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The authors describe “the 
critical incident” genre 
and their experiences in 
generating dialogue across 
difference within the 
En glish classroom.

Writing as Dialogue 
across Difference: 
Inventing Genres to 
Support Deliberative 
Democracy

his isn’t a problem in our commu-
nity. We are all friends, we all get 
along at this school.” These are the 
words one girl spoke and others 

echoed in a Phoenix-area high school En glish class 
on the Day of Remembrance in fall 2010, as young 
people at this school and across the nation wore 
purple shirts and gathered at flagpoles to remember 
15 gay youth who killed themselves in response to 
the ways they were being treated in schools. 

For Nate Boswell, a gay student teacher, this 
day was especially important. He explained, “statis-
tics of it are interesting to me because September is 
the beginning of a school year, . . . and these kids 
[were] already being bullied to the point where 
they took their own lives. It was really upsetting.”

That there was a public Day of Remembrance 
for students to participate in seems to mark a shared 
issue of concern. And yet, Nate remembers: 

[I]n the morning . . . when the bell rang for class, 
there were just a bunch of people in the hallway 
like, “Oh, it’s gay pride; it’s gay pride,” . . . and 
that’s not what the purple was there for at all. 
It wasn’t gay pride in any way. It was a remem-
brance for these kids that were being bullied in 
many ways—cyberbullying and face-to-face in the 
schools—because of their sexuality, because they 
didn’t fit into these molds that people expect boys 
and girls to fit into. . . . Some students were wear-
ing purple and didn’t even know why.

What was an important issue for some of the 
students and teachers at the high school was misun-

derstood by others, even some of the students who 
participated locally in this event of national impor-
tance. Even more disconcerting to Nate, and to stu-
dents in the class who experienced daily taunting 
and violence from their peers, was the realization 
that not everyone agreed that the suicides or bully-
ing were issues of public concern or that these were 
local issues, affecting people they knew. 

This situation—with its competing logics 
and conflicting understandings and experiences—
is not out of the ordinary either for our schools 
or for what theorist Nancy Fraser terms “actually 
existing democracy” (56). Even in the most demo-
cratic moments of daily life where people “have 
a voice” and offer their vote—by casting a bal-
lot in a voting booth, by wearing a purple shirt, 
by “like-ing” something on Facebook—the “life-
world disturbances” (Habermas 173) motivating 
them to go public are often isolated from public 
dialogue. And yet, those life-world disturbances are 
the very things they hope garner public delibera-
tion and public action. Momentary performances 
of solidarity may garner more public attention, 
but without contexts and tools to support dia-
logue across difference, those most removed from 
the concern being raised may not have a sense of 
what it is they are being called to attend to. The 
point of stasis—the central issue of a dispute—
may not circulate in ways that do justice to the 
experiences of those most closely connected to the 
life-world disturbance being named. To do justice  
to those experiences, we and the young people we 
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teach need tools for engaging conflicts in ways that 
are capable of calling people with divergent inter-
ests to the table. 

It is through deliberation together that we 
“clarif[y] problems, risks, and possibilities we face 
as humans and societies” (Flyvbjerg 4); frame (and 
then reframe) issues of shared concern; and weigh 
possible courses of action. But if the confusion over 
the Day of Remembrance is any indication, greater 
visibility and broader circulation alone are not 
enough to call young people into productive dia-
logue across difference.

In this article, we contend that high school 
En glish classes are a critical place for teaching dem-
ocratic ways with words, and we call on and extend 
the tools of intercultural inquiry (Flower; Hig-
gins, Long, and Flower) for the purposes of teach-
ing democratic deliberation. Here we describe our 
collaborative engagement with an inventive data-
driven genre—the critical incident, a genre capable 
of calling people from different social, cultural, 
and economic positions into productive dialogue 
to discover and deliberate issues of shared concern. 
While certainly the outcomes of deliberation are 
important, here we focus on teaching an inventive 
genre, accessible to youth, capable of calling people 
with divergent interests to the table and, thus, con-
structing spaces of deliberation. 

