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From the Guest Editors: Advocating for Writing and 
Well-Being

Susan Miller-Cochran and Stacey Cochran

Why Well-Being?

When we originally proposed a special issue of Composition Studies fo-
cused on writing and well-being, we called for work that highlights re-

search and pedagogical approaches designed to understand the nature of and 
increase well-being in writing programs through writing and writing instruc-
tion. We hoped to advance dialogue about how to develop truly inclusive and 
supportive instructional practices that foster well-being for all participants 
in writing programs: undergraduate students, instructors (both faculty and 
graduate students), staff, and administrators. The response to the call for pro-
posals was enormous: we received over ten times the number of proposals we 
would be able to publish in the special issue, underscoring the interest in and 
the timeliness and relevance of talking about well-being in writing classes and 
writing programs. 

Leaders and educators in higher education are increasingly concerned 
about student, faculty, and staff well-being, especially for historically under-
represented and underserved populations. While these concerns were certainly 
prominent prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, they rose to a fever pitch in the 
wake of lockdowns, immediate moves to long-term online learning, limited 
socialization and community-building, lack of access to childcare and other 
support, and difficulties in access to healthcare and needed resources–especially 
for students, faculty, and staff from historically underrepresented groups. The 
urgent need for a clear focus on mental health and well-being on university 
and college campuses became clear, and approaches to address physical, mental, 
and emotional well-being on campus have become prominent topics in higher 
education publications such the Chronicle of Higher Education and Inside Higher 
Ed. Organizations such as AAC&U are hosting workshops and special sessions 
to address well-being on campus. 

We hosted the inaugural Conference on Writing and Well-Being in January 
2020, two months before the beginning of the COVID-19 lockdowns that 
transformed higher education later that year. We were inspired by the unique 
position of writing studies scholars to participate in and lead efforts to develop 
effective strategies for improving well-being for students, instructors, staff, and 
administrators–even before the pandemic. We had no idea how timely and 
significant that first conference would be; for nearly all of us in attendance, 
it was the last in-person conference we attended before the world changed. 
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Bill Macauley hosted the second annual conference online in January 2021 
at University of Nevada-Reno, and we hosted a third annual conference in a 
hybrid format at the University of Arizona in January 2022. For many par-
ticipants, and certainly for those of us organizing, the conference community 
became a way to discover innovative ways to approach this new teaching and 
learning environment and to retain hope in our students, in ourselves, and in 
the potential power of writing to heal, build, and change.

Connections between Writing and Well-Being
Writing courses, whether in the first year, upper-level, or writing across the 
curriculum programs, are some of the few academic spaces through which 
nearly all undergraduate students pass. Writing courses are also learning spac-
es where students often share what is troubling them, where they are known 
on a first-name basis, and where they can explore writing practices that give 
them an avenue for self-expression. 

The need for pedagogical approaches in critical first year and upper divi-
sion courses that build upon students’ strengths and develop their sense of 
belonging is significant. Calls to operationalize socioemotional learning’s (SEL) 
strengths-based approaches have prompted some scholars to propose over the 
past two decades that there is a “socio-emotional health crisis” in the United 
States with estimates ranging from 25-50% of high school students engaging 
in high-risk behaviors. At the heart of this crisis is “a breakdown in the caring 
aspects of students’ lives … [with] emotional distance in school relationships 
with teachers and the school community” cited as major contributing factors 
(Peterson and Seligman 407). 

Research in well-being, SEL, and educational psychology shows that 
intentionally-designed writing activities can and do promote well-being (Neff, 
Pennebaker), but writing scholars whose approaches are as varied as Daly and 
Miller, García de Müeller, Inoue, Kryger and Zimmerman, and Kynard have 
shown that our pedagogical and assessment practices in writing classes often 
do more harm than good. So, how do we promote and sustain well-being 
through writing and in classes that teach writing?

In writing studies, Inoue’s scholarship has demonstrated the need to 
develop antiracist assessment practices because our historical approaches to 
teaching and assessing writing have been built upon white supremacist as-
sumptions about language. In second language writing, scholars such as Paul 
Kei Matsuda have long called for approaches to teaching writing that assume 
linguistic diversity is present in writing classes. Models that use strengths-based 
approaches (Miller-Cochran) can provide a way to draw on students’ knowl-
edge and experiences to learn while also increasing their well-being. Kathleen 
Kryger and Griffin Zimmerman as well as Jay Dolmage have also called for 
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pedagogical approaches that are inclusive of all writing students, regardless 
of their (dis)abilities. Writing students, especially first year writing students, 
stand to benefit significantly from a writing curriculum rooted in inclusive, 
intentional strengths-based approaches that promote student well-being.

One helpful model for doing such work appeared at the 2019 Writing and 
Well-Being conference. There, Stacey Cochran combined research in writing 
studies with that of Martin Seligman, especially the PERMA framework that 
Seligman outlines in his 2011 book Flourish, to design an approach to well-
being specifically for writing courses. Drawing on the scholarship that supports 
the habits of mind in the Framework for Success in Postsecondary Writing and 
the extensive work in higher education on socioemotional learning, Cochran 
put Seligman’s work in conversation with Ryff’s six-factor model for well-being 
and Neff’s self-compassion theory. The resulting model outlines the pillars of 
long-term, optimal social and emotional health for a teaching and learning 
context. PREMISE is an acronym that stands for:

Positive Emotions

Relationships with Others

Engagement

Meaningful Experiences and Goals

Identities (autonomously endorsed)

Self-Compassion

Efficacy and Environmental Mastery (Cochran)

Much of the empirical research on well-being in the past had been conducted 
using writing prompts with participants, even though the scientists are not 
writing specialists (e.g., Emmons and McCullough; Neff; Snyder; Ryff). The 
PREMISE model builds on the findings of these past studies, putting them 
in conversation with current research in writing studies and education. This 
is one example of the kind of interdisciplinary, mutually-informative scholar-
ship that writing studies offers to– and gains from–interdisciplinary work on 
faculty, staff, and student well-being. 

This Issue: Well-Being in Writing Programs
The scholarship included in this special issue establishes multiple connections 
between writing and well-being and provides guidance for promoting well-
being that is inclusive of all students, teachers, and staff. The perspectives 
include those of teachers, administrators, graduate students, and undergradu-
ate students, and many of the pieces provide models that can be adapted for 
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other contexts if readers are interested in trying approaches to writing instruc-
tion that are designed to promote well-being.

Cover Art
Our cover was illustrated by Chandrima Chatterjee, an artist from India who 
has collaborated with us before by providing illustrations for the Conference 
on Writing and Well-Being program. When describing her cover design for 
the special issue, she explained that she has shown a student who is writing 
to self-express, to explore introspectively, and the student’s writing is visible 
through the shadow of her shape on the writing surface. The foliage coming 
from her head signifies that writing practices can lead to growth and well-
being, and the background silhouette in the window represents a university, 
where these practices can take shape. And finally, the hands supporting the 
student are indicative of a community of care that needs to be built in and 
around spaces in higher education to support students, faculty, and staff.

The Articles
We have included eight articles that address a range of approaches and areas of 
focus for well-being in writing studies, writing classes, and writing programs, 
to include rethinking the goals and objectives of writing classes; consider-
ing issues of equity, inclusion, and positionality in discussions of well-being; 
and providing examples of and instructions for a wide range of pedagogical 
approaches rooted in well-being. The first two articles in the special issue 
provide a foundation for the discussions of well-being that follow. Robert Ya-
gelski and Daniel Collins set the stage for the special issue by rethinking the 
goals of writing instruction by placing well-being at the center, while Kimber-
ly Thompson, Zachary Singletary, Tracy Morse, and Abigail Morris suggest a 
new approach for writing instructors and administrators that is grounded in 
empathy and self-care. 

Two articles focus specifically on the support and well-being of racially 
marginalized students. Tieanna Graphenreed and Mya Poe draw on scholarship 
from Black critical geography, genre studies, and trauma-informed pedagogy 
to demonstrate how writing instructors can fulfill commitments to antiracist 
pedagogies. Charles McMartin, Eric A. House, and Thomas Miller describe how 
culturally-engaged approaches such as hip hop pedagogy can support students’ 
personal well-being and collective wellness as they develop social resilience. 

Two articles share narratives and data about the experiences and well-being 
of instructors in writing programs, specifically instructors who are in more 
marginalized positions in writing programs. Stacey Cochran, Sydney Sullivan, 
Sally F. Benson, Michelle Silvers, and Nick Halsey focus on graduate student 
instructors and non-tenure track faculty by sharing their experiences with a 
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collaborative learning community developing curricular approaches that sup-
port well-being. Emily Jo Schwaller reframes graduate student instructors’ 
resistance to teaching writing as acts of well-being in her analysis of their shared 
experiences in a longitudinal study.

Our final two articles provide tangible examples of how writing instruc-
tors can design courses that support student well-being. Drawing on the work 
of disability studies scholars, currie and Hubrig model how instructors can 
design courses to be flexible while also respecting the labor of the instructors 
themselves. Angela Muir and Paula Mathieu provide examples of writing that 
draw on contemplative pedagogy to support student well-being.

The Course Designs
We are incredibly grateful to Guest Assistant Editor Jamey Rogers, a faculty 
member in the Writing Program at the University of Arizona, who edited 
the contributions in the Course Design section. Heather Martin provides a 
course design for a class at the University of Denver where students explore 
academic research on the connections between writing and wellness. Yilong 
Peng, Turya Nair, and Michelle Hagenimana describe a course in the health 
professions where students work with patients in palliative care. The students 
are paired with a hospice patient with whom they craft a memoir based on 
interviews with the patient, intended to be shared with the patient’s family 
after their passing. 

The Where We Are Contributions
Our three contributions in the Where We Are section provide examples of 
ongoing initiatives designed to support student well-being. Ti Macklin, dawn 
shepherd, Mark Van Slyke, and Heidi Estrem describe Boise State Univer-
sity’s high enrollment, high impact (HEHI) writing courses that are designed 
to support the well-being of students, graduate instructors, and their faculty 
mentor. Cathryn Molloy describes the establishment of the Neurodiversity 
Celebration Collaborative at James Madison University and the impact it has 
on the well-being of students who are often marginalized because of mental 
health and/or disability statuses. Cynthia Trejo, Angela Labistre Champion, 
Stephanie Celaya-Serventi, and Alexei Marquez chronicle the development 
of their graduate writing group designed to support Latina graduate students 
working on their dissertations during the pandemic.

The Book Reviews
Guest Assistant Editor Josie Portz, a graduate student at the University of 
Arizona, edited the book review contributions in the special issue, and we are 
incredibly grateful to her for her work. The two book reviews include a review 
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by Stephanie Loveless of Tomie Hahn’s Arousing Sense: Recipes for Workshopping 
Sensory Experience and a review by Erika I-Tremblay of Shawna Shapiro’s Cul-
tivating Critical Language Awareness in the Writing Classroom.

We hope that the scholarship in this special issue provides readers with ideas, 
motivation, and support for designing writing courses and writing programs 
that increase the well-being of students, instructors, staff, and administrators. 
And most of all, we hope that reading this special issue contributes to your own 
well-being in a positive and meaningful way. We certainly can attest to how 
working with the authors included in the issue and the editorial staff of Com-
position Studies has positively contributed to ours and inspired us to continue 
developing scholarship and instructional resources focused on connections 
between writing and well-being.
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Writing Well/Writing to Be Well: Rethinking the 
Purposes of Postsecondary Writing Instruction 

Robert Yagelski and Daniel Collins

In this article, we identify student well-being as a primary goal of postsec-
ondary writing instruction. Reconceiving the purpose of writing instruc-
tion in this way rests on valuing the experience of writing and its impact on 
the writer’s sense of self. We draw on posthumanist theory and empirical 
research to illuminate this impact as the foundation of a pedagogy that pro-
motes students’ well-being and also supports their development as writers 
and as human beings.

Introduction: Finding Joy

In March 2022, Dan taught students face-to-face in a classroom for the first 
time in two years. Dan had not been on his campus, much less in a class-

room, since March 2020, when the pandemic forced the shutdown of our 
normal daily lives. It was a lovely and disjointed week, that first week in class. 
There was writing and conversation about writing. There were introductions 
made and future plans made clear. On the second day of class, the focus of 
discussion was “The Other Education,” an essay by New York Times columnist 
David Brooks. In this text, Brooks argues that our formal academic training 
constitutes our primary or first education, but what he refers to as our “sec-
ond education” takes place outside school, in those spaces and activities of 
personal investment and passion and community participation. 

Brooks identifies his own second education in the music of Bruce Spring-
steen and the E Street Band, which he encountered for the first time in 1975. 
“From that first night in the winter of 1975,” he writes, “I wanted the thrill that 
Springsteen was offering. . . . Rock, when done right, is jolting and exhilarat-
ing” (Brooks). According to Brooks, a second education fosters this heightened 
state of being—of joy and of life. Dan’s students understood this. When Dan 
asked them, “When was the last time you were jolted and exhilarated?” a rich 
conversation ensued:

Last summer. In a club in the Ivory Coast, Africa. 

When the new Spiderman movie came out.

Whenever I am skating.

When I became an older sister.
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This past Christmas. It was so joyous because the pandemic did not 
allow my family and me to get together the year before. I learned 
there are no guarantees, and to take nothing for granted. 

The students’ passionate responses to Dan’s question underscored Brooks’ 
argument and intensified the joy that filled that classroom in the spring of 
2022. Later, one student wrote in a response to Brooks, “A second education 
should make us feel happy, complete, excited, calm even, at peace. It’s what 
you love.” And, we would add, so should a “first education.” 

In those first few in-person classes in March of 2022, Dan’s students’ writ-
ing and reading—and being together—was as much about their well-being as 
it was about the development of their writing abilities. And that, we believe, 
is as it should be. Those seemingly mundane classroom moments demonstrate 
that writing teachers can focus instruction on key skills—close reading, for 
example—and, in the process, foreground students’ experiences in the world 
and, ultimately, contribute to their well-being. Dan’s experience in those mo-
ments reminds us that the COVID-19 pandemic exposed and, in many ways, 
exacerbated so many learning and living challenges that pre-dated it (Ihm et 
al.), including fearful increases in mental health problems among students 
(Lipson et al.). In this regard, the wrenching experience of the pandemic has 
energized the growing interest on the part of educators, and in particular among 
writing scholars and teachers, in the well-being of students. This historical 
moment seems especially appropriate for rethinking the purposes of college 
writing instruction, as we continue to struggle with the impact of COVID-19, 
the social unrest related to systemic racism and other forms of discrimination 
and oppression, the deepening inequalities of American society, and the on-
going restructuring of American higher education. Even in the best of times, 
well-being is not a given; nor is well-being a likely outcome for all people. As 
educators who teach at institutions with diverse student populations that have 
been historically underserved in their education, we know this well.1 But this 
moment of duress, when our students are navigating extraordinary challenges 
that may affect their ability to achieve academic success, has reinforced the need 
for a more explicit focus on well-being as a central goal of writing instruction.

In this article, we center student well-being in a reconceptualization of 
the primary purposes of postsecondary writing instruction. Here, fostering 
well-being, broadly defined, becomes the central goal of writing instruction. 
Embracing well-being as a goal of writing instruction does not replace the 
conventional emphasis on developing academic writing competence in the 
service of the broader postsecondary curriculum. These goals are not mutually 
exclusive but can be pursued in tandem, for as we hope to demonstrate, writing 
competence, as traditionally understood, can and should be a component of 
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well-being. That is, writing self-efficacy, which research shows to be correlated 
with writing competence, is implicated in one’s sense of self and thus contributes 
to well-being. To state it somewhat differently: writing well and writing to be 
well are part of the same process. We propose that writing instruction should 
be configured in such a way that students do both.

This reconceptualization of the purposes of writing instruction rests on 
(1) understanding the potentially transformative impact of the experience of 
writing-in-the-moment on a writer’s sense of self and self-efficacy, and (2) 
shifting the focus of instruction away from an obsession with the quality of 
finished texts and toward an engagement in writing as a vehicle for inquiry 
into one’s experience of self in relation to the world. We believe that this shift 
encourages the development of more inclusive pedagogies and helps to redefine 
competence in ways that are consistent with the goals of antiracist and progres-
sive educators who see the pursuit of a more just and equitable world as the 
fundamental purpose of education (Baker-Bell; Freire; Inoue). To make this 
case, we draw from relevant research and posthumanist theory to illuminate 
the experience of writing, and we describe a pedagogical approach that can give 
students access to the transformative capacity of writing as a way to support 
their well-being and their development as writers, thinkers, and human beings.

Well-Being Defined
In recent years, college educators have increasingly turned their attention to 
well-being as an essential component of an education that honors the stu-
dent as a whole person (see Harward).2 Reich argues that this recent interest 
in well-being “is not about some superficial or even transient experience of 
being happy or even about feeling happy, but rather it turns to that more 
important, sustainable quality of purpose that underlies our sense of self, our 
motivation to persist, our trust in agency, and our responsibility to act for 
the common good” (2). Similarly, focusing on student well-being as an out-
come of teaching and learning spotlights specific human qualities, including 
“the resilience to tackle hard questions; the self-esteem or confidence to chal-
lenge oneself; the persistence to fail and try again” (Finley 4); in this regard, 
teaching becomes about creating conditions to challenge students “to counter 
convention, to seek alternative perspectives, to suspend judgment, to defend 
contrarian views” (7). Ultimately, seeking well-being is an opportunity for 
self and social exploration and a chance for meaningful engagement with the 
world (13). 

Well-being, then, is grounded in the intent to live a purposeful, meaning-
ful life, working toward one’s aspirations with available resources, regardless of 
existing challenges (Dodge et al. 230). It is a state of being more than a transi-
tory emotional moment, a way of being in the world that leads to resilience. 
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We see the writing classroom as a unique space in which instruction can 
bolster the well-being of students and provide opportunities to develop their 
potential for rich, meaningful, engaged lives. Writing Studies scholars have 
long been engaged in conversations about purpose and meaning, notably in 
debates about the universal first-year composition requirement (Crowley); in 
discussions about transfer (Yancey et al.); and in advocacy for critical pedagogy, 
anti-racism, and inclusive approaches to writing instruction (Inoue; Muham-
mad; Olson). We locate our argument for re-imagining the purposes of writing 
instruction within these debates. Writing, as a meaning-making activity, has 
distinctive attributes that make it especially well-suited for developing and 
maintaining well-being. But to take advantage of those attributes—to access 
the potentially transformative power of writing as a vehicle for well-being—
requires rethinking the very nature of writing by focusing on the experience 
of writing as a site of transformation. 

The Experience of Writing 
Several years ago, a student we’ll call Sarah enrolled in the teacher education 
program at the university where Bob teaches. Sarah, who was in her mid-
twenties at the time and studying to become a high school science teacher, 
enrolled in a required course in literacy instruction. For the initial course as-
signment, students were asked to write about their own experiences as writers 
and readers. Sarah wrote an essay about a kind of private book club that she 
and her grandfather created when she was a young girl to read books together 
that reflected their mutual passion for the outdoors. Sarah’s essay made it 
clear that she enjoyed a special relationship with her grandfather and that the 
time she had spent with him was precious. But the essay seemed distant, even 
detached at times. Only near the end did she mention, almost in passing, 
the significant fact that her grandfather had recently died. She wrote nothing 
more about that death, which must have been one of the most important 
events in her life.

In class after the assignment was due, Bob asked the students to reflect on 
it. Sarah was the first person to speak. “This assignment was interesting,” she 
said, “but I hated it.” Given the conventional purpose of such assignments, 
which tend to value the quality of students’ prose, it was reasonable to assume 
that Sarah meant that she disliked writing or that composing a personal nar-
rative was challenging for someone accustomed to writing scientific reports. 
But what Sarah found difficult about the assignment was writing about her 
grandfather, which, she said later, dredged up painful memories of his death 
and intensified her sense of loss. Writing the essay, in other words, was a dif-
ficult emotional experience for her. However, she also confided that writing 
that essay helped her realize what a wonderful gift her relationship with her 
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grandfather had been. Despite the difficulty of reliving her loss, she found the 
experience of writing affirming and, paradoxically, both painful and joyful. 
And significantly, although she wished to earn a good grade and worked hard 
to produce an essay that met the standards of the assignment, what ultimately 
mattered to her was not the text she produced, but the experience of writing 
about her grandfather.

Sarah’s essay described, in compelling and vivid ways, her relationship with 
her grandfather and the special role that books had played in that relationship, 
but the text itself conveys nothing of the experience that Sarah said she had 
in composing her essay. As she wrote, she said, she relived past moments that 
she was trying to describe in the piece, but she also relived experiences that 
do not show up anywhere in her finished essay. The powerful emotions she 
felt while writing are largely absent from the text. In the end, the profound 
experience she had while writing her essay is rendered into something else in 
her text. The two are different: her experience while writing and the text itself.

What should we make of this?
Mainstream theories of composition provide limited insight into the 

writer’s experience. For example, prevailing sociocognitive theories (Bereiter 
and Scardamalia; Flower; Hayes), which describe writing as goal-directed 
problem-solving, focus on the writer’s decision-making in the construction 
of a text that meets the needs of the rhetorical situation. These models sub-
ordinate affective dimensions of writing, such as motivation, to cognition. 
Emotion, self-efficacy, and other affective dimensions of writing are assigned 
to broad categories, such as “long-term memory,” that might influence the 
writer’s decision-making (Hayes 371). The moment-to-moment experience 
of writing as described by these models is a function of the writer’s effort to 
solve the problem of constructing a text that serves specific rhetorical purposes; 
the experience of writing, in other words, is an intellectual one driven by the 
development of the text as a solution to a rhetorical problem. Significantly, this 
kind of model does not account for the emotional, psychological, or physical 
impact of the experience of writing-in-the-moment on the writer, which might 
in turn shape the writer’s decisions about the text—or not. 

Recent scholarship on cognition in writing, informed by developments in 
neuroscience and driven by an effort to account for diversity and individual 
variation (Portanova et al.; Rifenburg et al.), moves beyond a focus on prob-
lem-solving toward a more complex conception of cognition. As Peter Khost, 
Wendy Ryden, and David Hyman note, “a gradual paradigm shift has been 
occurring in some areas of cognitive theory: roughly, from representational 
models to various embodied theories of human cognition” (28). Interestingly, 
these newer lines of cognitive inquiry acknowledge the experience of writing, 
in some cases updating earlier scholarship on voice and what Sondra Perl 
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famously described as the writer’s “felt sense” in composing a text (365). For 
example, using what she describes as a “neurophenomenological approach” that 
draws on psychology and psycholinguistics, Arlie Rose examined seven par-
ticipants’ “inner experience of language during reading and writing presented 
in the context of their lived experience” (60) and concluded that “some inner 
experiences of language are more compatible with success than others” (71). 
Consistent with established cognitive models, Rose’s study retains a focus on 
understanding writers’ “inner experiences” in the production of a text. How-
ever, some participants described their own “inner experiences” while writing 
as encompassing much more than a concern for the text itself. One participant 
(Tom), for example, described being “deeply immersed in an image [as he was 
writing], a moment in time that he had spent with the friend he was writing 
to” (66); but the “highly developed image” in Tom’s mind, which included 
“kinesthetic sensations, weather, conversation, and visual imagery,” was not 
reflected in “the sparse words” Tom produced during this writing activity. 

This example, strikingly similar to what Sarah described, conveys some 
of the richness of the experiences of these writers in the moment of writing. 
Nevertheless, little attention has been devoted to the impact of that experience 
on the writer’s sense of self. Similarly, despite the complexity of sociocultural 
perspectives on writing (Brandt; Nystrand), which illuminate the ways in which 
writers construct identity in all its manifestations—gender, ethnicity, race, 
social class, sexual orientation, among them—through writing, sociocultural 
theories assign little value to the experience of writing in the moment and the 
potential impact of that experience on the writer’s sense of self and well-being.

However, some recent scholarship has challenged the humanist conceptions 
of writing that are the foundation for cognitive and sociocultural perspectives, 
opening up new possibilities for illuminating the importance of the experience 
of writing. As Marilyn Cooper has noted, “Posthumanism, new materialism, 
and the nonhuman turn from epistemology and ontology challenges the as-
sumptions that writing is simply a cognitive activity of symbol use [. . .] and 
that writing is an activity that is dominantly directed to understanding or [. . 
.] interpreting the world” (4). Writers, she asserts, “are affective and kinetic as 
well as cognitive bodies. [. . .] Writing is no longer conceived of as an epistemic 
or even a socio-epistemic practice of understanding the world but rather as a 
behavior of intra-acting in the world in which writers participate in their own 
and the world’s emergence” (5). This emerging posthumanist conception of 
writing shifts attention from the text to the embodied experience of the writer 
engaged in an act of writing within what Byron Hawk has described as “as-
semblages” of relations and expression (“Reassembling” 77). In other words, 
although posthumanist theory (Cooper; Hawk, Counter-History; Hawk, “Reas-
sembling”) retains an abiding interest in writing as a rhetorical act, it expands 
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the conception of writing to encompass the affective and the physical, and it 
undermines the idea of the writer as an autonomous being functioning primar-
ily in a cognitive or intellectual realm.3 In that sense, posthumanism provides 
fertile ground for reimagining the purposes of writing instruction in a way 
that values the writer’s experience and its impact on the writer’s sense of self. 

 If writing is the “behavior of intra-acting” that Cooper (5) and other 
posthumanist theorists describe, then it is reasonable to conclude that the 
writer’s evolving sense of self as a being in the world—as always becoming—is 
bound up in an act of writing (see Yagelski, Being).4 Indeed, Cooper’s analysis 
of writing relies heavily on Barad’s theory of agential realism, which redefines 
ontology in ways that have significant implications for how we conceive of the 
writerly self and the experience of writing-in-the-moment. According to Barad, 
“That reality within which we intra-act—what I term agential reality— [. . .] 
is not a fixed ontology that is independent of human practices, but is continu-
ally reconstituted through our material-discursive intra-actions” (104). Within 
Barad’s formulation, writing is a specific “material instantiation of language” 
(108)—and thus a different kind of phenomenon from speech—that results in 
different kinds of intra-actions with different effects. The self that emerges in 
an act of writing—which is not fixed, not a priori, and not separate from the 
act—is not necessarily the same as the self that emerges in a spoken utterance. 
Nevertheless, a self does emerge in that act of writing-in-the-moment. The 
specific embodiment that is writing—the “material instantiation of language,” 
in Barad’s terms—has the potential to effect (as opposed to affect) a self. 

Cooper draws on this idea of intra-action in her exploration of what 
she calls “enchantment ontology,” which “envisions individuals as entangled 
in intra-active phenomena from which they co-emerge contingently in an 
ongoing process of becoming” (9). To conceive of an act of writing as part of 
the process of becoming is to direct attention to—and assign value to—the 
experience of writing and to the self constructed from this experience. In 
this regard, Cooper usefully complicates prevailing notions of writing that 
valorize textual production to the exclusion of other purposes (or effects) of 
writing and takes an important step toward assigning value to the experience 
of writing-in-the-moment.

Taken together, these lines of inquiry point to the experience of writing-
in-the-moment as both affecting and effecting a writer’s sense of self and well-
being; in this sense, writing-in-the-moment becomes a powerful site of potential 
individual and collective transformation.5 For this reason, the experience of 
writing, as distinct from the text itself, should be the focus of greater attention 
among writing teachers and researchers. More to the point, the significance 
of the experience of writing-in-the-moment and its potential impact on the 
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writer’s sense of self are central to the project of re-imagining the purposes of 
writing instruction in terms of well-being.

The Impact of the Experience of Writing on the Self
Let’s return to our example of Sarah and her essay about her grandfather. The 
main purpose of the assignment was twofold: (1) to encourage students to 
reflect on their experiences with literacy in order to explore the complexities 
of literacy in their lives; and (2) to provide students with an opportunity to 
deepen their knowledge about writing and, ideally, strengthen their writing 
skills. Arguably, Sarah’s grade for the assignment (an A) indicates that her es-
say fulfilled both purposes. In this sense, writing was employed as a tool for 
learning content and developing written communication skills, which tends 
to be how writing functions in mainstream education. We might simply leave 
the matter there.

But what might be lost if we do?
For one thing, focusing exclusively on those conventional goals of writing 

instruction could devalue any benefit that Sarah might realize from her experi-
ence of writing her essay in terms of her sense of herself as a granddaughter and 
a young woman still confronting the loss of a loved one. In other words, focus-
ing exclusively on the nature and quality of her text as a response to the course 
assignment means that we neither acknowledge nor encourage the possibility 
that the experience of writing mattered to Sarah—that it was a powerful emo-
tional experience in her ongoing effort to deal with a fundamental component 
of human life (i.e. death) that might have little to do with the purpose of the 
assignment or course. Ignoring that possibility might mean that Sarah herself 
dismisses that experience as perhaps just a difficult part of her effort to complete 
a school assignment. Ignoring her experience also means that we convey an 
implicit message that the experience of writing-in-the-moment is irrelevant. 
And whatever Sarah might have learned as a result of that experience—about 
herself, about her past, about life and death—also becomes irrelevant, or at 
least less important than the academic goals of the assignment. Moreover, if 
defined as irrelevant, this learning that Sarah might have enjoyed as a result 
of that experience is not shared, discussed, or examined as part of the work of 
the course, so it becomes invisible to others in the class. Finally, by ignoring 
Sarah’s experience of writing her essay, we implicitly reject the possibility that 
her experience might enrich her life by contributing to her understanding of 
her relationship with her grandfather and, more generally, the complexities of 
living; in that regard, we also forfeit a compelling opportunity to support her 
well-being. Indeed, in the context of the conventional sense of the purposes 
of a writing assignment like the one Sarah completed, her very well-being 
is irrelevant.
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If what matters to us as writing teachers and scholars is the development of 
certain kinds of (sanctioned) skills, the acquisition of rhetorical knowledge, and 
the transfer of those skills and knowledge to other courses in the curriculum 
and, eventually, the workplace, then perhaps we should ignore the potential 
impact of Sarah’s experience on her well-being. But if education is about more 
than skills and knowledge and preparation for the workplace, if it is ultimately 
about helping students learn to live ethical and fulfilling lives and create more 
just and equitable communities, then an exclusive focus on the development of 
skills and the acquisition of knowledge is insufficient. In our view, developing 
skill and acquiring knowledge without also strengthening well-being, as well 
as a sense of one’s ethical responsibility for contributing to the well-being of 
others, reflects a bankrupt educational model, one in which the deposits of 
sanctioned knowledge—to invoke Freire’s famous banking model of educa-
tion—do little more than reify an unjust and often dangerous status quo and 
dehumanize students, preventing them not only from developing the critical 
consciousness that Freire described as essential for improving the world but also 
from accessing the potentially transformative capacity of writing to help them 
live more humanely, more mindfully, more fully, and more ethically (Freire).

A Pedagogy of Wellness and Well-Being
What does writing instruction look like when the experience of writing is 
emphasized and well-being becomes a central goal? Here, we discuss six basic 
principles for a pedagogy focused on well-being that simultaneously encom-
passes traditional goals of writing instruction.

Emphasize the Experience of Writing-in-the-Moment
In redefining the idea of “college readiness,” Khost et al. argue that “con-
ventional secondary and postsecondary writing curricula should be balanced 
with cultivation of a rhetorical presence of mind, body, spirit, and environ-
ment” (21). In their view, conventional conceptions of college and career 
readiness undermine the potential of writing instruction to serve students’ 
needs as human beings: “The act of composing loses its connection to the 
moment and instead yokes itself to retrieval of the past (learned rules and 
strategies) and anxieties about the future (grades, achievement of expecta-
tions)” (24). Instead, they propose the concept of rhetorical present moment, 
whereby “a writer [is] engaged through mind and body with an audience 
(including the attendant dynamics of intention and exchange, which some 
might call spirit) in which authentic exigence is realized (metacognition) in 
the here and now situation (environment)” (28). This idea of the rhetorical 
present moment is consistent with our argument for valuing the experience of 
writing in a broader effort to foster well-being. But we would go further and 
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propose that the purpose of the writing class should not be limited to rhe-
torical concerns, even if the conception of rhetoric assigns value to the pres-
ent. As we have demonstrated, the experience of writing-in-the-moment has 
value separate from the successful achievement of a rhetorical goal. Writing 
instruction should embrace that value and place the experience of writing-in-
the-moment at the center of a pedagogy whose ultimate value is well-being. 

In our classes, therefore, we create regular opportunities for students to 
engage in low-stakes writing activities that invite inquiry into their experience 
of themselves in relation to the world around them. These opportunities consist 
mainly of informal, ungraded writing (see Yagelski, “Pedagogical Uses”). For 
example, we begin every class meeting with 5-10 minutes of mindful writing, 
during which students respond to a prompt (or not) simply to articulate and 
explore their thoughts, feelings, questions, concerns, or beliefs. The intent is 
to provide opportunities for students to inquire into their experiences in order 
to gain insight into who they are as writers—and as human beings. 

Founded on Murray’s idea that writing “is the process of exploration of 
what we should know and what we feel about what we know through language” 
(15), these practices foster a greater critical awareness of the self in relation to the 
wider world (Mathieu; Yagelski, Writing). Writing becomes a tool for students 
to become agents in their own learning—and living. Openness to experience 
is critical for personal growth, which, in turn, contributes to well-being (Ryff 
and Singer 21). When the richness of students’ experiences as immigrants, as 
first-generation students, as multilingual learners—as human beings in all their 
complexity—becomes the ground for inquiry through writing practices that 
assign value to the experience of writing-in-the-moment, the outcomes can 
be genuinely transformative, not just in terms of academic success but—more 
importantly—in terms of students’ sense of self as beings in the world.  

Invite Students to Use Writing to Explore and Document Their Feelings 
about Their Work
Like Sarah, all students experience a range of emotions through their course-
work, and we believe it is important for students to check in with themselves 
as they write, to see how they are feeling, to examine how these emotions 
impact their writing process, and to determine if these emotions find their 
way into their formal written work. For example, in the “second education” 
assignment we described earlier, Dan’s students examined how such an educa-
tion is bound up in our search for identity and pleasure, and he asked them 
to write about the emotions they experienced as they composed their drafts. 
Some students felt shy getting so personal; some expressed a lack of confi-
dence in their work. But many students reported feeling joy and pride as they 
wrote, because they could claim to be experts on their topics, about which 
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they felt genuine passion. “This energy should translate into the work,” one 
student explained, “because it is our positive emotions regarding these topics 
that will show them to be a second education. We have to show in our writ-
ing the joy that they give us, or else our readers won’t see what we feel.” Dan 
and his students concluded this discussion by agreeing that a successful draft 
should include a sense of the emotional connection each student had with 
their second education. 

Such exercises can illuminate the complexity—and power—of the experi-
ence of writing and help students become more mindful of themselves and their 
emotions as they write. These exercises can also foster in students an awareness 
of the many different aspects of their lives that might come into play as they 
write—whether they are producing formal academic essays or informal writing 
of the kind we describe above. Developing such awareness can contribute to 
well-being by enhancing self-efficacy and providing opportunities to explore 
important aspects of their identities that inform their academic work.

Provide Opportunities to Take and to Reflect on Risks in Writing
As a multifaceted state of becoming, well-being involves engaging the tension 
between challenges and available resources. We believe writing courses should 
encourage students to confront this tension mindfully. One way to do so is 
to ask students to identify risks they are willing to take in their writing. Dan 
regularly asks his students to explore one risk they took in completing an as-
signed writing task. This risk could be related to writing style, genre, process, 
or content. Dan discusses such risks with the students, who then freewrite 
about a specific risk taken. Sometimes the responses can be surprising. In the 
“second education” assignemnt, for example, students identified as risks both 
writing a full draft in one sitting and writing about oneself, both scary (being 
vulnerable) and heretofore forbidden (having been taught throughout their 
schooling to avoid using the first person in academic writing). Such responses 
reveal the students’ sense of restriction in their academic writing and expose 
the vulnerability they feel as writers. Deeming the rhetorical situation as lim-
ited/limiting, students sometimes demonstrate a certain wariness when Dan 
invites openness and experimentation in their writing. In other words, their 
well-being is at stake here because of their perceived vulnerability and lack of 
authority in their school-sponsored writing. Writing about such risk enables a 
more expansive airing of the students’ perspectives and positionality. 

As Ryff and Singer explain, well-being includes “the idea of striving toward 
excellence based on one’s unique potential” (14). In this sense, well-being en-
compasses knowing oneself in the process of becoming, a conscious process of 
using “one’s talents and capacities” toward self-actualization (Ryff and Singer 
18). Activities such as Dan’s reflective writing exercise on risk-taking illustrate 
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how writing-in-the-moment can help promote this process of self-actualization 
by placing emphasis on the experience of writing rather than on fulfilling a 
rhetorical exigency.

Acknowledge Well-Being as Unequally Distributed 
April Baker-Bell reminds us that “people’s language experiences are not sepa-
rate from their racial experiences. Indeed, the way a Black child’s language is 
devalued in school reflects how Black lives are devalued in the world” (2). In 
other worlds, racial and linguistic discrimination and oppression go hand in 
hand. Writing instructors must acknowledge this reality and structure writing 
activities accordingly.

Anti-racist educators such as Baker-Bell, Gholdy Muhammad, Bettina A. 
Love, and Felicia Rose Chavez honor the humanity and genius of their students 
and provide a framework through which we might undo the emotional harm 
done to marginalized students who have been subjected to the privileging of 
white ways of knowing, speaking, and being. As Ryff and Singer note, “well-
being, construed as growth and human fulfillment, is profoundly influenced by 
the surrounding contexts of people’s lives, and as such, . . . the opportunities 
for self-realization are not equally distributed” (14). This unequal distribution 
was evident during the pandemic, and we see it in our classrooms every day. 

Promoting student well-being, then, aligns with ongoing work on anti-
racism and linguistic justice. We believe that assigning value to the experience 
of writing as a vehicle for well-being—and for social and individual transfor-
mation—should be an essential component of an inclusive writing pedagogy 
that not only values equity but actively promotes it. Writing practices that 
invite exploration of one’s experience in the world can be explicitly turned to 
this purpose. For example, the mindful writing prompts we describe above 
can focus on students’ language experiences in ways that illuminate inequality 
and at the same time foster awareness and pride in their linguistic heritage.

Promote Well-Being as a Social Good
Well-being is often presented as an individual project of cultivating one’s ca-
pacity for living a meaningful life. Writing can be key to this development, so 
that, as Laura Rendón puts it, students “learn to write and express themselves 
[but also] . . . develop confidence and to find their self-worth and purpose 
in life” (94). But Rendón also acknowledges the abiding social value in edu-
cation, the ways in which well-being is about establishing and maintaining 
relationships across people and communities: “Our education should assist 
us to develop not only our intellectual capacities, but our ability to be cre-
ative and reflective, as well as to work with and understand other people” 
(30). Through our education, we begin to build relationships across people 
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and communities, and to see interconnections among courses and disciplines 
(39). Thus, a writing pedagogy that embraces well-being as a goal is also a so-
cial project consistent with the vision of educators like Freire who see literacy 
instruction as inseparable from the goal of building more just and equitable 
societies. The writing practices we describe here enable students both to ex-
amine and to enact the inherently social nature of the seemingly individual 
project of cultivating self-awareness and seeking well-being.

Focus on Meaning Making
Well-being, like writing, is fundamentally about making meaning; it is about 
living meaningfully and purposefully. In this sense, teaching writing as a pro-
cess of making meaning—rather than producing sanctioned texts or develop-
ing skills—can promote well-being. 

Citing Robert Brooke, Molly Hurley Moran argues that “learning to write 
meaningfully in our culture requires developing an understanding of the self as 
writer, as someone who uses writing to further personal thinking and to help 
solve problems. The development of such a role, such a self-understanding, is 
more important than developing any set of procedural competencies” (qtd. in 
Moran 99). As Moran’s students engaged in writing for their own purposes, 
they developed a greater sense of ownership over their work (106). Emphasiz-
ing writing as a way of making meaning, Moran began to meet the conditions 
to promote well-being outlined by Ryff and Singer: High levels of purpose 
and growth within a given community keeps people healthy, even when con-
fronted with challenges (Ryff and Singer 31). A strong focus on the making of 
meaning encourages students to actively engage and value a reflective stance, 
further conditions that support well-being , even as they deepen their rhetorical 
knowledge and hone their communicative skills (Ryff and Singer 22).

Writing and Living Well
In a powerful essay confronting the challenges of teaching, Paul Lynch calls 
for “shadow living,” that is, living in the shadow of the question, “What am 
I doing here?” (501). Lynch cites the need to live with uncertainty in a com-
munity, what he calls a network of obligations, and he endorses certain prac-
tices for shadow living: “Chief among these is a habit of written exercise that 
seeks neither to make arguments nor provide answers, but instead to occasion 
a kind of openness crucial for inhabiting a network of obligations” (501). 
Such occasions include those that cannot be readily rendered in language, 
experiences intended not to explain but in which we “dwell” (506). This is 
writing as a practice of living: without a rhetorical exigency, with a focus on 
the experience of writing-in-the-moment. 
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Conceived as a practice of living, writing becomes more than a set of skills 
to master, a competency to demonstrate. Instead, it is the making of meaning, 
a process of inquiry into the questions that matter in our daily lives. Writ-
ing enables a deeper engagement with these questions and thus provides the 
potential for a different way of being in the world. Through writing we can 
become “more receptive, available, attuned;” we write to “remain open, even 
vulnerable” (Lynch 513-514). This way of being in the world involves stay-
ing with questions rather than answering them, and creating and sustaining 
meaningful relationships based on shared work and purpose. It is interested in 
what is not always legible rather than forcing the uncertain into a false legibility. 

This moment in which we are living calls for this kind of writing. 
And teaching.

To acknowledge the complex conditions in which our students write and 
live is to underscore the need to remain, all of us, curious and skeptical, open 
and discerning, humble and empathetic, and to use language to make meanings 
that ground us in our work, in our purposes and aspirations, in our connec-
tions to one another. In this sense, well-being involves figuring out how to live 
together mindfully in the face of ambiguity, obfuscation, uncertainty. Leslie 
Jamison writes, “I often think of the subject of an essay as something like a 
courtyard full of questions—questions about grief, or longing, or memory, or 
empathy. Writing means walking a furious labyrinthine path in order to peer at 
them from every possible direction.” To approach writing accordingly—valuing 
the moment-to-moment experience of writing within this labyrinth of ques-
tions—is to engage in a project of well-being. We see no project for teachers 
of writing that is more important or more pressing.

Notes
1. At the University at Albany (SUNY), where Bob teaches, approximately 40% 

of the student population is first-generation, and 43% are racial-ethnic minorities 
(https://www.albany.edu/news-center/news/2022-ualbany-recognized-support-first-
gen-students; https://www.collegefactual.com/colleges/suny-at-albany/student-life/
diversity/). At Stella and Charles Guttman Community College, where Dan teaches, 
the figures are 60% first-generation and 90% racial-ethnic minority (https://guttman.
cuny.edu/about/cce/data-reports/enrollment-reports/enrollment-report-among-all-
students/; https://www.collegefactual.com/colleges/stella-and-charles-guttman-com-
munity-college/). Both campuses have high percentages of low-income students. At 
UAlbany, 42% of undergraduates receive Pell Grants; at Guttman, 60% do. 

2. Well-being has emerged in multiple academic disciplines, including psychol-
ogy (Huppert, Baylis and Keverne), economics (Marks and Shah), public health 
(VanDerWeele), and literature (Pawelski and Moores). Scholars in composition stud-
ies have also addressed well-being (Collins; Moran). Broadly speaking, this scholar-
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ship acknowledges composition as one key academic space that can assist students in 
the construction and maintenance of well-being.

3. Empirical studies of writing anxiety support this claim that the writer’s sense of 
self as an emotional, psychological, and physical being is integral to an act of writing. 
See Daly and Wilson; Hjortshoj.

4. Studies of writing self-efficacy show a strong correlation between a writer’s per-
ceptions of competence and general self-worth and writing performance. See Klas-
sen, Pajares. Research by Brand and Micciche demonstrates writing to be a complex, 
multi-dimensional, emotional experience for the writer.

5. On the multiple therapeutic and medical benefits of writing, see Pennebaker 
and Beall; Gortner, Rude, and Pennebaker; Milbury et al.; Pennebaker, Kiecolt-Gla-
ser and Glaser.
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Boundaries, Self-Care, and Empathy: Building an 
Empathic Teaching Survival Kit

Kimberly D. Thompson, Zachary T. Singletary, Tracy Ann Morse, 
and Abigail L. Morris

We have observed a change in students, graduate teaching assistants (GTAs), 
and instructors as more Gen Z members enter the university. Many are fac-
ing mental health issues and sharing about them in ways prior students, 
GTAs, and instructors did not. Knowing in general that Gen Z students 
have more anxiety and depression, we argue that empathic responses should 
inform our work in program administrating and teaching (Parker and Igiel-
nik). While academic conversations have explored empathy at global and 
local levels, such as making empathy in writing program administration 
and in writing classrooms more transparent, many writing instructors and 
administrators may face challenges envisioning a teaching praxis grounded 
in empathy. In exploring three spaces—professional development, class-
room, and administration—with a reflective lens, we assert that writing 
programs can help develop empathic versions of Sara Ahmed’s “feminist 
killjoy survival kit” (Living a Feminist Life) to help writing instructors find 
more compassionate paths of survival inside and outside classrooms. The 
creation of such toolkits can improve writing instructors’ and administra-
tors’ abilities to foster pedagogical practices that encourage empathy, self-
care, and healthy boundaries in a larger culture of anxiety and depression 
without depleting students, GTAs, and instructors. 

