, it is the nature of online teaching that 

teachers rarely get to see examples of “good influences” on online instruction.  

Institutional forces manifest differently for administrative faculty in the 

Department of English, especially as they relate to the hierarchy and the ideological 

forces that guide the institution. Administrative faculty in the university are middle 

management positions, meaning that they have a degree of control over one group while 

remaining subservient to another group (Rose, Mastrangelo, and L’Eplattenier). Both the 

Chair and the WPA work from this middle management position, occupying a liminal 

space in which they both hold and do not hold power within the institution. The kind and 

amount of power that administrative faculty hold is institution-specific, dependent on the 

culture and structure of each institution. At ASU, the power the Chair and WPA are able 

to exercise is dependent on their fluency of the neoliberal discourse that ASU engages in 
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through the Charter for the New American University, and they leverage the concept of 

access from the Charter and academic excellence to employ the power of their positions 

and enact change within and for the Department of English.  

The WPA uses the power of her position to try and strengthen the position of 

Writing Programs in the university, noting that her commitment to teacher autonomy can 

leave the Program vulnerable. Teacher autonomy can contribute to Writing Programs’ 

vulnerability because it is more difficult to apply the neoliberal idea of measurability to 

Writing Programs if the teachers are all using a different first year writing curriculum. 

The WPA mitigates the programmatic vulnerability through practices that validate the 

department in ways that are measurable, and therefore knowable, to the neoliberal 

institution. These validating practices include training for professional writing and online 

writing instruction and the public-facing Mission and Goals of Writing Programs that 

guide Writing Programs teachers in their course design. In the case of the Department 

Chair, her concern is more focused on departmental budgets and being able to gain 

adequate material support and labor for the department. In particular, the Chair points to 

“the game” of budget balancing, noting that for online courses it is necessary to have 

some courses with high course caps in order to be able to afford courses with lower 

course caps that are more in line with recommendations by the Modern Language 

Association for class size. The positions of Chair of the Department and WPA are 

situated in a space of liminality by institutional forces. From this liminal space, they work 

as arbiters of the institutional discourse that also restrains the ways in which the Chair 

and WPA are able to exercise the power of their positions.  
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Tacking out to see how the individual fits within the larger fabric of the institution 

showed the institutional discourse around access strongly impacted each person I spoke 

with. However, the kind of access described by GTAs and the Chair, WPA, and Program 

Manager was different, and I knew that it was important to understand a piece of the 

access puzzle. Working reflexively by considering my own positionality, being 

challenged by my mentors about why I kept coming back to access, and the desire to 

write an accurate representation of my interlocutors led me to realize that the disconnect 

in the conversations about access was indicative of a larger disconnect in the 

conversation about access at ASU—one that caused the individual to be lost in the larger 

fabric of the institution. That is, the discourse about big-picture access used by the 

institution and administrative faculty and the focus on individual access from the GTAs 

exist on two different registers, united more by terminology rather than content. By 

framing the two general conversations about access as big-picture and individual access, 

we can see that these two conversations about access are separate but also necessarily 

tied up in one another. Part of the issue in these two separate conversations is that the 

institutional discourse about big-picture access often glosses over the individual 

experience in the university. Consequently, ASU is able to leverage the conversation of 

access, and the multiple implications of the word “access,” as another neoliberal selling 

point to bolster the reputation of the New American University. 

GTA focus on the individual in their online classrooms meant that they were also 

inherently concerned with student access to technologies and their students’ digital 

literacies skills. Because of work by the WPA to highlight and maintain small classroom 

sizes and teacher autonomy, GTAs have the space to focus on concerns of individual 
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access in their online classrooms. However, maintaining a small classroom size, 

especially in the face of the instructor teaching increase from four classes per semester to 

five classes per semester in 2014 is indicative of a lack of broader institutional monetary 

support for the Department of English as well as some local support from administrative 

decisions within the Department of English in the face of departmental budget cuts. 

Gender? 

 Astute observers will notice a lack of commentary on gender, race, and other 

power structures that can and certainly do affect my interlocutors here. It would be 

possible, for example, to interpret the particular strategies of shifting the flow of power 

that the WPA uses as feminist-leaning, in line with the kind of both-and leadership style 

that Miller argues WPAs should adopt. It would also be possible to talk about how ethics 

of care impacted the GTAs, and how female teachers are more often expected to carry out 

ethics of care than their male counterparts. This kind of analysis would tell us more about 

the individual within the institution, and the ways in which discourses related to gender 

and power affect the individual. However, as Smith reminds us, the individuals within the 

institution motivate the problematic, but it is not fully defined by them. The problematic 

should not be totally bound by the assumptions of everyday problems within the 

institution (Smith 40). So while this kind of analysis makes clear the individual threads, it 

might not change the color of the larger fabric. 

