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Making Space for Service Learning 
in First-Year Composition

Thomas Sura

Abstract

The promise of service learning as a high-impact educational practice has 
received ample scholarly attention, yet more research is needed to describe how 
writing program administrators can initiate flexible, healthy spaces for service 
learning within their writing programs. Through a description and application 
of four keys to postmodern planning—context, travel, connection, and scale—
this article offers WPAs a productive heuristic for creating healthy spaces for 
service learning in their programs. This heuristic enables WPAs to extrapolate 
information from experiences as service-learning practitioners and connect it to 
what might be practiced on a programmatic scale.

Developing service-learning curricula for first-year composition courses 
that are also general education curriculum (GEC) courses can be a daunt-
ing task for WPAs� The curriculum is already crowded, the teachers are 
already working hard to reach maximum output, and the benefits may 
seem underwhelming� In addition, one of the central tensions of initiat-
ing service learning as a WPA comes from the uneasy relationship between 
having a concrete and strategic plan for a programmatic service-learning 
initiative and the dangers institutionalized service-learning endeavors can 
pose to the overall vitality of a program (Mathieu)� The role of the WPA is 
fraught, balancing issues of control and freedom, sustainability and turn-
over, reciprocity and outcomes�

Yet working on the programmatic scale is important because the push 
to incorporate service-learning opportunities into first-year composition 
comes from many directions: research in rhetoric and composition, edu-
cational research, and even institutional missions� To address the service-
learning challenges, WPAs need new tools that help them to identify 
opportunities, act on those opportunities, and reflect critically on their 
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work� This article describes how postmodern planning concepts provide 
one such tool by connecting service learning in the classroom to service 
learning in the writing program� WPAs who have developed or want to 
develop service learning in their programs can better balance the inherent 
issues through a postmodern planning framework because it creates spaces 
for inquiry, invention, and revision throughout the evolution of service 
learning within a writing program� It allows service learning to develop as 
a process rather than as a lock-step strategic plan� In this way, it enables the 
creation of a healthy space for service learning�

The WPA and Service Learning 

The National Task Force on Civic Learning and Democratic Engagement 
asserts that social responsibility should be a core element of a twenty-first 
century education� Their report, A Crucible Moment: College Learning and 
Democracy’s Future (available on the Association of American Colleges and 
Universities’ website), advocates community-based service and research and 
“collaborative, generative partnerships” that teach students how systems 
work and can be changed (3, 8, 33)� Undergraduate composition courses 
are one place for these collaborative and generative partnerships to take 
place because the course has a strong connection to public engagement 
through its emphasis on rhetoric and rhetoric’s ties to public discourse� 
Bruce Herzberg sums up the disciplinary ideal best, writing

If we wish to claim that the composition course is truly about rhet-
oric, about civic virtue, and about public as well as academic dis-
course, we must learn how to conceptualize the connections between 
the academy and society in ways that our students, our administra-
tors, and we ourselves find convincing� (“Service Learning” 396)

To teach rhetoric is, for many rhetoricians, to teach civic engagement� Yet, 
any foray into service-learning research in first-year writing courses will 
reveal both excitement and ambivalence� Even as Eli Goldblatt argues per-
suasively for the benefits of curricula incorporating service and community-
literacy learning, he states plainly, “I do not particularly advocate for service 
or community-based learning in FYC courses” (294)� The challenges are 
well documented and range from course and term structure to department 
structures to faculty and student assessment (Adler-Kassner, Crooks, and 
Watters, Writing the Community)� Developing critical consciousness, one of 
the many purported benefits of service learning, has proven elusive in mul-
tiple contexts (Feigenbaum; Herzberg, “Community Service”; Hutchinson)� 
Additionally, students may have other, more pressing, learning needs� They 
may not possess the maturity to follow through with the service� Their 
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writing may simply not be good enough yet to produce something of high 
quality about, for, or with a community partner� Likewise, as many service-
learning practitioners will attest, the investment of time in identifying, 
developing, and sustaining relationships with community partners can be 
massive, intimidating, and ultimately prohibitive (Adler-Kassner, Crooks, 
and Watters, “Service-Learning” 1)� 