Introduction

Over the last few years, we have observed a change in students, graduate 
teaching assistants (GTAs), and instructors. As more Gen Z members 

(people born after 1996) enter the university, many are facing mental health 
issues and concerns and sharing about them in ways prior generations did 
not. In Coddling of the American Mind: How Good Intentions and Bad Ideas are 
Setting up a Generation for Failure, Greg Lukianoff and Jonathan Haidt point 
to several factors that may be contributing in different ways to what they call 
a “culture of safetyism” and fragility when students face perceived opposition 
and demands for multitasking (125). One of these factors is the increased 
rate of anxiety and depression in Gen Z (Parker and Igielnik). Lukianoff and 
Haidt reference a “2016 report by the Center for Collegiate Mental Health, 
using data from 139 colleges, [that found] by the 2015-2016 school year, 
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half of all students surveyed reported having attended counseling for mental 
health concerns, especially increasing rates of anxiety and depression” (156). 
The pandemic only exacerbated some of these issues and made them more 
apparent. In addition, time spent on social media has been cited to contribute 
to this anxiety and depression in Gen Z students (see Parker and Igielnik). In 
“Gen Z More Likely to Report Mental Health Concerns,” Sophie Bethune 
reports that Gen Z is collectively more anxious about social issues (e.g., ill-
treatment of immigrants and migrant families and sexual harassment and 
assault) and self-report having poor mental health and seek professional help 
at higher rates than other generations. 

In addition to Gen Z students, GTAs, and instructors, new and established 
writing instructors of various generations (particularly contingent faculty) 
are experiencing an increase of mental health concerns—including empathy 
burnout—because of our current context. In “Don’t Blame the Pandemic for 
Worker Discontent,” Kevin McClure reminds readers that “burnout, demor-
alization, and disengagement aren’t really about individuals waking up one day 
and feeling depleted”; rather, such conditions speak to “individuals interacting 
with our organizations and experiencing unfair treatment, excessive workloads, 
chronic stress, inadequate resources, and threats to physical and social safety.” 
Contingent faculty often must make physiological and psychological sacrifices, 
necessities needed for survival, to continue to teach future generations. How 
do they do this effectively while creating boundaries and practicing empathy?

Knowing that Gen Z students and writing instructors are experiencing 
an increase of mental health conditions with many needs not being met, we 
argue that an empathic response should inform our teaching of writing and 
be a core value of our writing programs that shapes our professional develop-
ment and classroom practices. However, we acknowledge that a teaching praxis 
grounded in empathy may create challenges for instructors and administrators, 
especially during crisis-riddled times (i.e., racial, LGBTQIA+, womxn,1 and 
disability injustices; pandemics; mass shootings) in which mental, emotional, 
and physical fallout results in acute increases in anxiety and depression among 
all campus community members.

A Pedagogy of Empathy
As we think about the emotional toll we are all experiencing, we should ask 
ourselves how to develop a pedagogy of empathy that holds space for students 
and, at the same time, allows us to fulfill our requirements—to the programs 
we teach in, to the universities we are employed by, and to the students we 
ultimately serve. By developing empathic versions of Sara Ahmed’s “feminist 
killjoy survival kit,” writing instructors can find increasingly compassionate 
paths of survival inside and outside classrooms. In Living a Feminist Life, 
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Ahmed, intersectional feminist and queer scholar, reflectively explores theo-
retical and practical perspectives that can help individuals negotiate challeng-
ing rhetorical situations that seem unlivable. In exploring such situations, 
Ahmed provides constructive and productive ways for individuals not only to 
survive such situations but also to thrive when life may feel unlivable. Ahmed 
notes that we can draw upon our experiences with survival to imagine dif-
ferent kinds of resources for ourselves not only for the purpose of “living on” 
but also for “keeping going with one’s commitments,” “keeping one’s hopes 
alive,” and, most significantly, taking part in helping each other survive (235). 
Such resources can be a toolkit that can be used for survival and shared with 
individuals who are also attempting to survive. The creation of such survival 
tool kits can help instructors foster pedagogical practices encouraging empa-
thy, self-care, and health without depleting the mental and emotional energy 
of their students or themselves. As instructors and writing program admin-
istrators (WPAs), we stay the course willfully despite opposition, and “the 
point of the kit is not just what we put in it, but the kit itself, having some-
where to deposit those things that are necessary for [our] survival” (236). For 
Ahmed, there are ten categories of items to include in a survival kit, which is 
“also a feminist toolbox”: 

• For Ahmed, “books” are “kick-ass feminist books” (240). Whose 
and what words do you return to to help you solve problems or face 
challenges in your teaching?

• For Ahmed, “things . . . gather around, . . . happy objects even, re-
minders of connections, shared struggles, shared lives” (241). Many 
of us keep these things in our offices, on our desks, on the walls of 
our work spaces. These things help us build empathy.

• For Ahmed, “tools” are part of “a survival kit” that includes all that 
is necessary for one to achieve their ends (241). Ahmed reminds us 
that survival kits may not be interchangeable and useful by all: one 
person’s tools may not be the tools needed by another. Not every-
one’s pedagogical practices work for others.

• For Ahmed, “time” is needed to do the work necessary, but she re-
minds us that “time also means time out” (242). As instructors and 
WPAs, we often need to take breaks. We also need to recognize that 
students need to as well.

• For Ahmed, “life matters . . . . life requires we give time to living, to 
being alive, to being thrown into a world with others” (243). In a 
writing program community, we need to remember that we will ex-
perience different realities of life in a variety of ways. Our colleagues 
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and students will bring to us new ways of experiencing life that we 
should hold space for. 

• For Ahmed, “permission notes” allow us to remove ourselves from 
a situation. Ahmed points out that sometimes “being able to leave 
requires material resources, but it also requires an act of will, of not 
being willing to do something when it compromises your ability to 
be something” (244). We may also need to recognize that there are 
days when life happens and holding class would not be as beneficial 
as canceling class; or, allowing a student a pass on a homework ac-
tivity is more valuable than enforcing a late penalty or giving a zero.

• For Ahmed, “other killjoys,” or “the experience of having others 
who recognize the dynamics because they too have been there, in 
that place, that difficult place,” is beneficial (244). To practice an 
empathic pedagogy, we need to engage in discussions with others 
who also hold value in recognizing the experiences of others.

• For Ahmed, “humor . . . [is to] laugh often in recognition of the 
shared absurdity of this world; or just in recognition of this world” 
(245). Being able to laugh at ourselves and with our colleagues and 
students is a powerful way to reduce the overwhelming feelings 
of life.

• For Ahmed, “feelings” should be part of our toolkit because “we 
don’t always know how we feel even when we feel something in-
tensely” (246). We should not ignore or push away our feelings. 
If we allow time and space to sit in our feelings, we may come to 
powerful realizations about our pedagogical choices.

• For Ahmed, “bodies need to be looked after. Bodies need to be 
nourished and fed . . . . Bodies speak to us . . . . You need to listen 
to your body” (247). What are the items you always have around to 
nourish your body–a full water bottle, a protein bar, candy, coffee? 

Building our survival kit leads to a teaching praxis and administration prin-
ciples grounded in empathy. 

We also strive in this essay to posit what we mean by a teaching praxis 
grounded in empathy. We use Jamil Zaki’s work on empathy in The War for 
Kindness: Building Empathy in a Fractured World, to inform our thinking on 
empathic pedagogy. Zaki reminds us that:

most people understand empathy as more or less a feeling in itself—I 
feel your pain—but it’s more complicated than that. ‘Empathy’ actu-
ally refers to several different ways we respond to each other. These 
include identifying what others feel (cognitive empathy), sharing 



38   Composition Studies   

their emotions (emotional empathy), and wishing to improve their 
experiences (empathic concern). (The War for Kindness 4)

In this essay, we explore possible ways to embody an empathic pedagogy that 
are influenced by “cognitive empathy” and “empathic concern” as well as in-
clusive practices such as disabling the writing program and class (4).

What does it mean to disable a class? In her article “Disabling Writing 
Program Administration,” Amy Vidali uses disabling to mean “the process of 
bringing the insights of disabled people and perspectives in order to innovate, 
include, and transgress expected and exclusionary norms” (33). While Vidali is 
referring to writing program administration, we can also apply her definition 
to pedagogical choices to disabling a course or ways we think about profes-
sional development to disable our preparation and training. By applying this 
approach, we may find that what rises to the surface are areas of our students’ 
(and our own) lives and learning processes that we often neglect or ignore. 
Disabling a program or course may impact policies and assignments, the way 
we do class and meet with students, and even our objectives and expectations.

Our work also builds on Lisa Blankenship’s rhetorical empathy, which she 
defines “as both topos and a trope, a choice and habit of mind that invents and 
invites discourse informed by deep listening and its resulting emotion, charac-
terized by narratives based on personal experience” (5). Blankenship goes on 
to denote that “empathy has signified an immersion in an Other’s experience 
through verbal and visual artistic expression” (5). By drawing on Blankenship’s 
and Zaki’s work on empathy, Vidali’s definition of disabling, and Ahmed’s idea 
of survival through building a kit, we suggest that teachers of writing may need 
to really listen to (and by listen, we also mean observe) students to identify 
the stories they are telling us. It is not lost on us that we are invoking Krista 
Ratcliffe’s rhetorical listening here especially when she suggests that “rhetorical 
listening signifies a stance of openness that a person may choose to assume in 
relation to any person, text, or culture” and “its purpose is to cultivate conscious 
identifications in ways that promote productive communication” (17, 25). It is 
only through truly listening that we will be able to identify what students feel 
and better understand effective ways to engage with them. Once we recognize 
that students come to the writing classroom with unique life experiences and 
learning differences that influence their perspectives and reactions to the work 
and the ways we ask them to engage in our classes, then we will come closer to 
responding with empathic concern and cognitive empathy. Like Blankenship, 
we contend that empathy is a conscious decision one makes “to connect with 
an Other” (6). For us, the connection to students is imperative to an empathic 
pedagogy because, as Zaki explains in “Leading with Empathy in Turbulent 
Times: A Practical Guide,” unlike previous generations who were motivated 
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by meeting productivity and performance goals for personal reward, Gen Z is 
significantly more invested in empathy and relationship building and are most 
motivated by celebrations of individual contributions to collaborative success. 
In understanding how deeply invested our Gen Z students are in relationship 
building through empathic connections, we are best able to construct responsive 
programs, practices, and kits to truly meet them where they are. 

Administration: A Model of Praxis
We begin with an administrative lens in our development of this survival kit 
with the unique positionality of the WPA—and the writing program itself—
in mind. By organizing this article with a focus on programmatic decisions 
first, we hope to theoretically model how decisions at the administrative level 
impact the culture and community of everyone in a writing program, since 
WPAs might ultimately have a hand in professional development, and in the 
materials and policies used within a classroom. Furthermore, at the heart of 
meeting students where they are, is understanding where your program “is” 
and how the folks within it “are.” Writing programs are a space of great poten-
tial for the students and instructors who learn and work within them. Despite 
this, the potential for harm is paramount, and documented (see Perryman-
Clark and Craig; Special Issue: Black Lives Matter and Anti-Racist Projects in 
Writing Program Administration; Dolmage), especially for folks who might 
“not quite inhabit the norms of an institution” (Ahmed 115). Ahmed refers 
to this as “being in question” (115). Someone might “be in question” due 
to characteristics like their race, ethnicity, sexuality, disability, or economic 
standing; moreover, “being in question” highlights how some folks are not in 
question, and not seen as needing explanations or accommodations. Ahmed 
notes the onerous positionality this creates for those in question, as it forces 
folks to fight for “what is simply given to others . . . . [You] become insis-
tent in order to receive what was automatically given to the others, but your 
insistence confirms the improper nature of your residence. We do not tend 
to notice the assistance given to those whose residence is assumed” (127). 
Within universities, and, indeed, writing programs and English departments, 
we observe students, GTAs, and instructors who grapple with feeling they 
belong—that they are residents of the class, the program, or the department. 
The WPA serves in a complex role (as we all well know) and must work 
with, and sometimes against, departments as they ensure that their programs 
are built with considerations for those folks “in question.” In developing a 
feminist survival kit that considers the administrative, professional develop-
ment, and classroom spaces, it is imperative that we not neglect these local 
departmental contexts as we consider the larger societal exigencies of racial 
reckoning, attacks on womxn and LGBTQIA+ folks, the continuing pan-
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demic, and changes in our student population. And, like Ahmed’s survival 
kit, most WPAs will have items from many different categories; however, we 
do rely on “other killjoys” and “bodies” in the sense that we seek collaboration 
and evoke compassion. 

Many WPAs operate within a department, which is made up of a range of 
bodies and expertise. In A Rhetoric for Writing Program Administrators, Melissa 
Ianetta examines this local context of the department in “What Is an English 
Department?” Ianetta asserts that “English departments are a mix of people 
with a range of interests” and that “in order to move the members of our 
departmental audience toward acceptance of our individual program propos-
als—never mind our intellectual worldview—our rhetoric must work from a 
focus on their professional identities and disciplinary values” (434, 425). In the 
same way that Gen Z students have made it clear that they value relationships 
and empathy, the WPA must consider the relationships they develop with fac-
ulty—the bodies in their survival kit—as faculty ultimately will be the ones in 
classrooms, working hands on with the students. Building these relationships 
will take intentionality on the part of the WPA, as they will need to not only 
concern themselves with listening to stakeholders, but they will also need to 
ensure that in their work and relationships with faculty, that they keep their 
own values, and the values of the program, at the forefront of the work they 
do and the conversations they have. This should not, however, be a one-sided 
relationship. Ianetta further asserts in her work that “the WPA’s task [is to hear 
and] see our colleagues for who they are and to help them listen to our propos-
als—and to hear what they say in return” (434). This collaborative relationship 
is also expanded upon by Carol Rutz and Stephen Wilhoit where they discuss 
examples and histories related to faculty (professional) development. 

Rutz and Wilhoit identify “course preparation” as “[o]ne of the more com-
mon aspects of faculty development WPAs will address” and cite “textbook 
selection, syllabus construction, [and] assignment design” as common aspects 
of course facilitation that this type of development might involve (236). These 
sites are also common areas where the values of an instructor and a program 
are made apparent to students. In that way, it could be said that professional 
development serves as a prominent tool of a WPA’s survival kit and a space 
where they may encourage feminist, empathic change within their programs. 
Some examples of this might include developing “malleable” (as in, easily 
shaped and changed based on the needs of the instructor) policies in the 
standard/template materials that are provided for instructors. Some examples 
of this might look like:
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• Encouraging email policies that set clear boundaries with an un-
derstanding of instructors’ time, and need for separation from 
their work;

• Participating in conversations with instructors about how their late 
work policy works for them, and for students, in terms of being 
empathic and realistic;

• Providing template/example projects that foreground accessibility 
in their implementation and expectations;

• Model pedagogical practices in administrative duties that make 
transparent expectations and different ways to fulfill them.

As WPAs build and refine their survival kit, they will develop relationships 
with other killjoys that will help them sustain the work of the program and 
perpetuate professional development that is regenerative. 

Professional Development: Feminist Ears
In “Contemporary U.S. Memorial Sites as Exemplars of Rhetoric’s Material-
ity,” Carole Blair notes rhetoric acts on entire persons who are situated in 
communities filled with persons (46). In a pandemic world that continues to 
evolve in ways that are unpredictable, all of us are experiencing and feeling a 
multiplicity of rhetorics (inside and outside classrooms). Such rhetorics shape 
our rhetorical engagements in both virtual and physical places and spaces. 
As such, we must acknowledge the ways in which our hearts and minds are 
fragile in professional development settings. Rutz and Wilhoit note, profes-
sional development “extends beyond one’s teaching and professional lives”; 
more precisely, professional development entails supporting the entire person 
(239). Yet, in Teaching to Transgress, bell hooks articulates that “part of the 
luxury and privilege of the role of teacher/professor today is the absence of 
any requirement that we be self-actualized” (17). More specifically, little at-
tention is paid towards, as hooks describes, the “spiritual well-being, on care 
of the soul” in academia (16). Instead, academia encourages compartmental-
ization, a split between mind, body, and spirit or a continual state of “being 
in question” (Ahmed 117; hooks 16-17). Unfortunately, such compartmen-
talization overlooks the ways in which our emotions and feelings speak to 
our humanity and, most importantly, inform (whether we like it or not) our 
pedagogy. 

Although professional development strives to take care of entire persons, 
professional development too often places emphasis on the mind, specifically, 
developing better teaching practices that enhance course delivery and instruc-
tion, with the assumption that working on pedagogical practices, especially 
in groups, will implicitly grow and enhance the heart and spirit. Rutz and 
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Wilhoit assert: “as instructors work together to improve their pedagogical 
skills, enhance their professional status, and better understand their personal 
experiences as teachers and scholars, they develop a sense of camaraderie, 
unified purposes, shared responsibility, and mutual support” (234). While we 
cannot deny the rhetorical power of pedagogically growing together with a 
group of like-minded, invested colleagues and peers, considering our present 
context, we cannot assume that faculty will personally grow through further 
professional development when such an environment may further reinforce a 
split between mind, body, and soul. 

Instead of repressing our personal feelings in professional development 
settings, the very thing that hinders the growth of heart and spirit, professional 
development sites should foster empathic spaces for faculty to constructively 
unpack their feelings to see the ways in which feelings inform pedagogical 
praxis. Indeed, as Ahmed notes, feelings “can be a resource, we draw on them” 
and “can be the site of a rebellion” (246). As Ahmed further elaborates, “We 
don’t always know how we feel even when we feel something intensely. Put all 
those feelings into your kit. See what they do. Watch the mess they stir up. A 
survival kit is about stirring things up and living in the stew” (246). To help 
faculty acknowledge their feelings as informing their pedagogical praxis, placing 
such feelings in their toolkit to see the ways in which they stew, professional 
development facilitators should encourage faculty to apply Ahmed’s notion 
of “feminist ears” by listening to texts, some familiar and some new, to grow 
as whole persons. 

Feminist Ears: Listening as Social Action
To listen with “feminist ears,” an individual first needs to know the differ-
ence between feminist ears and non-feminist ears. Although Ahmed does not 
specifically define the notion of feminist ears, Ahmed links the notion of ears 
to listening: “Listen. Feminist ears: they too are in my survival kit” (247). 
To have feminist ears, ones included in our survival kit, we must listen, but 
what does it mean to listen? According to Merriam-Webster, “to listen” can 
be defined as 1.) “to pay attention to sound”; 2). “To hear something with 
thoughtful attention: give consideration”; 3.) “To be alert to catch an ex-
pected sound” (“Listen”). Similarly, Cambridge defines the act of listening as 
“to give attention to someone or something in order to hear him, her, or it” 
(“Listen”). The definitions of the verb “to listen” brings forth a series of ques-
tions that provides clues between non-feminist ears and feminist ears: What 
counts as sound? What if the sound is unexpected? What does thoughtful 
attention look like? Responses to such questions bring forth a noticeable dif-
ference between feminist ears and non-feminist ears. If non-feminist ears only 
consider and acknowledge expected sounds, feminist ears pay attention to-



Boundaries, Self-Care, and Empathy   43

wards unexpected vibrations, vibrations that are not only vocally uttered but 
also to vibrations that manifest in other ways, such as bodily, spatial, visual, 
and ephemeral reverberations.

Additionally, we also need to make clear distinctions between listening 
and hearing to develop feminist ears since individuals often conflate “hear-
ing” and “listening” as one and the same. As Cambridge articulates, “hearing 
is an event: it is something which happens to us as a natural process;” whereas 
“listening is an action; it is something we do consciously” (“Listen”). If one is 
not aware of the difference, one may assume that listening is an intrinsic part 
of the biological makeup of humanity. Indeed, Ratcliffe makes note of such 
logic in rhetoric and composition studies: “the dominant scholarly trend in 
rhetoric and composition studies has been to follow the lead of popular culture 
and naturalize listening, that is, assume it to be something that everyone does 
but no one needs to study” (18). Overlooking the difference between hearing 
and listening obscures any possibility of listening with feminist ears. As such, 
facilitators should incorporate professional development opportunities that 
encourage the study and application of listening to ensure that faculty not 
only know the difference between hearing and listening but can develop and 
refine their feminist ears. 

Adopting Feminist Ears with Companion Texts: 
Rhetorical Listening and Rhetorics of Silence
To build empathic professional development spaces that encourage the prac-
tice of feminist listening, facilitators can introduce faculty to texts, ones that 
faculty can incorporate into their toolkit, to help them understand the rel-
evancy of developing feminist ears, a practice that listens to whole persons. As 
Ahmed notes, it is “often books that name the problem that help us handle 
the problem” (240). Indeed, companion texts, as Ahmed terms them, can 
become a lifeline: 

A companion text is a text whose company enables you to proceed 
on a path less trodden. Such texts might spark a moment of revela-
tion in the midst of an overwhelming proximity; they might share 
a feeling or give you resources to make sense of something that had 
been beyond your grasp; companion texts can prompt you to hesi-
tate or to question the direction in which you are going, or they 
might give you a sense that in going the way you are going, you are 
not alone. (12, 16) 

Although there are many different companion texts that explore listening 
in rhetorical studies and composition studies, Ratcliffe’s Rhetorical Listening: 
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Identification, Gender, Whiteness and Cheryl Glenn’s Unspoken: A Rhetoric of 
Silence provide analytical frameworks that encourage individuals to listen to 
the unexpected or, as Ahmed might articulate, listen to what is beyond one’s 
grasp. 

One way to develop feminist ears is through the perspective of rhetorical 
listening. As our introduction briefly explores, Ratcliffe’s rhetorical listening 
can be characterized as a stance of openness that encourages cross-cultural 
communication (17, 25). More specifically, rhetorical listening is a rhetorical 
move that, as Ratcliffe articulates, a “person may choose to assume in rela-
tion to any person, text, or culture” (17). Although Ratcliffe provides many 
ways individuals can develop rhetorical listening, her perspective of “standing 
under discourses” may be a good starting point for faculty to develop their 
feminist ears:

Rhetorical listeners might best invert the term understanding and 
define it as standing under, that is, consciously standing under dis-
courses that surround us and others while consciously acknowledg-
ing all our particular—and very fluid—standpoints. Stand under 
discourses means letting discourses wash over, through, and around 
us and then letting them lie there to inform our politics and eth-
ics. (28)

In standing under texts, individuals are better able to, as Ratcliffe further 
elaborates, acknowledge the existence of such discourses, listen for (un)con-
scious presences, absences, and unknowns, and consciously integrate this in-
formation into our world views and decision making (29). In standing under 
discourses, faculty may find it not only easier to listen to new or unexpected 
sounds in many kinds of rhetorical situations but also be more open to the 
arrival of new or unexpected sounds in rhetorical situations, such as profes-
sional developmental settings and classroom settings, where feminist ears are 
needed the most. 

In addition to Ratcliffe’s rhetorical listening, Cheryl Glenn’s perspective 
of the rhetorics of silence can also help individuals develop feminist ears. 
In Unspoken: A Rhetoric of Silence, Glenn defines the rhetoric of silence as a 
“constellation of symbolic strategies that (like spoken language) serves many 
functions” (xi). Although many individuals think of silence as absence of 
sound, that is, nothingness, silence, as Glenn further articulates, “permeates 
every moment” (3, 5). Most significantly, as Glenn notes, silence, as a rheto-
ric, can be used in multiple ways, both positive and negative: “Silence can be 
something one does, something that is done to someone, or something one 
experiences” (9). In developing feminist ears to tune into silence, faculty will 
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be better able to consider the rhetorical implications of silence in professional 
development settings and classroom settings. More specifically, faculty can use 
their feminist ears to determine the power differentials at play that may be 
shaping such silence and consider the rhetorical nuances of their own silence 
and the silence of people around them. 

Feminist Ears: Rhetorical Listening and Rhetorics of Silence
After introducing faculty to Ratcliffe’s and Glenn’s frameworks of listening to 
encourage faculty to develop feminist ears, facilitators can encourage faculty 
to apply such frameworks to their own personal companion texts through in-
formal reflections and analyses. Although not an exhaustive list of questions, 
facilitators can encourage faculty to consider the following questions:

• In your survival kit, what is one of your companion texts? What 
kinds of lifelines did this text provide you in the past? How did such 
lifelines inform your personal and professional praxis?

• After listening to the text by standing under the discourses within 
the text, what new or different presences, absences, or unknowns 
did you notice in the text? In standing under the discourses in the 
text, what kinds of reverberations were unexpected, surprising, or 
challenging to listen to? 

• After listening to the text for silence, what kinds of silences did you 
hear in the text? How did you experience those silences? In listen-
ing to the silences, what kinds of reverberations were unexpected, 
surprising, or challenging to listen to? 

• After using feminist ears (rhetorical listening and the rhetorics of 
silence), what new or different lifelines did you discover in the 
text? How might such lifelines inform your personal and profes-
sional praxis?

In asking faculty to apply Ratcliffe’s rhetorical listening and Glenn’s rhetorics 
of silence to their companion texts to build feminist ears, faculty will not only 
have a clearer understanding of feminist ears, what it takes to develop them, 
but also a clearer map that helps them understand the ways in which their 
feelings shape their pedagogy. Additionally, faculty will be better able to use 
their feminist ears when negotiating dynamic moments in classrooms and 
professional development sites, especially, moments when faculty are con-
fronted with conflicting worldviews and perspectives that may be challenging 
to listen to. Most significantly, faculty will start to re/understand themselves 
and the people around them (colleagues and students) as whole persons—
persons with fragile yet rhetorically powerful minds, hearts, and spirits. 
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The Empathic Classroom
One of the goals of building empathy into professional development should 
be guiding teachers toward creation of empathic teaching survival kits capa-
ble of helping the teacher engage their students in ways that rely more heavily 
on cognitive empathy and empathic concern with established boundaries to 
reduce the burnout that comes with overuse of emotional empathy. Finding 
or creating tools that help with sidelining emotional empathy can be espe-
cially important as a first step in building a strong classroom community with 
students who may have spent two pandemic years connecting almost solely 
online. As previously noted, if nothing else, the pandemic has reminded us of 
how fragile our species becomes when we lose connection with one another. 
America is a highly individualistic society, but Americans still require inter-
action, understanding, and a sense of community to feel whole. As revealed 
by numerous public domain articles published around the western world for 
more than two years, many believed introverts would fare exceptionally well 
during the lockdowns and ongoing separation spurred by COVID-19 safe-
ty measures, but research by Anahita Shokrkon and Elena Nicoladis, shows 
that introverts reported suffering negative emotional and mental outcomes at 
higher rates than others despite needing less social interaction under normal 
circumstances. Gen Z students, already hungrier for empathic interaction 
than other generations may be especially affected as many of them spent a 
year or more without the close contact and affirmations of being bound in 
their pre-pandemic social circles. To improve student outcomes and individ-
ual growth at the university level, we must listen to and work with students 
to rebuild and nurture empathic connections. In their article, “Radical Em-
pathy in Teaching, in Western Society,” Judith Jordan and Harriet Schwartz 
assert that “growth has typically been portrayed as a one-way process . . . . 
The broader cultural investment in competitive, individualistic advancement 
is firmly entrenched in educational practice” (26). The reality of the human 
need for connection and “growthful relationships” is too often overlooked, 
downplayed, or, like feminism itself, seen as a weakness (26). Jordan and 
Schwartz’s work also reminds us that 

engagement in relationship is based on mutual empathy. Modern 
neuroscience now informs us that we are hardwired for empathy . . . 
. The pain of social exclusion registers in the same area of the brain as 
the pain of physical injury, starvation, or loss of oxygen . . . the brain 
is wired to respond in the same way and in the same place to social 
exclusion as it does to life-threatening physical pain. (26) 
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The depth of our physical connection to the mental and emotional trauma of 
exclusion means that exercising mutual empathy with our students and ensur-
ing a sense of inclusion by promoting bonding between students through not 
only cooperation and contribution, but relatability and fun, are important to 
improve self-esteem, reduce loneliness, foster a sense of community, increase 
retention rates, and boost engagement with course content. For example, 

• using the inclusive classroom practice of backchanneling allows stu-
dents to contribute during or after class individually, in pairs, or 
in groups. By removing the pressure that comes from voicing their 
ideas to the whole class or feeling “put on the spot,” more students 
are encouraged to participate. 

• pairing or grouping students and choosing leaders through games 
that add elements of fun or relatability increases participation rates. 
Using something simple like a quick Q & A session with questions 
designed to find commonalities among small groups can help facili-
tate new group bonding while maintaining previous group bonds. 

• playing rock, paper, scissors, to determine team roles is also quick 
and fun and tends to energize students before they dive into chal-
lenging work. 

Radical empathy stretches the bonding process to include teachers as we 
move beyond saying we care to show we care and that our students matter to 
us (Jordan and Schwartz 27-28). 

While it can be equally exhausting and invigorating to be vulnerable with 
our students and intentionally show rather than tell our students they matter, 
their ideas matter, and their very presence in class matters, the effort can result 
in mutual growth and improved mental and emotional well-being. Employing 
empathy with Gen Z is, as Zaki posits, a key component of ensuring engage-
ment because Gen Z are significantly more invested in empathy than previous 
generations and are more motivated by celebrating their contributions than by 
meeting individual performance goals (see “Leading with Empathy”; The War 
for Kindness). Yes, students still care about their grades, but less than stellar 
grades are unlikely to impede their sense of belonging or investment. Based 
on their examination of numerous studies of how belonging impacts engage-
ment, Denise Pope and Sarah Miles claim that “when students of all ages and 
stages feel they belong to a community, they are more likely to thrive—and 
students don’t learn as much when they feel uncertain about their belonging” 
(9). While they could not confirm causation, Pope and Miles’s research does 
show an exceptionally high correlation between engagement and belonging 
and that increases in one condition will automatically increase the other. Mo-
tivation researchers Sungjun Won, Lauren Hensley, and Christopher Wolters 
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also report that “compelling evidence indicates that students who feel a greater 
sense of being respected, liked, and an important part of the college context 
tend to experience greater academic success,” and claim that “the more that 
students perceived that they were supported and respected by their instructors 
and peers and that they were an important member of the school community, 
the more they reported a willingness to ask for support or explanation that 
could ultimately facilitate their learning or understanding of course material” 
(120). Therefore, to truly reach their learning potential, students must feel 
connected to their classroom communities. The best method of forging that 
community for Gen Z is through leading and teaching with empathy. 

Understanding this, the questions for instructors and those who mentor 
and work closely with instructors are how can we actively foster a classroom 
environment grounded in empathy without depleting the mental and emotional 
energy of all parties? How do instructors survive the emotional, mental, and 
physical toll that comes with a devotion to empathic practices so their students 
can do more than merely survive? One way would be in the feminist promotion 
of building shared and shareable empathic survival kits by and for instructors.

Ahmed states that a tool kit contains what is “accumulated over time; 
things I know I need to do and to have around me in order to keep on going 
on . . . the point of the kit is not just what we put in it; it is the kit itself, hav-
ing somewhere to deposit those things that are necessary for your survival” 
(236). She also reminds us throughout that finding ways/tools to be resilient 
enough to maintain hope or sense of self is not indulgent, but necessary. She 
recommends including books and other items to help guide us through the 
survival process, helping us understand the situations we face, reminding us 
that we are not alone in the struggle, affirming our individual and collective 
strengths, and giving us hope that building empathy into our classes will all be 
more than worth it in the end. Establishing processes and practices to navigate 
the complexities of teaching and learning with empathy while also ensuring 
clear boundaries are also important components of empathic teaching survival 
kits. As such, perhaps one of the best practices recommended by Ahmed as 
part of a survival kit is taking time. As she states, “whatever you decide . . . 
you will be glad you have given yourself room to decide” (242). We need to 
establish and model ways for ourselves and our students to truly listen with 
feminist ears in our classrooms and give space and tools for students to express 
themselves on the path to confronting and understanding our reactions. In her 
audiobook, Don’t Bite the Hook: Finding Freedom from Anger, Resentment, and 
Other Destructive Emotions, Pema Chödrön reminds us that “as long as we get 
hooked by our own views and opinions, then it doesn’t matter how right or 
peaceful or helpful to the earth our view is, we are still strengthening habits of 
aggression and still seeing people as ‘out there’ and other and ‘the problem’.” 
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We should cultivate a practice of reflection before reaction, attempting to 
move beyond our own perspective to try and understand what led all parties to 
that emotionally powerful moment where boundary warnings were triggered. 

Teaching writing courses should prove particularly advantageous in culti-
vating practices of reflection because we can give ourselves and students space 
and time to ask important questions like:

• what was your initial reaction and why?; 
• what part of your self-concept was being challenged?; 
• with a few moments of reflection, can you understand the other 

person’s perspective or reaction?; 
• can you pinpoint a break in your connection to them as part of our 

learning community? 

Writing into the answers to those and other questions, students and instruc-
tors will have even more opportunities to explore and understand their own 
boundaries and decisions while also recognizing and respecting the boundar-
ies of others. 

Jordan and Schwartz note that “we grow at our edges. What many call 
‘boundaries’ are actually places of intense interaction, liveliness, and growth. 
It is only when we see these boundaries as necessary protectors . . . that we 
begin to pull back from the learning that can occur at these places” (30). This 
does not mean we shouldn’t set boundaries to maintain appropriate power 
dynamics; we are responsible for maintaining control within our classrooms 
and must guard against the chaos that could stem from anger and resentment 
as well as shield ourselves from the mental and emotional damage that could 
linger and strain future interactions with our students or the way we value 
ourselves and our work. Gen Z students’ seemingly natural drive toward and 
hunger for empathic connections can help instructors with setting boundaries 
and shaping rules of conduct as part of a social contract within the classroom. 

Thanks to Gen Z’s wealth of experience with social media platforms, they 
are already quite familiar with boundaries and the literal use of social/behav-
ioral/engagement contracts, and the realities of what happens when one violates 
those contracts. Boundaries that benefit them will equally benefit non-Gen Z 
students and instructors and preserve the quality of our individual and collec-
tive interactions. When students or the instructor begin to cross a boundary, 
the moment becomes an ideal point for self and community reflection. Keep-
ing a structural outline for written boundary reflections in our survival kits 
can also allow us to emphasize cognitive empathy and empathic concern and 
help neutralize the emotional empathy that often drives negative interactions 
among community members. 
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When community building practices such as intentionally affirming the 
value of all community members, using social contracts, and boundary reflect-
ing fail and that failure pushes too hard against empathic concern, then hav-
ing what Ahmed calls permission notes in our teaching toolbox could ensure 
diffusion of anxiety or anger riddled interaction. Likewise, permission notes 
can also be used when we or collectively our students are not in a mental or 
emotional space where learning will be effective or where a forced “business as 
usual” mentality could have a negative impact. At such times, we need to give 
ourselves permission to take a mental health day or continue with class, but 
be transparent and model self-care and other-care for students by using our 
time together to disrupt expectations of the learning environment and build 
personal connections with and between the classroom community instead. 

Conclusion
What we have offered only scratches the surface of possibilities. Our hope 
is that by exploring these spaces—administrative, professional development, 
and classroom—in the ways that we have, that we highlighted critical spaces 
of empathy. We agree with Ahmed that “Moments can become movement. 
Moments can build a movement, a movement assembled from lighter mate-
rials. This is not a secure dwelling. We are shattered, too often; but see how 
the walls move” (268). For us, empathic moments build empathic move-
ments—we are asking for administrators, faculty, and students to embrace 
empathic moments (boundary making, self-care making, meaning making, 
and listening making) in administrative, professional development, and class-
room spaces because empathic moments build empathic movements. This is 
a starting place or point that encourages administrators, faculty, and students 
to consider what they need in their empathic survival kit. In so doing, we are 
already implicitly inviting the arrival of empathic moments that may become 
movements. 

Notes
1. We grappled with the term to use here. We selected a term to reflect the inclu-

sion of different embodiments of womxn while collectively calling out the violence 
in all forms done against these bodies. 
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Antiracist Genre Systems: Creating Non-Violent 
Writing Classroom Spaces 

Tieanna Graphenreed and Mya Poe

This article takes up Black critical geography, Rhetorical Genre Studies 
(RGS), and trauma-informed pedagogy (TIP) to argue that preventing rhe-
torical violence in our classrooms cannot be accomplished without ensuring 
students feel safe bringing their whole selves into the classroom. Specifically, 
Black theorizations of space and genre systems help us think about the re-
lationship between wellness and anti-Blackness as a geographic and spatial 
problem. Drawing on antiracist pedagogy and trauma-informed pedagogy, 
we demonstrate that aligning genres and practices with a set of visible, ex-
plicit antiracist commitments through the interlocking social actions of the 
syllabus, assignment sheets, class communications, community agreements 
and commitment statements, and formative and summative assessment can 
help in creating non-violent spaces that affirm marginalized students’ iden-
tities and promote all students’ well-being. 

A Shared Commitment Statement

Our embodied selves move about this world with different senses of 
safety. The ways our bodies are perceived and the ways of thinking we 
set forth collide with any spaces in which we move and the respective 
positionalities of our students and colleagues on campus. In a global 
society shaped by a long history of racism, anti-Blackness, and lega-
cies of white colonial and imperial violence—all of which have con-
tinued and are exacerbated under the conditions of COVID-19—it 
feels as though we have little power. Similarly, the institutions of 
academe, the university, and other vestiges of colonial infrastructure 
cause many of us feelings of powerlessness, voicelessness, and alien-
ation. They push the most marginalized and vulnerable of us out of 
education spaces altogether. But we have hope in a collective desire 
for the destruction of all systems of oppression and the liberation 
of all oppressed persons; when hope fails, we simply care. We advo-
cate a responsibility to antiracism and the cultivation of classroom 
and campus spaces that are safe for marginalized students, especially 
Black students, faculty, and staff. Preventative care and harm reduc-
tion are tactics most readily accessible to the marginalized and dis-
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empowered to interrupt systems of power at local levels—in class-
rooms, universities, and communities. In short, it is the way we keep 
each other alive and safe. 

Introduction 
Scholars such as Nedra Reynolds introduced theories of critical geography to 
the field of writing studies in the early 2000s, offering writing studies scholars 
new ways to think about writing instruction as space- and place-based. In 
drawing on geographic thinking, notably Edward Soja and Henri Lefebvre, 
Reynolds illustrated for the community how to theorize space as more than a 
context in which or upon which things happen but rather where people and 
human processes reside. More specifically, she helped teachers and research-
ers in the field look to new spatial practices that can be imagined alongside 
students. Spatial thinking helps us anticipate student response—by center-
ing student positionalities (Reynolds)—and consider our classrooms as social 
sites of interconnected and overlapping relationships. 

Considering ongoing calls for antiracism and linguistic justice (Baker-Bell; 
Baker-Bell et al.; Maraj; Royster; Young), the discipline must revisit the idea 
of writing classrooms as spaces and situate our conversations within antiracist 
frameworks. This special issue’s focus on well-being presents an opportunity 
to engage with calls for action as guides for supporting student and faculty 
well-being in writing classrooms and across campuses. We cannot truly support 
well-being without a fully antiracist and justice-oriented approach to writing, 
research, teaching, and action in the world. 

Approaches to well-being typically attend to fulfilling an individual’s needs 
for wellness (e.g., happiness, health, security, comfort, etc.) and address physi-
cal, psychological, and other environmental factors that disrupt an individual’s 
experiences of well-being. Extending this definition, our approach to well-being 
offers a more expansive mode for thinking of others through the language of 
safety. For us, all questions of well-being are questions of being and feeling 
safe, secure, and supported within social spaces and social relations; though 
safety is perceived as accessible to all, the world is predicated upon safety for 
some.1 Black and marginalized persons are often denied access to safe spaces 
and are constantly confronted by individuals and conditions that dismiss their 
needs and subjectivities and actively make them unsafe or at risk for additional 
harms. Recognizing spatial un/safety as inherent and central to conversations 
of well-being goes hand-in-hand with the work of antiracism and imagining 
more just and liberated classroom practices. 

Black writers and theorists recognize that anti/racism is an ongoing, em-
bodied experience. It is impossible to talk about students’ literacies and ways 
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of speaking without acknowledging that Black students experience classroom 
spaces in very different ways than white students. Jacqueline Jones Royster’s 
canonical 1995 Conference on College, Composition, and Communication 
(CCCC) chair address speaks to the ways our departments and universities 
drown out the voices and subjectivities of marginalized people and students in 
favor of white speakers, which results in alienation and heartache at being made 
to feel invisible or silenced: “Their experiences are not seen, and their voices 
are not heard. We can find ourselves participating, sometimes consciously, 
sometimes not, in what Patricia Williams calls ‘spirit murder’” (39).

In writing about the effects of racism, Black composition scholars (Gilyard; 
Kynard) clearly point to the ways anti-Black racism does harm in educational 
settings and how higher education spaces like the American university are often 
mis-aligned with Black students’ visions for a better social world. Research-
ers of Black critical literacies and rhetorical education (Logan; Richardson) 
also speak to how Black communities have developed alternative literacies 
and genres of resistance to dominant education practices. And Black schol-
ars situated in curriculum studies (Ohito and Brown) have collaborated to 
discuss Black faculty and students’ safety and the im/possibility of safety at 
predominantly-white institutions (PWIs). Ohito and Brown argue that Black 
faculty’s classrooms are “Black affective networks” that offer refuge and a place 
of healing to Black students and faculty as a means of surviving the university. 
These insights—as well as insights from Black writers and literary critics such 
as Toni Morrison2—point to the need to theorize trauma-informed pedagogy 
(TIP) in relation to Black critical geography and antiracism. 

Racist geographies of education have meant that many marginalized 
students have never felt safe in education spaces, notwithstanding the learned 
practice (as a means of survival) of assessing their own un/safety, environmental 
risk, and potential for being harmed while navigating a racist society. Consid-
ering conditions of un/safety in classrooms provides a critical foundation for 
thinking of (and caring for) all aspects and contexts of students’ well-being. 
We approach a larger question of what it might mean to be able to consider 
non-white people’s safety in absolutes rather than in measures of proximity 
to relative progress by disillusioning researchers from the idea that safety is 
inclusive and guaranteed to all. In other words, we ask: How can Black and 
non-white people always be and feel safe?

The collective experience of trauma in higher education points to how 
we can think of inclusivity and safety from a geographic perspective as well as 
an individual perspective (Tayles). Focusing on marginalized students’ experi-
ences—through Black critical geographies and TIP—recognizes that making 
safe, antiracist classrooms means more just changing instructors’ mindsets. 
Instead, we are interested in locating this work in the genres of classroom 
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activity. The praxis we offer here visibly changes instructors’ genre practices to 
account for what students have experienced in past classrooms. It also invites 
students into the process of building classrooms that they–and instructors–can 
constitute mutually as a safer space. 

Using a tripartite theoretical framework, we focus on the genre ecologies 
of writing classrooms–namely, the interlocking social actions of the syllabus, 
assignment sheets, class communications, community agreements and commit-
ment statements, and formative and summative assessments. This paper offers 
methods for improving all students’ well-being, where all signifies antiracist 
practices that protect classrooms from remediated violence and harm and 
demonstrate the potential of equity for all rather than for some. 

Critical Geography, Genre Systems, and Trauma-Informed Pedagogy 
Although typically thought of as disjointed disciplines, geography and writ-
ing studies share theoretical foundations for space (Lefebvre). Both disciplines 
have witnessed critical and cultural turns following the 1960s that forged a 
generation of radical scholar-activists collectively committed to the cultiva-
tion of critical theory and methodologies for addressing how particularities 
of embodiment (e.g., race, gender, sexuality, etc.) dialectically construct indi-
viduals’ positions, experiences, and relationships to space and to others within 
space. From this history emerged critical geography, which is marked by a 
move in geography from a fixation on mapping (i.e., staking claim to static 
space) toward an understanding of space as inherently social and shaped by 
human social processes, interactions, and experiences. 

Black critical geographers, like Black rhetoricians and other critical scholars 
(e.g., critical race, critical legal studies, etc.) have always attended to specifici-
ties of race and experience, centering their projects around how and for whom 
space is constructed and how constructions of space are intended to dispropor-
tionately harm Black people. Black theorizations of space help us think about 
anti-Blackness as a geographic and spatial problem; additionally, Black theories 
of space reveal alternative ways of thinking about the production of space and 
of imagining new spaces and places. For example, in Demonic Grounds: Black 
Women and the Cartographies of Struggle, Katherine McKittrick argues that: 

While Geography, space, and place are useful to thinking about ways 
in which we are differently “in place” and implicated in the produc-
tion of space, they are also useful in signaling the alterability of “the 
ground beneath our feet”... And staying human, these struggles sug-
gest, offers a different entry point into human geography: one that 
recognizes the alterability of humanness, space, and place, and one 
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that imparts the understanding that this alterability is a pathway into 
new geographic practices. (146)

Black geographers like McKittrick point out how social actions occur within 
specific spaces and how such social actions (and thus spaces) might be altered 
in ways that promote more human(e) interaction and possible antiracist fu-
tures. Because classrooms and campuses exacerbate colonial legacies of harm 
and dehumanization, the praxis of being and staying human can support 
student well-being and spatial safety. 

Black compositionists have cited McKittrick’s engagement of Black wom-
en’s geographies and Black feminist thinking to resist the racist geographies of 
classrooms and campuses, forward new pedagogies that “contest the ways that 
space is (re)produced” (Kynard 139), and empower marginalized students and 
faculty to show up as their full selves in the classroom. Black critical geography 
models how colonial and imperialist histories and traditions produce class-
rooms as violent spaces that endanger the well-being of students and faculty 
and deny them full use of their embodied, cultural, and linguistic knowledges. 
To dismantle and undo the ecologies of whiteness within our classrooms, we 
must delve further into the intersections of geography and writing space so 
that educators can identify the racist geographies and ecologies of learning. 