Also, as established in the methodology of this dissertation, gender need not 

always be a focus of study to enact a feminist methodology. The focus of the interview 

questions and the object of analysis here are the influences of institutional discourse on 

the everyday working lives of several individuals in the Department of English. It is 
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extremely likely that these discourses are impacted by elements of race, class, gender, 

and abledness. But, because of the research questions I chose and the number of 

interlocutors here, the data I collected is unable to fully support claims about the impacts 

of gender, race, and abledness which can affect teaching strategies and the efficacy of 

leadership strategies. I believe that a more focused analysis of these intersecting 

influences is absolutely an analysis from which the examination of institutional 

influences would benefit, but ultimately it is beyond the scope of this study in its current 

form. Instead, this study functions as a heuristic for approaching an institutional 

ethnography that focuses on power and discourse in an institution. From this heuristic it 

is possible to design and conduct studies that may more fully explore intersectional 

concerns of race, class, gender, and abledness. 

Implications 

Each experience and instance of institutional discourse makes up what Smith calls 

the “larger fabric” of the institution. Taking the interview data on its own terms, rather 

than coming in with predetermined and theory-based codes, helped to expose the theme 

of access as an influential term for my interlocutors. The instances of access described by 

the GTAs, administrative faculty, and the institution seemed at first to be disparate 

conversations; however, the process of cycling through what each interlocutor stated 

about access—GTA, administrative faculty, institution, and over and over—shaped my 

understanding of the disconnected yet related conversations of access. That is, I was able 

to understand how the individual threads of access worked into the larger fabric of the 

institutional conversation of access. I argue that the disconnected conversations about 

access are a symptom of a flaw that overlooks the individual in favor of the prestige and 
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merit of the larger university. Stated differently, the verbiage of the Charter substitutes 

for meaningful action to support individuals who need measures to increase individual 

access in the university. Taken together, the feelings of isolation and lack of support that 

the GTAs felt, the liminality of the administrative faculty, and the disconnects in the 

access conversations at ASU problematize the structure of a large university—even the 

New American University. 

I have worked to separate conversations of big-picture access and individual 

access in this dissertation. But these conversations cannot be separated so easily, and it is 

important to embrace the messiness, collision, and entanglement of these two broad 

categories of access. The Charter for the New American University states that ASU is 

“measured not by whom it excludes, but by whom it includes and how they succeed” 

(emphasis added, “ASU Charter”). The first part, whom the university includes, is 

indicative of big-picture access, while the second part, “how they succeed,” is indicative 

of individual access. In other words, the Charter itself states that ASU is also concerned 

with the individual student experience at ASU. So, for ASU to say that both inclusion and 

success is necessary for the success of the university, then it is obligatory for the 

university to consider all aspects of accessibility. The institution’s focus and marketing 

based on big-picture access does not absolve it from also ensuring it is accessible on an 

individual level. To adequately serve the local population—articulated in the Charter as 

“assuming fundamental responsibility for the economic, social, cultural and overall 

health of the communities it serves” (emphasis in original, “ASU Charter”)—the 

University must be invested in providing meaningful support for all students, employees, 
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and departments in the university, not just those set up for success by the good fortune of 

their abledness, socioeconomic status, whiteness, and maleness.  

Crow and Dabars posit that the  New American University model is one solution 

to the problems of isomorphism31 and filiopietism, which together cause stagnation in 

academic research—research for curiosity’s sake, as they argue—as well as in the 

American research university. According to Crow and Dabars, the American research 

university is marked not by research in service to the public and the local community in 

which the university resides, but rather by research for curiosity’s sake. They go on argue 

that academics are motivated to answer questions because they can and not necessarily 

because it is important to anyone other than the researcher to answer that question. This 

perceived stagnation is the premise on which the Charter for the New American 

University was created, and the premise from which Crow began “restructuring” Arizona 

State University. Crow and Dabars present the New American University model as a 

radical reorganization of the American research university, and part of the way that the 

New American University model attempts to break academia’s isomorphism and 

filiopietism is by dividing and combining departments in an effort to encourage 

interdisciplinary teams of researchers to tackle research questions that are embedded in 

social issues—especially issues that are local to the university.  