On a programmatic scale, there are even more considerations� In Tac-
tics of Hope, Paula Mathieu gets “nervous about initiatives to expand and 
institutionalize service-learning programs” because faculty too often show 
up with predetermined agendas (85)� To do so, she argues, “runs the risk 
of framing local communities as generic sites of need, eager to benefit from 
university largess” (90)� Add to these challenges the constraints that many 
first-year composition courses have as GEC courses in terms of content, 
textbooks, grading, and so on, and it is understandable why WPAs might 
defer service-learning initiatives until some idealized future date�

Nonetheless, if WPAs accept the premise that service and community-
based literacy practices are desirable in introductory writing courses, they 
need tools that will enable them to sustain these projects in healthy and 
productive ways� Fortunately, past scholarship describing a theory of WPAs 
as postmodern planners provides one way to develop such tools�

Postmodern Planning in Writing Program Administration

In “Program Administrators as/and Postmodern Planners,” Tim Peeples 
draws on urban and public planning scholarship to establish a new concep-
tual framework for thinking about writing program administration� There 
are many similarities between conceptualizations of planning and concep-
tualizations of WPA work� David C� Perry, whom Peeples relies on to make 
his own argument, suggests that “it’s hard to produce a plan that at once 
captures the conditions of the society, city, or policy area and also meets 
the demands of each of the citizens experiencing the problems society is 
mobilized to process” (211)� He adds, “It’s hard to be both scopic and com-
prehensive and immediate and individually responsive” (211)� In a similar 
manner, WPAs work to make sense of wide-ranging perspectives including 
individual student experiences, the training and needs of faculty, the goals 
of colleges and administrators, and the theories and pedagogies of other 
rhetoric and composition scholars while simultaneously advancing things 
like pedagogies, curriculum, and assessment� It is hard to be comprehensive 
and individually responsive�

Faced with these complexities, both WPAs and planners seek to articu-
late their roles� For example, as one means of navigating the complexities 
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of urban and public planning, Perry offers a spatial approach that suggests 
“what planners do is not simply make plans but rather ‘make space’” (223; 
emphasis in original)� But what’s the difference between making plans and 
making space?

An answer resides in the distinctions we make between composition 
as a science and composition as a humanistic field� Compare David Per-
ry’s “Making Space: Planning as a Mode of Thought” with David Foster’s 
“What Are We Talking About When We Talk About Composition?” for an 
excellent illustration of the tension in composition studies between science 
and humanism� Perry writes “planning is not so much a linear progression 
of practices—one displacing another—as it is an emerging spatial practice 
joining one new approach to another in the evolving production and repro-
duction of the relations of capital and the urban society attendant to it” 
(222)� Then consider David Foster’s argument:

Science attempts to build knowledge cumulatively by drawing new 
understandings out of earlier, disproven understandings; the familiar 
example of a disproven Copernicanism illustrates this aspect of scien-
tific inquiry� On the other hand, as North cogently argues, humanis-
tic study—philosophy, theology, theories of the arts, even history—
flourishes through dialectic, in which one mode of thinking draws 
life in response to all other major modes of thought, none ever per-
manently “disproved” or abandoned� (35)

Writing program administration, like composition, like planning, draws 
life from dialectic� It is not a linear march toward a goal� It is a fluctuating 
amalgamation of ideas, practices, people, and places� It is the aforemen-
tioned “evolving production and reproduction” of relationships, and it is 
the design of spaces where this dialectic can and does occur� Peeples, for 
his part, suggests that this model of planner as space maker is valuable to 
WPAs because it involves the WPA in “the ongoing, recursive, real-time, 
local making of healthy spaces” (123)� In other words, conceiving of writ-
ing program administration as postmodern planning provides a dynamic 
and holistic description of the WPA that acknowledges the multiplicity of 
roles and the need for dialectic� In order to achieve this spatial approach to 
planning that facilitates dialectic, Peeples provides a new conceptual frame-
work for the work of writing program administration: context, travel, con-
nectedness, and scale�

The Four Keys

The first key to postmodern planning, context, is an easy concept to trans-
fer to writing program administration because it is a foundational, disci-
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plinary one� The most important feature of context is that it both shapes 
and is shaped by planning� Factors like institutional and geographic loca-
tion shape how and why service learning might happen� A good example 
comes from Nicole Amare and Teresa Grettano who framed their own 
work in service and community literacy as writing outreach that was not 
course-based� Instead, they developed workshops of broad interest that were 
open to both students at the institution and community members at large� 
Their context shaped how they engaged in service and community-based 
learning, and their actions in turn reshaped the context� Context is doubly 
important for WPAs as postmodern planners because the context of a writ-
ing program also includes a multiplicity of other contexts such as instruc-
tors’ classrooms and, in the case of service-learning initiatives, the contexts 
of non-profits and local community organizations�

The second key to postmodern planning is travel� The easy preconcep-
tion of this key is that it means to go where the action is: Get out of the 
office or the classroom, and experience the world beyond� Peeples’s adapta-
tion is significantly more complex� The “practice of planning must be con-
sidered a dialectical one, always traveling between the lived space and the 
abstract space of society” (Perry 225) and to this, Peeples adds, “A dialecti-
cal approach to planning as a spatial practice requires us to travel between 
abstract, designed spaces, and everyday, lived ones” (125)� Though the con-
nection is not explicit, the sentiment here seems to echo the arguments of 
Chris Anson, Dirk Remley, Ellen Cushman, and others who call for course 
instructors—or planners—to engage in and model the same forms of criti-
cal reflection that they ask of their students� Writing program administra-
tion requires significant travel, moving back and forth between the abstract 
spaces WPAs design and the everyday, lived spaces they inhabit with their 
students, faculty, and institutional and community partners�

Travel enables connection, the third key to postmodern planning� Nei-
ther Perry nor Peeples offers abundant explanation of how connection plays 
out in planning� In fact, Perry specifically uses the term connection—some-
thing that joins or connects other things—while Peeples changes the term 
slightly to connectedness� This minor change is important� Connectedness 
implies a factor of degree, perhaps both in terms of quantity and durability� 
For example, I might say I have a connection to my undergraduate institu-
tion because I went to school there; however, my connectedness to the insti-
tution is determined by how many professors and friends I still talk with, 
how many athletic events I watch in person or on television, perhaps even 
if I donate and how much I donate to my alma mater� The quantity of con-
nections as well as their strength, in essence, determines my connectedness 
to the institution� 
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The fourth key to postmodern planning, scale, and its connections, is 
shaped by the context in which it exists� In planning, scale signifies the pro-
cess of establishing boundaries—social and geographical—between differ-
ent places, locations, and experiences (Smith 64)� According to Perry, scale 
“includes spaces of social activity; from the individual to the home and 
the neighborhood” (226)� The work of (home) planners requires “jumping 
scales as they undertake the hard process of carrying out the dialectics of 
comprehensive housing services that produce homes for individual fami-
lies” (Perry 228)� If we shift this discourse back to the language of writing 
program administration, we are able to identify several similarities� Take, 
for instance, the different scales of academic institutions: the individual 
student, the student body, the individual instructor, the faculty, the WPA, 
the department, the college, and perhaps, the university as a whole� Each of 
these items constitutes its own scale because there are boundaries—social 
and geographical—between them� The work of the WPA as planner is to 
jump between them, establishing connections aimed at making healthy 
spaces both within and outside the program� For WPAs, this process is 
recursive and never fully complete:

Contrary to the more narrow professional interventions of almost 
all others at the site or scale of the production of space, the plan-
ner’s work is never done; it is, to repeat, a recursive spatial practice—
meant to include both the design and building of physical infrastruc-
ture and the satisfactory use of the built space� (Perry 227)

WPAs as planners travel between the scales in an ongoing process of build-
ing and use� In this sense, they do not implement strategic, linear, lock-
step visions� Instead, they inquire and listen to the “experiences of the 
lived spaces of the users” as well as the “institutional politics” (Perry 227)� 
Informed by these scales, they use what they find to create healthy spaces 
that connect those scales in the most beneficial ways possible�

