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COMPOSING CLASS: 
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OF COMPOSITION 
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ev JOANNE CAVALLARO, COLLEGE OF Sr. CATHERINE 

Composition courses have 
long served contradictory purposes 
within institutions of higher 
education. On the one hand, they 
are ostensibly designed to teach 
students the academic discourse, 
however defined, that will in theory 
enable them to succeed both in 
college and beyond. Thus they can 
be seen as and indeed can be a tool 
for empowerment. On the other 
hand, these courses often serve as 
gatekeepers, very real and powerful 
institutional barriers to student 
progress. 

This gatekeeping function 
often seems quite arbitrary and 
rigid, and not just to students. 
Having taught in the City 
University of New York system, I 
know how effective, and how 
arbitrary, the Written Assessment 
Test used in their composition 
courses can be in barring students 
from continuing their education. 
Such courses exert a great deal of 
power in many institutions, for 

unless a student can successfully 
negotiate her way through them, the 
gates to further education are 
effectively slammed in her face. 

Given the importance of 
these tests and courses, I was inter
ested in how textbooks commonly 
used in them can illuminate-or 
not-the very real dilemmas 
students face in making their way 
through the various gate posts put 
in their way. I was specifically 
interested in issues of social class 

' 
for as Lynn Bloom points out, 
"freshman composition is an 
unabashedly middle-class enter
prise" ( 655). Partly because of this, 
students from lower or working 
class backgrounds often have a 
difficult time negotiating their way 
into academic discourse and 
through the gates that such dis
course erects. 

I focused my attention on 
anthologies meant for composition 
courses since so many of them now 
have diversity as their theme and 
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overtly or covertly promote an 
egalitarian social agenda. I 
examined five composition 
anthologies, limiting my 
examination to those that overtly 
address issues of diversity, identity, 
and difference within America: Re
re ad in g America: Cultural 
Contexts for Critical Thinking and 
Writing (1998); Inventing America: 
Readings in Identity and Culture 
(1996); Identity Matters: Rhetorics 
of Difference (1998); Across 
Cultures: A Reader for Writers 
(1996); and American Voices: 
Culture and Community (1998). In 
looking at these anthologies, I asked 
two questions: is social class 
identified as one of the types of 
diversity addressed and if so, how 
is it discussed. 

I began by examining the 
biographical information about 
authors that editors choose to 
convey before each piece, what I 
call "bio-blurbs." These 
biographical blurbs are important to 
examine because they indicate to 
the reader, both the student and the 
instructor, those aspects of an 
author's background that 
presumably have some bearing on 
the author's writing and the piece 
at hand. All of these anthologies 
identify many authors by ethnicity 
or race; one is identified as African
American, another as from a Pacific 
Northwest Indian tribe, another as 
Mexican~American and so on. 

Gender is usually identified merely 
by pronouns; if the fact that it is a 
woman writing about women is 
important, she is usually identified 
as a feminist. In two anthologies, 
Identity Matters and Re-reading 
America, both published in 1998, 
we also see authors self-identify as 
lesbian or gay and this identification 
is part of the biography that editors 
deem worthy of inclusion. The 
class background of an author is 
less frequently included in the bio
bl urb s, for these texts tend to 
overplay ethnicity and gender 
influences and underplay class 
influences. 

Still many authors are 
identified by their class 
background. In American Voices, 
for example, ten out of 101 authors 
are directly or indirectly identified 
by class. Of these ten, nearly all 
(nine) are working class. Some, 
such as Tillie Olson or Nathan 
McCall, are labeled working class 
in the bio-blurb. In other bio
blurbs, class is referred to indirectly, 
through mention of growing up in 
poverty, for example. The one 
author identified by class who is 
non-working class, is a homeless 
woman who "gave up good 
earnings and a middle class lifestyle 
when catastrophic illness struck her 
family" (p. 195). 