For writing studies scholars, McKittrick’s work points out how genres 
contribute to social actions within alterable spaces. Much recited in RGS lit-
erature is the idea that genres are not fixed text types but typified social actions 
to recurrent situations. In other words, genres are communicative responses 
that help us navigate rhetorical situations. They constrain us and provide us 
agency (Bawarshi), and they produce social relations and possibilities for social 
action because 

a genre is not just a pattern of forms or even a method of achieving 
our own ends. We learn, more importantly, what ends we may have 
. . . we learn to understand better the situations in which we find 
ourselves and the potential for failure and success in acting together 
(Miller 165).

Because genres proliferate, transform, or emerge over time, they serve as 
touchstones to locate social culture, changing attitudes, sites of conflict, persist-
ing societal and legal structures, and important events across history. Indeed, 
genres have been deployed as a means to shape society and social interactions; 
conversely, we also shape and (re)invent genres to meet new social goals. 

RGS scholars have developed a number of ways to study genre types, 
intergeneric features, the social actions giving to and linking genres, and the 
ways genre knowledge is learned, resisted, and deployed across contexts (for a 
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review, see Tardy and Swales; Bawarshi and Reiff). Likewise, RGS researchers 
have looked to the concept of an activity system—“any ongoing object-directed, 
historically conditioned, dialectically structured, tool-mediated human interac-
tion” (Russell 510)—to understand the ways groups work toward shared goals. 
For our work on classroom geographies, we are interested in the ways genres 
operate as an interlocking system of social actions—i.e., genre systems—within 
educational spaces.3 

Charles Bazerman has defined genre systems as “interrelated genres that 
interact with each other in specific settings” (97). Genre systems include a finite 
grouping of authorized genres “because the access conditions of the actions of 
each require various states of affairs to exist” (98). Even in more fluid condi-
tions, such as classrooms, Bazerman explains how genres function:

handouts in college classes describing writing assignments are typi-
cally followed by questions and answers about the constraints of as-
signments, advisable procedures and the appropriateness of various 
ideas for projected papers. Then if all goes according to plan student 
papers, following the generic constraints established by the handout, 
are handed in. Then teacher marginalia is returned, concluding in 
some evaluation encapsulated in a grade. (98) 

Bazerman’s characterization demonstrates how ideology is closely connected 
to the work of genre systems. In his characterization, the teacher is the agent 
of action related to an initial task and the arbitrator of negotiating meaning 
surrounding the task constraints and options. The success of the social action, 
in this formulation, is dependent on students fulfilling desired social actions 
without further negotiation. 

Genres, of course, do not provide singular social actions but offer a range 
of possible “uptakes” (Freadman). As Bawarshi writes, uptake is not merely a 
response, but also taking up objects from a set of possible relations: “by ‘holding’ 
genres together, uptakes enable meanings that are made possible from that set 
of relations, [and] they are also capable of disrupting these relations” (246). In 
writing about uptake and translingualism, Bawarshi explains how examination 
of uptakes can reveal the complexity of power in communicative relationships: 

every genre uptake is taking place within certain asymmetrical rela-
tions of power and material, economic, and historical conditions, 
within and across linguistic as well as spatial and temporal locations, 
to achieve specific goals. (247)

There are numerous ways to study generic uptakes in classrooms and 
beyond, like uptakes of resistance (Dwyer) or disruptakes (Dryer; Messina). 
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Disruptakes describe how citizen-writers purposefully challenge genre-based 
public participation through “uptake affordances that deliberately create 
inefficiencies, misfires, and occasions for second-guessing that could thwart 
automaticity-based uptake enactments” (Dryer 70) and how online discourse 
communities’ response tactics seek redress from media/entertainment industries 
(Messina). Likewise, students may not respond to course genres in the way 
that instructors anticipate and may experience harm from genres and expecta-
tions for response. Instructors must consider how genres extend relations of 
power that alienate or intimidate students from engaging their embodiments 
in writing exercises and how genres unintentionally reimpose restrictive ideolo-
gies about writing, reproduce experiences of educational harm, and endanger 
students’ well-being. 

Students demand and deserve educational experiences that embrace and 
engage the full range of their subjectivities and empower them through antira-
cist approaches to genre systems. Reconsidering genres alone is not enough to 
alter classroom geographies for antiracist ends; negotiating classroom practices 
means little if course content and teaching remain linked to traditions of harm. 
Empowering students also necessitates recognizing past harms, experiences of 
“spirit murder” (Royster, citing Williams, 39), and other contexts of trauma. 

Psychologists identify trauma as resulting “from an event, series of events, 
or set of circumstances that is experienced by an individual as physically or 
emotionally harmful or life threatening;” such experiences have “lasting adverse 
effects on the individual’s functioning and mental, physical, social, emotional, 
or spiritual well-being” (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Admin-
istration 7). Expanding antiracist genre systems with TIP frameworks would 
address aspects of student well-being and safety like “spirit murder” by situating 
social histories and placing students’ experience and its improvement, rather 
than instructors’ intentions, at the forefront. 

In Trauma Doesn’t Stop at the School Door: Strategies and Solutions for 
Educators, PreK–College, Karen Gross connects trauma to learning, writing 
that trauma disrupts a student’s “learning success and quality educational 
outcomes in an ongoing manner throughout the person’s participation in the 
educational system” (17). It’s important to recognize that while psychologists 
often distinguish trauma from a range of other concerns such as general anxi-
ety, educational researchers have been more expansive in their use of the term. 
From our perspective, an expansive understanding of trauma is important for 
acknowledging the long-standing effects of racism without pathologizing stu-
dents. Expertise in trauma studies notwithstanding, we can all orient ourselves 
to a responsibility to care and to everyday practices of care for students, their 
embodiments, and their experiences with the world. 
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To help teachers understand the effects of trauma on learning, professional 
organizations such as the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) 
have developed materials on trauma-informed teaching—what Sakeena Everett 
defines in a recent special issue on Cultivating Healing-Centered ELA Class-
rooms as “teaching that views trauma through ecological and cultural lenses 
and recognizes how context plays a significant role in how students and teachers 
perceive and process traumatic events in educational settings” (9). Trauma-
informed pedagogy (Davidson; DeBacher and Harris-Moore; Tayles) offers a 
set of methods for us all to improve our teaching in ways that acknowledge 
how student-teacher interactions and classroom spaces are shaped by power and 
privilege, understand the ecologies of student safety as campus-wide concerns, 
and prioritize an ethos of teaching based upon practicing care in/as pedagogy. 
Specifically, TIP builds off principles in trauma-informed care: 

• Safety or ensuring psychical and emotional safety
• Choice
• Collaboration and power sharing
• Trustworthiness through clarity, consistency, and interperson-

al boundaries
• Empowerment through validation (Fallot and Harris)

Trauma-informed pedagogy points to ways that we can reimagine the social 
actions of classroom genre systems within writing classroom spaces to think 
of students’ well-being. By situating the writing classroom as an antiracist 
space and altering course genres (i.e., assignments and assessment practices) 
in kind, we can find multiple antiracist avenues and care-oriented practices 
for the teaching of writing. In turn we can think more closely about how 
remediating genres can prioritize student well-being by attuning instructors 
and students to alternative response processes. 

The Classroom Genre System 
We locate the geographic alterability of the classroom through classroom 
genres (syllabus, assignment sheets, class communications, commitment 
statements, and assessment genres). Rather than seeing each of these elements 
in isolation, we see them as an interlocking system of communicative action, 
as illustrated in Figure 1. In this canonical formulation of the classroom genre 
system, teacher talk surrounds and shapes the genre system, be it orally or in 
writing, through the will of the individual teacher or sanction of the writing 
program/general education committee.
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Figure 1: Canonical classroom genre types

Figure 2, on the other hand, identifies the typical and possible antira-
cist social actions of those interlocking textual artifacts from the classroom 
genre system.

Figure 2: Canonical and Antiracist Social Actions of the Classroom 
Genre System.
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Syllabus

The syllabus is a genre that proverbially writes the classroom space and the relation-
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ships between individuals within it. In Genre and the Invention of the Writer, 
Bawarshi theorizes the course syllabus as a “master genre” that constructs and 
constitutes the classroom space, because it “locates teacher and students with-
in a set of desires, commitments, relations, and subject positions . . . [and] 
manages the set of genres that will enable its users to enact these desires, rela-
tions, and subjectivities” (2003, 117-118). Based on Bawarshi’s definition, 
syllabi are coercive, or operative, genres—they organize, construct, and disci-
pline classroom behavior. As the first text encountered in writing classrooms, 
the syllabus organizes hopes for the course and expectations for students and 
instructor(s), specifically conveying instructors’ pedagogies, content valued in 
the class, and instructors’ commitments to learning-outcomes and students’ 
well-being. 

Possibilities: Geographic and generic alterability for syllabi would add 
“negotiation and flexibility in the classroom” rather than regulating action 
(Womack 501). Melissa Tayles engages geographic alterability of the syllabus 
through universal design (UD), drawing on principles such as negotiation, 
flexibility, and accommodation to alter the tone of the syllabus from an 
authoritative or prescriptive text to one that invites students into a mutual 
dialogue. For example, 

I aim to create an environment where you feel safer to take risks, share 
your challenges and victories, and express your ideas throughout the 
writing and learning processes we will be using this quarter. […] 
When we are all in attendance and participating in the classroom, we 
are allies. The perceived risks of participating in and contributing to 
class will reward you and the classroom community. (308)

For Tayles, altering the language in her syllabus to extend the notion of com-
mitment and mutual agreement did not mean losing structures like deadlines 
and timely submission. Instead, her practices allow her to work alongside 
students to cultivate practical, understanding, and more habitually safe ways 
of being in the classroom. 
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Commitment Statements: Commitment statements communicate an in-
structor’s values as they pertain to the classroom environment, as seen in Fig-
ures 3 and 4.4

Figure 3. Sample Commitment Statement by Qianqian Zhang-Wu, Assis-
tant Professor of English and Director of Multilingual Writing at Northeast-
ern University. Included with permission.

Figure 4: Sample Commitment Statement by Tieanna Graphenreed and 
Amber Simpson. Included with permission.
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The commitment statement is a text type that lends itself to a reification of 
core pedagogies and positions in writing studies that already promote student 
safety (e.g., writing as a process) by providing students comfort and offering 
a space of healing to their writerly identities. With a mind toward process, 
commitment statements also encourage positive relationships with writing 
and a growth mindset for students. Statements also help instructors expand 
process-oriented thinking into linguistic justice. 

In the specific rhetorical context of the multilingual writing course, 
Qianqian Zhang-Wu advocates that students from diverse linguistic, cultural, 
and geographic backgrounds use their writing as a way of translanguaging to 
enhance their engagement with writing prompts (Figure 3). Using herself as a 
relatable model, Zhang-Wu welcomes students to use speech that feels best for 
them and underscores that translanguaging is a useful, inventive, and generative 
resource in their writing journey. With this commitment, students’ generic 
uptakes become participatory as opposed to prescriptive, allowing students to 
opt-in/out of English-dominant writing as they choose. The classroom space 
proffered by Zhang-Wu’s commitment statement stands contrary to typical 
English-Only writing classrooms to which most students’ have become ac-
customed and fear. 

Curating commitment statements for course syllabi does not need to hap-
pen in isolation but can be a collective effort amongst like-minded colleagues. 
The Language Diversity Statement (LDS) in Figure 4 was a graduate-student 
led effort at a large, land-grant PWI in the South that proclaimed a long-held 
romanticization of the Confederacy and has had its fair-share of racist, anti-
Black, and xenophobic incidents on campus. Like Zhang-Wu, the LDS makes 
an effort to align pedagogies with students’ well-being by addressing the dispro-
portionate impact of unfair assessment policies on multilingual, translingual, 
and international students and acknowledging marginalized students’ physical 
and linguistic unsafety at the university. Both samples model classroom alter-
ability by considering writing as embodied and engaging linguistic diversity 
to refuse racist geographies of classrooms and campuses.

Assignment Sheets

Like syllabi, assignment sheets signal students’ and instructors’ relationships 
to expected writing performances. For many students, assignment sheets are 
genres that prescribe rules for writing and stabilize assumptions about what 
their writing should and should not do. Often instructors’ pedagogies do 
not intend to stifle creativity and experimentation; however, friction emerges 
because instructors treat course assignments and assignment sheets as teach-
ing materials themselves rather than supplements to course discussions or 
experiments with course concepts. Even when choices are offered, writing 
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assignments feel more akin to tests of proficiency in academic languaging and 
rhetorical skill as opposed to sites of exploration and dialogue. 

Assignment sheets must be (re)positioned by instructors as conversations 
between course materials, rhetorical education practices, and classroom discus-
sions. We see three distinct ways to alter assignment sheets to mirror process-
oriented writing pedagogies and promote student well-being: 

• Institute flexible word/page counts, either through a wide range or 
a minimum model. In either example, instructors might encourage 
students to write as much as they need with a caveat regarding feed-
back: “Submissions should be at least X pages, but I will not read 
beyond page X.” This approach would give students the flexibil-
ity to explore their ideas and consider the expectation of instructor 
feedback as they organize their papers. 

• Treat assignment sheets as descriptions of the composing process, 
guided by a set of thinking questions related to course goals and 
enhanced with multiple examples for students to model in their 
own writing. Instructors may also employ (in assignment design) or 
invite students to engage in multimodal approaches by experiment-
ing with different mediums, literacies, and technologies for writing 
and speaking. 

• Describe evaluation as dialogic, rather than as a marker of success 
or failure. Dialogic evaluation would require honest, transparent 
connections between teachers-student(s), students-students, and 
student-self assessment, including offering possibilities for resis-
tance; we offer strategies later in this paper. 

Altogether, instructors must ask themselves how their assignment sheets act 
as complimentary genres to scaffold or supplement student knowledge and 
ongoing conversations with course questions. 

Classroom Assessment Genres
Classroom assessment genres encompass a range of text types, including peer 
review sheets, self-assessment, teacher feedback, grading rubrics, and numer-
ous others. In the space of this article, we cannot address all of them. In fact, 
when we began to name the communicative forms related to classroom as-
sessment activity, it became clear how much space that evaluation takes up in 
the writing classroom genre system. 

As described in Figure 2, peer review sheets, self-assessment, teacher 
feedback, and rubrics typically attune writers to an assignment’s goals. While 
consistency is important in creating a sense of trustworthiness, attunement to 
only one set of standards, ideologies, or ways of thinking–often undergirded 
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by whiteness–does not generate a sense of trust. In a 2021 infographic, with 
Mya Poe, Asao B. Inoue described the foundations of antiracist assessment 
values and practice:

• What we think of as good writing is socially, culturally, and his-
torically constructed by groups of people with particular language 
habits; thus, the assessment of language is political.

• Our judgments about writing are always bound within an his-
torical and evolving system of racial hierarchy that reinforces 
white supremacy.

• All writing and style conventions, composing processes, argument 
structures, and genre conventions are shaped by white supremacy 
and legacies of oppression and trauma to BIPOC.

• These oppressions and traumas are often reinforced through assess-
ment practices.

• Antiracist writing assessment attempts to redress these injustices.

Inoue has used the term ecology to link the people, practices, parts, power, 
and place of the writing classroom. Inoue argues that “in order for a classroom 
assessment ecology to be sustainable, fair, and resist racism, it needs to critically 
question the structures and assumptions that make up the reading and judging 
of all students and teachers in the classroom . . . it requires that the assessment 
ecology is one of settlement, one in which everyone has a stake in making it 
livable, fair, and sustainable” (80). The challenge to make classroom assessment 
genres “livable, fair, and sustainable”—i.e., safer—is an invitation to reimagine 
the ways that classroom assessment genres operate within classroom spaces. 

Rubrics

The most visible form of classroom assessment, beyond grades, are rubrics. 
Even when rubrics are not linked to grading, they still have the force of au-
thority in that they appear to define objective traits for evaluating written 
products. In his corpus analysis of 83 writing rubrics from writing programs 
at U.S. public research universities, Dryer showed that “in all traits, at all 
performance levels, readers’ experiences of the texts are presented as intrinsic 
qualities of those texts” (26). Moreover, Dryer found that “agentive students 
disappear in lower performance categories . . . in eliding students’ potential 
agency in ‘failing’ to meet standards, the documents in this corpus present 
their criteria and performance categories as uncomplicated means to an ideo-
logically neutral end” (23, 27). The canonical traits of writing that Dryer 
finds named in writing rubrics—grammar, evidence, thesis, style, organiza-
tion, critical thinking, audience, and assignment—are only a fraction of the 
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possible traits that we might consider when evaluating writing. Consider the 
possibilities not named in most scoring rubrics: 

Imitation

Risk

Growth

Curiosity

Collective ownership

Incorporation of peer feedback

Correct technical terminology

File name and time of submission 

Integration of visual data

Coherence

Cohesion

Pronoun usage

Punctuation

Cultural Alignment

Stance

Paraphrasing

Social action

Ethical use of data

Some of these traits are mundane (e.g., file name and time of submission) but 
often affect students’ grades on projects. Other traits–like collective owner-
ship, ethical use of data, and social action–are highly valued by many writ-
ing teachers but also go unnamed (and unrewarded) on rubrics. Breaking 
free of the constraints of standard traits offers possibilities for non-violence 
while also inviting students to think about what they value in writing. When 
we invite students into the process of collective rubric design with the goal 
of breaking canonical categories, we take the power of rubrics and use it to 
empower and validate ways of knowing and being that are historically mar-
ginalized in writing classrooms. As Carmen Kynard writes, despite being 
“enmeshed with traditional geographic arrangements . . . different ways of 
knowing and writing constantly contest the ways that space is (re)produced, 
and this includes the space of classrooms and, thereby, the academy” (139). 
By reorienting assessment genres, we center students’ well-being by affirming 
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their embodiments and experiences and attributing value to these aspects of 
their writing processes and to their work in the larger world. In doing so, we 
recognize our students’ importance as collaborators in academic endeavors, 
and we model for students ways to recognize similar opportunities for agency 
and alterability within and beyond writing classrooms.

Teacher Response

In classroom genre systems, rubrics and teacher feedback often work together, 
linking a score to a trait and then to narrative comments in the form of a 
short note to the student, marginalia, and/or comments in the rubric itself. 
There are different opportunities for antiracist action in linking or delinking 
rubrics and teacher feedback. For example, Inoue has advocated for “dimen-
sion-based rubrics” that “call for multiple readers (students and teachers) to 
explain in context their own habitus, the divergent assumptions they make as 
they make them in judgments” (392). So, instead of identifying a trait such 
as “evidence” and a standard such as “evidence and reasoning are adequate to 
support claims and incorporate academic sources,” a dimension-based rubric 
would offer a set of questions about the trait: “what evidence and reasoning 
do you see here? What evidence and reasoning do you not see or hear in the 
draft? Where do your ideas of evidence come from?” (392). In other words, 
dimension-based rubrics offer another possibility for exposing the seemingly 
neutral ideology embedded in rubrics. 

While rubrics generate a lot of conversation, the most long-standing 
form of evaluative action in the writing classroom is teacher feedback. Rich-
ard Straub’s research on response concluded that “there is no one best way 
to respond to student writing” and encouraged writing teachers to assume a 
variety of response identities, advancing those that invited rhetorical readings 
of texts and asked students questions about their texts, rather than merely 
dispensing critical judgment (24). More recent research on response points to 
new response technologies like screen capture technology with audio (Anson 
et al.). Technologies like Zoom, Slack, and Discord are fraught with surveil-
lance challenges, but they also invite possibilities for antiracist action because 
they alter the physical location of the writing classroom to synchronous and 
asynchronous virtual spaces. For students who face social anxiety meeting in 
teacher offices, video conferences and texting technology allows them to gain 
agency from safe spaces. Finally, TIP strategies for in-person conferences are 
useful in making face-to-face teacher response feel safer–namely, leading with 
student concerns, meeting during the day, leaving office doors open or meeting 
in common spaces, and positioning bodies (distanced, side-by-side, angled, or 
across the table) so that students feel safer. 
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Peer Review

Peer review is an assessment practice that teachers often use to share power 
with students. But rather than use peer review as an opportunity for em-
powerment, it too often reinforces hierarchies through worksheets of highly 
orchestrated sets of questions that guide student readers in offering feedback 
and include spaces for students to ask additional questions. Such peer review 
sheets can serve as proxies for teacher authority by offloading specific ideo-
logical commitments into coercive textual production. 

However, there are multiple ways to make peer review a place of empower-
ment, especially when the class has drafted its own community agreement that 
specifies how individuals in the class will address each other, deal with conflicts, 
and respect each other’s written work and emotional labor. Positioning peer 
review as an invitation from the writer to a named reader changes the social 
action of peer review by inviting students to think about the possibilities for 
response identities. In “High Stakes and Low Stakes in Assigning and Respond-
ing to Writing,” Peter Elbow offers a range of response identities. On one end 
of the spectrum is “zero response,” of which Elbow writes “Most students come 
to appreciate the chance to write with the knowledge that they will be heard 
but will not have to deal with my response” (9). From zero response, Elbow 
identifies a range of increasingly more critical response techniques, ranging from 
minimal, nonverbal, noncritical response; supportive response—no criticism; 
descriptive or observational response; minimal, nonverbal, critical response; 
and critical response, diagnosis, advice (10). Elbow writes that as we move of 
the response range, from zero response to critical response “the more we need 
to ask the crucial pragmatic questions: Is this comment worth it? How much 
response do I need? How much criticism will be useful? What is the likelihood 
of my effort doing good or harm?” (10).

In providing a range of possibilities for response, Elbow reveals the range 
of potential social actions related to response and how some of those social 
actions are potentially more harmful than others. Elbow is not asking us to not 
abandon critical response; he’s asking us to understand the potential connection 
between critical response and harm and teach peer review in ways that provide 
safety, choice, and even collaboration. We have adapted Elbow’s approach in 
our own classrooms, allowing students to choose the kind of response they 
need at a particular moment and with a particular reader. Sometimes readers, 
including teachers, need to sit in silence and simply listen.

Self-Assessment

Self-assessment and reflection have been touted as a means to improve learn-
ing and provide students agency in their own student learning (Yancey). Cer-
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tainly, reflection is one of the cornerstones of antiracist work. It is through 
reflection that we come to understand ourselves and our actions in relation 
to others. Sometimes, however, reflection in writing classrooms is directed 
through general prompts about writing process or through a common prompt 
(for example, a portfolio reflective statement). General reflective prompts 
about process invite students to look inward only at one dimension of writ-
ing, not the social construct of writing itself. Common prompts are often 
attached to outcomes assessment or even high-stakes testing. In such cases, 
Scott has questioned the social action of reflection when it becomes “a highly 
intractable generic mode” (24). In studying students who had taken the Ken-
tucky Education Reform Act (KERA) portfolio assessment in the early 2000s, 
Scott observed that “the composition of the reflective letter is best described 
as bureaucratic practice—a socializing process that reproduces the values of 
the sponsoring institution” (5). 

We want to advocate for four approaches to reflective prompts: First, any 
statement of self-assessment for the purposes of scoring in outcomes assessment 
should be explicitly connected to the teacher’s learning goals for the task. This 
allows students a sense of safety in knowing what the focus on a reflective text 
should be. Second, reflective statements need to allow space for the student’s 
goals for the task, not just the teacher’s goals. Third, reflection need not be 
limited to letters or essay text types—other text types from hip-hop (Hall) to 
testimonio (Noguerón-Liu and Hogan) can function as reflective text types. 
Finally, reflexive tasks should invite connection not just to the writing and 
learning process but also students’ identities as researchers and community 
members. Even in research contexts, genres like positionality statements can 
function as productive reflective activities. Writing multiple positionality state-
ments in relation to different kinds of research projects exposes the construction 
of our research efforts and how our relationship to research ethics can change 
with different kinds of research projects. 

Implications for Instructors and Students 
Opening courses with any of these re-envisioned genres and spatial practices 
holds four implications:

Implication 1 
Build collective action among instructors and students: from instructor to 
each student, from instructor to all students, and from student to student. 
Commitment statements set terms and map conditions across rhetorical con-
texts for interpersonal relationships, (in)appropriate behavior, (un)successful 
performance, and other expectations. In doing so, commitment statements 
produce conditions that instructors and students must face in order to es-
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tablish a classroom that is safer for nonwhite–and especially Black–students. 
Namely, instructors and white students must confront an understanding of 
the classroom as a historically white and colonial space—an implicit and ex-
plicit understanding that is showcased in the linguistic behaviors and literacy 
experiences of nonwhite and Black students. 

Implication 2 
Embrace discomfort and disturb old ways of thinking. Embracing discomfort 
in assessment practices means relinquishing those ideologies that we have 
internalized that have led to our own success but often led to the failures of 
others. By disturbing those old ways of thinking, we disrupt interlocking 
evaluative actions.

Implication 3

Forge a sense of allyship. Learning when conversations necessitate silence 
versus language and action is an ongoing project. If we want our students 
to learn without violence, we must learn ourselves without violence. White 
fealty is not allyship. Innovation and change toward antiracist action is. 

Implication 4 
Consider embodiment(s). Reject a sense of whiteness as the center of the 
course–a sense that only looks to the tightly controlled space of a white-cen-
tered classroom. Instead, translate the energies of our classrooms into rhetori-
cal education and civic participation in the everyday world. Activities such 
as commitment statements invite teachers to articulate how they decenter 
whiteness and white languaging in mind, in speech, and in body. 

This call for antiracist action in the field of writing studies invites us to 
reconsider the geographies of writing classrooms. Through the mundane, the 
invisible, and the bureaucratic textual forms of the classroom genre system, we 
can locate antiracist action and work to make classrooms safer spaces. Critical 
pedagogies that attend to students’ safety and well-being, decenter whiteness, 
and refuse structures of surveillance must remain in our curriculum. 

Critical geography can help us (re)examine classroom spaces and con-
sider the impact classroom practices have on students’ physical, mental, and 
emotional experiences. Creating non-violent spaces that affirm marginalized 
students means that instructors must change course genres to align with a set 
of visible, explicit commitments to writing students. As with commitment 
statements, the reorientation of course syllabi, assignment sheets, and classroom 
assessment–genres that function as participatory rather than prescriptive texts– 
establishes the classroom as a space premised upon alterability, flexibility, and 
mutual understanding. When students participate in the negotiation of course 
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policies, classroom conduct, assessment criteria, and other classroom-based 
genres, instructors empower students’ rhetorical agency, embrace difference, 
and produce conditions for safety that improve students’ overall experience. 
As the civic premise of rhetoric in education dictates, we encourage you to 
foster care for and amongst your students, and in doing so invite them both 
to care and to demand care in other spaces in society. 
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Notes
1.  Our approach to well-being and safety is wary of prescriptive notions of well-

being (i.e., what is supposedly good for someone) or encouraging mechanisms for 
white comfort. We focus on the impact of un/safe conditions in education spaces and 
alternatives to exclusionary, violent, and authoritative classroom practices.

2. Toni Morrison’s Playing in the Dark, for example, is referenced by geography 
and rhetoric scholars alike to explain how the United States and global societies are 
wholly racialized. 

3. Generally, we use system rather than ecology in this piece to delimit the class-
room genres under discussion. Bazerman’s terminology is more useful for our pur-
poses here because ecological formulations (e.g., Spinuzzi) extend past the authorized 
genres of the syllabus, assignment sheets, peer review sheets, and rubrics, to include 
the unauthorized or informal communicative acts such as student text messages, 
Slack channel conversations, and so on. 

4. Commitment statements are also useful for establishing a set of mutual com-
mitments between instructor(s) and students using community agreements. Instruc-
tors can draft agreements alongside students at the start of the course and use these 
agreements as touchstones for classroom conduct and expectations.
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Culturally Sustaining Pedagogies to Restore 
Individual and Collective Well-Being

Charles McMartin, Eric A. House, and Thomas Miller

This essay begins with Nikole Hannah-Jones’s assessment of the solidarity 
that has sustained African Americans’ hope that our country can still make 
good on the promise of democracy. This social resilience has sustained BI-
POC communities through the pandemic in ways that demonstrate how 
personal well-being is rooted in collective wellness. Research on students’ 
understanding of social resilience has examined how feelings of dignity and 
self-sufficiency foster hope and enable collective agency. This dynamic is 
vital to culturally sustaining pedagogies that help students engage with the 
lifeways that help them feel connected and hopeful. We discuss critical hip 
hop pedagogy as an example of culturally engaged teaching that can culti-
vate students’ social resilience by acknowledging the dignity of their com-
munal experiences and traditions in ways that can sustain hope and enable 
collective action.

Culturally Sustaining Pedagogies to Restore 
Individual and Collective Well-Being

The United States is a nation founded on both an ideal and a lie. Our 
Declaration of Independence . . . proclaims that “all men are cre-
ated equal” and “endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable 
rights.” But the white men who drafted those words did not believe 
them to be true for the hundreds of thousands of black people in 
their midst. “Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness” did not 
apply to fully one-fifth of the country. Yet despite being violently 
denied the freedom and justice promised to all, black Americans be-
lieved fervently in the American creed. Through centuries of black 
resistance and protest, we have helped the country live up to its 
founding ideals. And not only for ourselves—black rights struggles 
paved the way for every other rights struggle, including women’s and 
gay rights, immigrant and disability rights.

Without the idealistic, strenuous and patriotic efforts of black 
Americans, our democracy today would most likely look very differ-
ent—it might not be a democracy at all.

—Nikole Hannah-Jones
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Nikole Hannah-Jones’ Pulitzer-Prize-winning essay in the NYT Magazine 
examines the paradox at the heart of American democracy: its most 

committed advocates have been those most abused by it. This paradox came 
into stark focus with the Black Lives Matter struggle and the related social 
justice movements that pressed authorities to do more to support vulnerable 
groups during the isolation and alienation of the pandemic. Student activists 
and faculty allies built coalitions to press authorities to invest in wellness and 
self-care programs to provide essential support to students and faculty who 
were struggling to raise children, care for the sick, and pay the rent. One of 
the first lessons many of us learned from those struggles is that our well-being 
is interwoven with the well-being of our families, our communities, our stu-
dents, and our coworkers, as well as the first responders and service workers 
we depended upon to deliver our groceries, nurse the dying, and keep the 
world running. One of the most pressing challenges we face is to make that 
lesson stick by sustaining the feelings of solidarity that link personal and col-
lective wellness in what Martin Luther King Jr. characterized as “an inescap-
able network of mutuality” (“Letter from Birmingham Jail”).

We became aware of the links in that network when it crashed during 
the pandemic, but system failures were building to a critical overload in the 
decade that followed the Great Recession. The doubling of student debt to 
$1.7 trillion is only the most quantifiable measure of the trends that Linda 
Adler summarizes in “The ‘Long Covid’ of American Higher Education.” Our 
students have become overloaded with debt to earn degrees that seem “less and 
less likely to guarantee job security” while also trying to overcome deepening 
“economic, gender, and racial inequalities.” These trends have converged to 
make the pandemic a precarious time for younger generations, whose levels of 
stress surpassed even those of older Americans who were more at risk of being 
hospitalized and dying from COVID (“Stress in America 2021”). 

In these and other ways, the worst of the pandemic was a stress test that 
demonstrated system failures in our operating assumptions. Such critical 
overloads are often forgotten once everything is back up and running again, so 
we’d like to use this essay to reflect on what the pandemic continues to teach 
us about how our individual wellness depends on the collective well-being of 
the groups with whom we identify. As we will discuss, a rhetorical stance on 
social resilience provides an action-oriented standpoint for considering how 
much we depend on others in precarious times. Social resilience provides a 
frame for considering how culturally sustaining pedagogies such as hip hop 
can help us undertake the work of restoring hope and strengthening our 
collective resolve to take action on the systemic inequities that deepened in 
the pandemic. Culturally resonant pedagogies such as hip hop recognize the 
dignity and power of the lifeways of communities who have faced cultural 
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erasure and political oppression. The dignifying power of social resilience is 
evident in what epidemiologists have discussed as “the Hispanic Paradox”1 as 
well as in the paradoxical faith in democracy that Hannah-Jones has discussed.

These paradoxes demonstrate how hope enables social resilience. The re-
search on social resilience that we will discuss examines how recognizing the 
dignity and self-sufficiency of one’s communities can be a source of hope. Like 
resilience, hope can seem to be a passive quality—a healthy emotion, but not 
necessarily a motive force. Resilience is often tacitly identified with the resolve 
needed to endure harsh conditions, with the only active dimension perhaps 
being the ability to bounce back to restore normalcy. As we will discuss, hope 
takes on a more activist stance if we consider how it serves as a wellspring for 
the restorative work involved in “education as the practice of freedom.” This 
is the work that we are called to by Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of Hope (1992) and 
bell hooks’ Teaching Community: A Pedagogy of Hope (2004).2

Those of us who are committed to the sorts of antiracism and social 
justice that Freire and hooks have advanced need to respond to that call to 
engage with the rising numbers of students of color who are deciding not to 
attend college just as they have become the new majority. According to the 
2020 Census, most Americans under 18 are now people of color, and national 
surveys have found that fewer new-majority high-school graduates are plan-
ning to go to college.3 As a result of these trends, we have 20% fewer African 
Americans in our first-year courses than before the pandemic (“Spring 2022 
Enrollment Estimates”). To support the ones who remain, we need to develop 
culturally sustaining pedagogies that can help students engage with the sources 
of resilience that empower their communities. Before we discuss how cultur-
ally resonant pedagogies such as hip hop can help us support the wellness of 
new-majority students, we will discuss research on how our students envision 
the challenges they face, particularly how they think about the hope, dignity, 
and agency that enables their resilience.

Social Resilience as a Bridge from Personal to Collective Well-Being
While the rising numbers of new-majority students who are deciding not to 
attend college can seem like an overwhelming problem that is far removed 
from our individual classrooms, scholars in rhetoric and composition have a 
special responsibility to be concerned with the students who are not at the ta-
ble because we teach the courses that are almost universally required of all en-
tering students, and our courses are vital to helping students compose a place 
for themselves in higher education. In larger public institutions, we may be 
the only instructors who know students’ names. We work more closely with 
students on their hopes and anxieties than most other instructors. We have 
become more attentive to personal wellness as we have become more aware 
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of how stressed students have become. As our attention to mindfulness has 
developed, we have begun to look to the experiences that sustain students by 
connecting them with the communities with which they identify. We know 
how culturally responsive pedagogies can sustain students who may not feel 
they have a place at the table because no one sitting there looks like them, and 
the costs of being there are stressing them and their families.

The differences between students who live with precarity and those who 
are more economically secure are examined in Mari Sanchez, Michèle Lamont, 
and Shira Zilberstein’s study of students’ attitudes to social resilience. Sanchez 
and her collaborators interviewed two sets of forty college students to compare 
the perspectives of “privileged” students from upper-middle-class backgrounds 
with first-generation working-class college students. Two phases of interviews 
were conducted: just before the pandemic began (September 2019-February 
2020) and at the end of the first phase (June-July 2020). Students were asked 
about the networks and resources that sustained them and how they perceived 
their own resilience and that of their communities. The authors defined social 
resilience as “a dynamic process that unfolds across time as actors identify and 
make sense of crises, develop strategies of action that increase a sense of dignity 
and agency, and imagine alternative futures that feed hope” (3). Sanchez and 
her coauthors focused on three aspects of social resilience: the sense of “dig-
nity” that comes from feeling connected and secure enough to flourish, the 
feelings of “agency” that come from believing you can make a difference, and 
the “hope” that comes from feeling you can create a better future. Students 
were asked to talk about how they perceived crises, how they respond to such 
challenges, and how they imagine the futures they seek to create for themselves.

Sanchez et al. found that economically secure students tended to believe 
that established institutions would take care of their long-term needs, while 
less economically secure students were more likely to believe that they needed 
“to take direct action. . . in the here and now.” “Progressive social movements” 
were seen by poorer students “as an effective pathway for social change,” with 
54% of “less privileged” respondents citing BLM protests as an example (7, 
8). Two-thirds of the less economically secure respondents were students of 
color, who made up slightly less than half of the more advantaged group. 
While Sanchez and her collaborators did not explicitly examine the impact of 
students’ racial identities, their study does provide detailed insights into how 
more and less economically secure students view crises through their differing 
histories. The more privileged students saw the pandemic, student debt, and 
the murders of African-Americans by police as recent crises that would soon 
be addressed, while the more ethnically diverse and less economically secure 
students were more likely to view the pandemic as having a long-term economic 
impact that would compound the ongoing effects of systemic racism. Sanchez 
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et al. conclude that the economically secure students were more optimistic that 
polarization could be overcome to bring people together, while students who 
lived more precarious lives felt that ongoing crises were making “the American 
Dream inaccessible to themselves and their family” (6).

These responses might seem to suggest that economically secure students 
tend to be more optimistic and less privileged students tend to be more pes-
simistic, but Sanchez et al. argue that the differences are more about whether 
the students expected that problems would work out for the best or whether 
the students felt called to take action to make things better. The study explored 
these differing stances by examining how hope, feelings of precarity, and per-
ceptions of self-efficacy are involved in how students view life choices ranging 
from their choice of career to whether to attend a demonstration. For example, 
only one-third of the more privileged students and almost two-thirds of the 
less privileged students expressed hope and a willingness to engage in “tough 
conversations” about economic well-being and social resilience: “in contrast 
to the long-term, gradual approach of civility espoused by the privileged, the 
less privileged are more likely to. . . challenge entrenched preconceptions in 
the here-and-now” (7). This contrast distinguishes between a comfortable 
confidence that assumes all will work out for the best and a resolute commit-
ment to taking direct action to address problems. This action-oriented stance 
can seem less optimistic, but it is more resilient in its commitments.

A model for how to help students strengthen such civic commitments is 
set out in Sanchez and her coauthors’ analysis of the three-part process of de-
veloping social resilience: the students discussed how they responded to crises 
by interpreting what was happening, then they developed strategies to take ac-
tion, and concluded by envisioning “alternative futures” to provide a sustaining 
hope for change (Sanchez et al. 3). This three-phase process provides a model 
for thinking about how to help students build personal and social resilience 
by providing them with occasions to reflect strategically on the challenges they 
face, consider the sources of resilience that sustain them and their communi-
ties, and envision ways to collaborate with their communities to take action 
on issues. Classroom exercises that engage with each stage in this process can 
help students recognize the “emerging, intersectional, and dynamic ways” their 
communities sustain them (Paris and Alim 9). As Sanchez and her coauthors 
show, how we perceive the problems we face is shaped by how mindful we are 
of others facing the same problems. In such imaginings, our personal well-being 
becomes interwoven with acting on behalf of our imagined communities in 
ways that Sanchez and her coauthors insightfully examine.
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Restoring Hope through Culturally Sustaining Pedagogies
Culturally sustaining pedagogies developed out of concerns that efforts to 
make curricula more culturally relevant were oriented to the assimilation-
ist goal of expanding access without challenging racist hierarchies. In their 
introduction to Culturally Sustaining Pedagogies (2017), Django Paris and H. 
Samy Alim argue that more culturally engaged pedagogies can help teachers 
build on the “lifeways of communities who have been and continue to be 
damaged and erased” (1). That erasure is evident in the deficit narratives that 
perpetuate the assumption that mastering Standard Academic English will en-
able people of color to overcome racism and classism. That ideology has been 
repudiated in recent position statements such as This Ain’t Another Statement! 
This is a DEMAND for Black Linguistic Justice! April Baker-Bell and the coau-
thors of this CCCC statement raised this “DEMAND” because the linguistic 
and cultural conventions of white English remain entrenched in the teach-
ing of composition, as Asao Inoue and others have discussed. Culturally sus-
taining pedagogies are a broadly based effort to move beyond multicultural 
and multilingual approaches that profess the values of diversity and inclusion 
without engaging with critiques of racism and oppression.4

Culturally sustaining pedagogies foreground the relationships, traditions, 
and shared experiences that we need to engage with to support our students 
through the “youth mental health crisis” that was pronounced a year ago by 
Surgeon General Vivek Murthy (U.S. Surgeon General). That crisis is docu-
mented by the CDC’s 2022 report on a national survey of high-school students. 
The results help to explain why fewer of them are planning to attend college: 
37% reported poor mental health, while 44% reported they persistently felt 
sad and hopeless. Racism and precariousness were major stress factors, while 
“school connectedness provided critical protection for students during CO-
VID-19” (New CDC). Reports on student stress are not really news to us, but 
they should be prompting us to reflect on how connected we and our depart-
ments are with the community experiences that sustain new-majority students. 
Culturally sustaining pedagogies can provide frameworks for us to undertake 
those reflections and translate them into interdisciplinary collaborations to 
support student and community wellness programs.

CSP frames can be helpful in articulating some of our key assumptions 
in broadly accessible ways to colleagues, students, and their families. Like 
translingualism, CSP recognizes that cultures are “dynamic and fluid,” evolv-
ing, merging, and renewing themselves with each generation (Paris and Alim 
8). That dynamic is examined in various chapters in Culturally Sustaining 
Pedagogies. For example, Mary Bucholtz, Dolores Inés Casillas, and Jin Sook 
share an account of how a culturally sustaining high school curriculum resisted 
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English-only mandates to provide academic recognition for the distinctive 
cultural idioms of two translingual Latinas in a university-community part-
nership program (45). One student delivered her linguistic autobiography in 
Spanglish at a university-school-community celebration, and the other initiated 
a campaign to change the English-only policy of her school’s commencement 
ceremony. Such efforts to reclaim public educational forums provide powerful 
examples of how culturally engaged pedagogies can bolster the social resilience 
of students and their communities by recognizing student activists as cocur-
ricular partners and providing venues for students to celebrate the “joy and 
pride” they feel in sharing their linguistic and cultural experiences (53; see also 
Kynard’s Vernacular Insurrections and Cole’s “Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy 
in Higher Education”).

Culturally sustaining frameworks bridge discussions of translingualism 
and anti-racist pedagogies in the ways that are examined in Tom Do and 
Karen Rowan’s Racing Translingualism in Composition: Toward a Race-Conscious 
Translingualism, which argues that antiracist work has faced more resistance 
than translingual scholarship because confronting racial hierarchies is more 
difficult to do than recognizing linguistic diversity. Do surveys related work 
by scholars such as Scott Lyons on Indigenous struggles for linguistic self-
determination, and Latinx scholars concerned with the translingual dynamics of 
“heritage and identity,” and uses these converging lines of research to examine 
how ethnic identities are sustained by “communities of practice” that share 
“material artifacts, ritualized processes, and intra-cultural interactions” (69). 
Do expands upon theories of communities of practice to argue that peripheral 
participation in communal practices sustains broader racialized traditions of 
practice by enabling participants who may not speak their heritage language 
to share in their traditions.

Do’s research examines how scholars in our field can help students sustain 
themselves by valuing their translingual experience. As he and the other con-
tributors to the collection discuss, many new-majority students feel torn at 
times between heritage languages that they may not be comfortable speaking, 
the translingual forms they are comfortable with, and the academic standards 
that do not value their virtuosity with code meshing and counternarratives.

Paris and Alim provide a powerful example of how racialized translingual-
ism can be incorporated into culturally sustaining pedagogies in their article 
on California high-school students’ experiences with hip hop. Paris and Alim 
observe that “hip-hop practices” are part of how “many Mexicana/o, Mexican 
American, and Pacific Islander youth” navigate their “identities . . . while si-
multaneously participating in their own heritage practices” (“What We Are” 
91). These observations helped teachers recognize and illustrate how students 
are constantly interacting with translingual traditions that shape how they “live 
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race, ethnicity, language, and culture” in dynamic ways and their argument 
that teachers should be considering those realities in our classrooms (90). 
When these translingual experiences are examined in race-conscious ways, the 
possibilities of culturally sustaining pedagogies become apparent in the ways 
that Tom Do, Karen Rowan, and their contributors examine (2022). Engaging 
with the translingual rhetorics that shape the lives of our students can help us 
rewrite our curricula and reshape our classrooms to develop culturally sustain-
ing courses that confront the “regressive . . . homophobia, misogyny, racism,” 
classism, and ableism that undermine the resilience of our students (Paris and 
Alim, “What Are We” 92).

The Rhetorical Resilience of Hip Hop as a Resource 
for Culturally Sustaining Pedagogies
Our argument for further investigations of culturally sustaining pedagogies 
follows in a tradition of scholars in the field who have advocated for investiga-
tions of culturally situated figures that remix our theories and applications. 
Adam Banks’s Digital Griots presents the Black icon of the DJ as a model of 
rhetorical excellence to call for remixing and rethinking composition in more 
culturally embedded ways. For Banks, reorienting composition studies to 
center on such models of eloquence “no longer consigns black students, writ-
ers, or scholars to token ‘colored day at the carnival’ status nor consigns digi-
tal theory, rhetoric, and writing as white by default…” (27). Such expansions 
of composition studies do not just acknowledge the rhetorical skills of Black 
students because hip hop is a translingual space that can help to “establish 
connections to storytelling traditions in all cultures” (33). Banks maintains 
that “the innovative practices and conceptual frameworks fostered by Black 
DJs in the hip hop tradition opens up space for connection with everyone 
and every culture as well, as hip hop DJing has influenced the entire society” 
(33). Hip Hop’s global influence supports Banks’ claim. Alastair Pennycook 
examines how hip hop’s global spread has created a transcultural flow that fol-
lows upon the African diaspora (90). Hip Hop’s connective marginalities have 
helped international audiences to explore their own cultural challenges, for 
as Halifu Osumare has discussed, “black expressive culture” resonates within 
“similar dynamics in other nations” (172). Hip hop’s translingual roots in 
African-American culture, and its global spread are but one example of how 
the story of Black American struggle and resistance has served as a model for 
rights movements around the world.

