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Teaching at the college level involves a constant negotiation between one’s areas of interest and specialization and the needs of the classroom. In my own classes—ENGL 1010 and 1020—I bring my pop culture interests into the classroom in the form of video clips, supplemental readings, and discussions of current events as a way to engage students, and ease them into our discussions about the papers they are working on. This engagement with pop culture encourages students to think about the countless texts they encounter every day, thus helping them to develop more sophisticated approaches to reading and writing. To that end, I foster conflicting interpretations of personal ideas and primary and/or secondary texts; stress writing in and out of the classroom; and include small/large group discussions and workshops as a way to share and evaluate writing in progress. My goal as a teacher is not only to make the writing classroom fun, but also to provide students with practical strategies that will help them to write for a variety of purposes and audiences, both within the academic world and beyond.
To facilitate this goal, I use a combination of pedagogical approaches, including the contact zone defined by Mary Louise Pratt. I try to make my classroom a place where students confront others’ ideas and in turn better define, or revise, their own beliefs. And because I teach writing courses, I cannot neglect a focus on student writing. And so I turn to expressionist theories associated with Peter Elbow and Donald Murray for in class assignments like freewriting. These low-risk, writing-to-learn activities help students to practice the strategies needed to develop their essays. For example, in a recent ENGL 1020 class that focused on how to generously summarize a source for the Summary/Response assignment—the first essay I have students write in the class—I prompted students to watch a three-minute clip of Taylor Mali, teacher, poet, and slam artist, arguing for a certain philosophy of teaching. I urged students to listen closely to Mali’s words, jotting down any details that he provides to support his claims about teaching. After playing the clip, I asked students to write a paragraph summarizing Mali’s argument, using a paragraph from our textbook, They Say/I Say, as their model. I have found that these kinds of attention getting activities not only help to engage students on the page and in our class discussions, but also show them how to use their textbooks as resources for writing more formal essays.
Moreover, writing workshops serve to guide students through the writing process. Students are required to bring essay drafts, which their peer group members (three-four students) carefully read and respond to. To follow up on these workshops, I ask students to make at least two revisions based on their peers’ comments and to bring their revised drafts to our subsequent class session. This opportunity to make changes soon after a writing workshop allows students to continue their dialogue about the writing process, prompting them to analyze why the revisions made helped to make their papers more rhetorically effective.
My experiences in the classroom continually help me to adapt my own teaching practice. Notwithstanding the course I teach, my ultimate hope is that students will use the strategies learned in their writing class to develop the writing tasks they might face in their future classes, professions, and personal lives, and to complete those tasks with greater authority and even a bit of enjoyment.
