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Program Reflection

Reflection on becoming a ‘Master’ of Composition and 

the Ongoing Development of a ‘Teacher-Scholar-Activist’

A lot can be said for taking one’s time, especially when it comes to intellectual 

development.  Although it was not the most financially stable strategy in these times (or any 

times), that I end up where I am today is the result of years of finding my way in higher 

education, pursuing intellectual stimulation over practical, strictly career-driven goals.  Although 

I’m fully meant to be here, I feel that I wandered into Composition Studies in a round-about way, 

detouring through a Masters’ degree in Education with an emphasis in Equity, Social Justice, 

and critical pedagogy, through which I established a solid path for my academic career and 

intellectual community presence.  I feel that I have finally found my way, and through two 

different graduate programs at SF State, I have been able to take highly theoretical ideas and 

put them into practice as a newly established ‘teacher-scholar-activist’ (Sullivan) of composition 

studies.  

I am a writing teacher, but first I am a teacher-scholar-activist of critical academic and 

community consciousness.  To encapsulate the full intellectual development that has been 

inspired by the Composition program here, I was immediately hooked when I learned about the 

‘sociocultural turn’ of the 1980’s, particularly the sociocultural emphasis on language issues for 

multilingual and ‘Generation 1.5’ students, which would become the focus of my research and 

scholarly project.  My intellectual development in this program and over my academic career 



was brought full circle through my teaching experience as a GTA for English 114 last Fall, where 

I experienced the heart-racing, exciting, terrifying, messy, uncontrollable, inspiring, tumultuous, 

life-changing rush of teaching my own class at the college level.  My teaching before mostly 

involved standing in front of elementary or high school kids as their substitute, taking roll and 

often reading a lesson from a teaching manual.  I did have a few experiences with long term 

substitute teaching, in which I expected to take over an integrated, complex curriculum.  One 

assignment in particular that defied these expectations was in a bilingual resource class taught 

by my mother, who is a progressive, PhD holding language and literacy specialist; and I read 

the lessons from a teaching manual.  These experiences in public education at the K-12 level, 

where I saw first-hand the pre-scripted curricular mandates my mother faced from her 

administration, were disenchanting to say the least.

This phase of my practical experience drew me into the graduate program in Education 

at SF State, where I became part of the academic community in a new way.  As a graduate 

student in this program, I was able to critique systematic injustices in the education system in 

the many complex ways that they are intertwined from classroom practices and unequal 

resource distribution, to standardized testing and teaching from instructional manuals.  We 

discussed education from a critical theory framework as we critiqued the Freirean ‘banking 

model’ of instruction and other philosophical assumptions behind No Child Left Behind and 

related policies and practices.  Through this program I realized that I wanted to teach at the 

college level, and upon earning this first Masters’ degree, I pursued the Certificate in Teaching 

Composition.  My intellect was immediately drawn to the range of teaching philosophies in 

Composition Studies, particularly the models of social justice, consciousness-raising 

experiences we can facilitate in our writing classrooms, and through our writing assignments.  

These philosophies were introduced through a foundational text for my own developing 

philosophy, one which will always be the centerpiece of my story as a new composition teacher-



scholar-activist.  Discovery of Competence: Teaching and Learning with Diverse Student Writers 

by Kutz, Groden, and Zamel introduced the basic premises that we must meet our 

developmental writing students where they are, engage them in collaborative inquiry into the 

nature of language and ‘academic’ writing, and develop dialectical thinking skills as a way to 

think about learning from many diverse perspectives, including the students’ own as a valuable 

contribution to the knowledge constructed by the class.  My intellect was re-awakened in new, 

more practical ways as I began to develop my college teaching identity, and at the suggestions 

of my advisors and colleagues here, I enrolled in the full Masters’ program during my second 

semester.  By pursuing the full Masters’ degree, experiencing all of what Mark, Jennifer, Paul, 

Sugie, Tara, Kory, and Mary have to offer, I established an intellectual path for myself through 

practical, career-oriented goals in which I can further develop critical pedagogy in Composition 

Studies, enact a social justice discourse, and engage in diverse knowledge construction.  All of 

these goals are aimed at facilitating an intellectual transformation in my students as they use 

writing to awaken a sense of inquiry, discovery, and inspired, applied learning; in other words, 

my goals are to give back the gifts of intellectual development I have taken my time over the 

past 10 years since my undergraduate days achieving.  This background forms the basic 

teaching philosophy included herein (see Portfolio) and activities that I have developed as I 

turned theory of critical pedagogy and Freirean consciousness-raising into practice through First 

Year Composition.