As an embodied art of resistance, the freeform oppositional performances 
of hip hop challenge the white norms that prevail in many daily interactions. 
Hip hop performance culture plays back instances of racialized resistance, 
whether it be the type of swag someone owns as they walk down the street 
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with a rhythm and a bounce that dignifies their presence amidst a crowd of 
straight-legged speed walkers, whether it be the professor whose dreads flow 
freely over her blazer-button down combo as she lectures a room full of wide-
eyed graduate students and professors about urban youth’s capacity for hope 
and agency, or whether it be an employee showing up to a business meeting 
rocking a snapback cap on backwards with their sleeves rolled up to showcase 
their tattoos to contest business-as-usual conventions. Each of these self-
performances oppose white normative discourses to assert the dignity, hope, 
and agency of Blackness to enact the sort of social resilience Sanchez and her 
coauthors studied. The walker with swag and rhythm illustrates that simple 
daily activities can be dignified with style, with each movement expressing feel-
ings of solidarity that foster resilience. The professor rocking her dreads in class 
illustrates that Africanized hair styles also belong in professional spaces despite 
the hair-based microaggressions that permeate workspaces. The employee with 
a snapback cap and tattoos similarly brings in Black-inspired styles into non-
Black spaces to signify communal solidarity that resists white expectations. In 
these examples, dignity is signified through modes of self-representation and 
assertions of solidarity that show the sorts of guile and cunning that Henry 
Louis Gates Jr. identified with the rhetorical dynamics of Black literature, art, 
and culture (2014).

Hip hop’s foundation in hope, dignity, and resilience is important in un-
derstanding how it embodies distinctive rhetorical repertoires and worldviews. 
The critical capacities of those artistic forms are developed through double-
voiced forms of collaborative reflection. Critical pedagogy provides a dialecti-
cal frame for assessing how hip hop performance culture embodies reflection 
in action. A. A. Akom notes that, “the use of hip hop as liberatory practice 
is rooted in the long history of the Black freedom struggle and the quest for 
self-determination for oppressed communities around the world” (53). Akom’s 
theory of Critical Hip Hop Pedagogy (CHHP) positions hip hop as a lens for 
student-led socio-political analysis and representation that seeks to transform 
education by creating spaces where marginalized students “are enabled to gain 
a consciousness of how their own experiences have been shaped by larger social 
institutions” (63). Hip Hop provides a performance space for critical praxis 
in which students can move past discourses of victimization and expand their 
rhetorical skills to confront unjust social conditions such as racial profiling, 
state-sanctioned violence, and economic precarity (57).

CHHP provides a vision of hip hop as a critical praxis that reinforces 
social resilience through remixed artistic expression that celebrate students’ 
connections with the traditions that sustain them. Those expressions are more 
than passive stories of resilience; they are rhetorical moves founded in hope 
and agency that show a culture in constant opposition to the same dominating 
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discourses that have marginalized and oppressed them (Hill, Beats). Hip hop is 
often discussed in terms of its five “pillars” (deejaying, emceeing, breakdancing, 
graffiti, and knowledge), but CHHP suggests an interconnectedness among 
these performance domains to set up a functioning rhetorical system. Every 
rap bar that is uttered, every record scratched and mixed, every step or break 
performed on the dance floor, and every tag thrown up on a concrete wall both 
draws from and continually remixes a hip hop episteme. Hip Hop provides 
new-majority youth with the knowledge of how to push back with a resilient 
recognition of the beauty in their humanity and the power of their solidarity.

The power of hip hop performances arises from the distinctive ways that 
MCs, DJs, and break-dancers interact to sample and remix traditional modes of 
expression. These interactive performances embody communal ways of knowing 
that enable participants to share in the strength and well-being of their collec-
tive. DJs provide the vibe for any performance, but that vibe depends upon 
a DJ’s capacity to read, listen, anticipate, and acknowledge the experiences of 
the community, including the community enacted in the performance space 
as well as the broader communities who look to such spaces to sustain them-
selves. When a DJ is able to effectively connect and engage with the audience, 
the participants in the collaborative performance are empowered to challenge 
the white norms that shape much of their lives. As Akom’s analysis suggests, 
these modes of engagement provide frameworks for considering how hip hop 
studies can help students sustain themselves and their communities.

Performing Social Resilience in the Classroom
Many researchers have documented hip hop’s relevance to student well-being 
and social resilience. In their narrative synthesis of twenty-two research stud-
ies related to hip hop interventions for students’ health and wellbeing, Alex-
ander Hew Dale Crooke, Rachael Comte, Cristina Moreno Almeida provide 
an overview of how educators present and situate hip hop as a means for 
enhancing students’ well-being. Crooke et al. found that most studies po-
sitioned hip hop as a way “to make health interventions more palatable or 
retain participation in other elements of a program” (16). Crooke et al. cau-
tion against valuing hip hop simply because it is an engaging and culturally 
relevant delivery method for well-being content. This approach trivializes hip 
hop culture as simply “a sweetener for real work” (16). Rather than focus on 
these trivial inclusions of hip hop, Crooke et al. emphasize several studies that 
embrace the dynamic and global cultures of hip hop and consider how those 
cultures foster students’ wellbeing (Levy et al. 2017; Hill 2009). In line with 
Crooke et al. we emphasize the potential impact hip hop can have as “a world 
view” that dignifies students’ identities, empowers “them to become agents 
in their own healing” and “provides a unique space familiar to many young 
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people in which they can engage in wellness work” (17). In this way, hip hop 
centers students’ dignity, agency, and hope. 

In recent decades, scholars have turned to the engaging power of hip hop 
to develop culturally sustaining pedagogies that are attuned to the rhetorical 
dynamics of Black styles of speech, dress, art, and music (see Banks; Craig; 
Green; Petchauer). In this section we outline how the core values and ground-
ing principles of these rhetorical dynamics can help teachers create classrooms 
that allow students to engage with challenges to their individual and collective 
wellbeing and center their social resilience. In order to make these connections 
between hip hop, wellbeing, and social resilience, we emphasize how hip hop 
pedagogies reinforce the ways that students living in precarity sustain them-
selves. Sanchez and her coauthors observed that students’ experiences with social 
resilience were shaped by how they perceived problems, developed strategies 
to take action, and developed a sustaining sense of hope as they worked to 
imagine alternative futures. 

We have discussed how culturally sustaining pedagogies such as hip hop 
begin by dignifying students’ culture and language. By engaging with the 
languages and cultures that students bring to our classes, we position them as 
experts of their experiences. Hip Hop is one of the most culturally significant 
influences in students’ lives. Its translingual roots in African American culture 
and global resonance is a commonplace for students, but our classrooms ignore 
the significance of hip hop culture in students’ lives. This disconnect echoes 
an aspect of Nikole Hannah-Jones’s paradox: hip hop is one of the most cov-
eted art forms in the world and one of the US’s most significant and original 
cultures, but it is not recognized as integral to our classrooms.

The concept of real talk can help students reassess the disconnect between 
their cultures and their schools. Alim’s hip hop-based pedagogical project “Real 
Talk” focuses on developing students’ awareness of linguistic variation, an 
important part in disrupting the limitations of normalized standard English 
(2007). Where hip hop encourages innovation, playfulness, creativity, and 
joy, white linguistic ideologies encourage conformity and assimilation. As bell 
hooks suggests in Teaching to Transgress, a forced silence is often seen as the 
right type of speech for the oppressed since they no longer have the capacity to 
question or challenge practices of domination or established social hierarchies 
(6). Principles such as real talk encourage composition instructors to build on 
the ways hip hop is already helping students make sense of the challenges they 
and their communities face.

The second part of Sanchez’s model suggests teachers and students recognize 
their collective agency in responding to the problems they face. Cultivating a 
sense of agency in our classroom is messy and relational. We must constantly 
push against the rhythms of educational inertia. Ruth Nicole Brown and Cha-
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mara Jewel Kwakye see this process as a form of leadership inspired by Hip Hop 
Feminism in that it requires trust and responsibility as teachers and students 
negotiate “generational tensions,” and center the needs and desires of students 
as opposed to the status quo (1). bell hooks’ concept of engaged pedagogy 
aligns with Brown and Kwakye’s notion of hip hop feminist leadership in that 
it requires a “holistic approach to learning” that seeks its end in “knowledge 
about how to live in the world” (1994, 14-15). The goal of engaged pedagogy 
is to create space for the type of empowerment and healing that hooks found 
when she walked into her women’s studies department as a student: one of the 
only places on campus that her experience as a Black woman was acknowledged. 
The agency enacted in such spaces sustains individual well-being by grounding 
it in the communities that keep one well.

The final part of Sanchez et al.’s model requires classrooms to maintain 
hope in the face of the ongoing pandemic. The performative and embodied 
rhetorical practices of hip hop enact hope for alternative futures every day. 
The hip hop performance space is characterized as a cypher, a gathering of 
artists who create art and knowledge in improvisational ways that riff off of 
the rhythms and motifs of the vernaculars of the community. House argues 
that the cypher offers hope through a working illustration of translingualism 
in composition; it imagines a space where linguistic and cultural difference 
can be anticipated and critically encountered in our pedagogies (2020). His 
argument for cyphers in composition imagines a hopeful space where students 
are not forced to deny their identities for the sake of institutional or disciplin-
ary visibility. Instead, the cypher provides occasions to exist within and value 
student differences.

Including vernacular cultural forms such as hip hop in composition courses 
can help students understand how social resilience can be strengthened by 
engaging in the forms of conversation and communion that enact communi-
ties’ forms of social resilience. In the same way that Freire positions critical 
consciousness as the capacity for the oppressed to understand their situations, 
so too does our argument for continued applications of CSP claim that social 
resilience comes from the remixing of our classroom communities as they turn 
away from competitive models of individual advancement through higher edu-
cation and morph into communities of critical praxis that value and sustain the 
lived experiences and cultural locations of all who participate in the ways that 
Do’s case study details and as Carmen Kynard has described in “’All I Need is 
One Mic’.” We understand the work of culturally sustaining pedagogies and 
the rhetorical potentials of hip hop culture, but as Tessa Brown has discussed, 
that understanding is still not established as part of the “threshold concepts 
in our field.” Like Brown, we still do not see translingualism as an elemental 
part of “writing about writing,” and culturally sustaining work with hip hop as 
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part of the transformative concepts that constitute our disciplinary standpoint 
and the work that lays before us.

How Can We Help New-Majority Students See 
College as a Way to Achieve Their Hopes?

Hopelessness is but hope that has lost its bearings.

—Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of Hope, 16

Culturally sustaining pedagogies are vital to consider as we continue to live 
through the pandemic. We need to make common cause with local schools 
to engage new-majority students who do not see much to hope for in higher 
education. A culturally sustaining perspective on our curricula can help with 
that and with supporting the students in our institutions who are continu-
ing to struggle with “stunning” levels of stress and alienation, including “low 
motivation, lack of focus, and enduring feelings of isolation” (McMurtrie). 
These anxieties, and the economic insecurities that contribute to them help to 
explain why college enrollments have dropped by 1.3 million since the start 
of the pandemic, and why we have lost 20% of African American students 
(“Spring 2022 Enrollment Estimates”). To identify and remove the barriers 
new-majority students face, we need to help our institutions develop more 
culturally engaged curricula and support programs. That need is stronger for 
those of us who teach in public institutions, which have seen worse losses 
in enrollments, and these needs are even more pressing for those of us who 
teach in community colleges, which have seen the worst drops in enrollments 
since the start of the pandemic. Just as new-majority students are graduat-
ing from high school, fewer of them are planning to attend college (Ahn 
and Dominguez-Villegas).

Such pedagogies harness the power of hope in new-majority communi-
ties. That power is apparent in the fact that while new-majority populations 
had limited access to vaccines and high exposure as essential service providers, 
these communities overcame the disproportionate death rates they experi-
enced in the first phase of the pandemic. According to the Center for Disease 
Control’s most recent reports, in the last year the COVID-19 death rate for 
white Americans was actually 14% higher than that of African Americans and 
72% higher than that of Latino/a communities (Leonhardt). In many new-
majority communities, church leaders and community activists worked with 
community educators and clinicians to encourage people to get vaccinated 
and ignore the disinformation that contributed to the deaths of disaffected 
white Americans. The impact of this community-based, culturally responsive 
approach demonstrates the power of educational efforts that connect individual 
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and collective well-being. Community educators and clinicians have used the 
strategy of “centering at the margins” to strengthen community resilience. One 
of the developers of that methodology, Sarah Howard, identified that strategy 
as one part of systemic efforts to intervene in structural racism. The success 
of such community-based educational interventions calls upon us to recenter 
our classrooms on the experiences of new-majority students, including the 
cultural forms that sustain them and their communities.

We are well positioned to help with that recentering, not only because we 
teach the bridge courses that students move through on their way from high 
school into college but also because we have a rhetorical standpoint that is 
concerned with helping students translate their hopes into action. The rhetorical 
dynamics of resilience are examined in Feminist Rhetorical Resilience by Eliza-
beth Flynn, Patricia Sotirin, and Ann Brady, who look to the same dynamic 
as Sanchez and her coauthors. Feminist rhetorical resilience is defined by the 
“communal, relational, and social” connections that sustain us, our coworkers, 
and the work that we do, particularly the rhetorical dynamics of fostering hope 
for change and mobilizing agency to achieve those changes. As Flynn and her 
coauthors discuss, we understand the power of mêtis, as the art of cunning that 
marginalized groups use to work around the barriers that are imposed upon 
them. A rhetorical standpoint on individual and collective resilience can help 
us engage with the process of sustaining the feelings of solidarity that have 
been emphasized through the pandemic. That process begins with reflecting 
upon the lessons that emphasize how our individual wellbeing is caught up in 
the “network of mutuality” in the ways that we have discussed.

Notes
1. Hundreds of epidemiological studies have found that Latinx Americans are 

generally healthier and live longer than non-Hispanic Whites despite disparities in 
income, education, and access to healthcare. These studies have identified various 
factors, including the greater faith and hope of Hispanics. These attitudinal differ-
ences also help to explain why poor Blacks are healthier and live longer than poor 
whites according to Graham and Pinto. The pandemic disproportionately impacted 
the healthcare of older Latinx Americans and other BIPOC groups, but according to 
the latest CDC report, whites actually had higher pandemic-related death rates in the 
last year than Hispanics, African Americans, and Asian Americans, as we will discuss 
in the conclusion (see Leonhardt).

2. In Pedagogy of Hope: Reliving Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Freire notes that “there 
is no change without dream,” and “no dream without hope.” He argues that “dream-
ing is not only a necessary political act . . . it is part of human nature, which, within 
history, is in permanent process of becoming. In our making and remaking of our-
selves,” we translate dreams into action and become “a mover of history” (96).



Culturally Sustaining Pedagogies to Restore Individual and Collective Well-Being”   91

3. 52.7% of Americans under 18 are people of color according to the 2020 Cen-
sus, which has been criticized for systematically undercounting people of color, par-
ticularly youth (Wines and Cramer). Disproportionate numbers of new-majority stu-
dents are delaying college according to a survey of over 20,000 high-school graduates 
conducted in 2022 by YouthTruth (“Class of 2022”).

4. The distinction between culturally relevant and antiracist pedagogies is not 
merely conceptual. The former term tends to be used by educators who focus more 
on individual interactions and ways to bring students’ cultures into curricula, while 
those who talk about antiracist and anti-oppressive teaching are more likely to discuss 
how to create dialogues about systemic inequities according to Mollie Galloway and 
her coauthors’ interview study, which reviews related research on these perspectives.
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Self-Determination Theory and Authenticity: 
A Response to Power Inequities within Higher 
Education

Stacey Cochran, Sydney Sullivan, Sally F. Benson, Michelle Silvers, 
and Nick Halsey

Healthy identity formation influences an individual’s social and emotional 
well-being, and reflective writing processes that bolster self-compassion, 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness can positively affect authentic 
self-actualization. The present study makes use of a participant action re-
search methodology consisting of a collaborative learning community, fo-
cus groups, and personal narratives to investigate ways to ameliorate labor 
practices and institutional barriers to student and instructor autonomy and 
authentic self-actualization in writing programs. Tangible solutions for cur-
ricular design to improve students’ and instructors’ well-being and quality 
of life are presented.

Introduction

Authenticity is one of the most commonly endorsed character strengths 
in the world (Park et al. 126; Seligman et al. 411). Research in psychol-

ogy suggests that socio-contextual factors that contribute to an individual’s 
authenticity also positively influence their well-being across multiple dimen-
sions including openness to experience, life satisfaction, and non-neuroticism 
(Sheldon et al. 1391). From a developmental perspective, authenticity among 
individuals invariably centers on meaningful understanding of the self. Peter-
son and Seligman summarize the work of several scholars, including Rogers, 
Deci and Ryan, and Pennebaker and Keough, to show that the function of 
authenticity may thus serve accurate self-regulation, improved task perfor-
mance, and a reduction of chronic stress and autonomic activation (Peterson 
and Seligman 253). 

If we are living authentically, we are in tune with our internal states, emo-
tions, and socio-contextual environments, and we have the ability to respond 
effectively to those emotions and the social contexts within which we live. Thus, 
authenticity may well serve a highly adaptive purpose in human development 
and social functioning. 

We believe that cultivation of authenticity, self-compassion, and uncondi-
tional positive regard represents a strategy of humanitarian social justice that 
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may help to ameliorate epidemic levels of disordered mental health among 
adolescents and young adults that have arisen in part because of suboptimal 
educational policies that perpetuate rigid power inequities within higher 
education and that value rankings, test scores, and social comparison to the 
detriment of quality of life and well-being of students and teachers. Modeling 
and encouraging these character strengths from the beginning of the class can 
support students’ cultivation of wellness (Gurung and Galardi). Scholars in 
writing studies are increasingly supporting a focus on well-being as an integral 
aspect of writing classes (Yagelski and Collins). 

Authenticity can be defined in several different ways. Peterson and Seligman 
define authenticity as “a character trait in which people are true to themselves, 
accurately representing—privately and publicly—their internal states, inten-
tions, and commitments,” and they distinguish authenticity from closely related 
strengths like “honesty” and “integrity” by suggesting that authenticity refers 
to “emotional genuineness” and “psychological depth” (249-250). Ryan and 
Deci define authenticity as involving the following two aspects: 

1. One’s behavior is authored or endorsed by the self (i.e., it is autono-
mous), and

2. It is not self-deceptive but reflects a considered, meaningful, and 
open grappling with what is actually occurring. (396)

Drawing on these definitions, our objective is to present labor practices and 
tangible solutions that may be useful in postsecondary writing contexts to 
facilitate optimal identity status development of students and instructors. 
To accomplish this, we use a participant action research methodology that 
was implemented at a large research intensive university in the American 
Southwest. Our methodology includes focus group discussions with and oral 
narratives by instructor/co-authors related to identity development and self-
actualization (Hall). Specifically, we aim to investigate the intersectionality 
of identities with labor practices and policies as well as curricular strategies 
to cultivate authenticity, self-compassion, and unconditional positive regard 
as an act of social justice to resist dominant neoliberal forces that influence 
postsecondary writing programs.

Humanitarian Social Justice in Education
Paradoxically, education that seeks to foster authentic learning and the devel-
opment of authenticity among students seems, at first glance, diametrically 
opposed to the autonomy and intrinsic motivation Ryan and Deci suggest is 
necessary to foster authenticity. Bialystock addresses this paradox, eloquent-
ly writing:
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. . . organized schooling, however, takes as its starting point the man-
date to influence children in particular directions and produce some 
degree of conformity and standardization across individuals. In fact, 
if it were assumed that students already had well-formed individual 
identities, much institutional education would constitute direct co-
ercion and forced inauthenticity. (22)

How can a student be authentic in a social organization that by its very na-
ture coerces those students to adopt normative ways of being? Furthermore, 
how can we as instructors in a writing program cultivate our own authentic 
teaching, and indeed our own authentic selfhood, when policies and practices 
undermine our autonomy, competence, and relatedness?

Bialystock points to Haji and Cuypers, who argue for a relational view of 
authenticity that provides motivational knowledge to individuals who must 
then act volitionally. This is a profound reconceptualization for how we might 
learn in Western civilization. It emphasizes the importance of collaboratively 
learning motivational theories that are then supported by unconditional posi-
tive regard of students’ and instructors’ autonomy as we act on those theories.

Self-Determination Theory
Similar to Bialystok and Haji and Cuypers, Deci and Ryan address the para-
dox of developing authenticity in coercive systems like education by “drawing 
on existential and relational literatures” in defining “authentic aspects of per-
sonality as those that are fully self-endorsed, volitionally enacted, and person-
ally meaningful to the individual. In this perspective, when acting in accord 
with authentic interests and values, people’s motivation, quality of experience, 
and well-being are enhanced” (433-434). Deci and Ryan’s self-determination 
theory (SDT) comes from an organismic and adaptive perspective regarding 
the purpose of a phenomenological self and posits three innate motivations 
that drive the self: autonomy (i.e., freedom from coercion, manipulation, and 
control), competence, and relatedness. They write:

A growing body of research on identity formation within SDT 
clearly shows that: (1) persons have multiple identities; (2) these 
identities vary in their relative autonomy and in their integrity and 
coherence with one another; (3) more autonomous and integrated 
identities are facilitated by need-supportive social contexts; and (4) 
the more integrated an identity is, the greater its benefit is for indi-
viduals’ flourishing. (392)

Self-determination theory is especially relevant in regard to labor practices in 
postsecondary writing contexts with implications that transcend writing pro-
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grams and bear relevance on the current state of neoliberal higher education. 
That is, the degree to which policies and practices in higher education sup-
port (or thwart) autonomy, competence, and relatedness of graduate students 
and contingent faculty has tremendous importance for the future of higher 
education and on how we learn, teach, research, grow, and thrive.

As such, in the focus groups and narrative to follow, we will discuss how 
we might draw from self-determination theory and self-compassion to resist 
dominant norms. In so doing, our objective is to foster authentic identity 
development to shape policy and practice discussions regarding equitable and 
humane treatment of graduate students and contingent faculty.

Collaborative Learning Community
Our current study is part of a larger participant action research (PAR) proj-
ect underway at the University of Arizona to develop an ecological model 
for well-being in the Writing Program (WP). As part of this PAR, we have 
developed a Collaborative Learning Community (CLC) of graduate students 
and non-tenure eligible faculty (referred to as “career-track” faculty at our 
institution) in the WP to develop curricula designed to improve student and 
instructor well-being. The CLC was composed of seven graduate students 
and five non-tenure-eligible faculty that met bi-weekly during Fall Semes-
ter 2019.

Each CLC meeting centered around readings, discussions, and curricular 
development drawing from prominent theories of well-being such as Self-
Determination Theory (Deci and Ryan), Self-Compassion Theory (Neff), and 
Seligman’s model of the five measurable elements that contribute to well-being, 
or PERMA (Seligman 24). Our objective was to design low-stakes writing ac-
tivities, readings, major writing assignments, and autonomy-supporting grading 
measures that could be implemented in first year writing courses taught by 
the CLC members and that might improve student and instructor well-being.

One extension of the CLC was a focus group that emerged specifically to 
address autonomy, authenticity, and positionality influenced by labor practices 
in our WP. The focus group consisted of the co-authors of this article: Nick is 
a non-tenure-eligible faculty member at the University; Sally, Michelle, and 
Sydney were graduate students at the time of the focus group; and Stacey was 
both a graduate student and a non-tenure-eligible faculty member. We were 
especially interested in the topics of authenticity, autonomy, and policies that 
support or thwart authentic learning and authentic teaching. The conversation 
regarding authenticity and autonomy and their influence on graduate students’ 
and non-tenure eligible faculty members’ well-being began in the formal CLC 
meetings but also consisted of informal discussions outside of the CLC. We 
decided as a group to meet separately to form a focus group in order to discuss 
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labor practices that influence autonomy, authenticity, and consequently our 
individual and collective well-being.

Focus Group 
One of the first questions that our focus group responded to was “How is our 
autonomy supported or thwarted given our positionalities as grad students 
or contingent faculty in our institution?” Nick Halsey noted that the sheer 
size of our program contributed to his sense of autonomy as a career-track 
faculty member:

We have so many graduate students and specifically in this program, 
so many graduate students, so many career-track faculty … within 
the Writing Program, I think that actually lends itself towards us 
having a good degree of autonomy because with the ratio of instruc-
tors to admin, it would be pretty impossible I think for the admin 
to strictly regulate what we’re doing as instructors. I’ve worked in 
other programs where the ratio was much closer to one to one, and 
in those cases, I had less autonomy as an instructor.

Nick seems to be suggesting that a large program the size of the one at Ari-
zona lends itself, at least in the case of career-track faculty, to more autonomy 
because the administrators are unable to closely monitor and regulate what 
the faculty are teaching in their classes.

Sydney Sullivan, a graduate student teaching in the WP, agreed with Nick 
regarding the autonomy she felt as an instructor teaching First-Year Writing, but 
she identified a key difference between being an instructor and being a student:

As a graduate teaching student, I feel as though my autonomy simi-
larly, I don’t feel monitored, and I feel that I’m free to guide the 
classes as I please … and that allows me to get a better sense of who 
I am as a teacher in addition to how my students feel … and what 
they’re happy with. So I feel that in that sense, I have a lot of auton-
omy when it comes to my job. When it comes to being a student, I 
actually think I feel less so at times, just because there is a kind of role 
you play as a student in a university and especially with traditional 
teaching or maybe stricter regulations when it comes to teaching, it 
can be difficult at times to feel like I’m able to express myself or have 
like a growth mindset when I’m in my student position.

This led us to speculate that as an individual progresses forward through an 
institution of higher education (IHE), they may be granted increased au-
tonomy. Incoming first year students may have the least autonomy in an 
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IHE, graduate students increasingly more autonomy, non-tenure faculty even 
more, and presumably TT faculty and administration ever more autonomy. 
This tiered restriction of autonomy – the prohibiting of goals, behaviors, and 
actions – may have negative health implications on individuals who have less 
freedom in higher education.

Sally Benson, a doctoral student teaching in the WP, noted that the annual 
teaching portfolio and student evaluations of the classes she teaches influ-
ence her freedom and willingness to take risks as an instructor, “The threat of 
the annual teaching portfolios and performance reviews and the TCEs tend 
to put a little bit of a damper on my sense of freedom or risk-taking in the 
classroom.” As a doctoral student, Sally noted that strictly defined paths to 
degree completion thwarted her autonomy, and she suggested the potential 
of self-compassion in ameliorating the harmful effects of autonomy-thwarting 
labor policies and practices:

As a graduate student, it’s similar when you get on UAccess and you 
look at the schedule of what you are doing and what you’re supposed 
to be doing in this trajectory. Are you in good standing? Check, 
check, check. This feels oppressive to me. We talked about having 
self-compassion. And some of us perform differently than others. 
And so you want to be able to have self-compassion, but you also 
want to be able to actually have the room to perform the way you 
perform. But when you go back and you look at that checklist, it’s 
very hard not to be comparing yourself against some standard. I find 
that emotionally challenging.

For Sally, the experience of being a graduate student seems to be one of 
having her autonomy systematically thwarted, and the implication is that 
autonomy-thwarting institutional practices have a negative influence on her 
well-being. Mindfulness as represented in self-compassion training may help, 
but it may not be an adequate response to the kinds of systematic oppression 
felt by graduate students and those who have less autonomy and freedom in 
higher education. 

Stacey Cochran, a non-tenure-eligible assistant professor in the WP, noted 
his concern that enduring fifteen years without the opportunity to earn ten-
ure had contributed to serious mental health consequences. His situation is 
complicated by virtue of being married to the former director of the WP who 
is a full professor with tenure:

As someone who has been non-tenure faculty for 15 years in two dif-
ferent institutions, it’s easy to develop sort of Stockholm Syndrome 
and not realize how oppressed we are, and think, okay, things are 
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pretty good, right? Seeing the other side of the curtain and seeing 
what academic freedom affords some people to say and do is a nice 
contrast for me to think about the differences between what aca-
demic freedom can provide in terms of autonomy. That’s not to say 
that having tenure and academic freedom is just “the grass is greener 
on the other side.” There’s a lot of stuff that you have to deal with, 
that we as non-tenure-track faculty don’t have to deal with. So this 
is an issue that I wrestle with a lot. I think trying to cultivate more 
autonomy contributes to more psychological well-being for myself, 
and I think it also then transmits to better teaching and a better ex-
perience for students.

Stacey seems to be expressing his concern that over time, he has become 
numb to academic labor practices that perpetuate systematic oppression, 
even using hostage-like rhetoric to describe his positionality as non-tenure-
eligible faculty amidst faculty who have tenure and exercise the power that 
comes with tenure and academic freedom. On a more optimistic note, he 
suggests that cultivating more autonomy for himself may be a path toward 
improved mental health and psychological well-being. The implication is that 
labor practices that afford one population (i.e., tenure-track faculty) academic 
freedom and greater autonomy, while denying that freedom and autonomy 
to other faculty (i.e., non-tenure faculty) and graduate students, have serious 
health consequences. Furthermore, the increase in autonomy he has begun to 
cultivate for himself has not only improved his own psychological well-being, 
but it may also contribute to better teaching and a better learning experience 
for students.

Michelle Silvers, a doctoral student in the Department of Disability and 
Psychoeducational Studies, noted that she felt less autonomy as a student and 
more autonomy and freedom when she was participating in a summer intern-
ship and as a teaching assistant:

As far as autonomy and my own studies right now, that’s something 
that I’m definitely struggling with and battling with as I am trying to 
make cases as to whether or not I need to take specific courses versus 
what is required ... the only time I’ve actually felt autonomy within 
my program of study was when I developed my independent stud-
ies this past summer with going down to Guanajuato [Mexico] and 
working down there and within the classes that I a T.A. for.

The responses in our focus group suggest that students must endure sys-
tematic oppression that comes from autonomy-thwarting institutional policies 
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and practices, and that these autonomy-thwarting policies and practices have 
negative psychological health outcomes.

Another question that our focus group considered was “What is authentic 
teaching? Authentic learning?” Stacey approached this from an institutional 
perspective saying:

There seems like there’s varying degrees of autonomy that then con-
tribute to one’s development, their authentic voice, based on these 
hierarchies that are in place within the institution. I look at that and 
I see barriers to autonomy presenting challenges to one’s psychologi-
cal well-being and to the development of one’s authentic self. 

Sydney addressed authentic teaching and learning from a feminist per-
spective, noting that women face challenges to their authority connected 
to their identities as women and how that authority is often challenged by 
male students:

When I was an undergrad, I saw other women teachers who were 
younger get maybe perhaps by like male students, or anyone who 
thought that they could act up in the classroom, get not necessarily 
bullied but definitely get disrespected, because they were too nice or 
that they couldn’t hold down their authority in the classroom.

And she pointed to a need for increased institutional support in preparing 
graduate students for teaching in the WP:

One of my biggest problems was that I feel there wasn’t enough guid-
ance. When I came in and we did teacher training, and we had 10 
days to learn everything that you need to learn to be a “teacher.” And 
in reality, like we never, we don’t practice, we don’t go up in front of 
each other and pretend like we’re running a classroom. The first day 
I entered into the classroom and became a teacher was the first time 
I had ever done that in my entire life. And so it’s a very overwhelm-
ing process that you don’t while I think there are people attempting 
to show you the ropes, there is no kind of implementation of what 
you need to be doing. And so you kind of have to fill in the blanks 
for yourself of who you think you need to be. And that became re-
ally difficult for developing authenticity. I think in trying to cultivate 
myself as a teacher because I didn’t have enough guidance on what 
you’re supposed to look like.

For Sydney, institutional support that gave her practice teaching in front of 
her peers, of thinking more autonomously about the teaching philosophy 
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that felt most authentic to her would have improved the experience of teach-
ing for the first time.

Nick addressed authentic teaching and authentic learning as deeply in-
tertwined issues:

One thing that comes to mind in terms of authentic teaching is 
teaching something that I would want to learn . . . that I really want 
to hear the students help me figure out and, and so I feel lucky that 
I’m able to at least, you know, bring in, you know, themes, subjects, 
texts that I feel I’m still figuring out and the students can help me 
through that process. I think some of the best moments of teaching 
have involved that kind of experience.

Stacey followed up by asking Nick, “Authentic teaching involves the teacher 
learning and demonstrating that he, she, they are learning the material in col-
laboration with students in the class?” 

Nick elaborated, “Yeah, I think in the best moments that happens . . . I 
think authenticity is served through a good degree of exploration, and going be-
yond the familiar and self-growth, particularly when you’re still a young adult.”

Sally agreed with Nick that authentic teaching and authentic learning 
are intertwined, and that teachers who are actively demonstrating that they 
are learning from and with their students may positively influence students’ 
authentic learning, “I don’t actually think you can really make the distinc-
tion between authentic learning and authentic teaching because when you 
are doing something as a teacher, and you feel that flow, you’re also learning 
right?” She elaborated that programmatic policies and practices that thwart 
her autonomy act as barriers to authentic teaching and learning, and that by 
contrast the Collaborative Learning Community (CLC) that our focus group 
emerged from had helped her to take risks and be true to herself:

All of my [previous] teaching was informed by the person in front of 
me – the one person in front of me. Teaching to a classroom of 25 
students when I arrived here was kind of overwhelming combined 
with the top-down instruction we were getting: These are your as-
signment sequences; these are the textbooks you use. Yet, we were 
not able to go and shadow anybody regularly. How do they set up 
their grade site, for example? How do they decide on their grading? 
We do have a preceptorship, but I did not feel like that prepared me 
for what I was in for. Now that I’ve been doing this [the CLC and fo-
cus group], I feel like maybe I can take risks to be more aligned with 
my pedagogy without being fearful of somebody coming down. I’m 
trying to cultivate authentic learning in my students as well and try-
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ing to allow them to have enough space to be informed from within 
for what’s meaningful for them to write about.

Elaborating on the Collaborative Learning Community (CLC) model 
for professional development, Sally noted that she felt empowered by seeing 
a movement taking place on campus to support the well-being of students:

I think being in a room with people who are asking similar questions, 
who actually care about the well-being of the students... if that’s part 
of your pedagogical approach to figuring out why you teach, then 
I’m down with that, because that’s always been the way I teach. The 
fact that this has gotten funding, the fact that it’s a legitimate group 
to be a member of at the University of Arizona as a graduate teaching 
associate, and also the fact that I’m seeing in many other academic 
institutions Centers for Compassion Studies, Centers for Mindful-
ness, it’s becoming a thing we are actually having to address. And so 
I feel like that is what has empowered me.

Sydney followed up by addressing the institutional norms of behavior that in-
form our identities as teachers and how those norms often prevent authentic 
caring for students in crisis:

I think a lot about barriers institutionally, when I think about being 
emotional in the classroom. I had an instance where a student had 
told me that his best friend had died and that’s why he was kind of 
struggling in class and he started crying. And like I had to ask, I was 
like, “Can I hug you?” and even then I felt, I felt as if there’s a level 
of inappropriateness that you feel as a teacher when you are attempt-
ing to be vulnerable and emotional with your students because of 
the fact that you are a figure of authority. And I think that some-
times I, as a teacher, worry about that in the classroom, as I’m sure 
male teachers could speak better to this—male and female relation-
ships in the classroom—and how to develop those kinds of connec-
tions with students without feeling as if you’re crossing some sort of 
boundary. And so that is really something that I think many people 
struggle with as teachers who are trying to cultivate emotional and 
personal spaces in classrooms that aren’t designed to be robotic, and 
just teaching them something that really connected to those people.

Michelle later asked if there’s a “switch” that goes off for students regarding 
their authentic selves and their identities, when they walk into a classroom 
due to tacitly understood behavioral norms:
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So kind of what you’re saying is that you feel like there’s almost like 
a switch that goes off with them, the students when they walk into 
a classroom? And I guess this for me kind of touches on identity. 
There’s this pre-ingrained identity of what is expected as a student 
and to be a good student. And so from what I’m taking from you, 
is you feel like that switch of taking on and putting on that identity 
mask and being a good student occurs right when they walk through 
the classroom door, and attempting to break through that to make 
meaningful learning occur is a barrier in and of itself to even begin 
the process of experiential learning.

The barrier Michelle addresses is at the heart of the problem as we see it in our 
current educational model. There exists a power dynamic wherein teachers 
feel a need to be seen as an authority and wherein students have something 
to learn from said authority, but it is exactly this power inequity that hinders 
authentic human connection, self-determination, autonomously-supported 
growth, and an ability to discover one’s authentic self and meaning in life.

As students, we take on a role as subordinate to authority, we “put on a 
mask” that is fundamentally inauthentic to self-actualization. We become less 
than, acquiesce to power, and surrender our authentic selves so that we may 
learn from an authority. This power dynamic is embedded in our educational 
system; attempting to shape the identity of students to fit a mold of what a good 
student and good scholar should be in order to be successful within the system.

In order for a system so reliant on rigid and institutionalized mechanisms 
of power to change, in order for authentic learning and autonomous growth 
and innovation to occur, we must radically transform what it means to teach 
and learn not only in Western civilization but around the world. We position 
that a humanistic model of unconditional positive regard, compassion and self-
compassion, and perhaps most importantly, self-determination holds the most 
promise for reimagining how we might learn, teach, love, grow, and flourish. 
In the next section, we offer one example of an approach to well-being and 
authenticity in the classroom that was refined through the conversations of 
the focus group.

Stacey’s Approach to Writing and Well-Being

Unit 1: Gratitude, Compassion, and Unconditional Positive Regard
For the past few years, I have begun each semester with a unit of writing 
and research about gratitude. The empirical evidence on reading a letter of 
gratitude to someone who has made a positive impact on your life suggests 
statistically significant boosts in positive emotions, social connectedness, and 
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prosocial behaviors (Seligman et al. 417). In actual classroom practice, I have 
additionally observed that composing letters of gratitude and sharing those 
letters with classmates for feedback creates an atmosphere of compassion, 
empathy, and positive emotions that I hold are the building blocks of Writing 
to Flourish. I routinely comment with what I hope is radical compassion that 
judging a fellow’s expression of authentic gratitude is counter-productive, and 
that instead we should support one another with unconditional positive re-
gard. Again this is in keeping with the radical transformation I believe needs 
to be at the heart of reconceptualizing how we learn, teach, and thrive in 
humane educational contexts.

In our Collaborative Learning Community (with WP instructors during 
Fall 2019), this radical transformation led to considerable discussion. A few 
instructors voiced concern that the writing students should be more rigorous 
and prepare them for other classes where, in the minds of these instructors, 
the professors will be less compassionate and expectations will be higher. In 
my personal memos on these discussions, I noted that this seems to be how 
legacy models of learning perpetuate. We hold this tacit belief (or fear) about 
what students will later encounter and that compels us to make it hard on 
students because we believe that’s what will be expected of them later. Over 
decades this “hammer down” approach has grown increasingly intense at the 
expense of students’ and instructors’ intrinsic enjoyment of learning and their 
well-being. By contrast, the radical liberal ideal I support would be to reject 
that (understandable) fear in favor of fostering new discourse that may nurture 
an ecology of well-being for students, instructors, and administrators.

The theoretical and empirical literature on gratitude is robust, and I hesitate 
to go into depth regarding that literature here. That said, a cursory review seems 
in order. Fitzgerald identified three components of gratitude: “(1) a warm sense 
of appreciation for somebody or something, (2) a sense of goodwill toward 
that individual or thing, and (3) a disposition to act which flows from appre-
ciation and goodwill” (120). Regarding outcomes of gratitude development, 
Emmons and McCullough noted a daily gratitude journal-keeping exercise 
with young adults resulted in higher reported levels of the positive states of 
alertness, enthusiasm, determination, attentiveness, and energy, writing that 
“[t]he advantages are most pronounced when compared with a focus on hassles 
or complaints, yet are still apparent in comparison with simply reflecting the 
major events in one’s life” or when writing about others in a downward social 
comparison (386). Further, Baron conducted experimental research that sug-
gested gratitude inhibited destructive interpersonal behavior, while Vaillant 
theorized that gratitude was essential to mature adaptation, replacing self-
destructive emotions resulting from bitterness and resentment with healing 
and restoration.
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Students routinely describe this unit as their favorite, with some com-
menting in remarkable terms that writing the letter of gratitude saved them or 
that it led to the most meaningful conversation they’d ever had with a parent 
or loved one following the reading of their gratitude letter to their loved one. 
Students have routinely expressed gratitude to me for creating a context for 
them to have these kinds of conversations with their loved ones and suggested 
they may never have otherwise talked to their parents or loved ones this way.

Unit 2: On Motivational Theories, Kindness, and Self-Compassion
For those instructors who find beginning a student’s first semester of college 
by writing (and reading) a gratitude letter too soft, they may find the second 
unit I have constructed using the Writing to Flourish conceptual framework 
more in keeping with the norms of academic rigor. 

The second unit of the course centers on reading and research centered 
on well-established theories of motivation. I have decided to align this unit 
with popular and scholarly readings on the theories outlined in the assignment 
sheet below and a workbook on Mindful Self-Compassion (Neff and Germer 
2). The MSC workbook involves a wide array of reflective writing activities 
intentionally designed to foster strengths-based (i.e., asset-based) learning, 
self-compassion, common humanity, and mindfulness. During this unit stu-
dents will keep a weekly journal on various theoretical and applied aspects of 
kindness and altruism, while also considering ways to develop loving-kindness 
towards themselves.

The culminating project for this unit is an oral presentation on a theory 
of human motivation and an analysis of one scholarly article that has made 
use of the theory in its research design. 

Unit 3: Identity Formation, Authenticity, and Self-Actualization
Perhaps the most tangible solution I’ve ever created to support students’ 
autonomy, authentic learning, and self-actualization, the third unit of the 
course culminates with an Authentic Self Development Project, which opera-
tionalizes Deci and Ryan’s Self-Determination Theory, Marcia’s Identity Sta-
tus Theory, Peterson and Seligman’s Values in Action Inventory of Strengths, 
and Snyder’s Hope Theory.

This assignment has emerged over the last year or two, as students have 
regularly commented to me that authenticity is one of the most important 
character strengths they would like to see featured in the courses they are con-
sidering at the University of Arizona. Perhaps it’s the strange political winds of 
our time, but it seems that young adults desire more authenticity in their lives 
and in the ways that we learn. I first co-presented with Susan Miller-Cochran on 
the preliminary draft of this assignment at the 2019 Western States Rhetorics 
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and Literacies Conference in a workshop titled “An Interactive Symposium 
on Writing to Flourish.”

On the plane flight to Bozeman and on the return flight to Tucson, I 
sketched out the details of this assignment, first with pencil and spiral-bound 
journal, and then later in a Google Doc. I am indebted to the attendees who 
came to our workshop in Bozeman and took part in the writing exercises and 
discussion built on harmonious passions, identities, character strengths, goals, 
pathways, and hope.

Unit 4: Unconditional Positive Regard and Achieved Identity Status
The fourth unit of the course “broadens and builds” (Fredrickson 219) on 
students’ Authentic Self Development Project by asking them to share the 
ideas they developed regarding their identities, character strengths (as cata-
loged by Peterson and Seligman), and future goals (Snyder) with an uncon-
ditionally loving (Rogers) family member or friend. This assignment takes as 
its theoretical grounding Marcia’s Identity Status Theory by asking them to 
share details regarding their authentic self exploration with another person 
and then to analyze how the other person responds. The students should ana-
lyze their unconditionally loving family member, mentor, or friend’s response 
to determine whether it is supportive, ambivalent, corrective, etc., and thus 
whether the response contributes to achieved identity status development or 
would thrust them into a diffused identity status.

I ask students to then write a reflective essay on the experience of sharing 
details about their authentic selves, strengths, hopes and goals. I ask students 
to consider how the social support (or thwarts) of who they are and what they 
want to do influences their well-being, their authentic self development, and 
how their perceptions of these kinds of exchanges shape them.

All of this is in service to understanding our autonomously-endorsed identi-
ties, strengths, and hopes for our lives. It is my belief that frequent meaningful 
exploration of authentic selfhood, and the communicative exchange of social 
support (or thwart) an individual experiences when developing their authentic 
selves has life-long consequences that are deeply intertwined with social and 
psychological well-being and life satisfaction.

Discussion and Implications
At the outset of our article, we presented the thesis that cultivation of authen-
ticity represents a strategy of humanitarian social justice regarding students’ 
and instructors’ well-being and quality of life. It has been our objective to 
articulate a theoretical framework, labor-based discourse, and tangible solu-
tions to address how we might support authentic self-actualization within 
college writing contexts. Given established data that suggests a significant 
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decline in adolescent and young adult mental health over the past two de-
cades, we feel one frontier for labor-based social justice must be to address 
the well-being and quality of life of students and instructors in college writing 
programs and higher education at large.

It’s important to note that first year writing courses among institutes of 
higher education in the United States are often required classes that most in-
coming students must take, and thus fyw represents an extraordinary context 
to address a large-scale challenge, that of improving the social and emotional 
well-being of a large segment of the young adult population in the United 
States. We believe that college writing represents an optimal context to nur-
ture well-being by developing authentic self-reflective writing and asset-based 
learning. Several professional statements and guidelines offer the possibility for 
establishing shared language and goals around social and well-being in writing 
classes, such as the WPA Outcomes Statement and the “Framework for Success in 
Postsecondary Writing.” Developing shared language in prominent professional 
statements such as these can be an important step toward institutionalizing the 
a focus on well-being in writing classes, and such a shared vision is essential 
for creating lasting change (Curry 53). 

The limitations of our present study are likely obvious. First, we are 
constructing novel approaches to apply established empirical and theoreti-
cal research developed in sociological and psychological contexts in writing 
contexts. While the calls to operationalize applied educational strategies to do 
what we have begun to embark on are many and urgent, we don’t yet know 
how effective these emerging strategies will be on a larger scale. Future research 
must investigate the qualitative and quantitative outcomes related to first year 
writing policies and practices like those articulated in the WPA Outcomes State-
ment and the “Framework for Success in Postsecondary Writing” on student 
and instructor well-being. Such research might consider questions such as: 

• Can therapeutic asset-based writing processes influence stu-
dents’ well-being?