Relevance and impact are the driving factors in this reorganization effort. Crow 

and Dabars call these efforts transdiciplinary and note that ASU has worked to split and 

recombine departments “including, for example, anthropology, geology, sociology, and 

                                                
31 Crow and Dabars quote Paul J. DiMaggio and Walter W. Powell’s definition of 
isomorphism: a “constraining process that forces one unit in a population to resemble 
other units that face the same set of environmental conditions” (10). 
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several areas of biology” so they “no longer serve as the sole institutional locus” for their 

discipline (246). These redesigns are a “pragmatic approach grounded in shared 

governance,” and arrived upon through “exhaustive trial and error” (247).  Over twenty-

four new transdisciplinary schools have been combined (and sometimes recombined) in 

the pursuit of the New American University. In Designing the New American University, 

Crow and Dabars sell the concept of the New American University as a radical redesign 

of higher education. In effect, however, what happens is a reification of previous 

university structures due to the unchanged underlying neoliberal principles that support 

academia’s isomorphism and filiopietism. As Audre Lorde has argued, “the master’s 

tools will never dismantle the master’s house” (111). Restructuring the university under 

the guise of progress while continuing to ignore the individual’s experiences in the 

university cannot create an accessible university.  

In a university where departments are restructured to be transdisciplinary and 

emphasis is placed on entrance to the college rather than supporting a student body, 

diversified by the increase in big-picture access, undergraduate students in marginalized 

populations who might need individual-access-focused services like the Disability 

Resource Center and Academic Success Programs will continue to be underserved and 

the resources they need underfunded. In fact, as Ahmed, Kerschbaum, and I have shown, 

discourse about a topic like diversity or access can act as a substitute for meaningful 

change in the university. In order to enact change in the structure of a large American 

research university, the university must consider its restructuring not from the top down 

but from the bottom up, placing emphasis on both diversity and individual access so as to 
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adequately support the student body and sustain the resources needed for their academic 

success. 

The conversation of access is a loose thread, teased out by the work of this study, 

and yet I am only able to scratch the surface of what access means and how it is enacted 

at Arizona State University. Access is multifaceted, and the academic conversations 

about access are necessarily intersectional. Different bodies experience access differently 

within an institution, and understanding the ways that race and gender intersect with 

abledness must be a significant consideration for any project centering on access. Overall, 

in this dissertation, I have laid the foundation for a larger and more intersectional 

examination of access and the individual experience in the New American University. 

But this study is limited by its scope, focusing on only a few individuals in a single 

department of the university. My focus on a small group of individuals within a single 

department allowed me to explain how institutional discourse affects their working lives. 

But in order to understand access within the larger fabric of the institution, and to make 

large-scale claims about access, it will be necessary to cast a wider net and speak with 

many more students and employees in the university. With this in mind, I envision this 

project continuing to problematize the structure of the large American research 

university, and the New American University in particular. To achieve such an analysis, I 

imagine the next steps of a project examining access in the university as: 

1. Surveying the undergraduate student body, asking questions related to 
their experience as new students and the support systems present at ASU 
they have used during their time there. 

a. Conduct one-on-one or focus group interviews with students that 
self-select on the survey as willing to be interviewed about the 
Disability Resource Center, University Academic Success 
Programs, and/or First-Generation Scholars Success Coaching. 
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2. Surveying staff and faculty at ASU’s Disability Resource Center, 
University Academic Success Programs, and First-Generation Scholars 
Success Coaching about their working lives, their position within the 
university, their interactions with undergraduate students, and the kind of 
support they receive from the institution. 

a. Conduct one-on-one or focus group interviews with staff and 
faculty that self-select on the survey as willing to be interviewed 
about their work at ASU. 

3. Speaking with Crow about his conception of access and his vision and 
assessment of the current state of ASU as the New American University. 

 
A combination of wide-scale surveys and in-depth interviews will provide the data 

necessary to continue with an intersectional institutional ethnographic approach to 

understanding access in the large American research university. Approaching the 

programs—like the Disability Resource Center—that are intended to support students 

after their entry to the university will also give a clearer indication of how the 

infrastructure at ASU works, and if it is currently working to support the individual that 

seems, from my findings here, to be omitted from ASU’s discourse on access. 