Public Listening for Critical Incidents

As we begin teaching students to attend to the ex-
periences of others, we invite them to listen for what 
John C. Flanagan refers to as the critical incident in 
his article aptly titled “The Critical Incident Tech-
nique.” Below, Lorraine Higgins, Elenore Long, 
and Linda Flower describe the critical incident as a 
resource for subsequent joint inquiry among people 
who otherwise have few occasions to listen and to 
learn from one another:

Yet personal stories alone don’t necessarily support 
intercultural inquiry. The challenge is harness-
ing narrative’s capacity to dramatize the reasons 
behind the teller’s values and priorities (Young, 
Intersecting 72) and to illustrate the rich contex-
tual background and social conditions in which 
problems play themselves out. Narratives that 
elaborate on stakeholders’ reasoning, social posi-
tioning, and life contexts generate new informa-

tion and propel discussion that can move people 
beyond personal expression to public problem 
solving. When narrative is elaborated in this way 
and focused around the causes of and responses 
to problems, it can be used for case analysis. . . .  
In the context of community-based deliberative 
inquiry, critical incidents elicit carefully contextu-
alized accounts of how people actually experience 
problems involving, for instance, landlord-tenant 
relations, gang violence, school suspension poli-
cies, or welfare reform. (21)

In listening for critical incidents we are at-
tempting to hear where the private, localized 
knowledge of an individual or group might be 
reflective or indicative of a more public issue of 
shared concern. Part of the test of a critical incident 
is its ability to elicit resonance with a listener, to 
evoke meaningful response, stir a relevant memory, 
or connect to another’s prior knowledge, experi-
ence, or understanding. Thus, when we are listen-
ing for critical incidents, we are listening for the 
places where someone else’s story gets traction or 
raises tensions with our own or with another’s story 
(Clifton, Long, and Roen). 

We often start with critical incidents from 
texts other youth have written or from literature. 
In our selections, we take on the role of provoca-
teur. That is, we draw on relatable incidents that 
may create what Bob Fecho calls “wobble” (53). 
We aim to draw students into dialogue about a felt 
difficulty that as yet has no satisfying resolution, 
such as the spliced excerpt below from a text Pitts-
burgh youth Mark Howard wrote about suspension 
policies.

The purpose of this rap is to tell what really hap-
pens in school between students, teachers, and 
vice principals, and what causes suspension.

It started with two students in the class talking 
out of place 
The boy starts getting rude and got all up in 
the girls face
The girl didn’t like it so she got up and yelled 
back. . . . 
The teacher turned around just as the girl 
broke out in tears 
The teacher kicked her out and said, Go straight 
to the VP
She talked and talked and tried to tell him 
what’s going on . . . 
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The VP said, You’re lying ’cause that’s not what 
I heard
The teacher wouldn’t lie so I’m going with the teach-
er’s word . . . 
She said, It’s hopeless, every time I tell you you say 
I lied
The VP didn’t listen and slowly the girl cried 
The VP said, You’re going home for about three 
days . . . 
The point of this story—nobody pays attention
To a student ’cause they young1

This critical incident invites students to name 
other incidents and encounters related to their lives 
at school and in their communities. Together, we 
begin to pay attention to each others’ worlds, call-
ing each other to attend to encounters that intrigue, 
perplex, or disturb us. We and our students bring 
in photographs of a Maricopa County Sheriff’s Of-
fice van with a large “Do Not (Illegally) Enter” sign 
plastered on the back (see Figure 1), pictures of 
signs in front of a young adult clothing boutique 
that state no one under 16 can enter without an 
adult (Figure 2), or signs from a “safe sex” cam-
paign touting “I always get consent.”

These encounters come from every domain 
of our lives—from the personal (being bullied) to 
the institutional (loud Black2 girls getting sent to 
the school office) to the public (incidents at pro-
tests, rallies, or forums; signs circulating in pub-
lic spheres). We write up critical incidents from 
our lives, dramatizing encounters that perplex us. 
For example, I (Jennifer) wrote a critical incident 
(below) dramatizing a cross-racial encounter at a 
local bookstore that took place at a state-sponsored 
public event to commemorate Arizona’s bicenten-
nial celebration of statehood. The incident was 
intriguing because of the ways different people’s 
perspectives and experiences intersected and com-
peted with each other. The event took place while 
Arizona’s anti-immigration legislation was receiv-
ing national attention at the same time that Ari-
zona celebrated its statehood, a legacy marked by 
historical and ongoing conflict with people of color. 
During the event at a local bookstore, a Black 
producer downplayed stories of racial conflict in a 
state-sponsored documentary about a Black neigh-
borhood during the Civil Rights Movement, one of 
the most turbulent and well-known eras of racial 
conflict in US history. Even after hearing details 

FIGuRe 2.   Poster outside a shop in downtown 
Columbia, Missouri. Photo by J. Clifton.