• How does a student’s well-being affect their resilience, sense of 
belonging, prosocial behaviors, graduation rates, and academ-
ic achievement?

• How do we foster autonomously-endorsed curricular change?
• What influence would changes to address well-being and quality of 

life in codified language like that articulated in the “Framework for 
Success in Postsecondary Writing” or the WPA Outcomes Statement 
have on adoption of programmatic learning outcomes to address 
these very issues?
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Such research could lay the foundation for developing systemic change in 
First-Year Writing curricula that would profoundly and positively impact stu-
dents’ well-being.
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Rethinking Graduate Student Instructors’ 
Resistance as Acts of Well-Being

Emily Jo Schwaller

Graduate Student Instructors (GSIs) are often framed as resistant to Writing 
Pedagogy Education (WPE) (Grouling; Hesse; Reed). Yet, these moments 
of resistance can (and should be) reframed as acts of well-being, where GSIs 
are establishing boundaries and identifying their own self-care and needs. 
I draw on the experiences of five different GSIs in a writing program using 
data from interviews, focus groups, coding sessions, observations, teaching 
philosophies, and reflections to illustrate how we can rethink the narra-
tive of resistance as well-being to more productively design and implement 
teacher training. Using Cochran’s PREMISE model, I focus on well-being 
as related to GSIs and how this model maps onto existing WPE structures. 
At the end of the article, I provide a table for various stakeholders to identify 
ways to highlight GSI well-being and establish productive disciplinary prac-
tices that can reshape what it means to be professionalized in academia and 
how we can view acts of well-being as radical acts that challenge traditional 
academic structures at large. 

As we enter the fall semester, a new group of Graduate Student Instruc-
tors (GSIs) will enter their programs, many of them teaching for the first 

time.1 During the small window between students coming to the university 
and teaching, mentors and teacher educators are faced with the enormous 
task of preparing these new teachers to enter writing programs. As Shelley 
E. Reid states, “It can be easy to get caught up in the truly impossible goal 
of quickly ‘producing’ new teachers who meet all core standards to deliver 
a curriculum” (247). The impossibility of this task—to help instructors feel 
confident, know the curriculum, understand the values of the field, and even 
log into the Learning Management System (LMS)—is a minefield of priori-
ties. This leads to educators preparing new GSIs defensively, anticipating the 
nervous energy, the short timeline, the questioning of why writing studies 
matters, and the consequences of putting unprepared teachers in the class-
room. However, this defensiveness assumes that teacher educators will be met 
with resistance, oftentimes creating a self-fulling prophecy. The narrative of 
GSI resistance is prevalent throughout Writing Pedagogy Education (WPE)2 
conversations and centers on the idea that GSIs resist pedagogical training, 
especially students outside the discipline of rhetoric and composition (Groul-
ing; Hesse; Reed). Resistance has been attributed to a wide range of tensions 
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such as the difficulty of academic writing (Dryer), challenges to previously 
held beliefs and literacies (Brewer; Estrem and Reid), and a “low sense of 
self-efficacy” (Ebest). Alongside the conversation of resistance, there is also 
an emerging conversation about the trauma and emotional labor of those in 
graduate school (Driscoll et al.; Fedukovich and Morse; Saur and Palmeri). 
These concerns about conditions and emotional labor are especially prevalent 
as we face the collective trauma of what it means to teach and be in academia 
in and through COVID-19. 

Often, the conversation about resistance is anticipatory, trying to un-
derstand how GSIs entering the semester will feel, think, and do in teaching 
scenarios. Additionally, these narratives are reactive to scenarios that teacher 
educators find themselves in where GSIs are not engaging with pedagogi-
cal discussions, are questioning the curriculum, and are challenging various 
teaching practices (Fisher). But what would it look like if instead of focusing 
on resistance, we were responsive to the moment we find ourselves in? What 
would happen if we gave voice and permission to these feelings (beyond aca-
demic journals)? What if these moments of resistance are in fact moments of 
agency, where GSIs and teacher educators are struggling to address their own 
well-being and boundary setting? This article takes up these questions through 
the lens of five new teachers of writing over a two-year period. Drawing on 
feminist methods and methodologies (Kirsch; Powell and Takayoshi; Selfe and 
Hawisher), I present data from interviews, focus groups, teaching philosophies, 
and GSI reflections on how their experience entering these new communities 
of practice shaped their understanding of self and the profession. Using the 
PREMISE model (Cochran), I explore how various aspects of well-being are 
impacted in GSIs’ internal and external teaching experiences. The goal is to 
help us rethink the resistance narrative and develop meaningful training that 
is responsive to GSIs’ needs for well-being and boundary setting. Addition-
ally, I urge us to think through how building well-being into teacher training 
can reshape what it means to be professionalized in academia and how we 
can view acts of well-being as radical acts that challenge traditional academic 
structures at large. 

The Resistance Narrative in WPE
Outside of academia, there is a prevailing assumption that teaching is a voca-
tion, especially for those who are in the humanities (Alsup). However, as we 
know, many graduate students are not coming to the university to teach but 
to do other activities such as creative writing, research, and administration. 
Many English graduate students are not preparing to teach first year writing, 
despite eventually finding themselves in writing programs (Penrose). These 
conflicting conceptions about teaching itself surround conversations within 
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English departments where resistance is seen as a byproduct of this vocational 
concept. The narrative of resistance takes on multiple forms within WPE and 
represents factions within our field: conversations around disciplinarity (Do-
brin; Latterell; Reed), professionalization and integration into new discourse 
communities (Reid et al.; Obermark et al.), literacy and underlying beliefs 
(Brewer; Wisniewski), and labor and access concerns (Donegan; Murray). 
WPE is a rich place to explore how we are grappling with these concerns that 
represent our larger field, as graduate school is introducing students to the 
profession of academia (Lutkewitte et al).

One continuous thread within narratives of resistance is that of disciplinar-
ity. There is an us-versus-them mentality between writing studies and other 
factions within English departments, not only in WPE but also in Writing 
Program Administration (WPA) and writing studies at large wherein scholars 
are constantly having to defend the legitimacy of the field (Miller-Cochran). 
Two recent articles highlight how this tension plays out in WPE, especially 
between literature students and rhetoric and composition graduate students. 
In Meaghan Brewer’s 2020 empirical study, she was surprised that her MFA 
students were more interested in rhetoric and genre and that the rhetoric and 
composition students were more interested in expressivism—essentially that 
disciplinary perspectives were not indicative of pedagogical interests. Brewer’s 
surprise about MFA students illustrates the deeply ingrained disciplinary 
assumptions about graduate students we have and how it plays out in their 
teaching—and most typically in who we anticipate will resist composition 
theory and practicum courses. In Jennifer K. Johnson’s 2021 study compar-
ing literature and composition, she notes, “As a result of these differences, 
some TAs from English experience more barriers than others in embracing 
composition’s disciplinary practices” (61). In her conclusions, she argues that 
“the act of interrogating [disciplinarity] and its implications can provide TAs 
with an important opportunity to critically consider how they are approaching 
the teaching of FYC and examine their underlying assumptions” (79). These 
studies recognize that graduate students are grappling with disciplinarity, but 
they are also emerging into these fields. Graduate school is a time to challenge 
the us-vs-them narrative, thinking beyond binaries and exploring whether these 
problems persist because of other inequalities—for example, the number of 
tenure-track jobs for literature students, creative writing students, and rhetoric 
and composition students. We should think instead about why disciplinarity 
persists in the lives of graduate students and how perpetuating it can ignore 
other avenues of support, such as preparing all student for alt-academic careers.

A second prevailing narrative is that resistance is a byproduct of graduate 
students entering into new discourse communities. Doug Hesse writes that 
GTAs feel resistance because TA training is “reminding them what it is to be 
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a beginner” (226). This claim is echoed in Sally Ebest’s book when she writes, 
“my graduate students’ resistance paralleled that of undergraduates” (7). These 
new discourse communities are not only reminding students they are beginners 
but also challenging their assumptions about literacy and their past learning 
experiences (Brewer). By framing these moments as resistance rather than 
students productively engaging and negotiating new concepts, we see them as 
problematic instead of essential to the learning process. One study attempting 
to reconcile this narrative is Jennifer Grouling’s 2015 article where she argues 
that resistance is a product of identity formation and connects it to the dif-
ficulties graduate students have with academic writing and their resistance to 
a practicum. By focusing on genres of writing, she identifies the ways TAs are 
still positioned as insider and outsider, despite gaining knowledge over texts 
and being seen as the insider to the undergraduate students they are teaching.

The narrative of resistance is parallel to concerns about labor, emotion, 
and affect. As studies in Writing Program Administration have begun to 
conceptualize the emotional labor of administrative roles (Wooten et al.), we 
need to explore how these similar techniques can be applied to the liminal-
ity of graduate students. One productive avenue of research centers on the 
vulnerability and experiences of graduate students with disabilities (Donegan; 
Fedukovich and Morse). Donegan asks, helpfully, “How do notions of TA 
resistance, for example, change in light of disability? When is resistance simply 
inaccessibility?” (130). We should extend these conversations to other forms 
of inaccessibility such as the impact on students who are caregivers, who lack 
access to technology, who financially support families, and who are dealing 
with dueling mentorship. These conversations provide a kairotic moment in 
COVID-19 as we explore how we are recovering from the collective trauma. 
We have a worthwhile exigence to reframe these narratives of resistance to 
understand how well-being challenges the hegemonic view of the non-resistant 
TA: a cis-gender, white graduate student in rhetoric and composition who 
wants to teach writing, who already has complementary beliefs and literacy 
experiences that align with current writing studies ideology, and who has no 
significant barriers in their external life. 

The PREMISE Model of Well-Being
The term well-being has multiple meanings and can encompass a wide range 
of the internal and external world of individuals. Within this article, I use 
Stacey Cochran’s definition of well-being as “long-term, optimal social and 
emotional health,” following the PREMISE model, an acronym which stands 
for P (positive emotions), R (relationships with others), E (engagement), M 
(meaningful experiences and goals), I (identities), S (self-compassion), and E 

https://writingandwellbeing.arizona.edu/what-well-being
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(efficacy and environmental mastery). I use each of the PREMISE concepts 
in the following ways:

Positive Emotions
These can include both immediate and long-term positive experiences, but 
for GSIs they are particularly related to experiences, both past and present, 
with education. In GSI training we often focus more on negative emotions 
rather than positive ones; it is important that we focus on both to get a more 
holistic view of WPE. 

Relationships with Others
Frequently one of the most important factors for GSI training is the rela-
tionship with one’s peers (Schoettler and Saur) and their teacher mentors or 
past teachers (Obermark et al.). Although we have little control over others’ 
relationships with one another, we can help support GSIs when they have 
concerns with their mentors and/or peers and support positive relationship 
building in our training. 

Engagement
Engagement is a particularly important concept for GSIs who are entering 
these new communities of practice. As Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger state, 
“a deeper sense of the value of participation to the community and the learner 
lies in becoming part of the community” (111). For graduate students who 
do not understand the value of participation, it becomes harder to act and 
belong as a community member. This is particularly challenging for graduate 
students who have conflicting values, goals, and experiences (Ebest; Hesse). 

Meaningful Experiences and Goals
As GSIs are exploring their new roles, there is an opportunity to understand 
whether teaching is a meaningful endeavor to them and how to sustain these 
experiences in ways that help them achieve goals—whether within or outside 
academia. It is also important to recognize the past experiences students have 
and how those shape what they and their mentors find meaningful.

Identities (Autonomously Endorsed)
Identity and autonomy are one of the most well-explored areas in WPE 
(Brewer; Restaino; Wisniewski). These choices are especially important as 
we consider the many identities GSIs bring into the classroom space. Ad-
ditionally, the conversation in WPE about how to both empower and sup-
port graduate students will continue forward as all GSIs come with different 
experiences and needs. 
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Self-Compassion
The concept of self-compassion and self-efficacy has started becoming more 
prevalent in WPE, especially with the recent publication of Megan Schoettler 
and Elizabeth Saur’s work where they explore reframing shame, community, 
and failure in WPE. As they write, “Being a TA can be a volatile experience—
you are entering into a new space and must instantly negotiate a multitude 
of influences while trying to better understand the liminality of your role, 
your capacity, and how you feel about all those expectations and responsibili-
ties” (174). WPE needs to provide space for naming failure and reframing it 
as self-compassion.

Efficacy and Environmental Mastery
Similar to the above, self-efficacy is useful in understanding how students 
explore barriers within WPE. These conversations are useful when we un-
derstand intersectionality and anti-racist WPE practices that might support 
or inhibit graduate students’ ability to participate. Overall, the PREMISE 
model helps contextualize the experiences of GSIs’ well-being and how these 
areas were productive or inhibitive to their experience. It also helps create a 
framework for a more productive conversation about GSIs’ choices as mo-
ments of engagement and self-efficacy rather than resistance.

Methods
The data in this article come from my dissertation when I was a graduate 
student myself. The research questions were formed based on my own ex-
periences with teacher training and my interest in identity, becoming, and 
belonging. My positionality as a fellow graduate student enabled me to form 
relationships with participants based on peer mentorship and highlighted my 
own liminality. As LaMance et al. state, “If composition researchers seek to 
embrace the power of feminist methodologies, their choices, privileges, and 
situations need to be more intentional and explicit” (592). As a white, cis-
gender middle-class woman in education, I came to these discussions with 
privilege and a background in writing studies. My aim was to better under-
stand my own experiences and improve WPE for all graduate students mov-
ing forward.

Context and Rationale for Methods
Between August 2018-September 2020, I collaborated with five new teach-
ers of writing through focus groups, observations, interviews, co-coding ses-
sions, development of curriculum, and shared writing. Each participant was a 
graduate student from the same English department, located at a university in 



118   Composition Studies   

the southwest United States. Graduate students represent roughly 75% of the 
instructors of record in the writing program at the university, which teaches 
roughly 12,000 students a year. The incoming GSI cohort in 2018 had 33 
new graduate students across five different graduate programs: Literature, 
Creative Writing, Rhetoric and Composition, Teaching English as a Second 
Language, and Second Language Acquisition and Teaching. Participants were 
chosen across programs, including some with international status. Addition-
ally, the participants had no formal teaching experience and training. The 
following represents the breakdown of each of the participants:3

Allen he/him/his; domestic student; Literature

Butterfly she/her/hers; international student; English and 
Applied Linguistics

Georgie she/her/hers; international student; Creative 
Writing Non-Fiction

Malinka she/her/hers; domestic student; English and 
Applied Linguistics

Sully she/her/hers; domestic student; Literature

Participants participated in a wide range of activities designed to help 
facilitate reflection, social interaction, and co-research opportunities. These 
forms of participation are especially important for the following reasons:

• Reflection: New teachers use reflection to critically understand their 
values, experiences, and practices (Alsup; Schön; Schulman). As 
participants enter new communities of practice (Lave and Wenger), 
they need opportunities to reflect on their experiences to make 
meaning in action (Yancey). As Janet Alsup states, “Experience by 
itself is not inherently useful; it is helpful only if it is subject to 
critical reflection” (87). Throughout the study, participants had the 
opportunity to reflect through their interviews, ePortfolios, and 
various research activities. Reflection activities took multiple forms 
such as reflecting on their literacy backgrounds, current practices, 
and future applications. 

• Social Interactions: As research in WPE indicates, peers are an es-
sential part of becoming teachers and understanding the commu-
nity (Caccia). Interacting with others and making meaning socially 
helps to contextualize and negotiate identities. Participants were 
able to engage with one another through the focus group and in 
teaching observations. 
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• Co-Research Opportunities: Oftentimes WPE research is created 
by those in power or authority positions, notably WPAs and those 
who run teacher training. Although these are important voices due 
to the expertise in designing training and pedagogy, we need oppor-
tunities for graduate students to have agency over their experiences. 
As William Macauley Jr. states, “The scholarship seems to be pub-
lished at some distance from the TAs; TAs are spoken for and about 
without their often speaking for or about themselves” (4). By pro-
viding co-research opportunities we can facilitate more open and 
disruptive power dynamics between researchers and participants to 
create generative research shaped collectively (Kirsch). 

Table 1 illustrates the timeline of research, which included the follow-
ing activities:

1. Interviews: There were four interviews where participants were giv-
en topics and added topics. The interviews were all semi-structured 
to allow for organic forms of conversation and reflection with par-
ticipants who are “making meaning and formulating interpretations 
of their experiences” (Selfe and Hawisher 39).

2. Focus Group: The focus group was utilized as a way for us to co-
code interviews. There was an initial set of codes that were renegoti-
ated, named, and replaced during this gathering. 

3. Teaching Observations: These observations were more of a moment 
for the researcher to draw language from participant’s teaching phi-
losophy and see it in practice. Participants then followed up in In-
terview 3 about the experience. 

4. ePortfolios: These teaching portfolios included assignments, reflec-
tions, examples of feedback, a teaching philosophy, and classroom 
activities. 4 

5. Reflections and Responses to Writing: Participants were given final 
drafts of the chapters with highlighted portions where each case 
study was represented. They revised and responded to these mo-
ments based on their own observations, experiences, and prefer-
ences for identity markers.

6. Study Feedback: At the end of the first-year, participants filled 
out an anonymous survey about their experiences with the study 
and what research and data activities would be more beneficial to 
their learning.
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Table 1: Timeline of Methods

Case Study Experiences with Well-Being and Boundary Setting
Within this section, I want to focus on how GSIs are operationalizing their 
experiences with PREMISE and specifically how these agentive acts are useful 
tools for ensuring their own well-being. An important aspect of promoting 
well-being is giving participants permission to explore tools that are useful to 
their own learning and development. Rather than seeing well-being as static 
or passive, we can reframe it as agentive to understand how systems enable 
and inhibit these choices. I focus specifically on the concept of boundary set-
ting as fundamental to well-being rather than resistant to training. 

Boundary-Setting in Academia
A struggle for many within academia is the concept of boundary setting. 
Within this context I use Tollerud and Haliczer’s definition of boundaries in 
a professional space as the “limits that allow for the establishment of a safe 
and clear connection between two people (generally one with more power) so 
that the learner’s needs can be met.” As Kimberly Bain writes, “The boundary 
lines are not clearly defined [in Writing Programs], and so they become en-
forced unequally,” especially across ranks of instructors. Often the boundaries 
are between GSIs and their teaching mentors, the writing program at large, 
and disciplinary mentors. For GSIs there are professional conversations about 
maintaining boundaries from teacher educators, specifically in the “CCCC 
Statement on Preparing Teachers of College Writing.” Within the statement 
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the authors write, “  Graduate student teachers inhabit an acutely vulnerable 
space because they are simultaneously students and employees of a postsec-
ondary institution: their status as both learners and as emerging practitio-
ners in the classrooms must be protected.” The acknowledgement of these 
boundaries is a positive response to GSI experiences and acknowledging vul-
nerability in professional documents is an important act of supporting GSI 
well-being. 

However, these boundaries are often set by institutional and WPA needs 
and rarely responsive to GSIs’ internal and external experiences, leading gradu-
ate students to make choices about their priorities. As Meridith Reed notes, 
“GSIs [are] agentive bricoleurs and their classroom practice as shaped and 
pieced into a bricolage pulled from a variety of ideas, experiences, and contexts” 
(9). By understanding the wide range of scenarios GSIs are drawing on, we 
can more fully address what the boundaries are and what vulnerabilities are 
leading to the need for space. For example, we might determine whether they 
are struggling with institutional needs, programmatic needs, student needs, 
or something else.

The moments of boundary setting observed from my participants are 
often those most related to the narrative of resistance, when GSIs are reflect-
ing on their current situation, their values, and their constraints, and making 
choices accordingly. Although we often frame these as disciplinary decisions, 
for my participants that was only one part of the piece, and oftentimes it was 
a result of their external experiences and lives, such as being an international 
student, struggling with mental health, empathizing with their students, and 
dealing with the increasingly ominous job market. Within this section I look 
at how each of my participants used boundary setting as an important aspect 
of ensuring their own well-being rather than resisting GSI training. 

Allen
Allen is a literature student from the Midwestern United States particularly 
interested in epistemology. Throughout the study, he struggled with identify-
ing as a “teacher” and preferred the term “instructor.” He states in his third in-
terview, “I feel like the term instructor has less professional associations than a 
teacher does just because you have teachers as a career to a lot of people, and 
instructors I guess you do too but to a lesser degree.” His struggle is indicative 
of the vocation narrative that prevails within and outside academia. Due to 
this tension between teaching as something that one has a passion for and not 
just a job, Allen felt himself torn between what he was hoping to accomplish 
in literature with his graduate work and his teaching responsibilities. Allen 
stated in his final interview: “It’s so hard being a teacher and to spend 60 
minutes one on one with a student and not feel like I’m falling behind in ev-
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erything else I should be doing as a grad student. So I still create that space for 
students that want it, but I kind of hate that I feel torn professionally between 
helping people and helping myself.” Allen’s expressing here that teaching does 
not align with his goals and is, in fact, potentially harming his ability to reach 
his goals. By setting aside time for students who want to meet, he is still meet-
ing the professional requirements of his teaching, but his guilt of not doing 
enough for his students underlies his boundary setting. 

As he progressed, Allen began to resolve this tension about his liminal 
positionality by prioritizing the forms of teaching he found most meaning-
ful—conferencing individually with students and relationship building. These 
experiences came from both his foundational knowledge as a writing tutor 
and continual resistance to a top-down approach. Thus, he relied largely on 
pre-designed courses to supplement lesson planning and assignment design he 
was less eager about. He also set boundaries in grading, utilizing a portfolio-
based approach, and built in peer review and self-assessment opportunities 
rather than him grading all assignments. His grading is a strategy frequently 
cited as aligning with writing studies and boundaries we should be teaching 
graduate students; however, in his mind, he is resisting when, in fact, he is 
drawing on his strengths as a teacher and identifying his values and priori-
ties and building in healthy work/life balance. These are healthy practices of 
autonomized identity; he is making choices agentively as a teacher that align 
philosophically with his identity practices. Additionally, he is taking what is 
most meaningful and positive for himself, especially during a pandemic, to 
bring the best of himself to his teaching. However, he often felt “guilt” or 
was “torn constantly” about these choices because they seemed “against the 
program” rather than encouraged.

Georgie
Georgie is a creative writing student in non-fiction who writes about Zimba-
bwe and is interested in environmental topics and justice. The university was 
a hard adjustment for her because her undergraduate experience had not re-
lied on an LMS and did not use textbooks. In her second interview, she states, 
“There was this unspoken expectation that we knew why we were teaching 
what we were teaching,” especially in orientation. Her struggles represent the 
tension within WPE about when to introduce various ideas of writing studies 
theory and immediate practice (Dobrin). Her immediate experiences with 
technology positioned her as “behind everyone else” (Interview 1); thus, her 
understanding of the theoretical concepts underlying assignments became 
secondary. She states in her second interview, “D2L is extensive. There’s a 
bit of a learning curve to be able to navigate it in a way that doesn’t induce a 
lot of stress and anxiety for me, but I feel like I’m getting there slowly.” 5 Ad-
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ditionally, she frequently struggled with her international status and those of 
her students. In her second semester, she stated “I think when I see freshmen 
here, I’m just like I’m sorry, I know it’s hard. It’s just so hard. Even if you’re 
native to this area of the U.S., it’s traumatic to leave home and to come to col-
lege.” Georgie invested a lot of emotional energy into helping students find 
resources to deal with this homesickness rather than learning D2L. Fisher 
notes, based on her own experience training graduate students, that “some of 
the MFA students were not as interested in teaching English 101—or learn-
ing the theory behind that teaching—as they were in producing their own 
writing, and therefore had little time or tolerance for a pedagogy course” 
(201). The narrative that Georgie was uninterested does not align with her 
experiences of a steep learning curve and ignores some of the external aspects 
of the TA life. Georgie especially struggled to learn this technology during 
her second year during COVID-19 when she was continually scared for her 
home country and wondering if she would have a chance to return. She stated 
in her final interview, “Since all my structures have kind of like, fallen away, 
I felt very like, just scattered and not really able to focus on one thing. So I 
was just like, paralyzed.” To address these problems, she moved away from the 
LMS (with the exception of grades) and instead used Google Drive, which 
caused tension between her and her teaching mentor who wanted to see more 
of her materials on her course site. Georgie’s ability to agentively choose the 
technology that worked best for her style of teaching and move beyond her 
paralysis to show empathy to her students is important. In the PREMISE 
model, Cochran defines engagement as “the attachment an individual feels 
toward a community that could be measured by the individual’s commitment 
to stay in the community and interact with other members of the commu-
nity.” Georgie felt unattached to some aspects of the teaching community but 
focused largely on her fellow international students; it wasn’t necessarily her 
commitment to the community but her reconciliation of her past communi-
ties and current communities that resulted in her inability to engage fully 
with technology and writing studies theory. Graduate students inhabit mul-
tiple communities at the same time, which results in tensions with program 
expectations but can also benefit learning. 

Sully
Sully is a literature MA student interested in technology. She originally ap-
peared extremely confident in her new teaching, but in Interview 3 she states, 
“A lot of the anxiety/stress from teaching was a very internal process for me. 
I wouldn’t say a lot of other people could tell I was anxious or nervous about 
teaching.” Her internal processing was oftentimes a “fake it ‘til you make it” 
approach, and it wasn’t until we had formed a more trusting relationship that 
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she was ready to share her vulnerabilities. During her MA, Sully eventually 
moved away from literature to study well-being and education, the focus of 
her PhD. Her interest in well-being began with understanding failure as es-
sential to the learning process. Her teaching philosophy starts, “I believe it’s 
okay to fail, but that it is not okay to allow failure to be a default switch.” Due 
to her interest in well-being, she started to get pushback from her disciplinary 
mentors. But Sully did not identify strongly with disciplinarity and instead 
focused more on trans- and interdisciplinary education. She also was contin-
uously concerned about how her curriculum of well-being worked with the 
larger student learning outcomes, remarking, “I think a specific goal I have 
right now is learning how to develop syllabi that address well-being concerns 
for students while still meeting university ‘standards’ or learning outcomes” 
(Year 2 Reflection). Luckily, Sully had a wide range of mentors and support 
systems for engaging in well-being research and topics within the classroom. 
However, outside of the writing program, her maneuvering between disci-
plines could be read as resistance to professionalization. In her final interview, 
she notes the importance of reflecting with her teacher mentor and says, “I 
think without that self-awareness, I would have just kept going in literature 
and then been like, oh, it’s fine, I’ll do it eventually…that’s another practice 
of well-being, it makes me aware of what is my most comfortable and authen-
tic self.” Her self-awareness allows her to engage productively and maneuver 
between her different roles, but she still oftentimes feels “isolated” given the 
narrative of disciplinarity and assumptions that graduate students can’t be 
both teachers and literature students. It becomes especially important then 
that teacher-educators model the interdisciplinary nature of the work we are 
doing and provide space for reflection and for students to engage in meaning-
making across disciplines, as well as disrupt our own notions of who might 
be interested in pedagogy. 

Butterfly
Butterfly came into the program focused on teaching and was less interested 
in research, especially research she felt didn’t improve her classroom experi-
ence. Coming from Eastern Europe, Butterfly was always aware of her inter-
national students’ experiences and made space to check in on their state of 
mind. She summed up her teaching philosophy in one word— “caring”—
stating, “I do think of myself as a teacher who cares about her students, cares 
about the choice of materials, method of instruction, and delivery, and cares 
about creating meaningful learning experiences for my students. For this rea-
son, I always make sure that I check on my students’ mental and physical 
well-being” (Reflection Year 2). Throughout her participation in the study, 
Butterfly felt her own position in the classroom was that of mentor and fa-
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cilitator of relationships between students to promote care and community. 
These values shaped how she also engaged with others in her learning space. 
She frequently processed her emotions and experiences externally, stating, 
“I always very openly talk about my experiences. When I’m angry or when 
I’m just frustrated about my workload, I want to know how other people 
do that. I know everyone is struggling, but just articulating that, sometimes 
it’s just easier. We are all in this together. We’re all suffering” (Interview 3). 
Throughout the experience, she asks for feedback from her mentor, creates 
weekly meet-ups with her cohort, and attributes the social environment as 
the biggest influence on her teaching and positive graduate school experience 
(Interview 2). Despite these positive social experiences, Butterfly still resists 
certain aspects of the graduate experience, describing a grammar lesson by 
saying, “I hate the modern English grammar, which is online. I hate it. So 
sometimes I’ll just skim-read this, because it’s not my research interest, it’s not 
my interest in teaching. So yes, I mean, it’s challenging, it’s difficult, especially 
between the teaching and the classes, but I’m surviving” (Interview 3). When 
asked about how she copes when just “surviving,” she cites other peers in her 
class and the importance of her community members who are invested in 
teaching and share the same philosophy. In such a large community, she has 
found a smaller community of international graduate students to share in her 
experience. In her final interview, at the beginning of COVID-19, she states,

I definitely chose the right profession. Now, these are not the best 
times for you to be very hopeful and enthusiastic about teaching, 
given that the opportunities are really limited. I really, really hate that 
it’s always some external and mostly coming institutional or systemic 
constraint that it’s always like, well, did I really need to do this, or go 
into teaching? I always end up with the answer, yeah, because that’s 
what you want to do.

Within this quote, there is frustration over systemic problems, but the love 
of teaching is still an essential part of these conversations. Well-being does 
not mean that everything is positive, but it does mean that GSIs have found 
coping mechanisms within their experiences that sustain their goals. There is 
also a distinct difference in emotional labor depending on GSIs’ external lives, 
such as Georgie’s and Butterfly’s international student status. Understanding 
why and what choices are being made (beyond not doing something), can 
help provide insights into the values and experiences of GSIs throughout 
graduate school. 
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Malinka
Malinka is a graduate student in English and Applied Linguistics who is in-
terested in working with refugees and conducting research. Throughout her 
experience, Malinka describes her identity markers as a queer Muslim white 
cis-gender woman, and she reports that these markers make it challenging to 
frame her relationship with peers and her students. She states in Interview 3, 
“It’s a battle being a female and trying to gain your position of authority and 
respect within teaching or academia because that’s just always still a struggle.” 
Throughout the study, Malinka was engaged in interviews and requested 
more moments for reflection and conversation. Bold and unafraid to share 
her experiences with teaching, she frequently looked for places to publish on 
her GSI learning nationally; however, she was silenced by her teacher mentor 
locally in preceptorship and stopped sharing to protect herself—which was 
seen as an act of resistance.

During her first semester, Malinka had a problem with a student and felt 
“unsupported and called out” by her teacher mentor in front of the train-
ing class. When asked about the experience in her second semester with her 
teacher-mentor she responded:

It’s just gotten worse. I’m to the point where I’m depressed, I don’t 
wanna go to class. I’m just like, “I’m so done.” [Her teaching men-
tor] just is making assumptions like how my goals I want to achieve 
in like, I project those expectations on my students. It’s like no, I 
genuinely care about education; this isn’t just a funding thing for me. 
I don’t even want to talk anymore. I’m just done. It’s sad that I’m not 
the only one who feels they can’t talk in the class.

Malinka became scared that she was not getting teaching awards, experiences 
in the summer, or other opportunities because of her relationship with her 
teacher-mentor and felt very withdrawn. Throughout her second year she be-
gan looking for teaching opportunities outside of the writing program, such 
as volunteering with refugee populations. However, she was afraid to tell her 
teacher-mentor and peers about this experience in case of backlash. Malinka’s 
lack of engagement and withdrawal from the community is not a process of 
resistance but instead of recognizing her need for safety, her limits within the 
classroom, and her desire to achieve her goal of getting into a PhD program 
at a different institution. It is important we recognize the personal burden 
of social relationships within graduate school—whether teachers, peers, or 
mentors—they have an enormous impact on the internal and external lives of 
GSIs. Part of ensuring the well-being of graduate students is providing them 
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space to work with a range of people and to find mentors and communities 
in which they can feel safe and comfortable.

All five of the participants were able to make choices about well-being—
specifically those related to their personal lives, professional goals, and social and 
emotional worlds—within and beyond their first semester. Participants were 
not resisting the current situation but instead drew on their values as teachers 
and writers to make choices about their classroom. During the final interviews, 
which took place in Spring 2020 during the shift to online instruction due 
to the pandemic, participants talked mostly about their concern for students, 
their own burnout, and their fears and anxieties. Although they were techni-
cally “grading less,” (Sully and Georgie) “not studying all the things” (Allen), 
and “focusing instead on relationships and safety” (Butterfly), their actions 
were those of informed and experienced teachers. Each participant recognized 
their own needs and those of their students and worked to provide space for 
boundary setting within their classrooms. As we prepare graduate students, 
this agency is something to be celebrated and encouraged, and it is important 
that teacher educators provide the space and permission for graduate students 
to make these choices. As Schoettler and Saur note, “In these instances of re-
flection, the TAs felt comfortable sharing their doubts and insecurities as they 
reframed their teaching as a continuing narrative, but they were able to do so 
because they knew it was the intended purpose of those interactions” (174). 
This explicit permission and modeling are about reframing much of the work 
we already do in WPE. Focusing on agentive choices and giving permission for 
boundary setting can help us understand what we truly value as a community. 
What can’t be given up? What needs more space? Where are the boundaries 
between personal and professional goals in WPE? These are especially important 
for graduate students who are not white cis-gender domestic GSIs. Addition-
ally, these are sometimes not just decisions for well-being but also decisions 
necessary for survival and for navigating trauma. 

Rethinking WPE and Continuing Professionalization Efforts for 
Well-Being
In the academic work environment where self-care and well-being are often 
not prioritized, we can learn a lot from GSIs. Driscoll et al.’s article calls for 
self-care in professionalizing graduate students to become a “more welcom-
ing, sustaining, and ethical” profession (456). They define this self-care as 
“the ability to engage in well-functioning practices throughout the course of 
one’s professional life” (456). Participants within this study embodied these 
experiences through their agentive actions. However, we need to move be-
yond seeing self-care as activities such as yoga and meditation but also as the 
boundary negotiation that GSIs are doing. There is a kairotic moment to 
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understand our own boundaries, influences, and positionalities as we move 
forward, especially following the COVID-19 pandemic. The table below ex-
plores ways that different groups can engage in GSI well-being. 

Table 2: Ways to Engage in Well-Being Across WPE

Field of Writing Studies WPAs/Teacher Mentors GSIs

Meaningfully revise 
professional documents 
about GSIs, including 
the “CCCC Statement 
on Preparing Teachers 
of College Writing” to 
include GSI voices and 
explicit references to 
ensuring well-being

Model our own well-being 
strategies, specifically 
boundary-setting, self-
care, and community 
membership

Share your stories 
(if time and space 
allows with your 
goals) in a wide 
variety of areas, such 
as academic journals, 
blogs, conferences, 
etc.

Generate models 
of support within 
professional 
organizations such as 
SIGs related to well-
being and boundary 
setting

Survey students about their 
expectations, access needs, 
etc. to further understand 
their needs for boundaries 
and how to advocate for 
students6

Reflect on your values 
as a teacher and how 
to create boundaries 
that align with 
these values and 
preferences

Provide funding, grants, 
and finances for 
research with GSIs on 
well-being in WPE

Provide reflective 
opportunities for students 
to engage in all emotional 
responses and have 
permission to engage in 
agentive well-being

If in a position of 
privilege, find ways 
to advocate for all 
GSI’s well-being and 
communicate needs 
with others

Make space to publish 
GSI studies about their 
external lives and create 
research opportunities 
with GSIs to provide 
space for their stories

Prepare resources in 
advance for GSIs to 
share with undergraduate 
students and have explicit 
conversations about GSI 
scope of work

Recognize and 
encourage one 
another’s well-being 
strategies

Using the PREMISE model, different stakeholders can understand their 
own well-being and ways to make space for others, especially in terms of en-
gaging graduate students in communities and self-efficacy efforts. It is impor-
tant to also note the external and internal lives of many GSIs and how these 
experiences shape their understanding of what it means to teach and engage 
in teacher training. The practices my participants reflected on help us shift 
forward and recognize the agentive and forward thinkers many of our GSIs are 
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and to engage in moves beyond resistance that move toward recognition. As 
graduate students are the future of our field, I want to recognize their ability 
to participate in research, challenge our assumptions about disciplinarity, and 
hopefully make our spaces more productive and meaningful.

Notes
1. The term GSI comes from Meaghan Brewer’s work who highlights the agency 

of graduate students as instructors of record rather than assistant teachers (4).

2. WPE is a term coined by Reid and Estrem that “encompasses the ongoing 
education, mentoring, and support of new college-level writing instructors” (223).

3. Each participant chose a pseudonym they felt represented their identity. 
4. Both teaching observations and ePortfolios are a requirement for GSI training 

and participants were offered these experiences as part of the reciprocal nature of 
the study.

5. D2L is the LMS at the university. 
6. Within this survey, it is important to focus on open-ended questions such as 

“What can I do to support you” rather than directed questions that might make 
students feel called out.
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Care Work Through Course Design: Shifting the 
Labor of Resilience

sarah madoka currie and Ada Hubrig

Drawing on the disability justice paradigm of care work (Piepzna-Samar-
asinha), this article moves to shift the labor of resilience from students to 
our course design, noting how models of student resilience are often tied to 
ableist expectations of performance and coherence. The authors share their 
ongoing experiments in creating disability-centric, care-centered course de-
signs, which are meant to offer students more flexibility while respecting the 
required labor asked of instructors. 

Introduction

In effort to address student well-being in our writing classrooms in ways 
that honor our identity as disabled instructors, we consciously chose to jet-

tison “the agenda we’re being asked to tend,” noting “who is expendable in its 
upkeep” (Patterson). We recognize that expectations of student resilience dis-
proportionately impact disabled, queer, BIPOC, and otherwise marginalized 
students, rather than reckoning with how discrimination against disabled 
and other marginalized students is baked into academic policies and practices 
(Brueggemann; Dolmage; Hitt). As disabled scholars, we understand that this 
instantiation of resilience is not only undesirable and often impossible for our 
students to achieve but also impossible for disabled instructor bodyminds 
to model.

Drawing on disability scholars in writing studies and disability justice 
praxis—a framework created by disabled BIPOC and queer-identifying kin—
we seek to shift the paradigm of resilience in the classroom, thus minimizing 
the expectations of resilience from students and instructors. Instead, we posi-
tion the creation and implementation of resilient course documents as an act 
of what disability activist Leah Lakshmi Piepzna-Samarasinha has named “care 
work,” which focuses on “crip-created way[s] of accessing care” that center 
holistic and intersectionally aware well-being practices (47). Our work here 
centers “disabled ingenuity” (Hamraie) and crip community-building (Kafai; 
Piepzna-Samarasinha; Sins Invalid). In a classroom setting, crip community-
building centers students’ needs and the lived expertise of marginalized stu-
dents before considering institutional expectations, curriculum outcomes, and 
on-campus mandates (Cedillo; currie; Jackson). In other words, rather than 
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seeing disabled student experiences as a problem to solve (Hitt; Wood), we 
trust disabled ingenuity as a site of invention and transformative subversion, 
where we and students prioritize collective care and well-being. 

While frameworks of resilience often ask students to shoulder the labor of a 
one-size-fits-all pedagogical approach that prioritizes a rigid classroom structure 
and practices, we propose placing the majority burden on course materials—
including crafting more flexible and community-centered syllabi, assignment 
sheets, onboarding guides, and other documents—to do the heavy lifting of 
resilience instead. We see our work in creating resilient course materials as an 
act of creating community, sustaining connectivity, and promoting student 
well-being in accordance with dynamic community needs (currie) to defy the 
“bureaucratic calculus” that pushes disabled and marginalized students out 
of academic space (Hubrig 35). For this special issue, we focus on disability 
theory as it relates to our own course materials to demonstrate how resilient 
course materials can prioritize student wellness through care-driven, disability 
justice inspired pedagogical practice.

The Ableism of Student Resilience
In a pre-pandemic world, think pieces on student resilience often situated 
students as lacking the necessary willpower to succeed in college courses. 
Consider Peter Gray’s Psychology Today article, in which he argues students 
are “needier now” than in the past and often require “hand holding.” Gray 
points to students seeking mental health services on their university campuses 
as a sign of diminished resilience, gesturing to an invented academic past 
that favors unencumbered free-market capitalism over unprofitable, sustain-
able education. In this argument, Gray invents a false equivalency between 
rigor and mental instability and illness. As neurodivergent academics, we 
are already too familiar with the exact sort of student Gray decries: anxious, 
depressed, schizophrenic, autistic, and outspoken about the conditions by 
which optimal performance is evaluated and enforced. The deceptive mythol-
ogy that students with insufficient output metrics (even when modified by 
accommodations or environmental support) lack core resilience is subjective, 
neoliberal, infantilizing, and simply untrue. Our students–especially those 
who identify as crip, mad, or otherwise disabled, who are so often called out 
and belittled by these conversations—are already asked to be uncompromis-
ingly, unbearably, resilient as hell.

In our kaleidoscopic minds, resilience is constructed as an individual 
moral imperative that frames unsafe work environments, impossible deliver-
able timeframes, and constant affective labor within meritocratic discourse. 
Within this greater architecture, merit constructs coronavirus politics within 
localized institutional economies; through practices like grading and achieve-
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ment norms, resilience retrofits a facade for the collective pandemic violence 
that disabled students refuse to tolerate. Put another way, resilience frameworks 
manipulate the meritocracy reward system to place the onus on individual 
students to mitigate institutional irresponsibility and harm. 

Is it possible to reject structures that place the burden of resilience on our 
students? To do so would interrogate meritocratic norms and replace them 
with meaningful disruptions of care work, a core commitment from which 
disability justice derives its modus operandi.1 Though instructors and students 
do not have to identify with critical disability community to use care work 
methods toward student well-being, the overall ethos of community-first 
care is a core commitment of disability justice activism. Relatedly, we believe 
that instructors are primarily responsible for demonstrating the humility of 
holistic academic practice: how to learn, and perhaps more importantly, how 
to unlearn that which is no longer helpful, such as old measurement systems 
of merit and deservingness.

We acknowledge the concern that this conversation may disproportionately 
impact, harm, or otherwise overrepresent disabled instructors who present 
institutions with unique opportunities for excessive exploitation due to their 
expertise in mobilizing for emergency remote teaching (or accommodated) 
circumstances. Disability theorist Travis Chi Wing Lau reflects candidly on 
this additional vector of harm potentiality:

accommodations are delimited to specific ‘reasonable’ accommo-
dations (consider the ableism built into that qualifier) and require 
what Ellen Samuels has called ‘biocertification’ or verifiable ‘proof ’ of 
one’s disability (i.e. a doctor’s referral or test results) and the degree to 
which it needs accommodation. In my own attempt to access faculty 
accommodations (if there are any even offered to faculty), I have had 
to provide letters of verification by spine specialists, chiropractors, 
physical therapists, and sometimes images of my x-rays or MRIs in 
order to prove that, in fact, I do need an ergonomic office space. (8-9)

Here, an accommodated teaching model becomes necessarily contingent on 
Travis’ ability to quickly and sacrificially adapt to ad-hoc policymaking done 
without his consent or negotiation: while before the COVID-19 pandemic 
it was the institution’s responsibility to appropriately accommodate Travis’ 
bodymind in order to teach (a dynamic that invests in biocertification in 
order to function as designed). Under emergency remote teaching protocols, 
core workplace accommodations are individualized and translated as a per-
sonal problem to overcome rather than parsed as exploitative working condi-
tions. Accommodations often fail to productively interrogate the nature of 
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the need: in Travis’ case, dozens of pages of medical paperwork are required to 
begin investigating solutions. This accommodation framework relies on Tra-
vis to self-fund and self-advocate for safe work conditions in wildly dissimilar 
private workspaces. Instead of proving he isn’t faking it, Travis is now required 
to prove his ability to prove his resilient ability to teach in crisis conditions 
with insufficient accommodations. Disabled instructors like Travis have been 
carefully playing this game all along. Similarly, faculty disabilities have always 
been judged in a pejorative, collectivistic potpourri of performance reports 
and ableist evaluation standards, but a new discomfort emerges in the expec-
tation to self-sustain resiliently. The classic accommodations framework can-
not support disability-in-space because it prioritizes workers who can self-sac-
rifice the most (ergo maximizing productive output) in service of efficiency. 
In the end, the disabled professor faces the dual impossibilities of reasonable 
accommodation and reasonable expectation of output.

Because so much of our praxis manifests through the lens of disability 
justice, our pathways toward enacting care in our classroom spaces draw 
on theories from critical disability studies, including kairotic space and crip 
time. As theorized by Margaret Price, kairotic space describes “less formal, 
often unnoticed areas in academe where knowledge is produced and power 
is exchanged” (Yergeau et al.). Our classrooms—where students are often 
expected to spontaneously join classroom conversations and carefully adhere 
to a vague social contract that privileges nondisabled people—are kairotic 
spaces. Normative interpretations of concepts like kairotic spaces result in 
the misunderstanding that classrooms are neutral places of embodiment, and 
“their impact tends to be underestimated by those who move through them 
with relative ease” (Yergeau et al.). In considering classrooms kairotically, Price 
moves toward centering flexibility as access.

In thinking through kairotic spaces, teachers should question the structures 
that make it difficult for marginalized students to move easily through classroom 
space. To that end, crip time is useful as a concept that moves away from able-
ist models of student resilience. Crip time understands that time itself is not 
experienced as a normative (Samuels), and we join other composition studies 
and critical disability scholars in imagining how to continue cripping time in 
the writing classroom (Price; Wood). Bernice Olivas insightfully argues that 
we can best serve our students by taking our classes “out of normative time, 
to ignore linear time, and to allow a flexible understanding of time to shape 
[our] classroom[s]” (260). Through these senses of kairotic space and crip time, 
writing teachers can reorganize their classrooms by shifting the expectation of 
resilience from students to course documents. 