Applying the Four Keys

This section applies the framework for postmodern planning to a specific 
case—an attempt to initiate service learning in an introductory writing 
program�1 It uses context, travel, connection, and scale to imagine and 
form a space for service and engagement to be both productive and healthy� 
What makes this approach postmodern is the embrace of complexity, the 
comfort with uncertainty, and the desire to “address” a challenge that pos-
sesses competing interests rather than “solve” it outright (Peeples 120)� The 
uncertainty includes a willingness to let the number of service-learning 
courses in a program fluctuate and to accept the possibility that there may 
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be more than one programmatically approved means of achieving a success-
ful service-learning course� This also means that there will be failures and 
mistakes� While they don’t intend to make mistakes, WPAs know that they 
happen and, more importantly, that they provide important foundations 
for advancing knowledge� This framework provides a productive heuristic 
for initiating a service-learning program and a flexible tool for navigating 
challenges and sustaining qualities that service-learning practitioners and 
scholars advocate� 

Context

The context begins with the writing program itself� In this case, the identity 
of the program as part of the General Education Curriculum (GEC) heavily 
influenced its shape� The GEC requirements don’t exactly impede service 
and community-based learning; however, the need to consistently retain 
certain characteristics across all sections posed several unique challenges� 
The writing program is a two-course sequence on composition and rhetoric 
required of almost all university undergraduate students; exemptions are 
approved if the student has AP credit or transferred into the school with 
credit from other institutions� English 101 and English 102 are portfolio-
based, and these portfolios account for 70 percent of the students’ final 
grades� In addition to the portfolio component, students complete another 
ten or more pages of informal writing worth 20 percent� The final 10 per-
cent of the course grades comes from participation� 

Making space for service learning required careful consideration of how 
it would count toward students’ overall course grades as well as how to 
frame the service and the writing itself rhetorically in productive and real-
istic ways� It also required a community partner willing to participate in 
this initial endeavor�

The community partner for this project was the Appalachian Prison 
Book Project (APBP)� APBP was founded in 2004 by a professor at the uni-
versity and her graduate students as an outcome of a course on prison litera-
ture� The 501(c)(3) organization sends books to incarcerated people in a six-
state region� It is run entirely by volunteers who open letters from inmates, 
match those letters as best they can to their collection of donated books, 
and mail the books to the inmates� The project is located in a donated space 
on the second floor of a public library� APBP is located within several city 
blocks of the university’s campus, which also makes it manageable to walk 
there� APBP’s location, focus on literacy, close tie to the institution, and the 
director’s enthusiasm for participating in a service-learning course made it 
an excellent partner�
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Travel

In general, one section of English 102 in the Undergraduate Writing Pro-
gram served as the primary vehicle for travel� It allowed me, as the WPA, 
to make connections between the different scales in the local context, such 
as connecting from the student experience, to the GEC requirement, to the 
instructor experience, and so on� Other methods enabled travel within the 
classroom itself� For example, classroom surveys yielded significant infor-
mation that helped to shape my own thinking about how service learning 
could be integrated into the program� 

Healthy spaces for service learning in introductory writing courses rely 
on three important principles�
Service learning should be a manageable responsibility that enables students 
and instructors to travel between abstract ideas and lived experiences. At the 
outset of the course, I decided that students would complete fifteen hours of 
service at APBP opening letters from inmates, filling the orders, and pack-
aging the orders to be sent� This would mean roughly one hour of (home)
work outside of class each week� To make sure students understood this 
as part of their coursework and not as an arbitrary add-on, I worked with 
a colleague at the Center for Service and Learning to compose a handout 
illustrating how the work fit into the course as well as its value (see Appen-
dix A)� Because of the GEC expectation that 90 percent of the students’ 
grades would be based on their writing, the actual service hours would 
count toward the students’ participation grade; however, the students’ work 
at APBP would form the basis of several of their informal and reflective 
writing assignments as well as one of their four formal projects� As students 
worked to develop their facility with writing, they began to uncover the fact 
that the literacy skills of incarcerated people are significantly behind their 
“free peers” (Jacobi 4)� We learned about and questioned the existence of 
for-profit prisons� Lessons about reading and writing as life skills vital to 
success in personal, civic, and professional spheres became juxtaposed with 
the understanding that many attempts to educate and improve the lives of 
incarcerated people are often met with staunch community resistance�

While this learning was taking place, there was growing concern about 
the amount of work students were asked to squeeze into their already busy 
schedules� In order to facilitate travel between my theorizing about stu-
dents’ time and their everyday lived experiences, I collected information 
through a brief questionnaire at the middle of the course (see Appendix 
B)� As a result of the surveys and several in-class discussions, the students, 
APBP, and I collectively decided to change the hours of service from fif-
teen to ten�2 
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On the programmatic scale, these discussions with students as well as 
with the community partner and the Center for Service Learning helped 
us establish a model where both students and teachers could make a real-
istic and sustainable commitment in terms of both service hours and writ-
ing goals�
Making service learning polyvocal creates connections and increases connected-
ness to a project. Over the course of the semester, the course had three guest 
speakers: Alexis McMillen, program coordinator at the Center for Service 
and Learning; John Sura, retired Michigan State Trooper and Michigan 
Department of Corrections administrator;3 and Katy Ryan, director of the 
Appalachian Prison Book Project�

On an abstract level, each speaker operated like a node connecting the 
students to service, writing, and social justice� As the instructor, I could 
help students access various information, but I remained one node, one 
connection� By making the classroom polyvocal, the entire project and its 
purpose became more connected� Alexis McMillen discussed the value of 
service learning as a pedagogical approach, how students would record their 
time volunteering, and what those records meant for graduation and post-
graduation contexts� John Sura provided the course with lived examples of 
the challenges faced by the criminal justice system and those enmeshed in 
it� Katy Ryan’s visit fostered active discussion and questions from the class 
about why and how APBP operates� Questions that came up included the 
following: How do prison book projects know that they work? Do prison 
book projects measure outcomes? Should prison book projects send violent 
books to inmates? Who is imprisoned? What are the relationships between 
reading, stress, and transformation? These questions provide starting points 
for inquiry, starting points that Ryan took very seriously (see Appendix C)� 
They are pathways for travel between the abstract ideas, preconceptions, 
and assumptions about the subject and their real-world, lived experience�

This principle of polyvocality led to a vital realization on the program-
matic scale� In designing the course, my assessment and information col-
lection focused solely on the student experience� Using the framework for 
postmodern planning as a heuristic for critical reflection also suggests that 
such a survey tool would be valuable if a version was supplied to the other 
project partners such as instructors, community partners, and the uni-
versity’s Center for Service and Learning� Because questionnaires do have 
limitations, WPAs must thoughtfully administer questionnaires that solicit 
feedback and create dialogue about successes, identify shortcomings, or 
generate new ideas� On a rhetorical level, the questionnaire might serve to 
demonstrate that the program itself is engaged in the valuable work of ser-
vice learning� Guided interviews might provide similar opportunities�
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Choice gives voice. The natural inclination in service-learning courses is to 
make all writing in the course about the service-learning topic or partner� 
Yet, with this framework, I chose to leave some of the writing open� Stu-
dents were free to make their own connections between their experiences, 
their class discussions, and their writing, which ultimately allowed a health-
ier space for their work�

This principle of choice translates to the programmatic scale because of 
the many ways that service learning can be taught� Instructors may want 
to work with one community partner or have students work in groups with 
several or have each student work with individual partners of their choice� 
They may also choose to modify assignments in order to move closer to a 
goal or a connection that they see taking shape� Providing students and 
instructors with choice, even in the midst of GEC requirements, can create 
a healthy space for service learning� 

Conclusion

This approach to making space provides a tool for integrating service learn-
ing within undergraduate writing programs� This implementation, however, 
has its costs� As Susan Wolffe Murphy has argued, “one cannot ask teach-
ers to do ‘service learning’ quickly or cheaply, either in terms of money or 
time” (119)� In this context and in many others I imagine, mandating that 
instructors develop service-learning courses may create unhealthy spaces� 
Yet at the same time, most likely, there are experienced instructors—both 
graduate teachers and adjunct faculty—who are interested in doing service 
learning and are unsure of how to proceed and even if service learning is 
allowed in GEC courses like introductory writing� To make space for this 
pedagogical approach, WPAs can employ the four keys to postmodern 
planning as a guide:

1� Context
• What are the characteristics of the writing program, its stu-

dents, and instructors?
• What constraints must we work within?