FIGuRe 1.   Maricopa County Sheriff’s Office van. 
Photo by J. Clifton.

of racial violence, White audience members chose 
to side-step the historical violence and dominance 
that the producer was naming as the point of stasis 
and tried to read those details in terms of their own 
experiences of nostalgia. 
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Bruce: Well, have you heard of [this part of 
town]? That was another Black part of town 
and it was much worse. White people would 
come with guns and knives. Black people 
would call the cops and they wouldn’t come. 

It’s hard to tell these stories. Some guys 
didn’t make it. Some died. Some got taken 
away. Some chose other paths. A lot of guys 
didn’t make it. 

And it doesn’t make sense. I mean, we 
cut the ’fro, we put on a suit. And that’s not 
enough. We do what they tell us and that’s 
still not enough.

I can remember picking cotton and then 
going to sell it with my dad. The White man 
was clearly not weighing it right. I told him 
he wasn’t. I knew my numbers, and I knew 
that didn’t add up. The White man told my 
dad, “You better get your boy outta here.” 
And my dad told me to be quiet. But it 
clearly wasn’t right. 

White man: I remember picking cotton over 
in the fields near [that part of town].

White woman: Me, too, we picked cotton 
growing up too.

Bruce: But you see picking cotton means 
something different for me, for my people. 
People say, “Oh, I picked cotton growing up” 
and I think, “Man, you still don’t get it. You 
still don’t get it.”

As we ask students to look at different critical inci-
dents, we introduce our own writing which draws 
on multiple more conventional genres. For example, 
where the Day of Remembrance critical incident that 
opens this piece draws on conventions of a feature ar-
ticle, Howard’s dramatization of a critical incident is 
in the form of a rap or poem, and the critical incident 
above more closely resembles a screenplay. Reading 
critical incidents across genres helps to focus both on 
what’s critical about a particular incident and also on 
the construction of an inventive genre, something 
we’ll take up in the next sections.

Valuing Multiple Perspectives:  
Reframing the Point of Stasis

Early on, we linger in our discussions about these 
critical incidents. Often, we start discussions with a 
simple, “What’s going on? And how do you know?” 
Soon, we turn to considering different people’s ex-

Sample Critical Incident:  
“People Don’t Want to Hear That”

Background

At a local bookstore, Bruce Nelson, a Black actor 
and producer, read several short stories and showed 
a short film about growing up in Washington Park, 
a historically Black neighborhood in Mesa, Arizona. 
After the film, Bruce opened the floor for questions 
and comments. A mostly White audience asked 
questions about street names, which high school 
he attended, and how he completed the filming, 
but they avoided questions about the content of his 
stories. Several times, Bruce mentioned that there 
were parts he left out of his stories “because people 
don’t want to hear that.”

Incident

Jennifer: Can you say more about your 
choices to leave out certain details? It sounds 
like you’re leaving out parts that might be 
painful or controversial. But as a member of 
the audience, especially a White audience 
member, I need to hear those stories. And 
given the political climate in Arizona right 
now, I think you have a lot to offer through 
these stories by showing how you and others 
were affected day-to-day.

Bruce: Well, I mean it’s painful. Some things 
I’m not sure I could read, you know, because 
it was hard. And it makes me angry. 

I remember a paper route I had through 
the White part of town. Well, there were 
only a couple of blocks that were the Black 
part of town. If you left that part, ventured 
past those streets at all, you immediately felt 
uncomfortable. But I had this paper route— 
I was keen on making money—and boys 
would hide my papers or beat me up. 

Sometimes it was pretty bad. And I 
remember going to a man’s house and ring-
ing the doorbell, and he said, “C’mon around 
back, boy, and I’ll pay you.” And I did. And 
right away I knew something wasn’t right. 
And he opened the door and sicked his dog 
on me. That kind of thing was common. 

White woman: Did you go to McClintock 
High School? Because I went there when it 
was integrated and we were nice to them. 
I didn’t see any problems like that with 
Black people at our school.
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one individual might read this situation alongside 
a range of readings across these stakeholders sheds 
light on how complex these “life-world distur-
bances” (Habermas 173) can be (see Figure 3). 