What follows are a few ways to create such course documents and class-
room spaces that ease the burden of resilience for students already struggling 
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with the expectation to perform in neuronormative ways. And while that is 
a burden that should rest with the institution, this consideration alone is not 
enough reason to fail to shield our students. 

Experiments in Resilient Design
Below are four experiments that demonstrate kairotic space and crip time 
instructional design strategies and center community-first learning in first 
year composition classrooms. There are a few macro-conditions worth indi-
cating: sarah was privileged at her institution to choose readings, activities, 
and assessment layouts that required no other inputs or approvals. Ada works 
in a more sanctioned environment with less overall autonomy. We recognize 
that our visions of care work and student justice are ultimately still trapped 
within ableist, sexist, racist and hegemonic environmental institutions, but–
to borrow from education theorist Kevin Gannon–we maintain radical hope 
that our experiments demonstrate achievable, empathic design work requir-
ing total abolitionist advocacy of such institutions. The ability to manifest 
change, like writing itself, is incremental and always-already ongoing in edu-
cation. In that spirit, we humbly offer our experiments in implementing care 
in our classrooms by offering students more flexibility and offering ourselves 
more grace.

Experiment 1: sarah’s Community-First Comp Syllabus 
The syllabus is not a wayfinder. It is not a contract in legalese, a productiv-
ity olympiad, or a listicle of required metrics from which to invent objective 
grading practices. It is a core community manifesto. There are ways to cre-
ate dialogue in a syllabus without implicitly recreating academic bureaucracy 
and its poisonous hierarchies, including the top-down assumption that the 
instructor knows what is best for everyone in the room in all instances, at 
all times, forevermore. Co-design practices in social work facilitation (e.g. 
from Peter Beresford, Kristen Clark, and Nev Jones) inspired my decision to 
rewrite instructional documents to better center community-first environ-
ments. This approach places much of the inherent burden of resilience back 
on document design, rather than relying on students.

One guiding question for this redesign is: How do we create safe spaces 
that can hold discomfort and discord with empathy and tolerance? One way 
into speaking with students in the spirit of co-design and crip-mad positivity 
is to harness unknowing and discordance as part of the course documentation 
writing process. For example, my first year writing syllabus is recreated in Ap-
pendix 1. During the piloting of this course, I shared a community version of 
the syllabus (with classroom server links and other privacy violations removed) 
with other experimental design enthusiasts. This shareware approach to course 
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materials modeled to my students that they were not the only ones required to 
follow community-first academic structures. This helped me honoring beloved 
community work.2 

Relatedly, I intentionally placed accessibility considerations before evalu-
ation metrics of any kind. This reinforces assurances made in-class that access 
is more important than outcomes. The order of a traditional syllabus mirrors 
and legitimizes the bureaucratic rendering of what is important in a course: 
Learning Outcomes, Grading, then everything else. So, following the logic of 
environment-over-outcomes, I organized grading mechanics after the weekly 
content breakdown. In short, I am reversing that implicit orientation in the 
rhetorical decision to frontload the community experience over explicit metrics. 
These organizational choices were a way to visibly question the hierarchies 
and meritocratic paradigms that most syllabi take as standard, for granted, 
or non-negotiable. The evaluation metrics (the tripartite structure, discussed 
below) rely strongly on students’ ability to co-facilitate warmth and willingness 
to write with others, which (in my mind) reinforces the frontloading of the 
environment and the centrality of community with other bodyminds. When 
taken as a holistic manifesto, the syllabus and core course documents establish 
a fundamental resilience groundwork in the classroom and attempt to reorient 
the burden of resilience away from students.

In weeks 4, 8, and 11 there are wellness check-in surveys. These surveys 
investigate resilience work for students; they also allow me to engage, assess, 
and reposition course outcomes to align with my own needs and those of 
the classroom community. In this engagement and reassessment, I factor in 
our collective experiences of time spent on assignment design, completion, 
and grading. Using these wellness check-in surveys, we co-design solutions 
to difficulties at the individual, team, or collective levels by attending to the 
community experience of writing as a care work collective. Our redesigns in-
clude things like canceling activities (e.g. our writespaces), team read-around 
changes, shifting online, adding discussions of best practices, and attending 
to weekly housekeeping. I intentionally put them in randomized teams of six 
for the term, both to promote camaraderie and to create alternate avenues of 
support in the very real case that I am unavailable in their moment of crisis. 

This suite of documents pre-designed for frequent changes, the wellness 
check-ins practice, and the creation of peer teams for collaboration and mutual 
aid helped us ensure that the course content was not being delivered in exchange 
for their mental wellness. Students were encouraged to use assessment activities 
to reflect on structural harm, counterstorying (Martinez), and the affectations 
of unfairness within academy architectures. These co-facilitated decompression 
spaces – individually (via journaling) and collectively (as a full class or within 
their team units) – created a dynamic that students described as “essential 
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to why my writing has exceeded my expectations” (A1) and “creat[ing] an 
environment of writing with the intention of it being read, not just marked” 
(A2). In addition, the documents, check-ins, and team format changed student 
dispositions toward writing, with one student candidly reflecting that “now 
I write what I feel I write to create, and to me, actual writing surpasses the 
need for a score.” (A3)

This course design started with a carefully crafted syllabus that could rec-
ognize need, reject student-oriented resilience and meritocracy, and respond 
to harm/disorder at multiple levels: structurally, individually, and by mutual 
aid. It then proceeded through multiple levels of supporting activities–like 
check-ins and writing teams– that actively take away the burden of resilience 
from students and place it squarely onto the collective work of the course and 
the documents themselves.

Experiment 2: Ada’s Crip Care Online Policies 
While my (Ada’s) institution has more formal requirements that shape the syl-
labus than sarah’s, I still labored to layer care work into the course documents, 
crafting course policies that shoulder resilience while allowing students and 
myself more flexibility (see Figure 1). I crafted these policies around what I’ve 
noted as spaces of tension, where students express anxieties around certain 
aspects of the course and where I also experienced anxiety around course 
requirements—and often the most labor. These policies include an Access 
Statement, a Late Work Policy, an Attendance Policy (inspired by Nicolas), 
and a Basic Needs Statement, but the tenor of these statements was intended 
to be genuine care.

The accessibility/inclusion statement–sincerely offering to make individual 
adjustments to the course to suit students’ learning needs–was an attempt at 
access advocacy in course materials (Osorio). I realize the offer to adjust the 
course may seem quite time intensive at first glance, especially for those teaching 
several sections of courses or those in precarious teaching positions. But many 
of the requests were truly minor tweaks that made the class more accessible 
for everyone—often while ultimately reducing my labor as an instructor. For 
example, one student, who was working through personal trauma, simply 
requested to create voice-only Flipgrid submissions. I subsequently made this 
option available to the whole course, and created options for students who 
wanted to do text-only submissions. Another asked if I could send an email at 
the beginning of each week with assignment reminders to help them manage 
ADHD, which I made a standard practice in all of my online classes. I began 
emailing each class at the beginning of each week with a short update and 
a glance of the week ahead, a practice that I’ve found ultimately saves labor 
because I received fewer emails asking me for that information. While a few
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Ada’s Course Policies

I’m on your team. Please, please, please utilize my office hours through-
out the semester and feel free to email me (the fastest and best way to 
reach me) with questions or concerns.  I’m here to help, and I want you 
to be successful in this class and beyond. 

I want you to succeed at your academic goals, but—more important-
ly—I am concerned about your holistic well-being. If there’s some rea-
sonable measure I can take to make your life better, let’s talk about how 
to do that, okay? hat said, here are my basic course policies:

Accessibility/Disability Inclusion Statement: I am happy to work 
with you to change aspects of the course to best suit your learning 
needs. If some aspect of the course is inaccessible for you in any way, 
reach out and we’ll work something out. While I cannot meet every 
request, I am happy to work with you to make alterations including 
changing assignments, projects, or other aspects of the course on an 
individualized basis. hat’s the deal even if you do not have ADA ac-
commodations (that said, it’s also my job to provide any ADA accom-
modations, too, and I do so gladly! More information on formal ac-
commodations through SHSU are included below). 

Assignments and “Late Work”: Due dates for each assignment are 
listed in Blackboard. hese deadlines are created to help you keep pace 
with the course, but if an extension would be helpful, please email me 
and request one. A note: If you turn in a paper after the deadline, you 
may receive minimal to no feedback from me, but may see me during 
office hours to discuss your work.

Attendance: As we have an online class, our “attendance” means com-
pleting the activities outlined in Blackboard each week. Part of our 
attendance requirements (and assignments) will mean complete Flip-
grid assignments to facilitate asynchronous discussions. You will also be 
expected to complete each week’s readings, outlined on the syllabus. If 
you need more flexibility with any of these assignments, I am happy to 
work with you. Please email me or see me during (virtual) office hours. 

Basic Needs and Security Statement: Your personal well-being is im-
portant to me. If you find yourself struggling, reach out. hough I am 
only qualified to be an English teacher, we can work together to locate 
the resources you do need. Here are a few linked resources should you 
need them: SHSU Food Pantry +++ SAAFE House

Figure 1. Ada’s Crip Care Course Policies (Hubrig)
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 students have requested more substantial adjustments, these were made in 
collaboration with the student; in the end, the adjustments created minimal 
extra labor from either one of us while still allowing students flexibility, while 
attempting to respect the mental and emotional labor of seeking access for 
these students (Konrad 180). I see this work as access pedagogy, a conscious 
effort to “defer to the lived expertise of the sick/disabled person to determine 
and communicate their own needs” (Rice-Evans 3).

Similarly, the late work policy was meant to absorb labor rather than create 
it. In the past, I attempted to eliminate due dates entirely, but I found remov-
ing any kind of due date actually made my course harder for some students, 
including many neurodivergent students who often explicitly requested more 
structure. Instead, I created flexible, soft due dates that offer students a clear 
sense of pacing for the course yet enough flexibility that we may operate on crip 
time, together. Students may request extensions–with no expectation that they 
offer a reason–and I am happy to offer extensions. I also emailed students after 
the fourth, eighth, and twelfth week (of a sixteen-week semester) to remind 
them that they may still turn in late work, and many do. They still completed 
the required labor and developed as writers, but with greater flexibility. To al-
low myself flexibility, I reserved the right to limit comments and feedback on 
work that was turned in after the due date. I communicated to the class that 
this was not because I don’t want to offer feedback, but because I have carefully 
structured the due dates to allow myself time to respond to each class, and the 
time I set aside to respond has passed. Students are still encouraged to see me 
during office hours (which were held virtually in response to the pandemic) to 
discuss their drafts. This practice allowed me the ability to offer flexibility to 
students without forcing me as the instructor to be more resilient and ignore 
my own needs and time, extending crip time to myself, too.

These policies, together, were meant to both offer students flexibility while 
mitigating the added labor on my part to provide that flexibility. This recognizes 
that my labor is also a limited resource and that I require a degree of flexibility 
to tend to my own disabled bodymind. These policies mostly opened spaces 
and possibilities, granting students more agency in shaping their learning. 

Experiment 3: sarah’s Tripartite Classroom Assessment Layout 
Appendix 1 (subheader “Assessment Structure’’) outlines my grading meth-
odology, which manifests mad positivity and attempts to problematize the 
valorization of the individual in academic space. Each element of the tripar-
tite classroom assessment structure–journaling, peer review, and group pre-
sentations–has been done before, and readers may feel that some elements 
have been overdone. However, I hope that a neurodivergent translation of 
extant techniques revitalizes and reorients teaching toward more authentic 
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(read: unforced and/or unenforced) community jamspaces. I spend a lot of 
time asking myself how to make old methods translate to new generations as 
authentic, empathetic, and welcoming. As a result of this and the accompany-
ing desire to create safe, brave spaces for writing and inquiry, I experimented 
with a dependable course cycle of writespaces (journaling), workshops (peer 
review), and read-arounds (presentations), reimagined from a specifically 
mad-positive instructional lens.

Each tripartite element makes clear its intended social organization: 
writespaces are private journaling exercises, workshops are community agree-
ments, and read-arounds are community engagements. While writespaces take 
place once or twice a week, peer review workshops and read-around presenta-
tions cycle approximately once a month after the first month of introduction 
to rhetorical orientation to writing. In a four-month term, students will have 
completed consistent cycles for a total of twelve writespaces, three workshops, 
and three read-arounds. This creates a comfortable cycle of writing work–a 
boon for students that require extra planning, extra notice, solid temporal 
structures, coherence, and/or crisis planning around temporary hiatuses. The 
writespaces were experimental safe spaces where students created asynchronous 
reflective analysis (using a combination of counterstorying, lived experience, 
and timely research) relevant to a prompt that encouraged self-selection of 
topic matter. They then submitted their investigations only to me for low-stakes 
completion points and an opportunity for skills feedback. One of my students 
managed to make every prompt relevant to Skyrim lore, and through the lens 
of his best-loved videogame he was able to tackle extremely controversial and 
rhetorically complex topics like racial counternarratives, African colonization, 
and superstructural oppression. On the other hand, writer’s workshops and 
read-arounds required them to work either in their predefined course teams 
(of six students) or as a class collective. In all three instances, I tried to avoid 
narrating the ways that students orient themselves to the course, instead letting 
them create rhetorical resonance.

Students were asked three times during term to take their favorite 
writespace entries and undertake an asynchronous, guided peer review within 
their course teams. The use of teams provided an extra layer of draft safety, as 
we called it, because it took place in a social situation that mitigated a huge 
flashpoint of anxiety, particularly for psychosocially disabled students. Peer 
reviews were complemented with a review worksheet that integrated the peer 
reviewer’s lived experiences at least as much as their uptake of class content.3 
After a revisionary period, teams elected a team member to present at the all-
class read-around, where I stressed the positive (or cheerleading) interactions 
with students’ presented works. This mandated cheerleading works because 
the peer review provides enough mechanical and rhetorical feedback to make 
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another round of constructive critique unnecessary (especially in a high-pressure 
presentation space). Instead, we used read-arounds to reinforce some of the 
joys of community writing: pointing out and celebrating great metaphors or 
imagery, cheering on a brave classmate for finding the energy to share with us, 
or sharing stories of connection in contexts they may not have heard before. 
Read-arounds were a trauma-informed exercise design meant to promote 
self-assurance, create community safety, and provide first year students with 
an idea of their core writing strengths without always having to dilute them 
with criticism. 

Instead of experiencing peer review and presentation days marked with 
fear, profound anxiety, and the occasional student breakdown, students looked 
forward to review and read-around days. I attribute this enjoyment to this 
tripartite assessment design, which created kairotic, mad-positive spaces to 
enjoy community and celebrate writing by offloading the burden of resilience 
onto the assessment layout and corresponding grade structure. 

Indeed, students felt that “the community changed my approach to writing 
as I felt safe to write whatever was really on my mind without being judged 
by my peers. I also believe doing the writers workshop was beneficial as other 
students’ writing can open your mind to new perspectives and ideas” (A4). 
Another student contrasted this course with previous writing experiences: 
“previously I wrote the way teachers asked so that I would get the grade I 
desired, I strictly followed rubrics and writing guides to create writings that 
I believed that the teachers would like, even if they were bland and did not 
represent my actual feelings” (A5). Echoing a colleague, another student shared 
candidly that “I have throughout the term concluded that passion for what 
you’re writing about is directly correlated to the effectiveness and strength of 
the writing piece. Moreover, community learning has enabled me to educate 
myself about others writing styles and performances, which have benefited 
them throughout the term. This term, understanding and acknowledging my 
weaknesses as a writer has been a product of community interaction.” (A6)

Experiment 4: Ada’s asynchronous writing workshop 
In another attempt to offer more flexibility, Ada introduced asynchronous 
writing workshops built around a work-in-progress draft. The work-in-prog-
ress assignment itself was built around objective goals and granted students 
flexibility in choosing to turn in something more akin to an outline, some 
visual representation of their ideas, a more formal completed draft, or other 
modes of composing that made sense for their writing process. 

Following Ada’s assignment policy for class, students were given a soft due 
date to complete their work-in-progress, and Ada explained to the class that 
they would be able to give better feedback for their writing if the students were 
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able to meet that soft due date. From Ada’s estimation, around 90% of students 
completed their work-in-progress draft by the soft due date. 

For this online, asynchronous course, I carefully read each draft after the 
soft due date. Along with written feedback for each student, I created a short 
video overview of common features I observed in the essays. These captioned 
videos provided students a walk-through of revision strategies that elaborate 
on the written comments they received, often focusing on common struggles 
in the class, like confusion about how to incorporate research into their writ-
ing or suggestions to help with organization. In response to both the written 
feedback and the video, students responded with a Flipgrid video (or posted 
written comments) where they talked through the feedback and discussed how 
they would build on that feedback in the next draft. Importantly, students also 
watched and commented on each other’s recorded videos, learning from one 
another’s revision strategies. 

Because these workshops were facilitated asynchronously, sometimes 
students who were working past the soft due date were completing their 
workshops weeks (or sometimes months) later than their peers—and this was 
okay. This process allowed us to hold writing workshops in crip time, with the 
combination of the soft due date, the work-in-progress, and the asynchronous 
workshop creating space for students who benefited from added flexibility while 
still allowing the class to have a meaningful writing workshop experience. The 
structure was meant to prioritize their needs, rather than rigidity.

Envisioning Pathways Forward
With these experiments, we hope we have demonstrated our attempts at 
shifting resilience architectures onto the course documents and assignment 
activities themselves, rather than asking students to be resilient or creating 
extra labor for instructors. These experiments in community-building and 
flexibility prioritize care and student well-being; they reject calls for individu-
alizing the incredible burden of promoting student resilience.

In offering these experiments, we wish to identify some of the limitations 
of our experiments into crip-mad positive instruction. It is possible that the 
near-future moments create instructional conditions so removed from past 
and present teaching that the experiments presented here will have to undergo 
significant restructuring in the trauma of future-time. Teaching is an of-the-
moment and culturally responsive activity; as culture and trauma change, so 
must our ethos and pedagogies. 

sarah’s experience—while making valuable use of lived mad experience 
in the academy—is of course warped and harmed by spending almost her 
entire professionalization in pandemic conditions. This unites her with early 
career academics of all kinds, and that connection cannot be clouded by the 
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nostalgia of some pre-violent or pre-trauma past. But it also works to dissociate 
her from discourse communities with more traditional techniques and ways 
of knowing, a group that often relies on intimate knowledge of the so-called 
normal conditions. (The loss of these is a common lament of more experienced 
instructors.) Ada’s experiences are shaped by chronic illness and frequent 
hospitalizations—needing to create pockets to allow themself the flexibility 
to tend to their bodymind’s idiosyncratic needs, including need for isolation 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

In the academic search for practices that can be reliably scaled for mass 
reproduction and universal applicability, resilience experiments only have 
so much scalability: these are not methods that can be taught en-masse at 
conferences, conventions, and paid professional development seminars. The 
ways these methods come alive are, rather, through remix and revitalization in 
local contexts and in specific temporalities and environments. As importantly, 
each specific group of students must be ready (or made ready) to share (or not 
share) their kaleidoscopic views with their writing communities. This is a gift 
and should be treated as such. 

We understand many writing instructors are already overworked in higher 
education, even without our call to expend precious energy to try these experi-
ments in accessibility and care. You are heard, seen, and loved, dear reader. 
The excess affective labor required of instructors, particularly disclosed and 
undisclosed disabled instructors, is reprehensible and core to a harm mechanic 
that relies on meritocratic mythology to create situations where the most abled 
‘deserve’ academy space at the expense of everyone else trying to speak their 
visions of an unstable truth. We believe strongly in the abolition of bureaucratic 
paradigms and the neoliberal turn toward what is most profitable over what is 
most profound; and what is most profound is the inclusive rhetorical educa-
tion of our allies and our present and future students (and instructor peers!) 
who may echo the same refrains in stronger, smarter ways. Though small acts 
of classroom resilience do not topple superstructures, we believe in planting 
the seed for the tree you’ll never see. By continuously creating pathways where 
resilience is accounted for in instructional design, it is possible we help conjure 
a future where student and instructor energy is expended less on struggling 
against meritocratic machines and more on dismantling the machine altogether. 

We offer these experiments in care, to borrow from Ada, as our own 
work-in-progress pedagogical drafts. We offer these experiments—which 
emerge from commitments to disability justice and care and are shaped by the 
concepts of kairotic space and crip time—to offer flexibility and kindness to 
our students and to ourselves. Resilient document design is born of a need to 
jettison the ableist violence of student resilience and the knowledge that it is 
our institutions that require further scrutiny, not our students (Anglesey and 
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McBride; Brewer et. al.; Gaeta; Hitt). We invite you to take what is helpful in 
your teaching contexts, kind humans, and leave the rest behind. 

Appendix 1

ENGL109 – Introduction to Academic Writing* 
Section: #LEC007 Winter 2022

Instructor: sarah currie (prefers decapitalized)

Meeting: Mondays & Wednesdays 10:00AM – 11:20AM EST

Location: Environment 3 Building, Room 3406 & ENGL 109 Discord serv-
er (link deactivated for community syllabus edition)

Office Hours: PAS 2213, Tuesdays 12:00PM—1:00PM EST

Contact: sarah.currie@uwaterloo.ca

* If you have this syllabus open on a computer, please play & modify! You can 
change the text size, orientation, or background colour; order of elements/
sections; highlight sections especially relevant to your needs; adjust spacing or 
port to reader/conversion programs; and more. This is your master document 
for this course, and it should appear in the format that feels most intuitive for 
you. The “default” version is just a suggestion.

Quick Navigation
Use CTRL + LEFT CLICK to follow the links listed below directly to the 
corresponding syllabus element. You can change the order of these elements 
in Microsoft Word.

• Quick Navigation (p1)
• Course Calendar Description (p1)
• Required Materials (p1-2)
• Accessibility and Inclusion (p2)
• Pandemic Planning & Living Syllabus (p3)
• Week-to-Week Breakdown (p3-6)
• Assessment Structure (p6)
• Assignment Expectations (p7)
• UW-Required Syllabus Statements (p8-9)

Course Calendar Description
The course will explore a variety of issues in academic writing such as style, 
argument, and the presentation of information. English 109 is designed to 
get you comfortable writing in an academic context. You will learn about 
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different forms of academic writing, as well as the processes that great writers 
engage in to create their best work. You will read texts to learn more about 
how they were written, and thus to improve your own writing. Because we 
value learning as a social activity, and thus recognize that writers and readers 
learn from one another, much of your work in English 109 will involve dif-
ferent kinds of collaboration with your peers.

Required Materials

• A notebook of your choice (physical notebook, Notion, Wordpress 
or other blogspace, Microsoft Notes notebook, etc.) with lined 
pages, 50+ pages. You will do in-class activities, take-home writing 
exercises and peer review with this notebook. 

• We will be using all open-access digital texts in this class read: freely 
available on the internet).

Accessibility and Inclusion
I like to talk about access before we talk about grading and assessments be-
cause I think that sends a clear message about what is important to me. Part 
of this inclusivity policy is providing a lot of freedom as to how you choose to 
participate and contribute to our writing community.

My job is to walk alongside you on this learning pathway and ensure you 
have everything you need to do well in this course. I want to work with you 
as individuals and as a class community to make sure we can navigate that 
pathway in the most equitable way we can imagine as a team. There is no for-
mal attendance policy. There is no formal lateness policy. I choose to respect 
and trust your self-knowing and boundaries, and I hope you gain that for me 
over time as well. 

I do wellness check-ins during weeks 3, 7, and 11 to regroup and assess our 
needs as a collective in the ever-changing circumstances of pandemic academy.

I don’t require medical validation for accommodations requested. I don’t re-
quire you to be registered with AccessAbility Services to talk about your needs 
inside and outside the classroom. I am aware that needs fluctuate and change 
throughout the term, and I hope you’ll keep me in your circle of conversa-
tions pertaining to your ever-changing situations. I can leverage my access at 
this institution to help you best if I’m in the loop about your unique situation.
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Pandemic Planning & Living Syllabus
This term (W2022) is starting as a remote-pandemic term, and I imagine it 
will continue that way at the end of January. We will navigate this as a com-
munity and re-adjust our living, resilient syllabus as we move through term 
as best we can. By making plans to accommodate ourselves later, we may save 
ourselves a lot of stress in the long-term. The wellness check-ins are designed 
to give us space to re-design and re-format what elements appear when in ac-
cordance with our community needs.

Week-to-Week Breakdown
When we use co-designed frameworks, we create resilient, living documents 
that can accommodate our changing needs as we move through this term 
(though this version should act as a good approximation in the meantime).

TIME TEXT TALK & TAKE HOME 

Week 1 
(-) 
(5 Jan) 

Monday 
syllabus & what on earth is academic 
writing? 
“Genres/Types of Documents” (2018) 
NDSU Center for Writers 
  
Wednesday 
Writespace 1: one truth & one lie 
rhetoricity activity 

  
Syllabus breakdown, designing Cozy Space, creating 
community agreements 
  

Week 2 
(10 Jan) 
(12 Jan) 

Monday 
“2.2 Genres, Stories and Academic 
Writing” (2020) 
“2.3 Academic Writing as a Genre” 
(2020) 
Why Write? A Guide for Students in 
Canada 
Writespace 2: our voices on the page 
  
Wednesday 
“Writing Op-Eds That Make a 
Difference” (2021) 
Indivisible & Op-Ed Projects 
“What I Want Your Voice To Do” 
(2018) 
Jessie Van Eerden   

  
(Wednesday) Take home: Writespace 3: my 
take/your take op-eds 

Week 3 
(17 Jan) 
(19 Jan) 

Monday 
“1.2 Holistic Academic Writing” 
(2020) 
“1.8 Your Own Process” (2020) 
Why Write? A Guide for Students in 
Canada 
“Rethinking Our Compulsion to 
Comparison” 
Emily Beswick 
  
Wednesday 
Writing Workshop I: facilitated peer 
review 

  
(Wednesday) Take home: revising your peer-
reviewed entry 
  
(Online) Wellness Check-in 1 

Week 4 
(24 Jan) 
(26 Jan) 

Monday 
“2.6 Common Sub-Genres of 
Academic Writing” 
“2.7 The Essay” (2020) 
Why Write? A Guide for Students in 
Canada 
sarah’s Academic Thesis Crash Course 
  
Wednesday 
Read-Around: peer-edited favourite 
journal entry 
(group feedback & cheerleading) 

  
(Wednesday) Take home: Writespace 4: conjuring 
an argument outline 
  
Read-Around Feedback dropbox 

Week 5 
(31 Jan) 
(2 Feb) 

Monday 
“3.4 Knowing Your Audience” (2020) 
“3.5 Everything’s Persuasion” (2020) 
Why Write? A Guide for Students in 
Canada 
“Book Review: Counterstory” (2021) 
Danielle Pappo 
Writespace 5: imagining the 
counterstory 
  
Wednesday 
sarah’s Academic Argument Crash 
Course 
Writespace 6: arguing your case 

  
  

Week 6 
(7 Feb) 
(9 Feb) 
  

“4.5 Quick Guide to Undergraduate 
Research” 
“4.6 Citational Practice” (2020) 
Why Write? A Guide for Students in 
Canada 
  
Pick 2 from this list + 1 other video of 
your choice: 
Video Essay: “The Philosophy of Rick 
and Morty” (2015) via Wisecrack Show 
Video Essay: “Superposition: the Genre 
of Life is Strange” (2017) via Innuendo 
Studios (!tw: suicide) 
Video Essay: “Who is Responsible for 
Climate Change? Who Needs to Fix 
It?” (2020) via Kurzgesagt: In a Nutshell 

  
Take home: Writespace 7 & 8: arguing your case II 
& critical review (of self-selected video essay) 

Week 7 
(14 Feb) 
(16 Feb) 

Monday 
Breakdown of big takeaways from first 
half of course 
Breakdown of video essays and “viral” 
arguments 
  
Wednesday 
Writing Workshop II: facilitated peer 
review of arguing your case I and 
arguing your case II entries 

  
(Wednesday) Take home: revising one of the 
arguing your case entries 

  
Reading 
Week 
(21 Feb) 
(23 Feb) 
  

    
  
(Online) Wellness Check-in 2 

Week 8 
(28 Feb) 
(2 Mar) 

Monday 
“5.7 Breaking Rules (With a Purpose)” 
(2020) 
“5.8 Voice” (2020) 
Why Write? A Guide for Students in 
Canada 
Take up & Writespace 9: imagining 
alt-realities with voice 
sarah’s Rhetoricity roundtable 
  
Wednesday 
Read-Around: your favourite journal 
entry from entries 4 – 10 
(group feedback & cheerleading) 
  

Read-Around feedback dropbox 
  
(Wednesday) Take home: Writespace 10: rhetoricity 
& audience appeal 
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TIME TEXT TALK & TAKE HOME 

Week 1 
(-) 
(5 Jan) 

Monday 
syllabus & what on earth is academic 
writing? 
“Genres/Types of Documents” (2018) 
NDSU Center for Writers 
  
Wednesday 
Writespace 1: one truth & one lie 
rhetoricity activity 

  
Syllabus breakdown, designing Cozy Space, creating 
community agreements 
  

Week 2 
(10 Jan) 
(12 Jan) 

Monday 
“2.2 Genres, Stories and Academic 
Writing” (2020) 
“2.3 Academic Writing as a Genre” 
(2020) 
Why Write? A Guide for Students in 
Canada 
Writespace 2: our voices on the page 
  
Wednesday 
“Writing Op-Eds That Make a 
Difference” (2021) 
Indivisible & Op-Ed Projects 
“What I Want Your Voice To Do” 
(2018) 
Jessie Van Eerden   

  
(Wednesday) Take home: Writespace 3: my 
take/your take op-eds 

Week 3 
(17 Jan) 
(19 Jan) 

Monday 
“1.2 Holistic Academic Writing” 
(2020) 
“1.8 Your Own Process” (2020) 
Why Write? A Guide for Students in 
Canada 
“Rethinking Our Compulsion to 
Comparison” 
Emily Beswick 
  
Wednesday 
Writing Workshop I: facilitated peer 
review 

  
(Wednesday) Take home: revising your peer-
reviewed entry 
  
(Online) Wellness Check-in 1 

Week 4 
(24 Jan) 
(26 Jan) 

Monday 
“2.6 Common Sub-Genres of 
Academic Writing” 
“2.7 The Essay” (2020) 
Why Write? A Guide for Students in 
Canada 
sarah’s Academic Thesis Crash Course 
  
Wednesday 
Read-Around: peer-edited favourite 
journal entry 
(group feedback & cheerleading) 

  
(Wednesday) Take home: Writespace 4: conjuring 
an argument outline 
  
Read-Around Feedback dropbox 

Week 5 
(31 Jan) 
(2 Feb) 

Monday 
“3.4 Knowing Your Audience” (2020) 
“3.5 Everything’s Persuasion” (2020) 
Why Write? A Guide for Students in 
Canada 
“Book Review: Counterstory” (2021) 
Danielle Pappo 
Writespace 5: imagining the 
counterstory 
  
Wednesday 
sarah’s Academic Argument Crash 
Course 
Writespace 6: arguing your case 

  
  

Week 6 
(7 Feb) 
(9 Feb) 
  

“4.5 Quick Guide to Undergraduate 
Research” 
“4.6 Citational Practice” (2020) 
Why Write? A Guide for Students in 
Canada 
  
Pick 2 from this list + 1 other video of 
your choice: 
Video Essay: “The Philosophy of Rick 
and Morty” (2015) via Wisecrack Show 
Video Essay: “Superposition: the Genre 
of Life is Strange” (2017) via Innuendo 
Studios (!tw: suicide) 
Video Essay: “Who is Responsible for 
Climate Change? Who Needs to Fix 
It?” (2020) via Kurzgesagt: In a Nutshell 

  
Take home: Writespace 7 & 8: arguing your case II 
& critical review (of self-selected video essay) 

Week 7 
(14 Feb) 
(16 Feb) 

Monday 
Breakdown of big takeaways from first 
half of course 
Breakdown of video essays and “viral” 
arguments 
  
Wednesday 
Writing Workshop II: facilitated peer 
review of arguing your case I and 
arguing your case II entries 

  
(Wednesday) Take home: revising one of the 
arguing your case entries 

  
Reading 
Week 
(21 Feb) 
(23 Feb) 
  

    
  
(Online) Wellness Check-in 2 

Week 8 
(28 Feb) 
(2 Mar) 

Monday 
“5.7 Breaking Rules (With a Purpose)” 
(2020) 
“5.8 Voice” (2020) 
Why Write? A Guide for Students in 
Canada 
Take up & Writespace 9: imagining 
alt-realities with voice 
sarah’s Rhetoricity roundtable 
  
Wednesday 
Read-Around: your favourite journal 
entry from entries 4 – 10 
(group feedback & cheerleading) 
  

Read-Around feedback dropbox 
  
(Wednesday) Take home: Writespace 10: rhetoricity 
& audience appeal 



Care Work through Course Design   149

TIME TEXT TALK & TAKE HOME 

Week 1 
(-) 
(5 Jan) 

Monday 
syllabus & what on earth is academic 
writing? 
“Genres/Types of Documents” (2018) 
NDSU Center for Writers 
  
Wednesday 
Writespace 1: one truth & one lie 
rhetoricity activity 

  
Syllabus breakdown, designing Cozy Space, creating 
community agreements 
  

Week 2 
(10 Jan) 
(12 Jan) 

Monday 
“2.2 Genres, Stories and Academic 
Writing” (2020) 
“2.3 Academic Writing as a Genre” 
(2020) 
Why Write? A Guide for Students in 
Canada 
Writespace 2: our voices on the page 
  
Wednesday 
“Writing Op-Eds That Make a 
Difference” (2021) 
Indivisible & Op-Ed Projects 
“What I Want Your Voice To Do” 
(2018) 
Jessie Van Eerden   

  
(Wednesday) Take home: Writespace 3: my 
take/your take op-eds 

Week 3 
(17 Jan) 
(19 Jan) 

Monday 
“1.2 Holistic Academic Writing” 
(2020) 
“1.8 Your Own Process” (2020) 
Why Write? A Guide for Students in 
Canada 
“Rethinking Our Compulsion to 
Comparison” 
Emily Beswick 
  
Wednesday 
Writing Workshop I: facilitated peer 
review 

  
(Wednesday) Take home: revising your peer-
reviewed entry 
  
(Online) Wellness Check-in 1 

Week 4 
(24 Jan) 
(26 Jan) 

Monday 
“2.6 Common Sub-Genres of 
Academic Writing” 
“2.7 The Essay” (2020) 
Why Write? A Guide for Students in 
Canada 
sarah’s Academic Thesis Crash Course 
  
Wednesday 
Read-Around: peer-edited favourite 
journal entry 
(group feedback & cheerleading) 

  
(Wednesday) Take home: Writespace 4: conjuring 
an argument outline 
  
Read-Around Feedback dropbox 

Week 5 
(31 Jan) 
(2 Feb) 

Monday 
“3.4 Knowing Your Audience” (2020) 
“3.5 Everything’s Persuasion” (2020) 
Why Write? A Guide for Students in 
Canada 
“Book Review: Counterstory” (2021) 
Danielle Pappo 
Writespace 5: imagining the 
counterstory 
  
Wednesday 
sarah’s Academic Argument Crash 
Course 
Writespace 6: arguing your case 

  
  

Week 6 
(7 Feb) 
(9 Feb) 
  

“4.5 Quick Guide to Undergraduate 
Research” 
“4.6 Citational Practice” (2020) 
Why Write? A Guide for Students in 
Canada 
  
Pick 2 from this list + 1 other video of 
your choice: 
Video Essay: “The Philosophy of Rick 
and Morty” (2015) via Wisecrack Show 
Video Essay: “Superposition: the Genre 
of Life is Strange” (2017) via Innuendo 
Studios (!tw: suicide) 
Video Essay: “Who is Responsible for 
Climate Change? Who Needs to Fix 
It?” (2020) via Kurzgesagt: In a Nutshell 

  
Take home: Writespace 7 & 8: arguing your case II 
& critical review (of self-selected video essay) 

Week 7 
(14 Feb) 
(16 Feb) 

Monday 
Breakdown of big takeaways from first 
half of course 
Breakdown of video essays and “viral” 
arguments 
  
Wednesday 
Writing Workshop II: facilitated peer 
review of arguing your case I and 
arguing your case II entries 

  
(Wednesday) Take home: revising one of the 
arguing your case entries 

  
Reading 
Week 
(21 Feb) 
(23 Feb) 
  

    
  
(Online) Wellness Check-in 2 

Week 8 
(28 Feb) 
(2 Mar) 

Monday 
“5.7 Breaking Rules (With a Purpose)” 
(2020) 
“5.8 Voice” (2020) 
Why Write? A Guide for Students in 
Canada 
Take up & Writespace 9: imagining 
alt-realities with voice 
sarah’s Rhetoricity roundtable 
  
Wednesday 
Read-Around: your favourite journal 
entry from entries 4 – 10 
(group feedback & cheerleading) 
  

Read-Around feedback dropbox 
  
(Wednesday) Take home: Writespace 10: rhetoricity 
& audience appeal 

Week 9 
(7 Mar) 
(9 Mar) 

Monday 
Beyond Academia: writing genres in 
STEM, Business, etc., co-op and 
professional writing 
  
Wednesday 
Writespace 11: drafting for business, 
co-operative education, internships and 
alt-academia 

(Wednesday) Take home: finishing edited draft of 
business entry 

Week 10 
(14 Mar) 
(16 Mar) 

Monday 
Beyond Academia: bias and access – 
who is being left out of our 
conversations? 
  
Wednesday 
ARTS190 FEEDBACK TRADE DAY 
– trading journal entry with Dr. 
Lamont’s ECE students 

(Wednesday) Take home: Writespace 12: access and 
academic writing entry 

Week 11 
(21 Mar) 
(23 Mar) 

Monday 
Writing Workshop III: revising best 
journal entries, self-facilitated peer 
review, workshopping best journal 
entries from this term 
Breakdown of big takeaways from 
second half of the course 
  
Wednesday 
ARTS190 FEEDBACK TRADE 
BACK DAY – trading back feedback 
with ECE students 
sarah’s community callback overview: 
writing acknowledgements 

(Wednesday) Take home: Writespace 13: gratitude 
and community writing 
  
(Online) Wellness Check-in 3 

Week 12 
(28 Mar) 
(30 Mar) 

Monday 
Writing Workshop IV: revising best 
journal entries, self-facilitated peer 
review, workshopping best journal 
entries from this term 
  
Wednesday 
Read-Around Final Symposium: café 
& clever writings (your best journal 
entry from this semester) 
(polished peer feedback & extra 
cheerleading) 

  
(Online) Exit interview: writing crash course, key 
reflections 
  
(Online) SUBMIT BY 13 APRIL: 5 best journal 
entries (edited and polished) & 2 best peer feedback 
reviews (originals) 
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Course Goals (Objectives)
I think it makes sense to tell you what I was trying to indoctrinate you with 
after you’ve read the syllabus outline. I have three clear expectations I hope 
you develop as a result from walking this academic writing pathway with me:

1. Learner is able to rhetorically assess, value, and critically comment 
on the validity and prescience of casual (non-academic) material 
and some academic (editorial or undergraduate) material.

2. Learner is able to use voice, diction, genre, and other rhetorical 
tools to present a reasonably compelling argument to a peer reader 
of similar academic background.

3. Learner is able to present short written works to an audience in a 
manner which demonstrates appropriate style, tone, and rhetoricity 
to academic situations.

Assessment Structure
The assessment layout of this course is a tripartite structure (three points, like 
a triangle): Writer’s Journal, Writer’s Workshops, and Read-Arounds. Laid 
out simply, the course unfolds like this:

WRITER’S JOURNAL (writespace exercises) [20%]
Your private practice, so be loud and experiment boldly. Complete 12 entries 
over 13 weeks (see weekly breakdown). You will have to submit these to the 
weekly dropbox, but I will not read them (proof of completion / this is oth-
erwise your playground).

WRITER’S WORKSHOPS (community agreement) [20%]
Facilitated paired peer reviews in week 3 and 6, self-facilitated peer reviews in 
weeks 11 and 12. There will be dropbox submissions where you will submit 
your peer feedback, as well as a workshop feedback (just for me to see). 

READ-AROUNDS (community engagement) [20%]
Facilitated full-class community feedback and cheerleading in weeks 4, 8 and 
12. There will be dropbox submissions where you will submit your group 
feedback, as well as a read-around feedback (just for me to see).

“FINAL EXAM” WRITING PORTFOLIO [35%]
Your ‘exam’ submission for this course is a portfolio dropbox submission of 
your 5 best journal entries, your 3 best peer reviews, and 1 exit interview from 
this semester’s produced work.
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GRATITUDE & COMMUNITY CARE [5%]
The final 5% of this course is awarded by your community (not me!) – you 
will have the chance in your exit interview to name classmates who you felt 
improved, helped you improve, or contributed cheerleading that created a 
greater sense of community in the writing classroom.

Assignment Expectations
We will discuss and revise the expectations in line with how our syllabus 
morphs and changes throughout the term. I also think it’s important to have 
your input on how these elements are evaluated, because we exist as a recipro-
cal writing community.

Below are ideas of expectations, which we can evaluate as a class in weeks 1 
and 2.

WRITER’S JOURNAL: Entries should be 300-500 words. There are 12 en-
tries, but we can make 2+ non-penalized. We can also agree to “write 8 of 
your choice” toward your Portfolio. Can be assessed primarily by completion, 
or by quality. Can be assessed weekly, or at half-terms.

WRITER’S WORKSHOPS: Peer review entries should be 200-300 words. 
This activity is very difficult to opt-out of, because it creates unfairness for 
others. We can talk about how to deliver the feedback, “deadlines” for feed-
back, and formats for delivery (including video calls or video recordings). 
Submission of your best reviews to me can also be video clips. Can be assessed 
at the end of term, or after the workshops.

READ-AROUNDS: Same general guidelines as WRITER’S WORKSHOPS. 
Submit reflection exercise component with what you have learned from other 
students. This can be accomplished as a large-group or in 3-4 “team” groups. 
If the class takes a “team” structure, feedback would be organized by teams 
about each other.

PORTFOLIO: 5 best entries and 3 best reviews, as well as the exit inter-
view, is required (I need something to formally evaluate this term). How this 
is accomplished is up for discussion. The workshops and read-arounds are 
designed to help you submit the best portfolio possible and learn from your 
community, as well as myself, about how to be a rhetorically convincing aca-
demic writer in Canadian communities.
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GRATITUDE & COMMUNITY CARE: How many classmates to name, 
who can be named, or team dynamics can all contribute to this component. 
Extenuating circumstances during term can also be applied to this component.

Notes
1. To historicize care work’s complex and luminary relationship to disability jus-

tice, please see: Care Work (Piepzna-Samarasinha), The Care We Dream Of (Sharman), 
Crip Kinship (Khafai), and Beyond Survival (Dixon and Piepzna-Samarasinha).

2. All documentation, particularly the syllabus, assignment sheets, and classroom 
materials used to facilitate major activities, were created for this course as open-access 
shareware that you’re free to modify for your own community-first classrooms. 

3. I made the Workshop Worksheet and the Read-Around cheerleading sheet 
freeware for curious pedagogues during this course pilot as well: access via https://
tinyurl.com/5p5yvvsa (for Workshop Worksheet) and https://tinyurl.com/bprjft67 
(for Read-Around Cheerleading Sheet).
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Contemplative Pedagogy for Health and Well-Being 
in a Trauma-Filled World 

Angela Muir and Paula Mathieu

This article argues that we are living in a climate where trauma is taxing 
students and teachers alike. In order to teach and learn in this moment, we 
recommend and explore a variety of contemplative practices to help teach 
awareness and kind attention. Some of these practices involve writing and 
others don’t, as writing itself can be a source of anxiety and stress. We out-
line practices and share personal anecdotes regarding an approach toward 
teaching writing that redefines terms such as rigor and success in more com-
passionate and health-focused ways.

Introduction

Buffalo, Uvalde, Tulsa. A hundred days of war in Ukraine, not to mention 
civil wars in Afghanistan, Ethiopia, and Yemen, and culture wars in the 

US. Year three of a global pandemic, and over 6 million deaths worldwide. 
People whose skin is black or brown are targeted, attacked, and dispropor-
tionately killed, often by the institutions purported to protect them. Civil 
and reproductive rights are diminishing, while hate crimes are on the rise. 
This is all so traumatic to live through, let alone stand in front of a classroom 
and be OK, or to look to our students and expect them to be OK.  It is ex-
hausting. We are exhausted.

As college teachers of writing, we struggle to align our core values of en-
gagement and curiosity with the multiple needs of our students and ourselves 
in a traumatic climate that can overwhelm us all and breed disengagement 
(Field). In “A ‘Stunning’ Level of Student Disconnection,” Beth McMurtrie 
writes, “The Chronicle recently asked faculty members to share their experiences 
with student disengagement this academic year. More than 100 people wrote 
in to describe a disconcerting level of disconnection among students, using 
words like ‘defeated,’ exhausted,’ and ‘overwhelmed.’” When our students 
and ourselves are struggling, how can we be both compassionate and effective 
teachers? How can we find ways to be both supportive and rigorous–for our 
students and ourselves?
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Angela: In my own First Year 
Writing Seminar, I saw full at-
tendance only once all semes-
ter, most classes had at least two 
out of fifteen students missing. 
The emails I received from stu-
dents all explained the same 
reason, “I’m sorry professor, 
I just needed some extra sleep 
this morning, I am exhausted.” 
How could I blame them? Most 
mornings I felt the same way.