Discovery of Competence frames another story of my practical development through 

networking within my new community of compositionists in the Bay Area, beyond the wonderful 

faculty here at SF State.  Sitting on BART in my second semester, reading the foundational text 

with the wintery cover image of raised walkways alluding to the opening anecdote about the bird 

trapped in the university hallway, a woman across from me caught my attention and said, “I 

know that book.”  As we got to talking, I came to meet Anne Cassia, a graduate of SF State’s 



composition certificate and current tenured instructor at City College of San Francisco.  With the 

cover of that one book, I established a lasting professional contact whose class I have now 

observed multiple times over the past two years, and who formed the foundation of a collegial 

network of teacher-scholar-activists who will continue to grow as I dive into the adjunct teaching 

pool of FYC instructors in the Bay Area.  

As stated, my development in this program has all been in service of my teaching goals, 

which came to fruition as a GTA last Fall and through my constructivist philosophy, will continue 

to develop through each group of students I teach.  Having the opportunity to teach English 114 

in the Fall and English 214 this Spring, I have been able to develop two distinct syllabi that 

maintain a core set of theoretical principles while exploring different themes and student 

learning outcomes specific to each class (see syllabi in Teaching Materials).  The principles that 

have become implicit to how I will teach any writing course, of which I have to remind myself 

were learned in the last three years because of how ingrained they have become, center around 

an approach to academic work based on inquiry; teaching writing through a ‘process approach’ 

that values multiple drafts, scaffolded peer revision workshops, and collaborative invention 

activities; and founding my curriculum on an inherently Integrated Reading and Writing 

approach that makes academic reading processes and strategies explicit and visible alongside 

writing and thinking processes.  The strange new concept of ‘metacognition,’ that seemingly isn’t 

discussed in the Education for Equity and Social Justice program, has reinforced the above 

teaching approaches and become central to my teaching (and learning), integrating reflective 

writing into daily ‘practice writes’, unit reflections, and really getting students to think and talk 

about what (and how) they are learning.  It is always reassuring to read student reflections and 

evaluations that confirm my teaching goals are being realized, or rhetorically speaking, that my 

intended ‘message’ is getting through to my audience and that they are actually learning and 

changing as students and individuals.  



For my own growth as a teacher and my own metacognitive assessments, building 

continuous reflections into the process of my course has ensured that students not only see 

value in the critical discussions we have about academic language and academic writing, but 

that they are intellectually engaged, and that my students’ minds are challenged to redefine 

what they view as normative concepts of ‘correctness’, grammar, meaning-making, and 

collaborative writing processes.  This was done in the past by framing both of my courses so far 

with critical questions reflecting the discourse of our field, by framing units around inquiry 

questions about students’ self-reflective identities as writers, readers, and progressing through 

the semester to define themselves as academic readers and writers.  Using the concept of the 

‘academic conversation’ alluded to by the well-known allegory about the parlor (which ironically I 

have never presented in class), my courses are not only about students engaging as 

participants in a conversation among other scholars, requiring that they see themselves as 

scholars as well, but asserting their own agency in framing the conversation through the lens of 

their own stance, even if we view this as a ‘working thesis’ in progress throughout their 

research.  In my courses, this requires that my students assume the authority of their opinion 

and experience with ‘language’ and ‘school,’ and form opinions about issues central to the field 

of composition, such as standard language ideology, among other Writing Studies themes that 

frame the intellectual space of my classroom.  

This FYC discourse was manifested through multiple iterations of a syllabus developed 

from English 710 two years ago, largely based on ‘dialectical’ learning goals from Discovery of 

Competence and evolving into practice in English 114 six months ago (see Teaching Materials).  

The themes throughout the syllabus for my first course centered on students’ critical interaction 

with issues of language diversity in composition studies.  Students were engaged with these 

issues as they reflected on their own diverse uses of language outside of school, and related to 

a debate happening in composition studies since the 1974 Students Right to their Own 



Language resolution in surprising ways: personal interest and real engagement with the content 

and process of the course.  Not so surprising was that students see language as central to their 

experience in college:  students are overly concerned about ‘sounding right’ at the expense of 

idea development and engagement, until they reconsider their stance.  Moreover, their formal 

writing and more informal learning reflections showed major breakthroughs in their sense of 

discovery, their predispositions about the limits of academic writing, their reflections on the 

connection between academic reading and writing, and their newly positive attitudes towards 

both.  

To briefly exemplify my experience with students in English 114 as the pinnacle of how 

SFSU’s Composition program has created another teacher-scholar-activist, the realization of my 

philosophy, and their resulting engagement, is evidenced in their writing.  There is one 

assignment in particular from this Fall Semester that encapsulates my approach to critical 

pedagogy in FYC, which formed the basis of my Scholarly Project and my future research as a 

composition scholar.  The assignment, as the second essay of the semester, was a close 

reading analysis of a diverse academic text about standard language ideology and language 

use, initially spawned by Vershawn Young’s Should Writers Use They Own English? and 

incorporating Gloria Anzaldua’s How to Tame a Wild Tongue to add another cultural perspective.  