This kind of deliberation was missing from 
the Day of Remembrance scene. Students simply 
saw purple shirts and assumed they knew the central 
concern—the point of stasis or impasse—that was 
being raised. Even those who wore purple shirts were 
not necessarily expressing concern about the same 
shared issue. Youth experience and “read” these con-
flicts in real-time; without any way to freeze-frame 
the conflicted situations and put competing perspec-
tives up for dialogue, we and the youth we teach con-
tinue to read experiences—our own or others—for 
the ways they map onto our already existing theories. 
And yet, if we and the youth we teach do not have 
forums where concerns can be raised and related is-
sues named, the concerns youth express may never 
get addressed in ways that take their experiences se-
riously, let alone in ways that bring about change. 
Thus, the discussions we have in class around criti-
cal incidents do important work on at least two 
fronts: (1) students start to see the limitations of 
familiar models of deliberation that cast argument 
as a right-wrong, win-loss, zero-sum endeavor;  

periences and understandings of an encounter. For 
example, in discussing the “Miscommunication” 
rap, we ask each student to consider one stakeholder 
and to give a one- or two-word response to “The 
problem is . . .” Typically, when students engage 
in debate in a classroom, they are arguing along 
binary lines: the problem is this or it’s that. But 
it is this binary thinking that oversimplifies and  
maintains the point of stasis, the point of impasse. 
As debaters encounter resistance and a competing 
claim, they typically become more aggressive in 
their arguments. Resistance and competing per-
spectives, they think, signal that they might lose 
the debate, so they push on with a louder voice, a 
stronger argument, a more polished pitch. But this 
warlike version of debate or deliberation becomes 
less inclusive, not more. Nor does this dig-in-your-
heels approach lead to cognitive flexibility or the 
invention of alternative options. Considering the 
perspectives of multiple stakeholders is one step to-
ward exploding the notion that there are only one 
or two ways of seeing an issue, one or two ways of 
framing the point of stasis, one or two ways of ad-
dressing a shared concern. As students read the sen-
tence they’ve written aloud, we post their responses 
on the board. The juxtaposition of the range of ways 

FIGuRe 3.   Multiple Points of Stasis. Created by J. Clifton. 
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It is clear that students sense the drama in-
herent in these incidents. One group says they see 
a critical incident as a “hinge place” or a “turning 
point,” evoking moments of tension and drama. 
Likewise, another student, Mandy, explains that 
a critical incident shows “how other people were 
missing that this was AN ISSUE to the writer.” Stu-
dents wonder aloud about the intent of the critical 
incident. Kelly asks, “Should it teach a lesson?” We 
pose another question: “If we’re saying that the pur-
pose is to draw us into dialogue, what would ‘teach-
ing a lesson’ do to that dialogue?” Jessica responds 
that using a critical incident to teach someone a les-
son would “shut dialogue down . . . teaching a lesson 
shows people what to do so they don’t need to talk 
together or figure anything out . . . or the lesson 
pisses them off and they don’t want to talk with you 
about that.” As the dialogue progresses, students 
begin to see that the decisions they make in writing 
a critical incident will have an impact on the work a 
critical incident is able to do. To pull our thinking 
together, we generate a list: 

Prompt: The critical incident needs to . . . 

Jerome: Expose consequences of each person’s 
perspective 
Sam: Hear what people have to say 
Alice: Be specific. Give lots of details.
Mandy: Leave things open. There can’t be a 
solution already. That’s what they’re [the stake-
holders] trying to figure out.
Angie: Show different reactions. 
Art: Be about something that affects a lot of 
people, but something that can narrow to show 
how just a few people experience it.
Kelly: See perspectives in relation to each other 
Candace: Name lots of factors involved
Angie: Invent guidelines that people would 
actually follow 
Jake: Tell a clear story, show some kind of 
familiar conflict
Liz: Make it come alive, where people can see 
what’s happening
Carl: Make you, the reader, question your posi-
tion on something
James: Make you open your eyes
Ely: Connect with readers. They should see 
themselves in it.
Liza: Inspire change. Something, someone 
needs to change.
(class discussion, 13 Sept. 2012)

and (2) they begin to experience their writing as a 
purposeful, audience-centered endeavor. If the criti-
cal incidents they write are to call people with com-
peting perspectives into deliberation, the ways they 
dramatize an incident must reveal conflict that mat-
ters to the stakeholders involved, must be recogniz-
able and compelling for multiple stakeholders, and 
must neither villify nor glorify any stakeholders. 