Smith and other institutional ethnographers including Marie Campbell and 

Frances Gregor argue that the institutional ethnographer has a political commitment to 

the truth and that their research should extend the knowledge of their interlocutors and 

other similarly situated people. “No institutional ethnography is a case study,” Smith 

explains, “each is an investigation of the ruling relations explored from a given angle, 

under a given aspect, and as it is brought into being in people’s everyday work lives” 

(219). Institutional ethnographic work is significant because its “explorations of social 

relations beyond the local contribute now, and will in the future contribute more, to 

figuring out for us how things actually work” (Smith 221-22). My study here has 

deepened our understanding of how institutional discourse can flow through English 

Departments, and in particular the ways that institutional discourse has real effects on the 
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everyday instruction practices of teachers within. I have also illustrated the ways in which 

the flow of power in administrative faculty positions like the Department Chair and WPA 

are institution-specific, entangled with the values of the institution. Finally, I have 

corroborated work by Ahmed and Kerschbaum about how institutional discourse about 

intersectional terms such as diversity and access can be disingenuous, improving not the 

quality of instruction or university infrastructure but rather the reputation and public 

appeal of the university. These findings augment Composition Studies’ understanding of 

the ways in which institutional discourses affect our working lives, the ways in which we 

train future generations of teachers, and the experiences of our students in the writing 

classroom. The work I have done in this study is only the first steps toward other projects 

including an examination of access in the university, heuristics for institutional 

ethnographies in writing studies, and even possibly heuristics for programmatic 

assessment in writing programs. From my findings here, I hope that compositionists will 

be able to better speak to the neoliberal institutional forces that effectively constrain our 

departments, resources, teachers, and students. 
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APPENDIX A 

GRADUATE TEACHING ASSOCIATE INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
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These are questions for the GTA interviews. These questions are based on the interview 
questions developed by Reid, Elstrem, and Belcheir in the longitudinal, two-site, 
multimodal study of the effects of writing pedagogy education on GTA teaching practices 
as well as interview questions developed by O’Meara (Appendix A). 
 

1. Have you had experience with online teaching before your time at ASU? If so, 
please describe it. 

2. What comes to mind regarding the term “digital pedagogy?” 
3. Please describe your process when preparing a syllabus for your online courses. 

a. Can you point to any specific influences on this process? 
b. What kinds of goals do you consider when doing this? 

4. Please describe your process when designing your online classroom. 
a. Can you point to any specific influences on this process? 
b. What kinds of goals do you consider when doing this? 

5. Please describe your process when creating specific lessons, discussion boards, 
and homework for your online class. 

a. Can you point to any specific influences on this process? 
b. What kinds of goals do you consider when doing this? 

6. Tell me about a difficult, frustrating, or surprising situation that has come up in 
your online teaching. 

7. How did you respond? 
8. What are three or four principles that guide your online teaching? 

a. Can you point to specific experiences, texts, or people that have 
influenced these principles? 

9. Would you say that these principles help you to respond to uncertainties in your 
online classes? If so, can you describe how? 

10. How do you communicate with your online students? 
11. What strategies do you use for classroom management when you teach online? 

a. Can you point to specific experiences, texts, or people that have 
influenced these strategies? 

12. How do you view your relationships with your online students? 
13. Do you feel like there is someone employed by ASU whom you can go to if 

you’re having technical difficulties? If so, who? 
a. If so, how would you describe your relationship with that person? 

14. Do you feel like there is someone employed by ASU whom you can go to if 
you’re having trouble with students or classroom management in your online 
courses? If so, who? 

a. If so, how would you describe your relationship with that person? 
15. Do you have any other mentors that you speak with regarding your online 

teaching? If so, who? 
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a. If so, how would you describe your relationship with that person? 
 
Pre-Interview Questions 
 

1. What is your current age? 
2. What ethnicity/race best describes you? 
3. What is your gender? 
4. What is your professional background? 
5. How long have you worked in your current field? 
6. What is your educational background? (e.g. What degrees do you hold? What 

have you studied?) 
7. What are your current research interests? 
8. Are you currently writing or publishing about the interests you described in 

question 7? 
9. The 2017/2018 school year is what year of your PhD program? 
10. What is the title of your current degree program at ASU? (ex: Writing, Rhetorics, 

and Literacies) 
11. How many semesters have you taught at ASU? 
12. What is your current official position at ASU? 
13. How long have you been in this position at ASU? 
14. Have you had any experience teaching before your time as a graduate student at 

ASU? If so, can you describe it? 
15. How would you describe your job duties in your current position? 
16. How would you rank the duties you described in question 16 in order of 

importance? 
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APPENDIX B 

STAFF AND FACULTY INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
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These questions are based upon interview questions developed by Katherine O’Meara 
from her own institutional ethnography at ASU examining the experience of teachers of 
L2 writers (Appendix A). 
 