2� Travel
• What means are available for traveling between abstract ideas 

and lived spaces?
3� Connections

• Who has a stake in service learning?
• What kind of institutional support exists?

4� Scale
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• What sort of commitment does my program/department/col-
lege/university/community have to service learning?

• What should the outcomes of service learning look like at dif-
ferent scales (student, instructor, program, department, college, 
university, community)? 

In my own program, we have begun offering regular workshops on service 
learning that include information on the philosophies about service learn-
ing, how to incorporate it smoothly into the GEC courses, how to partner 
with the Center for Service and Learning on campus, and how to apply for 
the institution’s service-learning course designation� Instructors are invited 
to explore and pursue service learning in their undergraduate writing 
courses voluntarily—when the time is right for them� The Undergraduate 
Writing Program does not have a mandate for service learning or a goal of 
integrating service learning into all of its courses� What it does have is space 
for service learning to happen� 

Notes

1� This research was approved by West Virginia University’s Institutional 
Review Board (Protocol #1301008764)�

2� On student midterm surveys, the average rating among the research par-
ticipants at the midterm was 3 on a scale of 5� The median value for that question 
was also 3� The standard deviation for the midterm survey was �93, suggesting 
some disagreement�

3� John Sura is my father, and his career is one of my personal connections 
to issues of social justice and incarcerated people�

Appendix A: Top Reasons to Complete this Course

I have a hunch about what you’re thinking right now� It’s probably some-
thing along the lines of, “Service? No way� I’m way too busy for this� This 
sounds way too hard�”

To be honest, I think that is a completely fair and reasonable reaction� 
I know that you are a very busy person, and this work may seem daunting� 
Nonetheless, I want to present you with several reasons why, despite your 
hectic schedule, this may be an excellent course for you�

First, consider this simple study hour formula designed to help you 
achieve As in your courses�

Rule: Study two hours per credit hour for an easy class, three hours per 
credit hour for an average class, and four hours per credit in a difficult class�
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Course Credit Hours Difficulty  Calculation Study Hours
English 102  3 Easy (3 credits x 2 hours)   6 
English 102  3 Average (3 credits x 3 hours)   9 
English 102  3 Difficult (3 credits x 4 hours) 12

Based on your previous experiences with writing, decide for yourself 
whether or not English 102 will be an easy course, an average course, or a 
difficult course� The answer is different for everyone�

Now, 15 hours of service over 15 weeks equals 1 hour per week� Whether 
you feel English 102 is easy, average, or difficult, one hour of study time can 
be assigned to your service obligation while leaving significant time to study 
and write for the course� Even more importantly, I have reduced the typical 
English 102 workload to accommodate for this time so that the service is 
fully integrated into the work of the course� It is not in addition to the work 
of the course� For example, I am reducing the overall number of pages you 
need to write through peer response and short writing assignments� You 
will also work collaboratively on one of the major projects�
Here are a few additional things to consider:

1� This has the potential to be one of the most unique educational 
experiences of your career at WVU, and offers a whole different 
way of learning (learning by “doing”)�

2� You will gain real-world experience, which is exceptionally valu-
able for job applications, résumés, internship applications, gradu-
ate school applications, and interviews�

3� Due to the number of students taking English 102, it can be very 
difficult to find alternative sections�

4� In this course, you will be part of a supportive and engaged com-
munity of writers (including me)�

5� Service-learning is one of the methods I’ve chosen to teach this 
course so that you have the opportunity not only to learn and 
grow in your composition skills, but also to make a difference in 
the life of someone else through service� It’s a win-win situation 
for all stakeholders�

6� The estimated value for volunteer time in 2011 was $21�79 (http://
www�independentsector�org/volunteer_time)� You each will 
have the opportunity to contribute the equivalent of $326�85 to 
the community, which for our whole class can potentially total 
$6,537�00�
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Appendix B: Midterm Survey