The impasse that Nate experienced with stu-
dents on the Day of Remembrance underscores the 
need for calling people with divergent perspectives 
into dialogue with each other. Through reading and 
writing critical incidents, our students begin to use 
writing as a means toward productive public en-
gagement that opens up dialogue across difference; 
expands our understandings; and invents alternative, 
networked courses of action stemming from jointly 
constructed understandings and values. And these 
are the purposes we discuss with students as we think 
with them about genres and about the critical inci-
dent as a specific kind of inventive genre. 

An Inventive Genre: Purposeful,  
Socially Situated Writing

Conventional genres, like the résumé, for example, 
emerged as people engaged in certain practices with 
each other. As the practices continued, often across 
different social contexts or organizations, some con-
ventions were fostered while others were downplayed 
or abandoned. Over time, those conventions crystal-
lized through wide use and recognition (Bazerman 
228). However, where social practices are just emerg-
ing, writers are in the unique position of construct-
ing conventions for emergent genres that can fuel 
the desired social practice. As we introduce students 
to a range of critical incidents, we help students 
imagine and construct the social contexts in which 
they’re writing, the purposes for which they’re writ-
ing, and the people to whom they’re writing. Below, 
we describe ways we’ve used Mark Howard’s critical 
incident about suspension policies as an incubation 
site for students’ thinking about their own writing. 
After students name multiple points of stasis among 
stakeholders who might be invested in the concern 
Howard names in his rap, we return to the discussion 
about suspension policies and ask what work they 
think Howard’s critical incident has to do to call to-
gether these people with different perspectives.
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Constructing Conventions  
for an Inventive Genre
When we turn to teaching students the craft of 
writing a critical incident, we focus on the broad 
work of this inventive genre—to generate dialogue 
across difference—as the test of our writing. In 
light of this purpose, we ask students to consider 
conventions that might help them achieve this goal 
through their writing. 

First, we ask students to read several critical 
incidents, some of which we’ve crafted from en-
counters in our own lives, for example: (1) a version 
of Nate Boswell’s account; (2) Mark Howard’s rap; 
(3) an account of racial tensions between a Black 
film producer and White audience members as the 
producer recounts scenes from his childhood grow-
ing up in Mesa, Arizona; and (4) a dramatization 
of a classroom conversation where a Black student 
relays her experience of modern-day segregation in 
school and a White student says “that doesn’t hap-
pen here.”

In small groups, we ask students to discuss 
(a) which critical incident is best and why, (b) what 

As students note, taking other people’s perspec-
tives seriously is important alongside the more 
pragmatic possibility of “inventing guidelines 
that people would actually follow.” In our lives, 
these aren’t separated. In this inventive genre of 
the critical incident that aims to call people with 
radically different life-world experiences together, 
these problem-narratives embody lived experi-
ences where relationships, policies, and motives are  
intertwined. 

To imagine the social contexts in which they 
are crafting a critical incident, we return to How-
ard’s rap about suspension policies to consider the 
range of people who might have a vested interest 
in the concerns he raises—people whose attention 
he needs to capture. Drawing on the community 
literacy metaphor of “people at your table,” we 
show students an image representing people around 
a table, with each larger circle representing a dif-
ferent stakeholder (see Figure 4). These people in-
stantiate the mixed and complex audience students 
need to imagine as they construct their own critical 
incidents. 

FIGuRe 4.  People at Your Table (adapted from Flower, Problem-Solving 436)

Issue or Conflict

Vice  
Principal

You

Parents

Male  
Student

Female  
Student

Teacher
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“force you to think . . . challenge your assumptions,” 
but wonders how this is actually done. She asks, 
“Are critical incidents supposed to be reported as 
just-the-facts or include the author’s thoughts and 
feelings?” Another student astutely asks if “critical 
incidents are a type of journalism or something else 
entirely?” Looking back across the examples we’ve 
offered students, they see interview excerpts, screen-
play features, memoir-like reflective moments, and 
inner monologue, among other textual conventions. 