1. Please describe, in as much detail as possible, a typical workday for you. 

2. With whom do you interact on a day-to-day or week-to-week basis during your 

regular work routine? 

a. What kinds of relationships do you have with them? 

b. Have any of these relationships changed over time? 

3. Are you familiar with ASU’s charter for the “New American University”? If so, 

to what extent? 

4. Do you think that the charter has impacted your work life or your department in 

any way? If so, please explain. 

5. Please describe your experience with GTAs in general, over the course of your 

career. 

6. Has your experience with GTAs changed upon working at ASU? If so, please 

explain. 

7. Have you had any training, either through your education or your profession, on 

how to design and conduct teacher training? If so, can you describe it? 

8. Have you had any training, either through your education or your profession, on 

how to design and conduct GTA training? If so, can you describe it? 

9. Do you ever discuss GTA training with anybody? If so, what kinds of topics? 

a. With whom? 

b. What kinds of relationships do you have with them? 

c. Have any of these relationships changed over time? 

10. Have you had any training, either through your education or your profession, 

regarding digital pedagogy? If so, can you describe it? 

11. Do you ever discuss digital pedagogy with anybody? If so, what kinds of topics? 

a. With whom? 

b. What kinds of relationships do you have with them? 

c. Have any of these relationships changed over time? 
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12. Was the ASU WP’s online teaching certification program established before you 

came into your current position at ASU? 

13. To what extent are you directly involved with WP’s online teaching certification 

program? Please explain. 

14. Have you found yourself in a situation where you found it necessary to request 

material support from the English Department (such as the need for labor or 

equipment)? If so, can you describe the situation? 

a. How would you describe the process of requesting material support from 

the department? 

b. Would you describe this experience as “typical?” Why or why not? 

15. Have you found yourself in a situation where you found it necessary to request 

support from the English Department regarding the OTCP? If so, can you 

describe it? 

a. How would you describe the process of requesting support from the 

department for the OTCP? 

b. Would you describe this experience as “typical?” Why or why not? 

16. What are the most positive aspects of your work? 

a. In general 

b. Related to teacher/GTA training 

c. In relation to the English Department 

d. In relation to ASU writ large 

17. What are the aspects of your work you find difficult/struggle with? 

a. In general 

b. Related to teacher/GTA training 

c. In relation to the English Department 

d. In relation to ASU writ large 

 
Pre-Interview Questions 
 

1. What is your current age? 
2. What ethnicity/race best describes you? 
3. What is your gender? 
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4. What is your professional background? (e.g. What kinds of jobs have you 
worked?) 

5. How long have you worked in your current field? 
6. What is your educational background? (e.g. What degrees do you hold? What 

have you studied?) 
7. What are your current research interests? 
8. Are you currently writing or publishing about the interests you described in 

question 7? 
9. How long have you worked at ASU? 
10. What is your current official position at ASU? 
11. How long have you been in this position at ASU? 
12. Have you had any experience in a similar position before working at ASU? If so, 

can you please describe it? 
13. How would you describe your job duties in your current position? 
14. How would you rank the duties you described in question 13 in order of 

importance? 
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APPENDIX C 

WRITING PROGRAM ADMINISTRATOR JOB DUTIES 
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Job duties for the Writing Program Administrator, according the Department of English 
Department Manual: 
 
The Director of Writing supervises and directs the Writing Programs; with 
recommendations from the Writing Programs Committee, supervises the preparation and 
revision of curricula and selection of texts; supervises all teachers of Writing Programs 
courses; helps the Chair and others evaluate teachers of Writing Programs courses; helps 
organize and prepare a fall workshop for first-year Teaching Assistants and Associates; 
helps organize and prepare a fall workshop for new Faculty Associates; helps with 
lecturer "rotation" into the various administrative tasks in the Writing Programs; 
coordinates the efforts of the various Writing Programs committees; organizes and 
prepares a fall workshop for all other teachers in the program; aids College offices in the 
evaluation of first-year composition credits of transfer students and students in general; 
coordinates articulation among the community colleges and the Writing Programs; Chairs 
the Writing Programs Committee; serves on the Graduate Teaching Assistant and 
Associate Selection Committee. The Director of Writing does not stand for election to the 
Budget and Personnel Committee or the Hiring Committee. 
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APPENDIX D 

