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 In spite of growing up in a family of 
teachers, teaching wasn’t my dream job. Life had 
different plans for me, though. In 2001, after more 
than a decade of office work, I launched myself into a 
new career. While a number of people might say the 
same thing about their own life paths, the launch was 
pretty catastrophic for me for two simple reasons: 1) I 
hadn’t planned to do it, and 2) I have always 
considered myself to be a shy person. So how does a 
self-proclaimed shy, middle-aged woman jump tracks 
from a life of secretarial jobs to teaching college 
writing classes? She gets a divorce, looks in the faces 
of her two toddlers, fills out an application for 
graduate school, and then fills out a form offering an 
Assistantship—almost by accident.  
 Preparation for the first day of class came in 
the form of a week-long intensive workshop. A 
cohort of ten new graduate students, we worked on 
creating our individual course syllabi while talking 
through the outcomes and objectives for the First 
Year Writing course. For some reason, I had 
envisioned being handed a packet labeled “Your 
Teaching Materials,” but the workshop was more 
organic than automated. We weren’t going to spend a 
week practicing Student Teaching by teaching each 
other—we were going to learn in-the-trenches, so to 
speak. Some of the cohort members remembered the 
teacher who taught their FYW course, and were 
going to modify a few of the activities. I hadn’t been 
in a FYW course since the early ‘80s; all I could 
reflect on were the lessons I had learned in Corporate 
America. The twenty-four hours leading up to the 
first day of class were the worst, though. I worried 
about talking to a room full of strangers, I wondered 
how I was going to fill the 50 minutes of class 
without a prepared script from which I could read, I 
worried about having the answers to the questions my 
students would ask.  
 The first day of class is a blur in my 
memory. The memories I am able to pull up are 
almost like watching a movie of someone else. I 
know it was a Monday, Wednesday, Friday class, but 
I don’t remember what time of day we met. I 
remember walking into the classroom on the second 
floor of Riverview (home of the English department), 
and sweating in anticipation (combined with the walk 
up two tall flights of stairs). I remember carrying an 
index card with my plan for the day: 1) Write name 
on board, 2) Pass out syllabus, 3) Class roster, 4)  
Introduction circle. I remember erasing the 
chalkboard when I was done with the first day of 
class—but I don’t remember a single thing I said. 

 
 
 The next day, Tuesday, two airplanes flew 
into each of the two World Trade Center towers in 
New York City, one airplane flew into the Pentagon 
building in Washington, D.C., and one airplane flew 
into a field in Shanksville, Pennsylvania. On my 
second day of class in this new role as Teacher, I 
entered the classroom, took attendance, asked my 
students to make a circle, and we just talked about 
September 11th for an hour. They had lots of 
questions I couldn’t answer—but it was okay. 
Ultimately, many of them just needed to talk through 
their anxieties with someone who could remain calm, 
someone who could offer suggestions for a possible 
course of action.  
 My first week of teaching was the most 
stressful, yet most rewarding experience I recall ever 
having with a job. A week later, I realized I was in 
love with teaching. I love the hush when I enter the 
room each day, the chalk-dust on my fingers after 
writing on the blackboard, watching a student 
discover a universal truth during class discussion, 
hearing a student’s voice for the first time in an 
essay.    