What is interesting about 
American Voices and the other texts 
is the editors' choice about which 
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authors to identify by class. They 
are, nearly always, authors who are 
writing about their personal 
experiences: memoirs, fiction, 
poetry, writing in which the 
personal background of the writer 
plays an important role. Of those 
who write about social class from 

culture and society" and "the 
grounds for understanding the 
perspective of other social groups" 
(xv). The readings do just that for 
understanding racial stereotyping, 
ethnic traditions or religious 
differences. No mention is made, 
however, of class as a social group 

an expert or 
"objective" pers
pective, not once was 
the class of the author 
even alluded to. 
Anna Quinlan, Diane 
Ravitch, and Daniel 
Boorstein seemingly 
have no class back
ground. It is as if the 
class background of 

~---------
... the only writers 

whose class 
background is 

mentioned 
are those who 
write of class 

from a personal 
perspective, not 

those who write as 

that forms part of a 
student's place in 
American culture and 
society. The other 
texts do mention 
class as part of the 
diversity about which 
students are encour
aged to learn. 

an author writing experts. 
about class from a _________ _____. 

Although the emph
asis in Across Cul
tures is clearly on 
what they call "ethnic 

journalistic or sociological 
perspective is invisible and 
therefore irrelevant. The message 
here is similar to that sent about 
race and ethnicity: working class 
writers have something to say only 
about working class experiences 
and those who write with the 
authority of an institution behind 
them are classless. 

When I examined the stated 
purposes of these readers, an even 
more interesting pattern emerged. 
Inventing America can serve as an 
illustrative example. Its stated 
purpose is to provide the student 
with "a basis for understanding his 
or her own place in American 

subcultures," class does get a brief 
mention in a quotation from Mike 
Rose which lists "students from the 
white working class" (p. xviii) as 
among those not from mainstream 
America. This mention, however, 
only appears in the preface to the 
teacher, not in the preface to the 
student. And there is no further 
discussion of social class, though 
the preface goes into some detail 
about culture and the diversity of 
students' backgrounds, "blacks, 
whites, Native Americans, Asians, 
Africans, and Hispanics" (p. xviii). 
Identity Matters and Re-reading 
America both devote much more 
space to discussions of class as part 
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of the social construction of 
identity. Re-reading America uses 
a poem by Theodore Roethke, My 
Papa's Waltz, to help students see 
how differing class perspectives can 
lead to very different interpretations 
of a poem. The discussion of the 
poem identifies the father in the 
poem as "blue-collar" and goes on 
to illustrate the ways in which 
middle-class values might blind 
some students to anything except 
the father's drunkenness. The end 
of that section concludes that "Our 
culture simply doesn't associate 
good, loving families with drinking 
or with even the suggestion of 
physical roughness" (5). The 
unanswered question here is-who 
is included in the "we" that "our 
culture" implies? Whose culture 
are they talking about? The 
implication seems to be that "our" 
culture is middle class culture. 

One entire section of 
Identity Matters focuses on social 
class, including selections that 
examine class from different 
perspectives. And class is listed in 
the alternative table of contents as 
one of many possible "overlapping 
identities." Here too, however, the 
only writers whose class 
background is mentioned are those 
who write of class from a personal 
perspective, not those who write as 
experts. One interesting exception 
appears at the end of this section, 
the story of a laid off executive, who 

is identified as "a voice from the 
upper class" (98). Interestingly, the 
voice that describes the effects of 
being laid off because of 
downsizing is not that of a factory 
worker, but that of a vice president 
of a major corporation, asking us 
to feel sorry for him. This case, like 
the case of the homeless women 
who used to have a "middle-class 
lifestyle," implies that for those of 
the middle or upper class, class 
membership is only important when 
class membership is threatened. 
Otherwise, it remains invisible. 

Re-reading America begins 
its introduction by noting how 
starting college can be a 
"disconcerting experience" for 
many students, citing experiences 
such as being away from home for 
the first time, dealing with 
academic competition and 
increased temptations (to do what, 
they do not say), and being among 
people "whose backgrounds make 
them seem foreign and 
unapproachable" (1). All can 
certainly be disconcerting 
experiences. Never, however, does 
the text mention the more-than
disconcerting difficulties of 
balancing conflicting demands of 
school, work, family, or parenting, 
what Mary Soliday, in her recent 
article in College English, calls the 
"material conflicts that are central 
to the experiences of working class 
students" (733). 
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Soliday contrasts the author or a main character in several 
material struggles that working previous selections and to speculate 
class students face with the how that class affiliation might 
culturalist approach common in affect her or his life chances (348). 
many composition courses and What is interesting about this 
texts. This approach emphasizes exercise, which seems quite useful 
identity, meaning-making and on the surface, is the choice of 
students' struggles to learn authors. All of them, except one, 
academic discourse ,-------------. are arguably working 
without giving up Working class class. Students are 
their "pre-academic students may have not asked to 
sense of self." class, in other speculate on the ways 
Soliday goes on to words, but they got in which Theodore 
note that the factor Roszak's or Lynne no culture. found to influence Cheney's class 
student retention most consistently 
is .number of hours students work 
at a job outside of college. For her, 
it is not just the identify struggle 
around finding a place within 
academia nor the differences in 
ways of making meaning that trip 
up working class students; it is also 
the often impossible struggles over 
time and money, the very real 
material things. Though the texts 
do refer to the difficulties of making 
meaning and finding an identity in 
a new environment, none of the 
anthologies I examined mentioned 
the reality of material conflicts 
when they "spoke" to students, 
seeming to assume that such 
conflicts are not relevant to their 
purpose of resistance and identity. 