Paula: This year I have accompa-
nied students as they faced the 
death of loved ones, endured 
illnesses and injuries, faced ra-
cial aggressions on campus, 
witnessed a roommate’s over-
dose, quarantined, and strug-
gled with depression, anxiety, 
hopelessness, fear.  I am facing 
my own devastating loss and 
personal challenges. How do I 
purposefully teach and learn in 
a state of overwhelm?

The latest Healthy Minds survey shows that mental health problems such 
as anxiety and depression are at a record high of 47% among students, and an 
outstanding number of those students are reaching out to their professors for 
support (Eisenberg, et al.). For many of us, business as usual is not an option. 
We can no longer succeed by sticking to the syllabus and try to tough it out. Yet, 
we teach because we care deeply about writing and teaching and the students 
with whom we work. But many of us feel unprepared to weigh into “heart-
pounding” conversations about mental health and well-being with students 
(Field). How can we find a proper balance between support for our students 
and setting expectations for meaningful engagement and rigorous learning?

There are many possible answers to this question, as this special issue of 
Composition Studies demonstrates. Our answer in this essay focuses on incor-
porating contemplative practices, which can include writing activities and 
exercises to help one feel ready to write, into our classrooms. Our approach 
begins with a grounded, compassionate relationship with our feeling bodies. In 
other words, we believe, as Christopher Uhl and Dana Stuchul assert, “We are 
not just brains on a stick” (16). Our brains cannot learn if our feeling bodies 
are experiencing direct or vicarious trauma, existing in a state of dysregulation 
related to the fight-flight-or-freeze stress response. Since our bodies are not 
abstract but exist in time and space, we recognize that stress and trauma can 
be distributed disproportionately among members of subordinated groups 
(King). High levels of stress hormones negatively affect learning and make it 
difficult to be open to the level of risk and vulnerability needed to grow as a 
writer. Our classroom teaching includes specific moments, exercises, and as-
signments designed to help students and ourselves find ways to regulate our 
bodies in order to engage our minds more meaningfully. By moving our focus 
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downwards from our heads into our bodies we give ourselves “the opportunity 
to settle and regulate” (Chari and Singh). 

Anita Chari and Angelica Singh define “trauma-informed pedagogy” as 
teaching practices that bring awareness to our overstimulated autonomic ner-
vous systems by addressing “the dysregulation that is already present for almost 
everyone, to acknowledge it, and to create resiliency and connection in the 
midst of it.” They help us understand trauma-informed pedagogy by beginning 
with what it is not: it is not asking professors to step into the role of therapists, 
especially those of us who are not trained clinicians. In a faculty roundtable 
at Boston College on Trauma-Informed Contemplative Pedagogies, Professor 
Oh Myo Kim expressed a similar sentiment: “Class time is not therapy but 
can be therapeutic.” She went on to say that it could be therapeutic not only 
for the students, but for the professors as well. 

In order to become more resilient and ready to learn, Chari and Singh 
suggest beginning with a pedagogical approach of “grounding” to help regulate 
one’s autonomic nervous system. They write, “Often when we are activated or 
in a rev, our awareness moves upward in our bodies, like steam from a boiling 
kettle. Slowing the nervous system by bringing your attention downward in 
the body gives you the opportunity to settle and regulate.” By pausing and 
paying kind attention to our bodies, even for a few moments, we can help 
cultivate “the skill of tuning into the inherent capacity of the nervous system 
to regulate itself ” (Chari and Singh). Feeling secure in our bodies creates the 
preconditions for openness to learning, new experiences, and challenging 
conversations. In a time of upheaval, “the conversations we have with our 
students can have immense potential for changing our students’ lives and 
society” (Chari and Singh).  

What Is a Contemplative Practice?
Our trauma-informed pedagogy relies on using a range of contemplative 
practices in the classroom. According to Daniel P. Barbezat and Mirabai 
Bush, authors of Contemplative Practices in Higher Education, contemplative 
practices have a broad range, yet “all of them have an introspective, internal 
focus” (5). These practices are not necessarily yoga or meditation, though 
those things can be considered contemplative; “the critical aspect is that stu-
dents discover their own internal reactions without having to adopt any ide-
ology or specific belief ” and they “place the student in the center of his or her 
learning so that the student can connect his or her inner world to the outer 
world” (6). Through such inner and outer world connecting, the student is 
invited to integrate what they are learning in the classroom with how they 
operate in the world at large. 
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The Association for Contemplative Mind in Higher Education (ACMHE) 
offers a helpful “Tree of Contemplative Practices.” The tree has seven branches 
that demonstrate the general categorization of practices: stillness, generative, 
creative, active, relational, movement, and ritual/cyclical. It stands grounded 
by two roots: communion and connection and awareness. This image is a 
great place to start when trying to understand the baseline for contemplative 
pedagogical practices. Many practices, such as meditating, invoking ancestors, 
Lectio Divina, Qigong, Aikido, and Yoga derive from Eastern, Western, and 
Afro-Caribbean religious traditions, but other practices are more secular, such as 
quieting the mind, volunteering, deep listening, and walking. The big takeaway 
here is that it is not what you do, but rather the intention with which you do 
it that determines whether the practice could be considered contemplative. 

In composition studies, contemplative work often takes the form of writ-
ing, including metacognitive and reflective writing. First year writing classes 
typically focus on the writing process, asking the students to reflect on their 
own processes, behaviors, and habits as they approach writing. In Writing as a 
Way of Being, Robert Yagelski advocates for centering pedagogy on the activity 
and process of writing (more so than the products of writing). This tool helps 
students move beyond dualistic views that separate themselves from others and 
the world. In The Prolific Moment, Alexandria Peary foregrounds the present 
moment as central to composing. We admire both books greatly and believe 
their approaches and pedagogies warrant deep exploration. In differing ways, 
both scholars frame writing itself as a contemplative practice and help writers 
focus on the present moment in order to engage writing more fully. We include 
writing exercises among the contemplative practices we use in our classes.

In addition to writing-based practices, we make a point to include non-
writing contemplative practices as well because we recognize that the act of 
writing can itself induce stress: writer’s block, procrastination, imposter syn-
drome, trauma from negative feedback, fear, and uncertainty when engaging 
new writing projects. Just as it can be a source of presence and mindfulness, 
writing can be a source of dysregulation and stress. For us, that means that 
in addition to mindful writing practices, we introduce students to a range of 
other contemplative practices—from simple breathing to walking, to longer 
sitting sessions—in order to help them regulate their nervous systems that can 
be dysregulated by the task of writing itself.

In what follows, we share some classroom exercises that can introduce 
ways to practice awareness and kind attention (Shapiro).

Arrival
We rush to arrive on time for class. And while our bodies might land in a 
classroom on time, or even a few minutes early, our minds might not fully be 
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there yet. We might still be ruminating over what happened before class or 
worrying/anticipating what will happen next. An arrival activity can ritual-
ize the act of becoming fully present in a class, framing arrival as a process 
of body and mind, helping students become focused and ready to work. A 
simple arrival practice can be as short as three breaths: On the first breath, 
one envisions everything going on before arriving in class, all the worries, 
conflicts, and stressors. On the second breath, one calls to mind everything 
awaiting after this class: to-do lists, deadlines, long hours at work, plans for 
fun. On the third breath, we mentally invite ourselves to arrive fully in this 
moment, right here, right now, and to be present for the short amount of 
time the group has to work together, today. One can invite students to close 
their eyes or soften their gaze. We slowly do the three breaths together. Then 
we can say, “Welcome to class. Let’s begin.”

Short Silence
The topic of sound and silence is fascinating to discuss with students. Three 
minutes of silence can be a simple low-stakes contemplative practice to in-
troduce into class. When I (Paula) first did this in a first year writing seminar 
many years ago now, I invited students to clear their desks, either close their 
eyes or soften their gaze, and sit in silence for three minutes. Afterwards, I 
asked students for their reactions. One said that they never knew how long 
three minutes could be. Students laughed. Another said that this was the first 
silence they had experienced since they arrived on campus. This response 
surprised me, as it was the second week of the semester, but several other stu-
dents weighed in with similar views. They reported being constantly around 
noise–the dining halls, our dorm floors. And when it was quiet, they usually 
had headphones in and were always listening to music or podcasts. Several 
students admitted to needing distracting noise for sleeping. For some stu-
dents, silence is not yet a common or comfortable space. Practicing silence, 
and helping students become more comfortable with quiet pauses, even short 
ones, is a small step that can help build comfort and the ability to consider 
other contemplative practices.

Brain Dump
Julia Cameron’s best-selling book The Artist’s Way asks blocked artists to begin 
every day with what she calls “morning pages” (Cameron, 9-18). The morn-
ing pages are intended to be thirty minutes of stream-of-conscious writing. 
She says these pages “are not meant to be art. Or even writing . . . Pages are 
meant to be, simply, the act of moving the hand across the page and writing 
down whatever comes to mind” (10). 
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The Brain Dump is adapted from this practice and is meant to be a type 
of arrival practice in the classroom. For the first five to ten minutes of class, 
simply ask students to write whatever it is they need to write in order to be 
fully present. Writing by hand is preferred, but not possible for every student, 
so ask them to choose whichever option is best for them. Prompt the students 
by telling them, “You can write to-do lists, grocery lists, write about an issue 
that is top of mind, something that is frustrating you or something you want 
to remember later. It doesn’t matter what you write, but you will keep writing 
for the next five minutes without stopping. If this means you repeat, ‘I don’t 
know what to write,’ that is perfectly fine.” While the students write, write 
with them. Joining them in the practice shows that the teacher is part of the 
classroom community. During that time, sit in silence or put on some classi-
cal or ambient music, whichever the community prefers. It is a great way to 
start a writing class and allow the students time to get out what they need to 
be present and ready for class. 

Breathing
In 2015, Emily Beals, Jen Cansilio, and Jeremiah Henry presented a Con-
ference on College, Composition, and Communication (CCCC) panel on 
mindful practices in the writing classroom entitled “Better Breathers are Bet-
ter Learners.” They introduced various mindfulness-based practices for the 
writing classroom, including taking a few minutes for breathing—and they 
connected it to better learning outcomes. Sensing bodies, closing one’s eyes if 
possible, and paying attention to the in and out of one’s breath, to notice it, 
become aware and monitor it: am I breathing shallowly, rapidly? What hap-
pens if I slow down my breathing? Perhaps try inhaling for four counts, hold 
for three, and then exhale for six counts. Repeat if there is time.

Focusing on “better breathers are better learners” can sidestep a campus 
culture or set of students for whom the idea of contemplative or mindful 
practices might be off-putting. Emphasizing engagement with short breathing 
exercises can help increase focus and decrease anxiety (Bullock). This practice 
can remind students—and teachers—to spend the final moments before any 
stressful experience not frantically reviewing one’s mind for a last piece of 
knowledge, but instead, breathing.

Simple Stretching
As we have discussed, stress and trauma require us to come back into our 
body. Simple stretching exercises at the beginning or in the middle of class 
are a good way to shift the focus from mind to body, while also giving the stu-
dents a well-needed stretch. First, ask students to stand up from their chairs 
and become aware of their feet on the ground. Next, ask them to allow their 
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chin to fall gently to their chest, and feel the stretch at the back of the neck. 
After a few seconds, ask them to slowly raise their chin parallel to the floor, 
without straining, as if nodding their head “yes.” Have them repeat this ac-
tion a few times, and then ask them to bring their head back to neutral. 
Finally, ask them to bring their fingertips to the top of their shoulders, as if 
making wings out of their arms. Then ask them to slowly draw circles with 
their elbows, first in one direction and then in the other, while involving their 
shoulders in the motion. Have them bring their hands back down to their 
sides and slowly return to their seats.

Walk (Even in Small Space)
For some, contemplative practices based in stillness can increase anxiety rath-
er than reduce it. Sometimes a contemplative exercise in quiet movement can 
be useful. In the space of a classroom or hallway, ask students to spend a few 
minutes walking slowly and carefully, paying attention to how their feet come 
in contact with the ground. If they notice their minds wandering, as minds 
do, invite them to gently bring it back to the act of their feet walking. This 
can be a silent practice or it can involve acknowledging others, as contem-
plative writing teacher Stephanie Briggs suggests. She instructs students to 
walk around (or look around if the space is too tight). When they encounter 
another person, make eye contact, and say, “I see you.” She describes this as 
a simple practice that allows students to acknowledge each other as a basis of 
forming a community (Briggs).

Angela: There is one thing in my 
life that never fails me, cof-
fee. My love for coffee started 
early. My mother used to serve 
me coffee and buttered toast 
every morning before school. 
I would take a sip or two and 
then dip the toast in the cof-
fee allowing the crevices to 
become filled with the liquid. 
Dunk, eat, repeat. 

As an adult, my love for 
coffee grew as I learned more 
about the work it takes to 
grow and harvest the beans, 
and the level of specification 
that is required to make the 
perfect cup. It seemed to me 

Paula: I find myself most ground-
ed when I am outside, often 
walking my dogs. Our big dog, 
Marv, (probably a mix of Pitbull 
and boxer) is the embodiment 
of joyful, goofy presence. He 
loves every moment, whether 
he is sniffing, running, licking 
someone’s face, or lounging in 
the sun. When he chases a ball, 
sometimes he catches it. But 
more often, first, he will miss it, 
run past it, trip over it, or kick 
it further away. No matter how 
many fetches he does, he never 
seems to get ‘better’ at catching 
a ball. But what’s remarkable is 
that it doesn’t matter. Whether 
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that to honor the labor that went 
into the making of this delica-
cy, my approach to its making 
should match in respect and tra-
dition. So a ritual was born.

My mornings are sacred be-
cause I take time to consciously 
create my perfect cup, to sit and 
enjoy it, and then do some writ-
ing. Though I would never bring 
all of my coffee tools into the 
classroom to introduce my ritual 
to my students, I do think the 
sustained time with precision, 
attention, reflection, and joy is 
both necessary and useful to our 
students, and to me as their in-
structor. Without this moment I 
would not show up to class calm, 
poised, and ready. Therefore, I 
think it is only fair to give my 
students an opportunity to arrive 
fully in the same way. This takes 
different forms over the semester, 
but whichever activity I choose, 
I make sure that the first five to 
ten minutes of class begins with a 
moment of consciousness. 

I think it is important to also 
admit that though I am romanti-
cizing this morning tradition, it 
does not always go as planned. In 
the same way, class activities are 
sometimes met with resistance, 
and those times can be a good re-
minder that nothing is infallible. 

he catches it on the fly or kicks 
it halfway across the field, 
Marv grabs it and runs back 
with the same unbridled joy, 
drops the ball, and waits for 
someone–anyone–to throw 
it again. He truly embodies 
Jon Kabat Zinn’s definition of 
mindfulness, “being aware of 
the current moment, nonjudg-
mentally, as if your life depend-
ed on it.” Every moment for 
Marv is the best moment. He 
is a good teacher.

Outdoors, when I am walk-
ing, it is easy to become fully 
immersed in the moment. 
The large swaths of conserva-
tion land near my house offer 
familiar trails with plant life 
and a brook that changes by 
the season. “Right here, right 
now,” I repeat to myself as I 
gaze at the trees, today heavy 
with green leaves, the path nar-
rowing from their abundance. 
“Right here, right now. This 
is life.” That phrase and that 
practice help calm me and al-
low me to marvel at everything 
around me. A simple walk can 
be my day’s most precious gift. 
That–and as Angie says–coffee. 
My first sip every morning is a 
moment of pure joy.
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Practicing with Authenticity
Barbezat and Bush say it most plainly: “There is no effective way to teach 
contemplative practices without practicing them yourself ” (67). That is not 
to say that everyone must spend years becoming an expert before trying con-
templative exercises in the classroom. One way to begin is to imagine where 
and how you are already contemplative: you may already have your own ver-
sion of a contemplative practice that you could easily bring into your class-
room with confidence. Perhaps, for instance, you use an attentional anchor to 
listen deeply to someone. Or perhaps you wash the dishes with quiet presence 
and care. Perhaps you are interested in being a student alongside your own 
students in trying something new together. However you proceed, approach-
ing these practices by choosing those that you feel comfortable trying will 
strengthen your commitment to repeating them on your own and give you 
more confidence in leading your students.

Angela: I don’t typically get ner-
vous before leading or instruct-
ing meditation. This time was 
different. I was standing in front 
of a group of college seniors in 
a capstone course on “Mindful 
Storytelling.” Sure, each of them 
chose this course, but in the 
back of my head the story that I 
was telling myself was that they 
selected it because it sounded 
like an easy “A,” they needed a 
blow-off course, and they were 
all internally eye-rolling at me as 
I explained the benefits of medi-
tation. In fact, I thought this 
because I was once one of them. 
Before my first yoga class I told 
my friend, “If they ‘om’ at the 
beginning of this, I am out.” But 
they did ‘om’ and I did not leave.

So I began.
I explained to them first the 

history of the mantra. I moved 
on to discuss what a pranayama 

Paula: I consider myself a student 
of contemplative practices, not 
yet (or maybe not ever) an ex-
pert. I tell my students that I 
am a co-inquirer with them on 
contemplative work because it’s 
something I recognize that I need 
in my life. I take to heart Shauna 
Shapiro’s definition that mind-
fulness is about “kind attention,” 
and that we cultivate what we 
practice. That means that for my 
students and myself, I try to offer 
a low-stakes sampling of contem-
plative practices to practice and 
try. Some involve sitting, some 
require movement, some involve 
writing or drawing or even eat-
ing. I use variety and normalize 
that some practices might feel 
better than others and that our 
moods and needs change. 

When I am anxious, a walk 
is better for me than simply sit-
ting and breathing. When I am 
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is and how breathing can have an 
impact on the sympathetic ner-
vous system. I looked out at their 
faces and desperately tried to 
read them. They were all awake, 
they seemed “with me.” I handed 
out 108 bead malas to the class 
and explained that we would use 
these to keep track of our man-
tra and breath. I asked them all 
to put away their laptops and 
phones, to sit with a straight 
spine and close their eyes, hold-
ing their malas loosely in one 
hand. I turned off the lights 
and scanned the students, they 
were all so peacefully sitting out 
there in front of me, and I hadn’t 
even begun the meditation prac-
tice yet.

We started our meditation 
by simply “watching the breath” 
flow in and out at the nostrils, not 
controlling it in any way, but just 
observing. We moved on to use 
the mala to keep track of our “So 
Hum” practice, each bead would 
be a full breath movement. On 
the inhale, we mentally chanted 
“so,” and on the exhaled “hum,” 
slowly and deeply. We moved 
onto the next bead and again, “so 
hum,” and then another. Finally, 
I let them continue to practice 
without my guidance, I asked 
them to continue at their own 
pace. I finished a twelve-bead 
set, which takes about five min-
utes, and opened my eyes. There 
was a peacefulness lingering in 

tired, a body awareness guided 
meditation (using a recording 
so I can just receive the teach-
ing) is a gift. I try to introduce 
contemplative practices as tools 
or options, useful at different 
times in different ways. But 
rather than what the practice is, 
I try to emphasize kindness as 
the foundation. Kindness to self, 
and when one is able, sending 
loving-kindness and gratitude to 
others is a precious gift. I think 
many people reject meditation or 
other contemplative practices be-
cause they believe there is a right 
way to do it, and they are not 
doing it. Instead of being pres-
ent, we judge ourselves as inad-
equate and practice loops of self-
recrimination. Or we expect our 
minds to be empty, still, calm, 
focused, instead of welcoming 
whatever arises, even if they are 
unkind thoughts. To notice our 
self-judgment is a contempla-
tive act. It creates a small space 
between the thought and our no-
ticing self. In that way, I try to 
emphasize to students that notic-
ing with kindness and gentleness 
IS what contemplative work is 
all about.

Even with my careful fram-
ing, some students resist certain 
contemplative practices or find 
little value in them. I try to make 
space for that possibility too. 
Since the goal of contemplation 
is awareness, being aware that 
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the room, each student’s face was 
calm and glowing, so I contin-
ued. Five minutes later, I opened 
my eyes again. Still. The class was 
still. I let them go for a total of 
thirty minutes, which would 
be considered a long time for a 
brand-new meditator. I gently 
guided them out of the medita-
tion and asked them to “come 
back into their bodies.” 

I was anxious to start the de-
brief, wondering if I had pushed 
them too long, if they felt restless 
and I just didn’t see it. However, 
the responses were encouraging. 
One student said she felt a “re-
newed sense of energy and fo-
cus,” many others simply stated, 
“I really needed that.” I told the 
students they could keep the ma-
las if they felt they would use it, 
and most of them did. 

My instinct tells me that most 
students did not leave the class 
and immediately become medita-
tors, and that was not the point. 
But they were open to it, despite 
their fears and trepidations, their 
different spiritual or religious be-
liefs, and most importantly their 
restless state of mind. The time 
in meditation proved to me and 
to them that they could do it, 
which is important to not only 
set them up for further contem-
plative opportunities, but for any 
activity that may be unfamiliar, 
or uncomfortable, or (dare I say 
it) potentially uncool. 

one is made anxious or irritable 
by a practice is as valid as being 
calmed. I myself had a strongly 
negative reaction to a meditation 
class I took in the late 1990s. It 
was shortly after the death of my 
mother, and I believed that the 
teaching suggested that our minds 
controlled every aspect of our bod-
ies. The practice, which was meant 
to be calming, hit my body hard, 
tightening my chest. The words 
registered as an indictment of my 
mother, that she didn’t use her 
mind well enough, which caused 
the autoimmune disease and her 
untimely death. In hindsight, I’m 
fairly certain the practice neither 
intended nor implied such a mes-
sage. But as raw as I was to be 
without either parent in my twen-
ties, I rejected that meditation 
practice. “It’s not for me,” I said. 
And it wasn’t, at that time.

Still, something inviting from 
that class remained with me–a de-
sire to have a relationship with my 
thoughts, to connect my mind and 
body more deliberately. And over 
the years I have studied and read 
and slowly developed my own ad 
hoc, imperfect contemplative prac-
tice. My favorite practices now are 
often simple ones: stopping in a 
moment and fully appreciating all 
that is happening in and around 
me. Walking, being fully present 
as my feet connect to the earth. 
Breath exercises. Mindfully eating 
a clementine. Meditative reading. 
Practicing gratitude. Writing.
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Whether the contemplative practices in the classroom are new and shared 
or a comfortable tradition, it is important to honor the origins of the activity 
in the classroom. It is important for students to understand that this practice 
should not be solely identified as one’s own; it is, in all likelihood, borrowed 
from a tradition that has deep roots. In other words, though the practice might 
adapt well to the writing classroom, it is not to be claimed. In the same way, 
students are not being asked to shift their own beliefs in order to participate 
in these activities; rather, they are being asked to be open to the practice in 
this isolated moment (Barbezat and Bush 84-85).

Maintaining and Redefining Rigor
Navel-gazing. Solipsism. A flight from political engagement. Touchy-feely. 
Performatively woke. These are a few terms skeptics use when referencing 
contemplative pedagogies. The essence of what these critiques suggest might 
be that if teachers lean too far into kindness, they move away from rigor, 
mastery, challenge. In other words, these skeptics fear that contemplative 
pedagogies will become “the grace and compassion police, who insist faculty 
shouldn’t demand very much from students” (Cohan). Such a critique works 
from a narrow definition of rigor, one that privileges students who arrive 
in our classrooms already able to “mimic school-based standardized, essayist 
literacies, only further recycling race and class privilege” (Kynard) and those 
“who are already adept at managing higher education’s unofficial rules” (Jack 
and Sathy).

The term rigor found its way into the English language via late fourteenth 
century French, and like so many other words has gone through a number of 
slight shifts in meaning. This word was intended to convey “hardness, harshness, 
cruelty, force, and stiffness,” specifically when “dealing with persons” (OED). 
Of course, in academia, it now somehow conveys that our courses are worth 
taking and that, if a student makes it through the course unscathed, they will 
somehow have proven themselves. This idea largely coincides with the mili-
taristic and capitalistic rhetoric that runs rampant in contemporary culture. 
That doesn’t mean rigor needs to be thrown out completely; instead, it is time 
it goes through another shift in meaning. For instance, scholars, teachers, and 
contemplative pedagogies might redefine rigor in ways that allow us to meet 
all students where they are while also coupling high standards with teaching 
practices that are inclusive, multicultural, and anti-racist (Au; Contemplative 
Pedagogy Network; Jack and Sathy; King).

In a recent article by Beckie Supiano on “The Redefinition of Rigor,” she 
asks us to consider, “What does rigor mean in a college course, exactly? Why 
do some professors put so much stock in it? And are rigor and compassion 
really at odds?” Supiano’s explorations brought her to consider “students’ 
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take on whether they were challenged,” adding that the National Survey of 
Student Engagement added the question, “During the current school year, to 
what extent have your courses challenged you to do your best work?” (qtd in 
Supiano). This important reframing of rigor from the students’ perspective 
and set of standards gets at the heart of what contemplative pedagogy aims to 
accomplish: introspection.

Contemplative classroom practices expect commitment, discipline, vulner-
ability, and acceptance. Including contemplative practices in the classroom is 
not “submitting to the students,” but rather asking them to focus, direct their 
attention, and own their internal processes, while also offering them tools to 
cope with stress, trauma, exhaustion, and overwhelm. When students are asked 
to apply their own view of their current performance and pair it with their 
own expectations of themselves, the student becomes more invested in their 
learning outcomes. This can is especially true in a writing class; if a student is 
writing about something they care about, the stakes naturally become higher. 
Contemplative practices in the classroom can provide students with tools to 
navigate their inner worlds to determine what is important and why. In ad-
dition, these practices can provide a framework for both a more empathetic 
and critical engagement with world issues in their writing.  Contemplative 
pedagogies is not a retreat from the world, but rather working on ourselves, 
individually and collectively, to more fully engage the world. In addition, such 
work can orient us toward healing:

We need to begin with the healing of trauma—in dark-skinned bod-
ies, in light-skinned bodies, in communities, and the law enforce-
ment profession. Social and political actions are essential, but they 
need to be part of a larger strategy of healing, justice, and creating 
room for growth in traumatized flesh-and-blood bodies. (Mena-
kem ix)

Contemplative pedagogy requires compassionate rigor, as it is in essence a 
call to internal and social healing. These practices ask us to attend to our own 
wellness so that we are prepared to decrease suffering in ourselves and others. 
Therefore, we propose that academic rigor be understood as a disciplined 
responsibility to our own well-being, a radical acceptance of our privileges, 
vulnerabilities, and influence in the world, and an active readiness to participate 
in the world consciously. This definition will challenge students’ learning and 
understanding of ideas, while also engaging introspection and social action.

What Is Next
Since we began work on this essay, an average of 110 Americans have died 
each day due to gun violence, with Black Americans 10 times more likely to 
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be victims (Everytown). Televised panels on the January 6th Insurrection detail 
evidence of ongoing threats to our democracy, and the Supreme Court has 
radically restricted reproductive autonomy and tools for combating climate 
change. A dive in the stock market has, according to the New York Times, led 
experts to forecast a recession due to “greedflation” (DePillis). Waiting for 
things to let up is not an option. Teachers and students can’t wait to crash or 
burn out. Teachers, if they hope to continue showing up and teaching with 
a clear-eyed sense of the world, must forge a healthier way forward for our-
selves and for our students. Teachers and students must also be present right 
now while caring for ourselves and each other in the process. In addition to 
adjusting pedagogies at this moment, teachers also need to be resilient. Not 
bootstraps resilience; rather, teachers must maintain awareness and kind com-
passion for ourselves and others in the face of pain and suffering.

In her book, The Gifts of Suffering: A Guide to Resilience and Renewal, Polly 
Young-Eisendrath combines the theories of Carl Jung with Buddhist meth-
odology to discuss the work of resilience. She says, “To stay relatively free of 
suffering is to stay very awake and conscious of our tendencies to create it . . . 
What seems to work best in holding onto this awareness is some kind of practice 
or belief that returns you again and again to compassion and connection with 
others. This produces a different kind of attitude about pain, loss, and even 
death” (59-60). Adopting contemplative pedagogies in the classrooms supports 
instructors, while showing students that they can do something meaningful 
even in times of hardship. Contemplative pedagogies actively demonstrate   
to students that awareness, compassion, reflection, and focus are not simply 
words for a temple, mosque, church, or psychologist office, but are necessary 
tools for survival and proactive involvement in the world.

Therefore, in addition to introducing the health and wellness benefits of 
contemplative pedagogy, this essay acts as your call to action. What will you 
do to better take care of yourself in times of trauma? How can you help your 
community heal? How will you prepare yourself for the ever-daunting task of 
instructing our future leaders in the classroom during these challenging times? 
How will you inspire them to introspect, empathize, focus, and act?
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Course Design

WELL 2100: Writing for Wellness
Heather N. Martin

A four-credit class offered at the University of Denver (DU), Writing for 
Wellness explores current research on health and well-being and engages 

students in the role writing can play in personal, academic, and professional 
wellness. Students explore academic research on writing for wellness, experi-
ment with wellness writing approaches themselves, compose a wellness blog, 
and design and carry out a wellness writing self-study as part of the course. 
Writing for Wellness is taught asynchronously online to a maximum of fif-
teen students per section. The course launched in December 2020 in a con-
densed, four-week intensive format during DU’s interterm (described below). 
Since 2020, I have offered several additional interterm sections of the course.

The course design is a hybrid model of instruction that supports student 
intellectual growth in writing and research practices, while also using writing as 
a tool to improve wellness. I designed the course as a writing studies pedagogue 
and scholar with a deep concern for student wellness in the 2020s. Thus, the 
course supports writing growth through rhetorical practices, a process approach, 
and authentic audiences, while also asking students to explore and experiment 
with writing practices to improve their individual wellness.

In my initial conception, I designed the course for the applied writing 
requirement of DU’s minor in writing practices; however, the course is pres-
ently housed in the cross-disciplinary wellness minor. While there are nuances 
between wellness and well-being, I designed the course around wellness dimen-
sions that undergird the wellness minor and living and learning community 
at DU: physical health, community wellness, emotional wellness, spiritual 
wellness, and mental well-being. 

Institutional Context

Institutional Upheaval
Established in 1864, DU is the oldest independent private university in 
the Rocky Mountain region. With the broad vision to be a great private 
institution dedicated to the public good, the University has seen sweeping 
changes in the last ten years. Under the leadership of Chancellor Rebecca 
Chopp (2014–2019), DU launched a new strategic plan in 2016—IMPACT 
2025—which included enhanced attention to global and collaborative learn-
ing, community-engaged and cross-disciplinary work, and several capital 
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projects to foster economic growth and neighborhood engagement. Three 
years into the ten-year plan, Chancellor Chopp stepped down for health rea-
sons; since then, the university has had two additional provosts and navigated 
the COVID-19 pandemic. In 2021, DU acquired a 720-acre property bor-
dering Roosevelt National forest—the James C. Kennedy Mountain Cam-
pus (KMC)—and began developing curricular and co-curricular initiatives 
to take place there. In 2022, DU became the only private institution in the 
Rocky Mountain Region to achieve Carnegie Classification as a Research 1 
(R1) institution, motivating an institutional rebrand and reconception of its 
university identity. These events occurred in rapid succession, each portend-
ing new and important impacts on student experience—some advantageous, 
some challenging.

The 4D Experience and Student Wellness
Bringing together the vision for the transition to R1, the opportunities af-
forded by the new mountain campus, and the remaining goals of IMPACT 
2025, DU’s current chancellor unveiled a key strategic imperative to offer 
students “a unique global, holistic ‘4D’ [four-dimensional] student experi-
ence.” Following a two-year process of planning and development by faculty, 
staff, and administrators from across campus, the University launched this 
“4D Experience” to support students in four dimensions: advancing intel-
lectual growth, exploring character, pursuing careers and lives of purpose, 
and cultivating well-being (Hernandez). Organized through partnerships be-
tween executive leadership in student affairs, academic affairs, and career and 
professional development, the 4D Experience helps students build individu-
alized pathways through academics, co-curricular programming, mentorship, 
and critical reflection—while engaging principles of justice, equity diversity, 
and inclusion.

Of particular interest for the present course design is an explicit focus on 
emotional, financial, physical, social/community, and spiritual well-being. Even 
as the name of the initiative suggests discrete parts (i.e., four dimensions), the 
University’s vision for the 4D Experience is that wellness principles should 
infuse all aspects of student life on campus and empower students to “develop 
meaningful connections and a sense of connection to something larger than 
themselves” (“Four Dimensions”). It was by coincidence that DU’s concerted 
focus on student well-being preceded the U.S. arrival of COVID-19 by a few 
short months. Of course, as with many other institutions of higher learning 
across the U.S., the pandemic elevated concerns around student wellness and 
well-being at DU.
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The University Writing Program Minor in Writing Practices
The University Writing Program (UWP) was founded in 2006, under the 
leadership of Doug Hesse. I joined the program as part of the first faculty co-
hort and have continued as a teaching professor since then. The UWP offers a 
two-course writing sequence wherein first year students “develop the complex 
writing abilities needed in contemporary academic, professional, and civic 
life.” In addition, the UWP offers a 20-credit minor in writing practices for 
students interested in further developing their writing skills and exploring 
writing studies theory and concepts.

To complete the minor, students take a series of courses in writing theory, 
history, and applied writing, and develop an e-portfolio as a capstone to their 
work. Two applied writing courses are required for the minor. As a pilot course, 
I developed Writing for Wellness under the course code WRIT 2701: Topics in 
Applied Writing. Other courses in this classification include newswriting and 
reporting, introduction to publishing, and rhetorical grammar. In addition to 
traditional research writing assignments that apply the ideas of Lisa Ede and 
Andrea Lunsford’s “audience addressed” and “audience invoked” and Robert 
Johnson’s “audience involved,” Writing for Wellness employs a contemplative 
writing approach, as described by Daniel Barbezat and Mirabai Bush, as “a 
practice that emphasizes process rather than outcome” (124). 

In addition to this “process rather than outcome” orientation, the course 
draws on both writing studies and psychological conceptions of expressive 
writing, adopting a more capacious and cross-disciplinary approach. In this 
way, the course fits within both the UWP model of writing and the University’s 
minor in wellness that “weaves together many different disciplines, curricula, 
and facets of experience to promote conscious growth and dynamic balance in 
life” (“Wellness Minor” 185). Thus, after its initial offering through the UWP 
(as WRIT 2701), the writing course is now officially homed in the wellness 
minor (as WELL 2100) and cross-listed in the applied writing category of the 
writing minor.

Theoretical Rationale

Expressivism: A Cross-Disciplinary Marriage
In his 2017 article for College Composition and Communication, “Don’t Call It 
Expressivism: Legacies of a ‘Tacit Tradition,” Eli Goldblatt calls upon readers 
to recognize the echoes of expressivism in present-day writing studies theory 
and pedagogy. He identifies four legacies of an expressive tradition:
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1. The individual, embedded in culture and history, must find a way 
of being in the world through expression that cannot be adequately 
prescribed by textbooks, standardized curricula, or social norms.

2. A crucial social character of individual expression involves identi-
fication with a home group’s discourse—its rhythms, sayings, reg-
isters, vocabulary, and style—as a matter of historical location and 
linguistic resource.

3. Community literacy projects become meaningful politically and so-
cially when they recognize and support expression for groups and 
individuals not usually sponsored in their own autonomous uses of 
reading and writing.

4. Teaching as a profession requires personal commitment, and the 
teaching of writing—that founding mission of composition—chal-
lenges and rewards us especially because both individuals and social 
groups have so much at stake in their developing literacies. (443)

When I read Goldblatt’s article, I was in the process of developing a writing 
workshop centered on workplace wellness for the annual women’s conference 
at my home institution. While I was familiar with expressive writing through 
the lens of late 20th-century debates between David Bartholomae and Peter 
Elbow, I had recently discovered the language of expressive writing in other 
disciplinary contexts. Digging into social science research, I found that guid-
ed expressive writing reduces stress (Barry and Singer), enhances social rela-
tionships (Lepore et al.), and improves academic performance (Frattaroli and 
Thomas). While these outcomes were not all that surprising, I learned further 
that expressive writing has also been shown to improve lung function among 
asthma patients (Smith et al.), reduce pain for people with rheumatoid arthri-
tis (Lumley et al.), and reduce sleep disturbances (Arigo and Smyth) among 
other wellness outcomes. Indeed, I found a growing body of research suggest-
ing that feelings of well-being were improved through a variety of expressive 
writing practices (Pennebaker), including journaling and critical reflection 
(Pennebaker and Smyth), which were regular, if peripheral, features of my 
existing writing classes.

At the same time, I was witnessing firsthand the mental health crisis among 
college students in my classes, with data suggesting that depression rates had 
more than doubled since 2009. I wondered if there was a way to marry the 
expressive traditions tacit in my field with the expressive writing described in 
social science research. Could these two approaches be brought together in an 
effort to open up and sustain new conversations about wellness on my campus? 
Could these two conceptions of expressive writing be synthesized to positively 
impact both writing and wellness outcomes?
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In an attempt to answer this question, I developed Writing for Wellness 
for DU undergraduates. Rooted in both empirical social science research and 
threshold concepts in composition, the course is designed to engage students 
in an exploration of the intersections of writing and wellness. To accomplish 
this, students are asked to: 1) research and explore wellness writing techniques, 
in order to 2) design and conduct a self-study on self-selected wellness writ-
ing practice, and 3) compose effective wellness-themed texts for audiences of 
educated readers.

Reflection and Design Thinking
In the first unit, students establish a wellness baseline through a series of 
design thinking activities from Bill Burnett and Dave Evans’ Designing Your 
Life (DYL), with linked writing reflections (see Taczak; Yancey). DYL empha-
sizes design-thinking skills such as defining/reframing, empathy, prototyping, 
and creative confidence (Royalty et al.). Critical reflection supports meaning-
making following these activities. For example, students complete the DYL 
health, work, play, and love dashboard to establish their wellness baseline in 
these areas; then, they use Carol Rodgers’ model for reflection—presence in 
experience, description of experience, analysis of experience, and experimen-
tation—to compose a related written reflection.

Based on these activities and their wellness needs and interests, students 
select a wellness area they wish to study during the condensed course and design 
a one-week self-study to explore it. The study proposal includes background on 
the wellness writing practice, the student’s rationale for choosing it, description 
of their study protocol, and an annotated bibliography of scholarly sources. 
Students conduct their study over a one-week period and compose a report 
at the end of the term providing analysis of their findings and a discussion of 
contexts where the wellness writing technique might be useful.

In addition to major assignments linked to the wellness self-study, students 
complete shorter assignments that facilitate knowledge-building around writing 
and wellness practices. For example, for the week one discussion post, students 
explore the Authentic Happiness project developed by Martin Seligman at the 
University of Pennsylvania’s Positive Psychology Center, and take a happiness 
test. After the test, students reflect on the feedback delivered by the tool and 
how it informs understanding of their wellness. The primary purpose of readings 
and shorter assignments is to introduce different wellness metrics and practices 
and invite reflection on how such practices might improve students’ wellness.

Writing for Wellness & Writing about Wellness
The course is a hybrid in that it contains established research writing ap-
proaches—such as a proposal and annotated bibliography—while introduc-
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ing expressive techniques and design-thinking activities where students en-
gage their own wellness. One example of how writing for wellness and writing 
about wellness come together is through the blog assignment. Students read 
Kerry Dirk’s “Navigating Genres,” read several wellness blogs, and complete 
an analysis of the wellness blog genre. Later in the term, students use the well-
ness technique they have practiced as the content for developing their own 
wellness blog. Effectively, students learn about and practice wellness tech-
niques, while also exploring ways in which other authors and students might 
communicate about wellness.

Similarly, students participate in a recorded wellness writing session from 
the Colorado Behavioral Health and Wellness summit to practice an expres-
sive writing technique. Later in the term, they develop their own activity for 
the summit based on the technique they have studied during the term. A 
writing for/writing about wellness approach allows students the benefit of 
practicing the techniques and engaging in practices for the sake of their well-
ness, while also developing the skills to craft messages about the techniques 
for various audiences.

Critical Reflection
Though the Writing for Wellness course was a few years in development, I 
taught the first iteration of it during the December 2020 interterm. At DU, 
winter interterm courses are offered during the break between the Thanksgiv-
ing and New Year’s holidays (between our fall and winter quarters).

Though many classes were offered online in fall 2020, the DU campus was 
open and student dormitories were full. Thus, many students and faculty were 
in-person—masked, unvaccinated, and subject to myriad safety processes and 
protocols. Teaching and learning under these conditions had a profound impact 
on students and faculty alike. After teaching my first class in early September 
2020, I cried in my car amid feelings of fear, uncertainty, and insecurity about 
my ability to teach in-person: I could not see student faces under masks; I was 
short of breath and my glasses were fogging up; and I was poorly managing a 
new camera, audio system, and videoconferencing tools to support students 
attending virtually. I was fearful of the virus and felt ill-equipped to manage 
my class for emotional and practical reasons. It was my eighteenth year of 
teaching in the college classroom, yet I felt more insecure and vulnerable than 
in my first days on the job. I mention my own experience here as a means to 
articulate the high-stress conditions and fear that preceded the winter interterm 
period when I initially piloted the course.

During the December 2020 pilot, students were processing trauma and 
grappling with missed opportunities and unmet expectations. Students were 
isolated, triggered, and exhausted by the pandemic learning experience. Even 
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as I have now taught another five sections of the course—adjusting and tweak-
ing as I go—I continue to teach the course with a profound sense of gratitude 
and compassion for the student experiences shared therein. Essentially, the 
timing of the pilot set a tone of compassion and vulnerability for my interac-
tions with students and student work that has carried into ensuing sections 
of  WELL 2100.

As I have continued to develop the course, one area requiring further de-
velopment and consideration is community wellness. The design of the course 
engages students almost exclusively around individual wellness (emotional, 
academic, professional). To my mind, the present iteration lacks attention to 
one of the “two impulses that compel writers” described by Goldblatt: “the 
desire to speak out of your most intimate experiences and to connect with 
communities in need” (442). While the WELL 2100 projects ask students to 
identify audiences who might benefit from the wellness writing techniques 
they research, the course lacks sufficient attention to features, qualities, and 
definitions of community wellness. While public health and other fields do 
maintain robust literature on community wellness, exploring the topic through 
the lens of community literacy projects and/or community writing workshops 
would address the collective benefits of these techniques and more fully engage 
students in conversations around wellness writing, particularly given DU’s 
institutional dedication to the public good.

Along similar lines, at time of publication, the course has been offered 
exclusively during interterm periods—between and around our three main aca-
demic terms (fall, winter, spring). This intentional approach provides students 
a shorter and more concentrated opportunity to engage wellness principles and 
techniques. Additionally, since few students take more than one course during 
interterm, they are able to closely focus on their wellness. In final reflections, 
students often note the benefits of taking the course during interterm, as it’s a 
rare opportunity to consider their wellness outside the demands of a full-time 
course load. However, interterm is an independent academic period that exists 
outside DU’s traditional three-term academic year; thus, students wishing to 
enroll in the course must pay separate tuition (though partial scholarships are 
available). In order to make the course accessible to all students, I could offer 
a version of the course during the academic year.

In closing, I note that developing and teaching WELL 2100 has impacted 
my approach to all the undergraduate writing courses I teach at the University 
and informed both my faculty development efforts and courses in DU’s First 
Year Seminar program as well. Rare are opportunities to truly engage personal 
wellness within the context of a for-credit course steeped in scholarly research. 
Indeed, many students expressed similar gratitude for the opportunity to engage 
with each other around such vital and personal topics in an academic setting.
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Last Writers: Bringing Narrative to Medicine
Yilong Peng, Turya Nair, and Michelle Hagenimana

The community-based narrative storytelling course described here is a 
collegiate program designed by the Last Writers, an organization that 

teaches narrative medicine within the framework of community service 
in palliative care. The course provides a unique didactic environment that 
couples basic writing pedagogy with both medical humanities concepts and 
community-based clinical interactions. Each student is paired with a hos-
pice patient with whom they conduct biographical interviews throughout 
the course. Simultaneously, students attend weekly sessions that span topics 
in writing and storytelling skills, patient-and-healthcare professional interac-
tion, and palliative medicine. Students apply skills learned during the course 
to craft a memoir based on their patient interviews that chronicles their life, 
provides context for their illness, and serves as a lasting memento for their 
loved ones after their passing. The finalized memoir is printed at the end of 
the course and distributed to the patient and family. This course is largely 
aimed at students entering health professions with the goal of developing 
their skills in empathetic listening, nonverbal communication, and writing in 
the context of exposure to the processes of death, dying, grief, and end-of-life 
care. The course is taught by a team of 2-4 student-teachers who are gradu-
ates from the course from a previous semester. These undergraduate student 
teachers facilitate weekly seminars on topics such as patient communication, 
narrative medicine, and dimensions of death and dying. They also provide in-
terpersonal support to the students as they engage with the hospice patients. 
Additional wellness and bereavement support resources are readily available 
to students through our partnership with the affiliated hospice organizations. 
Students were given direct access to trained hospice bereavement counselors 
to navigate the emotional complexity surrounding the topics being studied.

Institutional Context
This course was designed by an undergraduate pre-medical student at the 
University of Texas at Dallas (UTD). This student and their peers noted that 
there was a lack of opportunities at UTD for education in the medical hu-
manities, which they sought to change. The student initially engaged with 
hospice as an independent volunteer, where they developed the model of in-
terviewing and writing patient memoirs and then adapted their own experi-
ences into lessons for the classroom model. The inaugural class was taught in 
Fall 2020 and consisted of 12 students. The course served as an innovative, 
community-based elective that proved successful even in the virtual format 
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required at the time (due to restrictions related to the COVID-19 pandemic). 
Following the success of this pilot semester, “Last Writers” established itself as 
a nonprofit 501(c)(3) organization in the spring of 2021.