We begin to create a chart of key features 
and possible conventions (see Figure 5) they might 

they think a critical incident is, (c) what work a crit-
ical incident should do, and (d) four key features of 
a generative critical incident. In these discussions, 
students are not trying to “uncover” the “correct” 
features. Rather, we tell them that we are trying 
to build together our own sense of what makes for 
compelling data from our lives and what makes for 
compelling writing of life observations. 

Thinking more carefully about the potential 
public work of a critical incident turns students’ at-
tention to how they might actually craft one of their 
own. A student says that a critical incident should 

FIGuRe 5.  Key Features and Possible Conventions

Features of a 
Generative Critical 
Incident Conventions to Call On examples

Background info / 
context

Phrases or other cues to signal 
timing (month, year, season) 

Briefly narrate relevant current 
events (news headlines or quote 
from a relevant news story) 

Describe the scene and setting 
•  time period, place, environment 

•  movement, action, atmosphere

(Day of Remembrance CI) 
•  In the fall of 2010 . . . 

(Day of Remembrance CI) 
•  Day of Remembrance 
•   15 gay youth killed themselves 

(People don’t want to hear that) 
•  Arizona bicentennial 
•  Anti-immigration legislation in national headlines 

•  in the morning, when the bell rang for class 
•  Phoenix-area high school 

•  students gather in purple shirts at the flagpole 
•   when the bell rang for class, students in the hallway 

saying . . . 

Historical / social 
significance

Briefly narrate relevant current 
events (news headlines or quote 
from a relevant news story) 

Briefly narrate relevant broader 
contexts 

Phrases or cues to contrast 
international, national, regional, 
local contexts 

Dialogue or inner monologue to 
show stakeholders’ perspectives on 
local situations, events, or contexts

(Day of Remembrance CI) 
•  Day of Remembrance 
•   15 gay youth killed themselves 

(People don’t want to hear that CI) 
•  Arizona bicentennial 
•   Anti-immigration legislation in national headlines 

(People don’t want to hear that CI) 
•   Civil Rights Movement 

(People don’t want to hear that CI) 
•   AZ bicentennial celebration and national anti-

immigration protests 

(Day of Remembrance CI) 
•  “it’s about gay pride” 
•   “that’s not what the purple was there for at all. 

It wasn’t gay pride in any way” 

(People don’t want to hear that CI) 
•  “people don’t want to hear that”
•  “We do what they tell us and that’s still not enough”
•  “I didn’t see any problems like that” 
•  “We picked cotton, too” 
•  “Man, you still don’t get it”
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Multiple 
perspectives

Block quotes from interviews 

Screenplay dialogue to show 
differing perspectives on an event, 
situation, or context 

Screenplay dialogue or italics to 
show differing perspectives of each 
other 

Inner thoughts (from an interview) 
in block quotes or in italics

(Day of Remembrance CI) Nate’s quote explaining 
conflict and why it matters 

(People don’t want to hear that CI) 
•  “people don’t want to hear that” 
•  “I didn’t see any problems like that” 
•  “We picked cotton, too” 
•   “Man, you still don’t get it”

(People don’t want to hear that CI) 
•  “Man, you still don’t get it” 
•  “We do what they tell us and that’s still not enough”
•   “It’s hard to tell these stories. Some guys didn’t make 

it. Some died. Some got taken away. Some chose 
other paths. A lot of guys didn’t make it.”

(Miscommunication) 
•  You’re lying 
•  The teacher wouldn’t lie 
•  You’re guilty 

(Day of Remembrance CI) 
•   “that’s not what the purple was there for at all. 

It wasn’t gay pride in any way” 
•  “It was really upsetting”

Dramatizing 
unresolved conflict

Concrete details show where and 
how this issue or conflict plays out 

Journalistic details (who, what, 
where, when, why) 

Quote where stakeholders name 
the conflict 

Ends with lack of resolution

(Day of Remembrance CI) 
•   in the morning, when the bell rang for class, students 

in the hallway saying . . .  
•   Phoenix-area high school, students gather in purple 

shirts at the flagpole 

(Miscommunication) shows who does/says what in the 
classroom, in the office 

(People don’t want to hear that CI) 
•  background 

(People don’t want to hear that CI) 
•  “people don’t want to hear that” 
•   “Man, you still don’t get it” 
•  “We do what they tell us and that’s still not enough”
•   “It’s hard to tell these stories. Some guys didn’t make 

it. Some died. Some got taken away. Some chose 
other paths. A lot of guys didn’t make it.”