~ ~ ~ 
 Teaching is such an honorable profession, 
yet too many of us will go through life unrecognized 
for our contributions. Writing is such a basic skill, 
such an integral part of daily life, such a key to career 
success—but, sadly, such an under-respected class by 
too many of our students.  
 “We did D.O.L.s all the time,” a student in 
my FYW course says while justifying his absence 
from peer revision workshop last class.  
 “Then why is your paper devoid of all 
punctuation marks?” I want to counter.   “I don’t 
need it,” another student in my Intro. To Literature 
class says, explaining why she, too, missed the peer 
revision workshop class.  
 “Then why would your paper light up like a 
glittery art project if all of the commas you randomly 
sprinkled in were to glow?” I am left to ponder 
behind the friendly smile I present, and the nod of my 
head.  
 Just like many of my Middle and Secondary 
level colleagues, I hear the complaints. “Why do I 
need to know that” or “Why do I have to take this 
class anyway? It’s not like it matters to my job as a --
---.”  
 Perhaps. But the bulk of my teaching load 
entails the core writing courses most institutions 
require students take, to prepare them for the 
demands of upper-division college courses—or give 
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them one last opportunity to read, and talk about, a 
good book, play, or piece of poetry. 
 Most days, I enjoy the interaction I have 
with the students who enroll in my classes. Some of 
the work, however, is making me somewhat insane. 
For one thing, the requirement of pointing out where 
they are making mistakes seems so negative. I try to 
cushion the blow by doing all of my grading with a 
blue pen, rather than red, and find positive things to 
say about the paper whenever possible. “Good 
point!” I might write in the margin on page two, after 
writing “paragraphing” in the margin on page one. 
“Editing would take your paper to the next level” 
might appear on the bottom of a student’s paper, right 
above the grade, rather than bleeding all over the 
paper with every missing comma. Too bad there’s 
nothing to demonstrate the unreliability of auto-
correct, though. Telling students about all of the 
papers I’ve read where defiantly appears in place of 
definitely, or weather erroneously precedes or not 
doesn’t seem to make an impression; the reliance on 
technology that formerly used to help us with 
spelling concerns has now evolved to text messages, 
tweets, and blogs replete with typing errors and 
phonetic misspellings. Some days, I can’t even 
remember how to spell words like canceled or 
modeled (cancelled and modelled in British 
spellings), because I’ve spent too many hours 
correcting students; some days I get exhausted 
explaining why that particular sentence is a sentence 
fragment; some days I feel like a broken record 
explaining how the lack of an introductory paragraph 
is keeping the reader from becoming engaged with 
the piece.   
 The student’s understanding of what is 
“engaging” has also changed. More and more often I 
have to explain how insulting the language is in some 
of the papers, and why it should be avoided. With 
role models like Snooki, J-Wow, and the Bad Girls 
Club ladies, though, the formative respect for women 
in our culture has been denigrated to a level I could 
have lived the rest of my life without. Simply saying 
how such language is inappropriate for an academic 
paper no longer works; I now have to explain to 
students why it’s inappropriate, since consideration 
for a more sensitive reader is no longer understood. 
“If they don’t like it,” a belligerent student might 
challenge, “they can just go *@#% themselves!”  
 “But how is that, then, an effective argu-
mentative strategy?” I counter as tactfully as I can.  
   
 Some days, it’s the work we have to do to 
keep our departmental doors open for the future 
students that saps me of my enthusiasm. Government 
cuts to funding of higher education means less 