After a sociological reading 
on economic inequalities in the 
U.S., Re-reading America asks 
students to identify the class of the 

background have affected their life 
chances. Even more interesting is 
the editors' choice of whether to ask 
about the author or about a person 
the author is writing about. In two 
cases the author is Studs Terkel, 
writing about working class men. 
The exercise asks students to 
discuss the class affiliation of the 
men, not of Studs Terkel. In 
another, also an interview, it is the 
working class woman being 
interviewed who is to be discussed 
in terms of class, not the author of 
the interview, an associate professor 
at Claremont Graduate School. 

The clear implication from 
all this is that working class people 
are the ones who have class, if you 
will, not the rest of us. This 
situation is, of course, analogous to 
that of African-Americans, who 
many texts imply, have race while 
whites do not, or Hispanics and 
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Asian-Americans, who have 
ethnicity while whites do not. 
These texts may discuss the class 
background or the dominant culture 
in general terms, but when it comes 
to specifics, the working class is 
used. Even more important, all of 
this implies that one's life chances 
are shaped by class only if one is 
part of the working class, not if one 
is part of the middle or upper 
classes. 

Class is seen in terms of 
oppression, then, in that being from 
the wrong class can hinder your life 
chances. There seems to be little 
recognition, however, that being 
from the right class can also benefit 
one's life chances. 

The euphemisms common
ly employed to describe class 
reinforce this perception. These 
euphemisms tend to fall into two 
categories: one equates class with 
a type of employment; the other 
equates it with amount of money. 
Euphemisms, such as factory 
worker, vocational track, life "on 
the line," or "working in the fields" 
are commonly used for working 
class. So are ones such as "low 
income." "the wrong side of the 
tracks," "non-affluent back
grounds," "grinding poverty," or 
"poor communities." Through the 
continued use of these euphemisms, 
working class culture is essentially 
reduced to poverty. Any richness 
that such culture contains, any 

values or characteristics worthy of 
emulation, are ignored. As John 
Guillory points out in Cultural 
Capital: The Problem of Literary 
Canon Formation, "while it is easy 
enough to conceive of a self
affirmative racial or sexual identity, 
it makes very little sense to posit 
an affirmative lower-class identity, 
as such an identity would have to 
be grounded in the experience of 
deprivation per se" (36). So we 
can have "Black is beautiful" or 
"Women rule," but nothing 
analogous for working class 
identity. The implication is that 
there is no culture or social identity 
there, only deprivation and 
oppression. Working class students 
may have class, in other words, but 
they got no culture. 

Of course, in theory at least, 
with the right skills and hard work, 
working class students can work 
their way out of the working class, 
and those who have done so are 
included in these texts. The price 
they pay in terms of alienation from 
family and friends is even 
sometimes mentioned. But the 
reasons one might not want to 
assimilate, or the gains in choosing 
not to do so, remain invisible. 
Working class culture is defined 
solely by what it lacks, not by what 
it has. Its values and joys remain 
hidden. 

What has been so 
distressing to me is that these texts 

come out of an effort in the field of 
composition to develop approaches 
to teaching that recognize the 
authority of the various cultures 
students bring with them to college 
and promote cultural awareness. 
Their stated aim might be 
resistance, but if their implicit 
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message minimalizes and 
marginalizes working class culture 
and renders invisible consequences 
of class membership, except for the 
working class, then real issues of 
oppression and class privilege are 
hidden from both students and 
teachers alike. 
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