(Day of Remembrance CI) 
•  “it’s about gay pride” 
•   “that’s not what the purple was there for at all. 

It wasn’t gay pride in any way” 

(Miscommunication) 
•  The point of this story is lost communication. 
•   The point of this story—nobody pays attention/  

To a student ‘cause they young 

(Day of Remembrance CI) 
•   “Some students were wearing purple and didn’t even 

know why.” 

(People don’t want to hear that CI) 
•  “Man, you still don’t get it”
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about the backgrounds we bring into situations like 
this and to think about what’s going on with some-
one else. Mostly, I hope this critical incident would 
help people at my restaurant and people in similar 
situations to talk together about what’s going on, 
about what different people need, and about how 
they might treat each other with respect.

Sample Critical Incident: “Speak My Language”

In the fall of 2010, the state of Arizona imple-
mented a series of laws banning ethnic studies in 
schools and requiring police to ask anyone who 
looks “suspicious” to show their papers document-
ing citizenship or appropriate visas. These laws 
gained national attention and also provoked local 
tensions in already charged situations. 

Day 1

After school lets out, Jackie, a student-worker, ar-
rives at a local restaurant for her first day of work. 
She’s nervous, not knowing what to expect. A co- 
worker, a girl from a rival high school, intro-
duces Jackie to one of the managers. The manager 
is friendly and tries to put Jackie at ease by jok-
ing with her and then giving her simple tasks to 
complete on her first day. Jackie notices that the 
girls who work in the front of the restaurant and 
the boys who are delivery drivers are mostly White 
while the “fryers” in the kitchen are all Latinos. As 
Jackie washes dishes and later prepares salads, she 
sees two of the girls working in the front of the res-
taurant arguing with an older Latino fryer. 

A Few Days Later

After working a few days at a new job, Jackie realizes 
that the conflicts between White student-workers 
and undocumented Latino/Latina immigrant-work-
ers are an everyday occurrence. Jackie works in the 
front of the restaurant with three other girls who 
are White, young, pretty, high school students and 
with one Mexican girl who works instead of going 
to school. One of the girls’ responsibilities is to 
listen to the “fryers” in the back of the restaurant; 
when the fryers put up the orders, the girls in the 
front of the restaurant have to make sure they get to 
the right person or in the right bag. 

A Mexican “fryer” in his 30s calls to the girls 
in the front of the restaurant in Spanish, the only 

draw on in their writing, and connect each feature 
back to an example from the texts.

We continually draw the conversation back to 
the work that this type of writing is trying to do. 
For example, if part of the work of a critical inci-
dent is to show how an issue typically plays out, 
then readers need enough details to clearly picture 
the event in their minds, including what happened 
and how those involved reacted. Focusing on the 
purpose of a critical incident—to open up dialogue 
across difference—helps us talk with student writ-
ers as they make decisions about where they might 
economize details and where they might need to 
linger to show someone’s reaction. 

emergent Genres for “Talk[ing]  
Together about What’s Going On”

By constructing and crafting a public issue through 
an inventive genre such as the critical incident, stu-
dent writers come to experience genres of writing as 
both situated social action and as tools for perspec-
tive taking—two primary functions of human lan-
guage (Gee 715). In other words, students come to 
see the writing as rhetorical because they are making 
decisions about the work they want their writing to 
do rather than about a particular form the writing 
must fit. Below, a student-writer, Jackie, explains the 
work she hopes her critical incident does and briefly 
describes the kinds of data she included to repre-
sent multiple perspectives. The critical incident she 
wrote follows the headnote she created.

Headnote for Critical Incident:  
“Speak My Language”

The student writer explains:

I wrote this critical incident because I was confused 
and uncomfortable with the racist comments the 
White workers would announce aloud at the restau-
rant. I didn’t want to have to choose sides. I included 
details from my day-to-day observations during my 
first week at work so that I could write a critical 
incident that would show what typically happens 
at work. I tried to show the ways different people 
experience these interactions—the White girls 
grouping together, the Mexican girl off on her own, 
the manager nowhere to be found, the Mexican men 
frustrated and cursing. I think it’s important to talk 
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Jackie did as she planned public forums in and be-
yond the classroom. 

