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My first experience teaching was as a swim lesson instructor during the summers of my adolescence.  I was a successful teacher because every child I taught improved his or her skills.  I loved teaching swimming because I knew I had a positive effect on these children.  I was so proud of them and of myself when something I said or did or a combination of both actually sank into their heads and caused them to swim better.  Very often this measurable improvement in swimming was accompanied by an equally obvious increase in confidence and self-esteem.  Uncertainty and worry melted away from these little shoulders, clearing the way for earnest efforts in learning the next skill. 
  

These memories stay with me because my teaching philosophy lies in them.  While my students and subjects have changed over time, I still teach for the same reason:  because I enjoy finding ways to help students overcome obstacles and reach their goals.  This sounds a little utopian, but it is entirely possible and quite probable to help every student improve his or her writing, reading, speaking and listening.  Every semester I teach, I see amazing transformations, particularly in first-year students.  They come to their composition or literature class wary of me and of each other, uncertain of themselves, their choices, and their futures.  They are worried about college writing, complaining of insufficient high school training, and, consistently, at least one student says, “I can’t write.”  Immediately I reply, “Of course you can; everyone can write.”  And they can, under the right circumstances.  Students are often silenced, discouraged, or intimidated by academic writing.  Other students, eager to achieve, often produce formulaic writing that fails to show a critical awareness of writing as a process and mode of learning. Providing the right circumstances, then, involves demystifying academic language, helping students become better readers, writers, speakers, and interpreters of what is essentially their own language. 
  

I teach composition, rhetoric, literature, and women’s studies to demystify discourse production, increasing students’ awareness of the implications of the language they read, write, speak, and hear.  Writing portfolios which insist on revision show them that every draft is just that -- a draft, taking away the imposing sense of a paper’s finality and encouraging a longer, more active engagement with each essay.  Through this focus on the writing process, students learn that writing is about learning, not about an innate ability to create flawless products.  Collaboration within the writing process (peer editing, group projects, even collaboratively written papers) debunks the myth of the solitary writer, showing students that words do not magically “flow” onto the page, and that there are inescapable and effective social dimensions to writing and, therefore, learning.  Grounding both composition and literature courses in basic rhetorical principles and strategies also heightens students’ consciousness of language -- that writers actively choose words, lines of reasoning, anecdotes, statistics, tone and style purposefully, with full consideration of the rhetorical context of audience and purpose.  Creating writing assignments in this vein is particularly helpful in fostering in students this awareness of the language they are learning to use, and the implications of their own rhetorical choices. 
  

An essential part of my pedagogy is helping students make connections between their personal experience and abstract concepts.  This is nothing new:  over one hundred years ago Gertrude Buck said that successful communication relies on connections between the speaker/writer and the hearer/reader, and those connections are made through personal experience and the tying of that experience to an abstract “truth.”  John Dewey, Paulo Freire, and bell hooks have all insisted on tying the personal to the abstract for deeper, more relevant learning.  Feminist composition pedagogy has also focused on this approach over the past thirty years, showing how women, in particular, can benefit from a pedagogy grounded in the personal. 
  

I use the personal in the classroom to help students make connections with abstractions as well as become more invested in their own writing.  This of course involves writing personal narratives, which helps students discover and develop their voices and identities.  Personal experience can also be infused into non-narrative assignments, such as research papers and persuasive essays, retaining voice, ensuring rigor, and legitimizing ways of learning often ascribed to women.  Ethnographies, inherently personal, provide not only a look at the world around the writer, but also a look at the world within, by requiring reflexive consideration of a student’s own perspective.  I also incorporate speaking moments in the classroom to hone voice and confidence and to shed light on how knowledgeable, rhetorically aware voices can connect along with hearers/readers to the ideas at hand. 
  

As clichéd as it sounds, teaching in such a way, with rhetoric, the personal, writing portfolios, and collaboration, is about making a difference -- helping students become better learners, better thinkers.  What is exciting for me is working out approaches to make that change happen.  Like the little children learning to swim, my college students overcome their own obstacles to learning.  I see it in end-of-semester notes like this one:  “Dr. Gerald, I would like to take a paragraph to personally thank you for being such a good teacher and person.  When I decided to come back to college I had doubts about whether I could do it in the first place, not to mention whether I could do it well. . . .Your class has been a breath of fresh air. . . .The relaxed atmosphere in your class helped me to not just want to show up in class but to enjoy class, even surprising myself at how well I could do.  I feel your class and your openness has been responsible for the good grades I have had thus far and for my not giving up on myself.” 
 