Through what students wrote for this assignment and their reflections, a lifelong inquiry was 

developed surrounding the value of multiculturalism and diverse identities in composition 

studies, represented through the diverse academic language of the user and how that is 

recognized, or stigmatized, in academic discourse.  This inquiry goes beyond the affirmation of 

the experiences of diverse students, while certainly not undermining that important goal, and 

directs attention to the benefits of diverse language for the academic experience of mainstream, 

monolingual English speakers as well.  



The question of diversity was open-ended, and multiple viewpoints and assumptions 

were explored from multilingual students and privileged monolinguals alike, both of the ethos of 

student expectations for the academic community and what established scholars have to say 

about it.  A positive shift in student disposition was common, as in Julio’s reflection :  “The things 1

I've changed are many. From my attitude as writer and reader, to finding credible sources, to 

analyzing author's readings” (“Julio”, Essay 5).  Walter wrote in Essay 2, “College has showed 

[sic] me another way to look at the academic world, especially in my English course. We focus 

on a multitude of different academic writing styles so each student can create their own identity 

in their papers” (“Walter”, Essay 2).  Lou reflected specifically on the questions we posed in 

class and the discussions that led up to our writing assignments:

In Essay 1 I wrote, ‘The dull tone of the class lessons and essay topics was the 

same tone I wrote my essays with’(Personal Narrative). I used to think that I was just a 
bad writer. This essay helped me see that my attitude towards writing didn't come from it 

being challenging, but because I was disengaged with the curriculum of my previous 
classes. (“Lou”, Essay 5)

Further, Lou started his final essay with, “Not only have I learned about the curriculum but also 

about myself as a student. The class that I feel truly helped me grow the most is my English 114 

class. During the course of this class I have grown as a reader, writer, and have developed my 

own academic voice” (“Lou”, Essay 5).  By exploring questions about personal identity, 

language, and the academic community, the engagement with these questions intersected in 

similar ways for most of my students in this class.  In Lenny’s reflection for his final essay, he 

discussed how being encouraged to explore topics that were interesting to him broadened the 

possibilities of academic discourse and by extension, his future involvement in the academic 

community.  “Once in College though, my English class was less restricting with what I wanted 
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to write about and since we were writing what we were more passionate about it made me 

understand that writing wasn’t restricting at all” (“Lenny”, Essay 5).

In this academic conversation about what, and who, is allowed into ‘the’ academic 

conversation, I think students realized what was at stake for their own discursive possibilities 

and academic voice, as well as the culture of academia in general.  Students felt the freedom to 

experiment in this class, both by asking the taboo questions about the possible manifestations 

of racism in higher education through language discrimination, and answering them through 

personal experience and developing an academic stance on such issues.  Moreover, this was 

done in a writing class through a Writing Studies theme, drawing my students into a general 

academic community through discipline-specific inquiry.  Through this model of inquiry centered 

in Composition Studies, my hope is that this pedagogy will impact my students beyond my 

courses, and frame their critical engagement with academic discourse in their own fields of 

study; in this vein I always see the potential to inspire future compositionists. 

I have not received the teaching evaluations or analyzed the general trends of student 

reflections from my in-process English 214.  Now I know, however, that this teacher-scholar-

activist research is part of my continual process of growth and mutual learning from every 

teaching experience I will have, at many levels and with multiple and diverse groups of students.  

As I venture out into the adjunct field of community college lecturers and continue to establish 

myself as a lecturer for English 104/105 at SF State next Fall, my teaching philosophy will 

continue to evolve and grow around my central inquiry into language diversity and 

conversations about equity and social justice as they emerge through Writing Studies discourse.  

By taking classes part-time as I fully marinated in Composition theory and practice over 

the last three years, I feel like although it meant an extra year of student loans, taking my time 

has paid off in ways that cannot be captured monetarily.  Intellectually, I could not say that I 

would be where I am today without that time to develop, practice, discuss, and most of all, 



reflect on my experiences.  Growing as a teacher-scholar-activist through the program at SF 

State has not only given me the confidence, teaching philosophy, and assignments to move 

forward in my development (see Teaching Materials), but the inspiration to do all of these things 

to make a difference in the academic lives and possibilities of students, so that they can make a 

difference in the academic community through their writing.  I like to think of the ultimate goal of 

my emerging pedagogy as inspiring a critical literary agency in my students, through the 

process of negotiating their personal voice, interests, and academic personas within the context 

of the academic community.  In my philosophy, all of this intellectual development should be in 

the service of impacting positive social changes for themselves and their communities.  

In closing, I want to acknowledge and thank all of those involved, from the knowledgable 

and patient mentors in the Composition Program here to my curious and inquiring students, for 

being a part of my personal and community changes over the past 3 years.  Cheers. 



Works Cited

Sullivan, Patrick. "The Two-Year College Teacher-Scholar-Activist." Teaching English in the Two 

Year College 42.4 (2015): 327-350.