DEPARTMENT CHAIR JOB DUTIES 
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Job duties for the Chair of the Department, according to the Department of English 
Department Manual: 
 
In accord with ACD 102, the Chair, like all academic administrators, serves on a 
renewable annual appointment. As part of the renewal process and in accord with ACD 
111-03, the Dean of CLAS will solicit faculty and academic professional input about the 
Chair at least every other year.  
 
II.A.3. Duties and Responsibilities As the chief administrative officer, the Chair shall  
 
II.A.3.a. represent the department in its official business with other University authorities, 
the students, and the public;  
 
II.A.3.b. execute university policies insofar as they affect the department;  
 
II.A.3.c. in consultation with the Hiring Committee, recruit and recommend persons to 
fill vacant and new faculty and staff positions;  
 
II.A.3.d. in consultation with the Budget and Personnel Committee, prepare the budget;  
 
II.A.3.e. review in writing the academic performance of all faculty members and 
academic professionals in the department and supply them with a written summary of the 
review; review candidates for probationary, tenure, and promotion review;  
 
II.A.3.f. encourage professional development in instruction and research among all 
members of the department;  
 
II.A.3.g. appoint all directors and supervisors of department programs and chairs of all 
committees and the members of the committees and appoint new committees and disband 
others, unless otherwise noted below;  
 
II.A.3.h. maintain a permanent record of the minutes of department meetings, officer 
appointments, and committee assignments;  
 
II.A.3.i. assume all other responsibilities specified in the College of Liberal Arts and 
Sciences Bylaws and the ASU Academic Affairs Policies and Procedures Manual. 
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APPENDIX E 

THE CHARTER FOR THE NEW AMERICAN UNIVERSITY 
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The following text is the full ASU Charter from ASU’s website. 
 
ASU is a comprehensive public research university, measured not by whom we exclude, 
but rather by whom we include and how they succeed; advancing research and discovery 
of public value; and assuming fundamental responsibility for the economic, social, 
cultural and overall health of the communities it serves. 
ASU Mission & Goals 
  
Demonstrate leadership in academic excellence and accessibility 

• Maintain the fundamental principle of accessibility to all students qualified to 
study at a research university 

• Maintain university accessibility to match Arizona's socioeconomic diversity, 
with undifferentiated outcomes for success 

• Improve freshmen persistence to greater than 90% 
• Enhance university graduation rate to 80% and more than 32,000 graduates  
• Enhance quality while reducing the cost of a degree 
• Enroll 100,000 online and distance education degree seeking students 
• Enhance measured student development and individual student learning to 

national leadership levels 
• Enhance linkages to the university at all levels for all learners 

  
Establish national standing in academic quality and impact of colleges and schools in 
every field 

• Attain national standing in academic quality for each college and school (top 5%) 
• Attain national standing in the learning value added to our graduates in each 

college and school 
• Become the leading university academically (faculty, discovery, research, 

creativity) in at least one department or school within each college/school 
  
Establish ASU as a leading global center for interdisciplinary research, discovery and 
development by 2025 

• Become the leading American center for discovery and scholarship in the 
integrated social sciences, and comprehensive arts and sciences 

• Enhance research competitiveness to more than $815 million in annual research 
expenditures 

• Transform regional economic competitiveness through research and discovery, 
and value-added programs 

• Become a leading American center for innovation and entrepreneurship at all 
levels 

  
Enhance our local impact and social embeddedness 

• Strengthen Arizona's interactive network of teaching, learning and discovery 
resources that reflects the scope of ASU's comprehensive knowledge enterprise 

• Co-develop solutions to the critical social, technical, cultural and environmental 
issues facing 21st century Arizona 
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• Meet the needs of 21st century learners by empowering families in the education 
of their children, increasing student success through personalized learning 
pathways, and promoting a college-going culture in Arizona's K-12 schools 

• Establish, with Mayo Clinic, innovative health solutions pathways capable of 
educating 200 million people about health care, engaging 20 million people in 
online health care delivery, and enhancing treatment for 2 million patients 

 

 