Developing Inventive Genres  
to Support Democratic Deliberation

Where our students experience violated interests 
and hope deferred, we can help them leverage writ-
ing to do significant work in the local contexts, 
where we all must perform “actually existing de-
mocracy” (Fraser 56). In the face of shared difficul-
ties, a writing pedagogy framed around democratic 
deliberation would develop inventive genres to:

•	 Resee	a	situation	or	a	rhetor

•	 Make	the	personal,	shared

•	 Construct	shared	concerns

•	 Construct	more	complex	understandings	of	
localized issues

•	 Engage	others’	ideas	and	experiences	

•	 Network	arguments	in,	out,	and	among	
institutions 

•	 Create	public	forums

•	 Listen	across	difference

•	 Analyze,	evaluate,	imagine/invent	
alternatives

•	 Generate	public	dialogue

•	 Construct	intercultural	inquiry

•	 Engage	in	productive	problemsolving

•	 Construct	wise	action	in	uncertain	
circumstances

Rather than avoiding spaces of difficulty in the name 
of “safety,” we contend that our writing classrooms 
might engage youth in the work of constructing 
genres that are inventive, purposeful, and do the 
public work young people have in mind. 

Notes

1. Mark and this project are discussed in Peck, 
Flower, and Higgins, “Community Literacy.” Mark is also a 
creative contributor to Street Life and Risk & Respect. 
From the back files of the Community Literacy Center: 
http://En glish.cmu.edu/research/clc. Excerpts from “Whas-
sup with Suspension, Fall 1992.”

2. Throughout this article we use capital-B Black and 
capital-W White to denote race as a social construct and one 
that may influence dialogue across difference and that can 
also be up for public debate.

language he knows, letting them know the next 
order is ready. Angry, one of the White girls in the 
front of the restaurant calls back “Speak my lan-
guage, or I won’t talk to you.” 

Jackie is surprised and uncomfortable. She 
sees how hard the Mexican men work in their 120 
hours per week, and she wants to speak up for 
this man but doesn’t say anything. The Mexican 
girl working the front of the restaurant translates 
for the other girls and then goes to get the order. 
The fryer curses the other girl in Spanish under  
his breath. 

The girl who scolded the Mexican man walks 
over to Jackie and the other White girls, leaving 
the Mexican girl on her own to wipe counters across 
the restaurant. The girl vents, “That’s ridiculous. 
I’m supposed to understand what he’s saying? Can’t 
he at least learn to say what’s on the menu? I mean, 
I have no idea what he’s talking about.” 

Another girl from Jackie’s high school says, 
“Seriously. Why do we have to do things their way? 
It’s not right. I mean, they’re making like $10 an 
hour, and they don’t even speak En glish.” 

The third girl chimes in, “Yeah, right? I’m 
making $8.00. It sucks working this shift, too. 
I’m always tired. I work hard, I’m legal. AND, I’m 
smarter and have more skills. No way they should 
get more hours and more pay.”

Frustrated with the tensions this creates, 
Jackie wonders about her role at the restaurant. 

Plans for Critical Incident

Jackie plans this critical incident with action in 
mind—she plans for this incident to ground discus-
sions about workplace practices in class, at the res-
taurant where she works, and in other workplaces. 
As she gathered data, crafted a critical incident, and 
planned for ways she might use the critical inci-
dent with others, Jackie was engaged in productive 
knowledge- making and what Michael Warner calls 
“poetic public world-making” (114). Certainly, in-
ventive genres like the critical incident can use data 
from our lives to render experience (Romano 68) 
by inviting others to pay attention to perspectives 
and experiences they don’t typically attend to. As 
important—arguably more important—the critical 
incident, and other emergent genres, can also call 
us to do something with the data from our lives, like 
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ReADWRITeTHINK CONNeCTION Lisa Storm Fink, RWT

Combining letter writing, potential publication, and the power of perspective, the ReadWriteThink.org lesson 
“From Friedan Forward—Considering a Feminist Perspective” challenges students to think about how opinions 
develop and change based on such things as age, experience, time, and place. http://www.readwritethink.org/
classroom-resources/lesson-plans/from-friedan-forward-considering-955.html 
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