operating money for the institution. As public 
institutions, we need to stay competitive in our costs; 
if we raise tuition too high, students won’t come. But, 
are students coming to class prepared? Are they 
reading, or even buying, the textbooks we select? 
Lower enrollments mean smaller class sizes; 
administrators see small class sizes, and in turn cut 
full-time, untenured faculty and/or departmental 
programs; fewer faculty means fewer classes can be 
offered… and the snowball runs down the slope. 
 Other days, it is the unpredictable nature of 
the classroom discussion that gets to me. I have 
taught for a number of institutions over the years, 
both Public and Private, Two-Year and Four-Year, in 
Minnesota and Wyoming, but one semester I found 
myself challenged by student comments two days in 
a row. Although only twenty miles geographically 
separate the campuses, the second week of that 
Spring semester found me in the cross-hairs of both a 
Christian college, and a Tribal college. 
 The Tribal college classroom breakdown 
began as students were still walking in. Tuesday 
afternoon, just after lunch, a female student came into 
class and said, “I hated two of the three essays you 
had us read.”  
 “Wow! I would ask you why you hated them 
now, but that will be a great way for us to begin 
discussion, if that’s okay with you.”  
 She waited—but barely.  
 After I took attendance, I tried to begin class 
four times; each time I started, another student would 
come in, and I would have to stop to get the student’s 
name in the attendance roster, since the school 
requires daily attendance reports from each 
instructor. 
 Finally, I called the room to order. “If you 
would make a circle, please.” 
 Some of the students seated in the center of 
the classroom wouldn’t move. I repeated my request, 
adding the objective that no student be subjected to 
looking at the back of another student, only to 
discover the young woman who hated the essays 
wasn’t moving at all. She looked over her shoulder, 
each direction, but wouldn’t move her chair. 
Following her example, the woman in the row behind 
her wouldn’t move either. I kept smiling, hoping they 
would cooperate, but didn’t make it an issue. Another 
student even tried coercing cooperation, through the 
statement, “Just do what the teacher asks,” but they 
wouldn’t move. So I began discussion, and did my 
best to have eye contact with each student in spite of 
the obstacles.  
 Halfway through the discussion of an essay 
written in defense of marriage, the older female 
student on my right (who had tried to get the other 
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students to cooperate) said, “Well, for the 
Anishinaabe people, it’s different. Am I right?” she 
asked her classmates. I was eager to hear about these 
differences, but I was also sensitive to the nature of 
how she made the statement. Was she attacking me, 
the messenger of the essay, rather than the writer of 
the essay? I wanted to explain how some of the 
essays we read during the course are chosen because 
they are controversial, thereby giving us something to 
analyze, but I didn’t because I was already feeling a 
bit out of sorts going into a Tribal college, as a 
Caucasian woman, whose job description is “to teach 
students to write in acceptable English forms.” 
 Twenty-four hours later, I was beginning 
discussion in the Christian college, once again 
working out of a textbook the administration had 
asked me to use (the plight of the Adjunct instructor). 
This time, we were talking about the topic of 
euthanasia, which worked its way around to the 
quality of life, which worked its way around to the 
religious aspect of death. As I attempted to wrap up 
the day’s discussion, I was once again confronted by 
a non-traditional female student.  
 “I don’t see how you can say that religion 
adds complexity to the discussion, because it is all 
about religion. In the Bible, when Jesus is at the 
grave of Lazarus, and Jesus is reported to have wept 
for three days, He’s not weeping because Lazarus 
died, but because….”  
 I countered the comment with the statement 
of how I am trying to teach ways to address an 
audience that is not like-minded. “The core of 
Argument, after all, is Rhetoric, which we discussed 
last week: who is your audience, and what is your 
purpose.”  
 I continued with a statement about how I 
find myself engaging with people from other 
cultures, while my feet stay firmly planted on U.S. 
soil, but made no specific reference to the Tribal 
college or other non-Christian groups of people I talk 
with at the university level. The student continued to 
challenge what I was saying to the class about how 
one’s religion adds an additional layer of complexity 
to many issues like euthanasia and living wills, 
offering her own statement that “religion doesn’t 
complicate anything—it is the truth.”  
 Five minutes later, as students were 
shuffling out of the classroom, I noticed the woman 
speaking softly with another student. They got quiet 
when I walked past, to gather up my own materials, 
and got quiet again when I walked past to exit the 
room. Were they dissecting my credibility? Or 

dismissing me as a heathen? No job, nor person, is 
perfect. 
 Beginnings of semesters are usually difficult 
like that. Some students want all of the answers, right 
away, and aren’t willing to understand that writing—
like learning in general—is a process. They seem to 
think that I have nothing more to teach  
them, as they have been writing “just fine, thank 
you,” since Kindergarten or first grade.  
 “The kind of writing you did in high school 
is different from the kind of writing you will do in 
college,” I try explaining. “In college, every paper 
has to have a layer of analysis.” If it doesn’t, I want 
to add, you are likely to be shot down in another 
class. But that’s more than they are willing to hear 
the second week of class. That’s the importance of 
the First Year Writing course, after all. Those are the 
patient maneuvers that teachers of FYW classes from 
New York to Seattle make every day. As tedious and 
repetitive as teaching introductory and/or core classes 
may be, our students need them in order to make the 
successful transition from high school or home 
school to college.   
 So, what keeps me going? The fact that I’m 
teaching my students more than rules for writing; I’m 
also teaching my students life skills.  
 “I have a question, but it’s a bit off-topic. I 
have to see the doctor about something, and I’ve 
never had insurance before. Should I be…?” 
 Another student, another day: “I’m having a 
really hard time being so far away from home right 
now. I miss my family…I know that if I stay, things 
might get better, and I have already made some 
friends here…” 
 I even get to help the student who is 
attending college for the first time at the age of forty. 
“I’ve heard about it, but don’t know where it is. I 
didn’t ever get a campus tour; they were giving them, 
but I felt so silly, because those tours were for parents 
who have a child attending here. I’m the student, not 
my kids, so….”   
 Eleven years ago, I entered the college 
classroom as a Teacher for the first time. I didn’t 
know what to say, or how to say it, but my life-
experiences came to the rescue. My best advice for 
new teachers: Be confident about sharing what you 
already know. There is no one-size-fits-all script for 
what we do, just as there isn’t one type of student we 
will teach. Like the Kindergarten teacher who helps 
to acclimate five and six year olds to the rigors of 
formal education, I’m more than just “the English 
teacher,” and I teach more than “The Rules” of 
writing. 