I value your feedback on English 102� This course should be helping you 
understand writing as a process, argue effectively and persuasively, explore 
and evaluate ideas, integrate research effectively into your writing, and 
understand the rules of writing� Please take a few moments at the midterm 
point to give me your comments and ideas for meeting the goals of this 
course� 
1� Which assignments and activities have been most helpful, informative, 

or useful for you? Please explain why�
2� Would you change any assignment or activity? Please explain why and 

suggest an improvement or alternative�
3� Are there any aspects of writing that you would like to learn more about? 
4� How helpful are class periods, handouts, comments on rough drafts, 

conferences, and email? Please explain� 
5� On a scale from 1 to 5, (with 1 meaning not at all and 5 meaning ex-

ceptionally) how manageable has the service requirement been for the 
course? 

1=Not Manageable 2 3=Neutral 4 5=Exceptionally Manageable

6� Please take a moment to explain your answer to question 5� 

7� On a scale from 1 to 5, (with 1 meaning not at all and 5 meaning 
exceptionally) how valuable has the service requirement been for you?

1=Not Valuable 2 3=Neutral 4 5=Exceptionally Valuable

8� Please take a moment to explain your answer to question 6�

9� I welcome any additional comments or suggestions for improvement�

Please use the back of this page or additional paper if you need more space� 
Thanks for taking the time to give me your response�

Appendix C: Letter from Dr� Ryan

Feb 1, 2013

Dear Professor Sura and ENGL 102 Students,

I really enjoyed visiting your class yesterday, and I am excited about your 
participation in the Appalachian Prison Book Project (APBP)� Thanks so 
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much for your questions, which I continue to mull over today�

Our conversation has me thinking about several research topics that are 
relevant to the future of APBP�

How might prison book projects document the effectiveness of their 
work? Have prison book projects tried to measure outcomes? [There is 
an interactive list of prison book projects in the country at http://www�
prisonbookprogram�org/otherprograms�php�]

Should prison book projects be concerned about sending books 
that depict violence into prisons? What are the assumptions about 
imprisoned people that prompt this question?

Who is imprisoned in our country today? (I recommend Michele 
Alexander’s book The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of 
Colorblindness: http://www�newjimcrow�com/�)

Do other prison book projects limit book selection? What are the 
advantages and disadvantages of placing limits on books?

What is the relationship between reading and stress levels? Between 
reading and personal transformation? What evidence is available?

Inspired by our discussion, I found these video clips about teaching 
humanities in prison that might be of interest�

Reading classic literature in Brazilian prisons: http://www�youtube�com/
watch?v=oLrqY-M3F3s� Education in a women’s prison: http://www�
youtube�com/watch?v=9AmYT8TH7nQ Teaching Philosophy: http://
www�ted�com/talks/damon_horowitz_philosophy_in_prison�html

Thanks so much for your contributions to the Appalachian Prison Book 
Project this semester� Please feel free to contact me with questions, 
concerns, and ideas�

Very best,

Katy Ryan

Works Cited

Adler-Kassner, Linda, Robert Crooks, and Ann Watters, eds� Writing the Com-
munity: Concepts and Models for Service-Learning in Composition� Washington, 
DC: American Association of Higher Education, 1997� Print�

—� “Service-Learning and Composition at the Crossroads�” Adler-Kassner, Crooks, 
and Watters 1–17� 

Amare, Nicole, and Teresa Grettano� “Writing Outreach as Community Engage-
ment�” WPA: Writing Program Administration 30�3 (2007): 57–74� Print�

WPA: Writing Program Administration, Volume 38, Number 2, Spring 2015 
© Council of Writing Program Administrators



Sura / Making Space for Service Learning

127

Anson, Chris� “On Reflection: The Role of Logs and Journals in Service-Learning 
Courses�” Adler-Kassner, Crook, and Watters 167–180� 

Appalachian Prison Book Project� N�p�, n�d� Web� 23 Jan� 2015�
Cushman, Ellen� “The Rhetorician as an Agent of Social Change�” College Compo-

sition and Communication 47�1 (1996): 7–28� Print�
—� “Sustainable Service Learning Programs�” College Composition and Communi-

cation 54�1 (2002): 40–65� Print�
Feigenbaum, Paul� “Challenging Rhetorics of Adaptation through Creative Mal-

adjustment�” Composition Forum 25 (2012): n� pag� Web� 10 June 2014�
Foster, David� “What Are We Talking About When We Talk About Composi-

tion?” Journal of Advanced Composition 8�1/2 (1988): 30–40� JSTOR� Web� 30 
Jan� 2013�

Goldblatt, Eli� “What Is Community Literacy?” A Rhetoric for Writing Program 
Administrators� Ed� Rita Malenczyk� Anderson: Parlor Press, 2013� 289–300� 
Print�

Herzberg, Bruce� “Community Service and Critical Teaching�” College Composi-
tion and Communication 45�3 (1994): 307–19� Print�

—� “Service Learning and Public Discourse�” Journal of Advanced Composition 
20�2 (2000): 391–404� JSTOR� Web� 7 Nov� 2013�

Hutchinson, Mary� “Living the Rhetoric: Service Learning and Increased Value of 
Social Responsibility�” Pedagogy 5�3 (2005): 427–44� Print�

Jacobi, Tobi� “‘I’m Just Gonna Let You Know How It Is:’ Situating Writing and 
Literacy in Prison�” Reflections 4�1 (2004): 1–11� Web� 16 July 2014�

Mathieu, Paula� Tactics of Hope: The Public Turn in English Composition� Ports-
mouth: Boynton/Cook, 2005� Print�

Murphy, Susan Wolffe� “Apprenticing Civic and Political Engagement in the First 
Year Writing Program�” Going Public: What Writing Programs Learn from 
Engagement� Ed� Shirley K Rose and Irwin Weiser� Logan: Utah State UP, 
2010� 110–21� Print�

National Task Force on Civic Learning and Democratic Engagement� A Crucible 
Moment: College Learning and Democracy’s Future� Washington: Association of 
American Colleges and Universities, 2012� PDF file�

Peeples, Tim� “Program Administrators as/and Postmodern Planners: Frameworks 
for Making Tomorrow’s Writing Space�” The Writing Program Administrator as 
Theorist: Making Knowledge Work� Ed� Shirley K Rose and Irwin Weiser� Ports-
mouth: Boynton/Cook, 2002� 116–28� Print�

Perry, David C� “Making Space: Planning as a Mode of Thought�” Spatial Prac-
tices: Critical Exploration in Social/Spatial Theory� Ed� Helen Liggett and David 
C� Perry� Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications, 1995� 209–42� Print�

Remley, Dirk� “Re-Considering the Range of Reciprocity in Community-Based 
Research and Service Learning: You Don’t Have to Be an Activist to Give 
Back�” Community Literacy Journal 6�2 (2012): 115–32� Project Muse� Web� 20 
Mar� 2013�

WPA: Writing Program Administration, Volume 38, Number 2, Spring 2015 
© Council of Writing Program Administrators



WPA 38�2 (Spring 2015)

128

Smith, Neil� “Contours of a Spatialized Politics: Homeless Vehicles and the Pro-
duction of Geographical Scale�” Social Text 33 (1992): 54–81� JSTOR� Web� 6 
Feb� 2014�

Acknowledgements

I would like to thank Dr� Katy Ryan and all of the volunteers at the Appa-
lachian Prison Book Project for their work and their generosity, Alexis 
McMillen of  the West Virginia University Center for Service and Learn-
ing for her help integrating service learning and iServe into the course, 
and John Sura for sharing his knowledge of the criminal justice system� I 
would also like to thank the reviewers of this article who provided valu-
able feedback on early drafts as well as Dr� Laura Brady for her advice and 
encouragement�

Thomas Sura is assistant professor and undergraduate writing coordinator at West Vir-
ginia University. Tom is also co-chair of a CCCCs special interest group for untenured 
writing program administrations. His research focuses on issues in writing pedagogy 
education. Recent articles have appeared or are forthcoming in Computers and Com-
position, Composition Forum, and WPA: Writing Program Administration. At 
WVU, Tom teaches undergraduate writing courses, graduate courses in rhetoric and 
composition, and workshops for composition teachers. 

WPA: Writing Program Administration, Volume 38, Number 2, Spring 2015 
© Council of Writing Program Administrators