The Last Writers course is offered among the University’s community-
engaged service-learning courses, which are interdisciplinary courses intended 
to foster academic learning, personal growth, and civic engagement by aligning 
students with affiliated community partners. UTD’s Office of Undergraduate 
Education currently functions as the departmental home for the Last Writers 
course and aided in financial support via a UT-system curricular innovation 
grant. This grant covers publication costs for hard copies of the patient memoirs 
produced by the course as well as student teacher stipends.

Each semester the course is facilitated by a team of undergraduate student-
teachers and a University faculty member who serves as the course sponsor. The 
course sponsor is an academic authority over the course at an administrative 
level for such duties as student registration and credit distribution, while also 
providing teaching guidance and support for the student teachers as needed. 
The course is advertised through the UTD Pre-Health Advising Center’s 
emailing list, as its target audience is mostly pre-healthcare; however, students 
of all majors and disciplines are welcome to enroll. Students receive 3 general 
upper-elective credits upon completion of the course, which is graded on a 
credit/no credit basis.

In addition to support from the University, the Last Writers course is 
made possible through a partnership with Three Oaks Hospice (formerly Total 
Hospice and Palliative Care), a local hospice and palliative care organization. 
Students enrolled in the course complete requisite paperwork to be registered 
as volunteers for the hospice organization and undergo volunteer orientation. 
Prior to the official start of each semester, the student-teachers work with the 
hospice organization to contact and onboard potential patients who are inter-
ested in the program. Candidate students and patients alike are contacted by 
student teachers to ensure their mutual understanding and fit for the structure 
of the Last Writer’s program.

Following the success of the pilot semester, a team of undergraduate stu-
dents established the Last Writers nonprofit organization. The organization 
was created to allow for lasting structural ties to the community and increased 
opportunities for student engagement. Through the Last Writers organization, 
families can purchase additional copies of the printed version of their loved 
one’s memoir and are able to engage with the Last Writers project outside of 
the academic semester. Students who have completed the course are able to 
remain active members of this organization and contribute to the Last Writers 
project via administrative, teaching, and community-facing leadership roles.
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Theoretical Rationale

Connecting (Pre)-Healthcare with Humanities

The Last Writers course—named for the service of writing in end-
of-life care—was initially conceptualized with the hope of creating 
humanities coursework that was: 1) relevant to the educational and 
future career interests of pre-healthcare students; 2) easily integrated 
into preexisting curricular requirements and clinical interests; and 3) 
situated with patient interactions at its center. Since its conception, 
most of the enrolled students have been those interested in health-
care-related fields (e.g., pre-medical, pre-dental, STEM pre-graduate); 
furthermore, much of the initial course content was focused on pre-
medical training. The syllabus is continuously reviewed and edited by 
each semester’s teaching team to reflect and support student evaluation 
feedback and interest from previous semesters. For the purposes of this 
discussion, we will focus primarily on pre-medical education and stu-
dents engaged therein.

The course creator’s interest in developing humanities-based course-
work for pre-medical students grew through observations of an evolving 
trend in undergraduate pre-medical requirements. Many United States 
medical schools’ admission guidelines include either a recommendation 
or requirement of at least one humanities course during undergraduate 
studies. The majority of medical schools do not delineate which specific 
courses or content would qualify for this requirement (“Premed Course 
Requirements 2023 – AAMC”). This is due, in part, to an ongoing search 
for consensus on the value that such courses play in the development of 
foundational skills for those entering healthcare professions. This discus-
sion is currently being led by leaders from the Association of American 
Medical Colleges (AAMC), leaders from institutions versed in the medi-
cal humanities (such as Dr. Rita Charon from Columbia University), and 
peer-reviewed publications such as the Journal of the American Medical 
Association (JAMA). As a result, pre-medical students might explore a 
variety of humanities offerings during their undergraduate years. The 
authors’ observations during each of their respective undergraduate 
pre-medical coursework was that there was a variety of disparate mo-
tivation factors for pre-medical students selecting humanities courses: 
some students may opt for an easy course that allows a respite from their 
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otherwise rigorous and demanding pre-medical coursework; others may 
wish to deepen their understanding of an artistic passion or hobby. Still 
others may select courses they believe may enhance or connect to their 
planned futures in medicine.

There has been more targeted and specific interest in developing such 
curricula at the level of medical school education, rather than in the pre-
medical or graduate medical levels. A growing number of educational 
studies and educational formats now exist to acknowledge and highlight 
the utility of exposing medical students to the humanities. In 2020, the 
AAMC released a report titled “The Fundamental Role of the Arts and 
Humanities in Medical Education” (Howley) that positively correlated 
deeper integrative experience with the arts and humanities with greater 
physician well-being, while providing an outline of existing programs, 
suggestions for development, and pressing research needs. In their report, 
the AAMC emphasizes a need for increased humanities education at the 
medical school level, while also noting a dearth of humanities course-
work in pre-medical curricular offerings that could provide foundational 
learning in this area earlier in the medical training pipeline. 

Educational researchers in medical education are also attempting 
to understand which dimensions of humanities education may provide 
enduring value to medical students and clinicians. Emerging literature 
(Hirshfield; Howley) now suggests that introducing arts and humanities 
at the pre-professional/baccalaureate level can bring career-long benefits 
to clinicians. There was initially a popular hypothesis among medical 
humanities advocates that an undergraduate major in a humanities field 
would be a predictive marker for better performance in medical school or 
residency (Schwartz), due to the perception that communication, inter-
personal skills, and empathy—skills that are highly valued for healthcare 
professionals—are gained or improved by exposure to humanities fields. 

A program trial at Mount Sinai School of Medicine tracked “resi-
dency preparedness” of humanities majors against their more “tradi-
tional” pre-medical peers who had majored in sciences (Schwartz). No 
association was found between undergraduate major and standardized 
testing scores. This finding was notable in establishing that a natural 
sciences major did not confer an advantage over a humanities major in 
achieving clinical knowledge scores; the prerequisite math and science 
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coursework standards set by most medical schools appear to be adequate 
preparation for clinical competency. 

However, this same study suggests that students with either majors 
in humanities or social sciences as pre-medical students perform better 
on standardized metrics related to communication and interprofessional 
skills (CIS); however, this correlation has not been strongly elucidated 
(Hirshfield). That said, a significant body of research now supports a 
beneficial effect of medical humanities curricula on learner and physi-
cian wellness. Numerous studies have demonstrated the effectiveness of 
engaging with narrative medicine—defined by founder Dr. Rita Charon 
as “the ability to acknowledge, absorb, interpret, and act on the stories 
and plights of others. . . medicine practiced with narrative competence” 
(Charon)—to improve not only direct patient care, but also the patient-
clinician relationship and the clinician’s wellness. At medical schools 
and beyond (e.g., residency, fellowship), narrative medicine is typically 
taught in a workshop format that applies a narrative lens primarily to 
wellness-related topics, such as burnout prevention, resiliency training, 
and empathy. These workshops are accompanied by writing exercises 
that are self-reflective and semi-autobiographical in nature. Narra-
tive medicine has been used to reduce burnout (Stumbar), improve 
cohesion within interdisciplinary care teams (Small), and recultivate 
empathy (Lijoi; Tovar). As previously stated, much of the existing data 
supporting narrative medicine’s efficacy is demonstrated through its use 
in medical education. While there are a few emerging pre-medical nar-
rative medicine programs available as Masters’ Degrees—most notably 
at Columbia University (“Division of Narrative Medicine”)—very few 
undergraduate programs are specifically dedicated to exploring this 
specialty of writing. Given that pre-medical students may be at higher 
risk of burnout than their non-pre-medical peers, a survey of students 
at UC San Diego asserts (Young) that narrative medicine offerings can 
improve student well-being and reduce burnout prior to applying to 
medical school through sustaining students’ sense of purpose and moti-
vation. With an awareness of the above factors, the Last Writers course 
acknowledges the importance of applying humanities education at the 
medical school level, while simultaneously adapting these principles to 
fit the unique needs of pre-medical undergraduates.
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The foundation of most medicine-based writing programs is based 
on exploring experiences related to patient care and provider relation-
ships within the umbrella of healthcare systems. An initial challenge in 
presenting narrative medicine to pre-medical students is that they may 
lack experiences in one or more of these domains, as direct or substantive 
interactions between undergraduates and patients in medical settings 
may be limited. Additionally, we knew that the Last Writers program 
would be the first humanities-focused course taken by many students 
at UTD, given its tradition as a STEM-focused environment.   As a 
result, the expectations of student writing skill levels would need to be 
appropriately accessible to STEM-oriented students to avoid creating a 
high barrier to entry. We explore the theory behind how these aspects 
were addressed in the subsections below.

The Hospice and Palliative Care Community
The field of hospice and palliative medicine is philosophically distinct 
from other medical specialties in a few key ways. Most medical special-
ties address the resolution of curable conditions or maintaining control 
of chronic conditions; unfortunately, this may result in an emphasis 
on treatments that may efficaciously manage disease but cause side ef-
fects, suffering, or reduced quality of life. In contrast, palliative medi-
cine is aligned with the patient’s goals towards quality-of-life and al-
leviation of suffering that they may be experiencing due to their health 
conditions. Hospice is the prioritization of palliative care specifically 
in the setting of a terminal illness. The specialty focuses on providing 
non-interventional modalities aimed at sustaining a level of quality-
of-life that is achievable and matches the patient’s goals or wishes for 
their care (“What Are Palliative Care and Hospice Care”). Last Writers 
chose to have the medical experiences embedded in its course occur 
in this specialty area because of the rich opportunities to engage with 
memoir/biographical writing generated from patient narratives. Ad-
ditionally, palliative care carries an emphasis on knowing and meeting 
the patient’s goals of care—a lens that keeps elements of high-quality 
clinical care such as empathy, compassion, active listening, and patient 
autonomy in sharp focus at all times.

Several factors make hospice care the ideal specialty for a pre-
medical writing course that also seeks to sustain community application 
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and engagement. Firstly, the field of hospice and end-of-life care was 
developed with an emphasis on volunteer work as one of its founding 
pillars (Claxton-Oldfield). Hospice volunteering has demonstrated clear 
benefits for patients, family caregivers, and the volunteers themselves. 
Three Oaks Hospice is the organization with which Last Writers at UTD 
is currently partnered. They have demonstrated a strong, longstanding 
commitment to pre-medical student volunteers, who can participate 
in both patient-oriented roles (e.g., companionship with the patient, 
assistance with errands for the family, emotional support) as well as 
administrative duties (e.g., scheduled check-in calls, patient data con-
solidation, community outreach). This allows students to explore both 
the patient-facing and system-facing sides of healthcare. Students from 
Last Writers are easily integrated into the existing framework of patient-
oriented volunteerism; they undergo a standardized onboarding process 
for legal compliance and an orientation to provide basic knowledge 
and skills to feel comfortable working with this patient population. 
This introduction is supplemented with lecture materials and writings 
describing and contextualizing the history of the hospice and palliative 
care field. For many students, this was a well-organized and sufficient 
foundation for their first clinical experiences in the hospice setting.

Secondly, the established practice of narrative-based efforts in hospice 
care served as our starting point for innovation in our course. “Legacy 
work” refers to the sharing and preserving of memories and stories from 
end-of-life patients, most often presented in some enduring form for the 
benefit of the patient’s loved ones and to pass on to future generations 
who survive them. Traditional formats include scrapbooks, memora-
bilia collections, and art/photography (Griffith). Last Writers’ students 
perform legacy work by conducting biographical interviews which are 
then collected into the patient’s memoir; additionally, students write 
and discuss their personal reflections about their interview experiences. 
The resultant combination of biographical writing and introspective 
writing practices leads to a final memoir product that allows for the 
voices of the patient and the student biographer in tandem. A review 
of narrative interventions in the palliative care setting found that most 
projects address these components separately or in isolation from each 
other (Laskow). A majority of clinician-oriented narrative work focuses 
on the experiences of the healthcare professional—whether a student, 
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resident, or physician—and their personal reflections. Conversely, 
traditional legacy work by definition is solely patient-oriented and 
the intended audience is usually limited to family and loved ones. In 
combining these approaches, Last Writers creates a space where writing 
is project-oriented and inclusive of multiple voices, with interspersed 
assignments that allow for exploration of professional wellness concepts 
through self-reflection and fulfillment of service to others.

Thirdly, hospice care’s orientation towards patient goals rather than 
disease-modifying goals makes it distinct from most other specialties. 
While most non-palliative medicine is curative or mitigates risk, pallia-
tive medicine is alleviative and mitigates risk. Consistent focus is placed 
on patient-centered goal-setting in hospice care, with clinicians working 
with patients to identify priorities and identify quality-of-life goals rather 
than aiming to extend longevity or cure disease (Boa). In a somewhat 
parallel fashion, the writing curriculum endorsed by Last Writers does 
not necessarily ascribe to traditional grading and quantitative metrics 
to define success or growth as a student writer. Instead, we train and 
encourage students working with their patients to frame themselves like 
other members of the hospice care team. This means that from their first 
interaction with patients and their families, students are taught to ask 
what goals the patient/family has for their involvement in Last Writers 
and to then adapt their interviewing and writing style accordingly to 
align with those goals. During this time, students are also encouraged 
to share what they hope to learn or take away from the patient encoun-
ters and the class as a whole. This creates a writing environment that is 
uniquely flexible, collaborative, and allows for evolution as the course 
progresses—and is thus likely to be a unique academic experience amidst 
an otherwise science-heavy course load for most students. We also recom-
mend that students submit preferences on what kinds of patients with 
which they may be interested in working; common requests include 
those of a certain religious background, immigrants, and veterans. By 
fulfilling these requests wherever possible and appropriate, Last Writ-
ers further improves student buy-in. We have received strong positive 
feedback from students who were able to personally resonate with their 
patients as a result of finding a good match for their interests.

Fourth, students are able to export the writing skills taught in class 
into immediate practice towards a purpose that is both meaningful to 
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patients and their families and directly applicable to many students’ 
career interests in medicine. In essence, the ability to introduce a writ-
ing component or technique and immediately provide an environment 
for utilization allows students to feel more connected to what they 
learn and emboldens confidence in their writing skills. Pre-medical 
students often express that they are drawn to healthcare because of a 
fundamental desire to help people. However, pre-medical and early 
medical school curricula have a well-earned reputation for heavy focus 
on STEM coursework, while direct clinical exposure and education does 
not often occur until the second or third year of medical school. For 
most students, this is at least four to five years after deciding to pursue 
medicine. This disconnect between pre-clinical, academic coursework 
and practical application in clinical settings leads to frustrations, makes 
students question or doubt their choice of career, and likely contributes 
to pre-medical student burnout. In contrast, programs that emphasize 
early clinical exposure note a sustained or renewed sense of purpose in 
their students, who note that such exposures affirm their decision to 
study medicine (Verma). Hospice care is a strong choice for early or even 
first clinical exposure for pre-medical students due to its accessibility. A 
fulfilling experience in non-palliative care clinical settings may require 
at least some prerequisite knowledge of that medical field; meanwhile, 
palliative care experiences may rely on a sensitivity to emotional and/
or humanistic principles as requisites such as active listening, empathic 
communication, goal-oriented care, spirituality, existential angst, and 
building comfort with the discussion of difficult topics (Masterson-Allen; 
Mor). We found these skills to be more applicable and portable long-term 
to students, regardless of their eventual medical specialty or even overall 
career goals (for those who were not pre-medical). The ability to make 
a positive contribution to a person’s life through direct patient interac-
tion even at this early stage in their education helps keep the spark of 
interest in medicine alive. This, in turn, provides motivating context to 
their struggles and efforts as a student, which, in turn, may be preven-
tive against burnout and help maintain student wellness. This course 
directly addresses one of the sub-metrics of burnout: depersonalization 
of the patient and of the self, which often affects healthcare workers later 
on in their careers as they struggle to reconcile patient narratives and 
suffering against moral injury from working within systemic contexts 
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often rife with inefficiencies and barriers to attempts at ideal patient care 
(Ashkar; Romani). By infusing the oft-sterile pre-medical coursework 
environment with the real and deeply human nature of direct patient 
care, we reduce burnout through empowerment and early exposure 
training to empathy.

Overall, practicing writing in a hospice care environment is an 
optimal way to introduce pre-medical students to narrative medicine. 
Hospice care is a unique specialty in its established practices of inte-
grating volunteerism and legacy work, while allowing a relatively lower 
scientific or technical barrier to entry. It also allows space for enriching 
discussions on humanism that are relevant to all fields of healthcare. Last 
Writers builds upon these preexisting features to create a safe space for 
building writing skills that link to wellness-promoting skills. These skills 
include active listening, self-reflection, and learning how to engage with 
the potential discomfort of being present with individuals experiencing 
the processes of suffering and dying. Furthermore, creating this kind of 
experience in a hybrid class-community model allows for students to 
share a non-judgmental space where they can articulate their reactions 
to these experiences and confide in one another.

Student Led, Student Taught
The final and perhaps most distinctive component of the Last Writers 
course is the relationship formed between students and student teach-
ers, and how this relates to the continuing evolution of the curricu-
lum. As previously stated, the Last Writers program was founded by 
an undergraduate pre-medical student at UTD. Since its initiation, the 
program has been entirely run, updated, and taught by undergraduate 
students who have previously completed the course and were selected 
by the prior course leadership to succeed them. This creates a self-sus-
taining, ongoing promotion of students to educators. This is the first 
course offered at UTD with this design tenet and is a rarity overall 
amongst colleges in the United States.

In reviewing other student-taught course models offered at Rice Uni-
versity (“Student Taught Courses”), Olin College of Engineering (“Olin 
College”), and Carnegie Mellon (“Teach a Course”), a few common pat-
terns of course design emerge. For instance, all of these student-taught 
courses are overseen by a faculty member who provides accreditation and 
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guidance. They employ strictly pass-fail curricula, due to the need for 
extensive pedagogical training and qualification required for letter-grade 
distribution; because of this, the Last Writers course will never impact 
a student’s grade point average (GPA). This adds to the safety of this 
environment, especially for pre-medical students, to explore their interest 
in writing and generate personal narratives without feeling pressure to 
meet an instructor’s standard or grading rubric. Furthermore, student 
accreditation for the course is not based solely on completion of the 
final memoir product, but also on consistent semester-long engagement 
with the coursework and demonstrating professional conduct in their 
volunteer work, which is verified independently through communica-
tion with Three Oaks Hospice personnel.

There are many advantages to employing a student-taught curricu-
lum, some of which will be further addressed in the Critical Reflections 
section. To briefly summarize the model: student-teachers are eligible 
to teach the course starting the semester after they successfully graduate 
from the course. In the interim period between passing the course and 
becoming a teacher for it, they receive training and also review the syl-
labus and materials from the previous semester. Changes and improve-
ments to the curriculum are often made during this time as graduates 
provide live feedback. During the semester, there have historically been 
four teachers for a class of 20-30 students. Each week, a general lecture 
or discussion is led either by all teachers together or by individuals or 
pairs in assigned rotation. Furthermore, each teacher is responsible 
for a subset of 5-6 students with whom they work in smaller groups 
throughout the semester. This enables them to provide more specific 
feedback and support. In this way, the teachers are expected to fulfill 
both the traditional role of a faculty member—giving centralized, often 
lecture-based instruction—while also embodying the more personalized 
mentorship role of student TAs commonly seen in other courses.

The main benefit of a student-led course is lowering the perceived 
barrier to entry for novice writers. Prior to enrollment, there is a prelimi-
nary interest form that all students are required to fill out. The teachers 
then actually meet one-on-one with every student for a screening and 
baseline interview, where they are able to gauge student interest in the 
course, learn more about prior writing and/or clinical experiences, and 
answer any questions that students might have to determine if this course 
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is a good fit for them. During this screening process, many students ex-
press hesitancy over their writing abilities and doubts about being able 
to accomplish the course’s advertised “write and print a book” objective. 
We believe the implementation of this early meeting, conducted even 
before enrollment and the start of the semester, is critical in establishing 
early rapport and provides the foundation for a personal instructor-
student relationship. This personal approach is possible owing to the 
small cohort size each semester and the availability of multiple teachers. 

The small cohort size and the low teacher-to-student ratio are also 
beneficial for creating a more intimate space for workshops and breakout 
group activities. Within the aforementioned sub-groups of 5-6 students 
led under one teacher, students have expressed feeling more comfortable 
with sharing their thoughts and writings. Students get to know their 
peer cohort very well and are able to build a community, which assists 
with burnout prevention and reduces stress by encouraging collabora-
tion and reducing isolation. Teachers also get to know the students in 
their subgroup quite well, allowing for better feedback, more informed 
suggestions, and the ability to grant accommodations for specific stu-
dent needs. This attention and flexibility within the course has created 
excellent student retention—to date, no student has dropped out of the 
Last Writers program mid-semester—and reduces the stress commonly 
associated with larger courses that must often enforce course standards 
through strict deadlines and expectations that pertain to all students.

The opportunity for leadership roles and a chance to dip one’s toes 
into the experience of teaching or working in academia interests many 
pre-medical and pre-graduate students. While TA positions for tradi-
tional courses are a viable option to serve mostly in the mentorship role 
as previously mentioned, the Last Writers TA role is unique amongst 
student-teaching positions in its ability to significantly contribute to 
curricular elements and syllabus alterations. There are few other courses 
at the university level where students can take the course in one semester, 
reflect on the pedagogy, and then immediately transition into an instruc-
tor role where they are able to directly implement changes. Through 
this, the course can remain nimble and swift in its responsiveness to 
learner evaluations. Furthermore, it promotes vital skills in research and 
educational design, which are major components of pre-medical and pre-
graduate competencies. In essence, student-teachers have a keen sense of 
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what students want to learn, as well as creative perspectives on how it can 
be taught.  Additionally, student teachers in the Last Writers course are 
still students themselves, and thus acutely aware of student perspectives 
and experiences, which results in strongly empathetic responses to the 
needs and struggles of their peers, arguably more so than some senior 
instructors may be. At the same time, the steady presence of a faculty 
mentor and other leadership team members in the background ensures 
that all course materials remain high quality and appropriate, meeting 
the baseline requirements of the university.

Critical Reflection

Curriculum
The first semester of Last Writers began in Fall 2020 in the midst of 
the COVID-19 pandemic. During this time, all lectures were delivered 
virtually, and all community-based work with patients was conducted 
either via audio or video call. Because of the need to limit ourselves to 
virtual spaces, the curriculum in that initial semester included a section 
guiding students through virtual communication and digital engage-
ment. The first major paradigm shift occurred two semesters later, in 
Fall 2021, when students were offered the option to attend class and 
volunteer with patients in-person. Students were allowed to choose ei-
ther of these modalities based on their preference and comfort level. 
Care was taken to select patients who were comfortable with either 
option as well. Because the Dallas, Texas area lacks robust public trans-
portation options, we set up a system to ensure all students could at-
tend course-related activities in person if they wished. This involved a 
ride-sharing program with students, teachers, and other hospice team 
members participating. The creation of this system helped the sustain-
ability of the rich community-engagement aspects of the course.

The curriculum is divided into three broad categories: foundations 
in the historical and current work of hospice/palliative care within 
healthcare constructs; soft skills training in interviewing, biographical 
writing, and editing; and subjects commonly encountered in end-of-life 
settings such as the stages of grief, and religious and spiritual philoso-
phies about death and dying. There is also a longitudinal emphasis on 
reflective writing practices to retain for future professional application 
and as a resource to guard against burnout. The sessions related to 
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end-of-life subjects were intentionally designed to be primarily driven 
by student participation and discussion, to emphasize active learning 
for all. During virtual class, these discussions were first held in smaller 
virtual breakout rooms and then given time in the larger class. When 
the course transitioned to in-person, students conducted these discus-
sions in the aforementioned subgroups of five to six students per group. 
Weekly discussions about lecture materials were common and encour-
aged, especially in later iterations of the curriculum as former students 
who became teachers reported that those discussions were amongst 
the most enriching and meaningful experiences they had during their 
involvement in the course.

Last Writers also features guest lecturers who share perspectives from 
their respective fields related to end-of-life care. One notable example 
is a lecture from a death doula, a role defined by the International End 
of Life Doula Association (“INELDA”) as a non-medical companion 
for the dying process. The speaker shared their journey to becoming an 
accredited doula and led a guided exercise where students planned out 
their own dying process. This included articulating their priorities during 
end-of-life healthcare, any goals they wished to live to witness or accom-
plish, as well as encouraging them to talk about practical considerations 
such as ceremonies and arrangements for their bodies after death. The 
talk and associated exercise were so well received that, for a subsequent 
semester where the doula was not able to give a guest lecture, the teachers 
worked with the speaker to adapt the material to be deliverable by the 
TAs instead, including the above exercise. Other guest lecturers have 
included members from Three Oaks Hospice, including the lead vol-
unteer coordinator and bereavement coordinator, as well as clinicians in 
related specialties to share their own experiences as healthcare workers.

Students are also led through a series of literature reviews and pre-
sentations. For this, they review work by Barbara Karnes, RN (“BK 
Books”) a prolific end-of-life care nurse whose works explore dying, 
death, and the grieving process. Using Karnes’s books as a central ref-
erence, students then explore other peer-reviewed publications on an 
assigned topic and present their findings to their peers. This promotes 
literature analysis and research skills and also gives students a glimpse 
into the educational design process for this course should they want to 
become teachers with Last Writers later on.
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Outside of the classroom, there are few formal requirements for the 
community-based portion of the course. Students are expected to spend 
about one hour per week during the semester meeting with their patients 
and families. Beyond an introductory lecture, students can create their 
own meeting schedule and structure for conducting patient interviews 
and transcribing their findings into the memoir. However, we do pro-
vide ample suggestions for interviewing and writing constructs during 
the soft skills section of the classroom curriculum. Notable resources 
include a list of introductory interview questions, a guide on connect-
ing narratives to patient memorabilia or photographs, and an overview 
of communication strategies for the unfortunately common setting of 
patients with dementia diagnoses.

As previously mentioned, this curriculum evolves every semester 
as previous semesters’ students join the teaching team and bring their 
perspectives from the course into critical reflection. More about this 
feedback integration process is discussed in the Response subsection.

Support
Because of its unique objectives and structure among writing courses, 
Last Writers requires a multitude of support both in and out of the 
classroom setting. Most crucial to this program has been our partner-
ship with the Dallas branch of the Three Oaks Hospice organization. 
Three Oaks Hospice works closely with our teachers and organization 
leadership to screen and recruit patients each semester, helps train 
student volunteers and tracks their hours, advises on curriculum and 
lecture topics related to hospice medicine, assists with student-patient 
communications, and provides an additional safe space to support stu-
dents as they navigate difficult topics related to dying and grief. Stu-
dents work closely with both the volunteer coordinator and bereave-
ment coordinator roles. All students are provided with the volunteer 
coordinator’s contact information and are encouraged to reach out at 
any time to debrief over patient encounters or the writing process. Stu-
dents also have access to bereavement-type services commonly offered 
to patients’ families and loved ones, since we recognize that the role 
students play during the legacy work process often places them in a 
vulnerable emotional state. This strong partnership between Last Writ-
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ers and Three Oaks Hospice is one of the resounding successes of the 
course and is a relationship that will continue to grow and deepen.

One of the main demands on Three Oaks Hospice is patient recruit-
ment. In order to improve this process, we created the hospice liaison 
role. The hospice liaison is usually an active teacher for the semester who 
represents the Last Writers organization and works with the hospice care 
team for patient recruitment and information. More responsibilities of 
the role and its implementation are discussed in the Response section 
below. The creation of this role mirrors many others during the found-
ing of the Last Writers 501(c)(3) nonprofit as well as the UTD student 
organization, two bodies created to delineate the administrative duties of 
the class. The UTD chapter of the organization roles include the hospice 
liaison; a secretary and treasurer, responsible for managing book orders, 
shipping, and sales to patients, students, and families; a president and 
vice-president, who communicate with the head nonprofit president 
to address UTD-specific needs; and a website manager; and a graphic 
designer, who helps create all the artwork featured on the cover of each 
Last Writers memoir. These team members help reduce the burden on 
students and active teachers so they can focus more on their respective 
responsibilities; most of these roles are fulfilled by students who took 
the Last Writers course and wished to remain involved and contribute 
to our mission.

As the class has grown, it has garnered attention and support from 
local medical and graduate institutions. For the UTD chapter, this in-
cludes UT Southwestern Medical School—its sister medical institution 
and the largest hospital system in Dallas—as well as graduate students 
from UTD and Texas A&M University. Last Writers has partnered 
with these programs to develop a research and assessment component 
to provide more definitive metrics for student, patient, and teacher 
engagement and wellness.

Currently, Last Writers at UTD receives its primary funding from 
academic grants specialized for community-based courses. Recently, it 
won the 2021 UT Systems Innovation Grant, which provided an ad-
ditional stimulus of funding used to compensate the teachers for their 
time, similar to stipends commonly received by traditional TAs. This 
funding is spent on the cost of printing and shipping memoirs to students 
and patients. Per our course policy, we aim to provide each patient and 
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student with a free copy of the memoir they made during the semester. 
Additional copies are made available for purchase on our website after 
the semester ends.

Last Writers is also structured so that teachers and students can pro-
vide one another support. We have previously discussed how the number 
of teachers and the division of students amongst them is conducive 
towards creating a smaller, more intimate setting for discussion. This 
most recent semester, students were given the option to work either one-
on-one with their patient or to partner up with another student. Most 
students who chose to work in pairs reported that they felt less anxious 
about meeting with the patient and less stressed during the manuscript 
writing process. We are likely to continue offering this pairing option 
in future semesters.

Response
Student response has been overwhelmingly positive and supportive. 
Feedback is collected through anonymous end-of-course surveys and 
evaluations and given directly to teachers. Almost all students emerge 
from the course self-reporting increased confidence as writers and com-
municators, and many also report new or renewed interests in health-
care and the fields they want to go into. Even students who are not pre-
medical—for instance, pre-graduate or pre-law—have expressed those 
fundamental skills of interviewing and writing are key take-aways from 
the experience and highly portable towards use in their own disciplines. 
In end-of-course surveys, many students expressed that the small group 
and class-wide discussions were treasured aspects of the class, indicat-
ing that Last Writers met one of its primary objectives of creating safe 
spaces to have such weighty and introspective conversations. We are 
currently working on implementing pre- and post-class self-evaluations 
on writing skills and other topics in order to begin collecting quantita-
tive data on the effectiveness of our coursework interventions.

The most common positive aspects from student evaluations: dis-
cussing topics not addressed in other courses such as different religious 
approaches to death and the controversy surrounding topics such as 
physician-assisted suicide and getting to hear from various perspec-
tives in the end-of-life care sector such as doulas and other physicians. 
Finally, conducting the aforementioned literature review and getting to 
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teach others—along with seeing other student teachers in action—is 
what likely encourages students to return after their first semester as 
teachers and leadership members. The program has resoundingly suc-
ceeded in creating a self-sustaining feedback cycle of student teachers 
inspiring students to carry on the mantle. One notable example of this 
was when student-teachers from a prior semester reported that they 
felt underprepared for starting patient interviews, as this was one of 
the more intimidating areas of the course. Once the teachers agreed on 
this feedback amongst themselves, they took the initiative to expand 
the interviewing skills lecture to cover this topic more comprehensively. 
They introduced mock simulated interviews, first student-to-student, 
and then student-to-teacher to receive feedback. This is an educational 
model for patient communication that is commonly implemented at 
the medical school level as well.

The aspects that require the most improvement primarily revolve 
around the community aspect of the course. Traditionally, students are 
paired with their hospice patients and their families at the beginning 
of the semester and expected to work with them for the duration of 
the semester (avg. 3 months). However, due to the variable health and 
nature of patients at the end-of-life, complications often arise: patient 
death or illness too severe to continue or practical or emotional strain 
on families. At the same time, the hospice organization does not want 
to over-recruit and have patients on the waitlist who may never receive 
their legacy work. Sometimes communication is delayed so that students 
start later than ideal, or they have to switch patients mid-semester, or 
double-up with other students to ensure everyone has a patient and a 
space to work in. The variability of this process has generated the most 
feedback. To improve this, the hospice liaison works closely with the 
hospice care team for patient recruitment and information. The role 
involves networking directly with patients and the care team, showcas-
ing previous memoirs as physical examples, and clearly communicating 
expectations on behalf of patient commitments for the course. This 
community-facing aspect is one of the primary leadership responsibilities 
in the nonprofit organization designed to support the course.

Evaluation

Since this is a student-taught course, the grading is entirely pass-fail. 
Accreditation is given on a soft point system (see syllabus) contingent 
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on three processes: class attendance, volunteer commitment, and sub-
mission of a final memoir.

Class attendance is straightforward enough; students have a certain 
number of unexcused absences. Teachers have worked with individual 
cases where students had temporary scheduling conflicts or medical 
leaves of absence. This has not been an issue for any student.

Volunteer commitment is gathered and reported by students and 
corroborated by Three Oaks Hospice. We communicate the expectation 
that students spend an average of one hour per week with their patient 
but leave the exact scheduling up to them. Some students choose to 
meet with their patients and their families weekly, others bi-weekly; oc-
casionally, longer breaks must be taken to accommodate patient health 
needs. At the course’s beginning, all volunteer encounters were virtual. 
Now, most encounters are in-person. Both modalities are still accepted 
and left between students/patients to agree on.

Completion of the memoir is the final and perhaps most critical 
requirement for course completion. Students are expected to submit a 
close-to-final draft of their memoir with all content properly formatted. 
Content includes the legacy work—usually transcribed interviews over 
the course of the semester along with collections of photographs and 
other memorabilia—along with their personal reflections. Students are 
given guidance on how to format the manuscripts for publication and 
print as well. Occasionally, students request more time to finish patient 
interviews—usually if they began later in the semester—and acquire 
what they feel is a complete narrative for the legacy work portion of 
the memoir. We make it clear that this is not a requirement—students 
should feel comfortable submitting whatever they have by the end of 
the academic semester—but welcome this option; for these students, 
accreditation is first given by an initial submission of what they have 
accomplished by the end of the semester. Then following break (either 
winter or summer depending on the semester), time is given for them 
to continue with patient interviews and finish the memoir to theirs and 
patient’s satisfaction.

Through this, we instill good professional habits in our students in 
preparation for their future education and careers and encourage a cre-
ative voice to give something valuable to patients/families. This fosters  
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skills of self-reflection and self-care through writing that student-teachers  
can take with them post-graduation.

Final Reflection
Overall, the Last Writers program has been very successful in introduc-
ing pre-medical students to writing through a community-based im-
mersion in narrative medicine in the hospice care setting. By keeping 
coursework relevant to student interests and implementing a strong 
team of undergraduate teachers, we have created an accessible and per-
tinent course in the face of the movement to increase focus on the 
medical humanities. Our intention is to stay in touch with students as 
they continue in their educational and professional journeys to support 
them and receive longitudinal feedback to make our course design rel-
evant. With this data, we will continue to expand to other undergradu-
ate and medical school institutions.
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Where We Are: Writing Initiatives 
Designed to Support Well-Being

Facilitating Well-Being in a Pandemic through 
Writing Course Innovation

Ti Macklin, dawn shepherd, Mark Van Slyke, and Heidi Estrem

It is still easy to recall the deep sense of unmooredness that we experienced 
in March 2020. Like many writing program administrators (dawn and 

Heidi) and faculty mentors (Ti), we scrambled to calm instructors, facilitate 
the move to remote teaching, and offer emotional and collaborative support 
even as we attempted to meet the other directives coming our way. Then, as 
the shape of the summer and fall emerged, another sobering realization hit us: 
we had a cohort of incoming graduate teaching assistants (GTAs) arriving in 
the fall during the uncertainty of a pandemic. 

At the same time, our institution was preparing faculty for the experience 
of teaching in a pandemic, including support for the design and development 
of fully online, high enrollment, high impact (HEHI) sections that focused 
on student success and engagement, and served as templates for future semes-
ters. In the HEHI ENGL 101 project, we sought to create a first year writing 
(FYW) experience that would best serve the learning and well-being of FYW 
students, incoming GTAs, and the faculty mentor. While designing, teach-
ing, and administering this course, our collective learning nudged us toward 
new practices, such as deliberately working through an ethic of kindness and 
collaboration, being purposefully vulnerable within our teaching and learn-
ing contexts, and experimenting with new forms of support and mentorship. 

Designing for High Enrollment and Impact
Our idea for this large, experimental class was inspired by scholarship on 
large-scale writing classes (Jaxon et al.; Seigel et al.), writing and learning 
transfer (Adler-Kassner and Wardle; Brent; Yancey, et al.), and contract grad-
ing practices (Kelly-Riley and Whithaus). Early conversations with Shelley 
Rodrigo were incredibly useful as she helped us think through the logistics of 
a large-scale FYW course. 

The HEHI ENGL 101 project resulted in an online, asynchronous course 
that enrolled three-hundred students, nearly twenty percent of all incoming 
ENGL 101 students that fall semester. In summer 2020, Ti and dawn designed 
the course, closely supported by a dedicated eCampus Center team. In a time 
of such uncertainty, the impact of the eCampus support and funding on fac-
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ulty well-being cannot be overstated; their assistance with creating an online 
writing course in a new learning management system freed us up to focus on 
the FYW and GTA student experiences.

Early on, we realized that our shared values coalesced around the well-
being of FYW students, new GTAs, and ideally, ourselves. Although we were 
developing a large online course, we wanted students to have the small, col-
laborative, workshop course experience and for Ti and the GTAs to know the 
students. Course features directly addressed the well-being of all course users. 
For example, we designed the course to attend to student and GTA work ex-
pectations with a mid-semester break to pause, reflect, and catch up on work 
and we redistributed the GTA grading and response load. We also worked 
with the eCampus Center and Educational Access Center to minimize barri-
ers to student learning. In addition to supporting equitable instruction, this 
approach reduced student emails while having the added benefit of modeling 
effective course design for GTAs. 

Teaching for High Enrollment and High Impact
All HEHI ENGL 101 activities and structures were rooted in a belief that 
the course was more likely to be successful if students’ welfare was accounted 
for in the design. To attend to the well-being of the FYW students, we struc-
tured the course around stable groups of eight to ten. Mark (a GTA in HEHI 
ENGL 101) noted that his assigned students were often willing to share their 
struggles with him, enabling him to advise them in the same way that he has 
in subsequent traditional classes. Likewise, since students worked closely with 
one another, they tended to look out for one another, including reaching out 
to Ti or their GTA to check on peers who missed a group assignment. There 
was a sense of safety and the opportunity for more mentorship. Most of them 
were arriving after a senior year that had been disrupted by the start of the 
pandemic, and they needed extra guidance and encouragement, as well as a 
sense of connection to campus. 

We wanted to ensure that GTAs had more support, collectively, than in the 
typical approach to training. HEHI ENGL 101 allowed for a true apprentice-
ship in which new GTAs worked with both one another and an experienced 
faculty member (Ti) who served as the instructor of record for both it and the 
required graduate pedagogy course. Weekly team meetings allowed GTAs to 
share their observations, and they collaborated to solve challenges that arose. 
In the apprenticeship model, the pressures of teaching were productively dis-
tributed. The GTAs studied and practiced pedagogy concurrently, facilitating 
deeper learning and longer retention of pedagogical theory and practices. In 
addition to studying assigned texts, GTAs also informally studied the pedagogy 
of the lead instructor. As a result, apprentice GTAs seemed to have stronger 



Facilitating Well-Being in a Pandemic through Writing Course Innovation   203

capacities to support students. Though their early foray into teaching was not 
without difficulty, the support they received helped to free up their cognitive 
and emotional resources, which they were then able to allocate to tasks such as 
reaching out to and encouraging struggling students, providing personalized 
and constructive feedback on students’ writings, and empathizing with and 
advising students on managing stressors that arose. 

Implications
FYW students engaged substantively with this online class, as indicated in 
their end-of-semester reflections and retention data. Ultimately, while there is 
much to unpack and interrogate about this model, the course holds promise 
for the field of writing studies as we continue to explore humane approaches 
to the ongoing crisis teaching and learning environment. In addition, HEHI 
ENGL 101 unsettles our assumptions on how to tend to our courses, our 
students, and ourselves. We see several implications for the field to consider.

This radical reimagining of FYW class scope, scale, and size required us 
to think about the experience of the course rather than relying on our own 
closely held understandings about teaching and learning writing. As program 
directors, for example, Heidi and dawn were concerned about student engage-
ment and retention when our field’s work directly links class size with student 
success. However, multiple students indicated that they were unaware of the 
enormity of the class enrollment since they experienced the course largely 
through small groups, interactions with their assigned GTA, and with Ti; the 
course thus preserved the small workshop feel. The course also had higher 
than average retention for online courses at our institution with a low drop-
fail-withdraw (DFW) rate of four percent. What other commonplaces about 
the student experience in writing courses might we reevaluate after working 
in this extended-crisis teaching and learning environment?

The typical Boise State graduate assistantship consists of twenty work hours 
per week, and this expectation helped the team teachers to manage workload 
by treating this experience as more of a part-time job than a calling, especially 
given that many of the GTAs did not plan on teaching beyond their assistant-
ship. That said, GTAs still struggled to meet the requirements and expecta-
tions of this job. The GTAs were able to keep their hours below twenty per 
week, but many indicated that teaching was exhausting; affectively, they felt 
themselves to be working more than twenty hours. This might be due to the 
overwhelming nature of beginning graduate school during a pandemic, and 
there is more to explore here. However, as Mark observed, the key takeaway 
is that support is directly linked to well-being. We can’t always differentiate 
the experience of stressors; so if we want people to be well, we must attend to 
the whole person. As we move forward, we want to continue to rethink the 
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purpose, goals, and context of assistantships in FYW courses. How might we 
create experiences that are deeply and deliberately scaffolded? 

Planning for the GTA experience came from intended goodwill and a goal 
of supporting the well-being of all students involved in this course. In fact, 
an ethic of kindness surfaced in the pandemic that transformed how we col-
lectively think about teaching in general. Instructors do so much internalized 
and unconscious work, making it easy to lose sight of the struggles of teaching, 
teaching a first-semester, first year course in particular, and of being a new 
graduate student. Additionally, this model required a level of collaboration and 
vulnerability that none of us had experienced as teachers or as students. When 
any one of us fell behind with grading, for example, we all saw it. But this also 
created an opportunity for us to support and mentor one another frequently, 
which is something rare in GTA training and mentoring experiences.

This team has always endeavored to develop learning experiences with our 
students’ well-being in mind. We consider ourselves kind human beings who 
approach our courses with care. Still, designing, teaching, and administering 
the HEHI course in this extended-crisis teaching and learning environment 
led us to reexamine commonplaces surrounding FYW and GTA experiences, 
thus refocusing our professional goals through a lens of goodwill, kindness, 
and collaboration. 
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Creating Co-Curricular Activist Writing Projects 
for Students in Writing Programs: The Case of the 
Neurodiversity Celebration Collaborative (NCC)

Cathryn Molloy

Introduction

This essay presents the case of the James Madison University (JMU) Neu-
rodiversity Celebration Collaborative (NCC)—a student group that 

originated in JMU’s School of Writing, Rhetoric and Technical Communi-
cation (WRTC). I suggest that the NCC provides evidence for how writing 
programs can center mental well-being by creating space and leadership op-
portunities for students who are marginalized due to their mental health and/
or disability statuses; co-curricular programs like the NCC allow such stu-
dents to intervene in mental well-being for themselves and on their campuses. 

Context
The NCC originally came into being through calls from various corners for 
more attention to the unmet mental health needs of college students and 
students with autism (Beiter et al.; Bruffaerts et al.; Lipson et al.; Pinder-
Amake; Storrie et al.) as well as calls from disability activists for more space 
to support, highlight, and celebrate disabled and neurodiverse persons and 
the rich diversity they bring to our campuses (Dwyer et al.; Clouder et al.; 
Sachs; Yergeau). The NCC was created in 2018, and the calls for more atten-
tion and care for college students’ mental well-being have only deepened over 
time—particularly during and following the height of the COVID-19 pan-
demic (Lederer et al.; Liu et al.; Salimi et al.; Zhai and Du). In the same way, 
attention to disability and accommodations also intensified due to the pan-
demic; activists pointed out that the accommodations long denied disabled 
persons had suddenly become available since neurotypical and temporarily 
able-bodied individuals needed such dispensations (Aydos et al.; Boden; Ly-
ons; Kurtzberg). 

As a faculty member whose research has been in mental health rhetoric, I 
found myself increasingly in conversations about what could be done to allevi-
ate mental and emotional suffering on campus. Equally concerning was how 
stigma could marginalize students with cognitive difference and students who 
were open about mental health diagnoses and treatments; their impairments 
were highlighted over and against the more generous impulse to foreground the 
unique affordances of the ways they think and live. Stigma, too, could interfere 
with their desire or willingness to seek care, treatment, and/or accommodations. 
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Additionally, in conversations in the field on the role expressive writing 
might play in writing programs, the voices of those with cognitive difference 
are usually demonstrably absent. The NCC was co-created with students 
with a variety of cognitive differences and/or experiences with mental health 
struggles from the start. The students led the initiative to name the student 
group and articulate its mission and priorities. We chose the name “Neuro-
diversity Celebration Collaborative” as a way to make it clear that the group 
values a wide variety of cognitive types and styles; students appreciated that 
the term neurodiversity “describes the idea that people experience and interact 
with the world around them in many different ways; there is no one ‘right’ way 
of thinking, learning, and behaving, and differences are not viewed as deficits” 
(Baumer and Frueh). That said, the group was also aware of the origins of the 
term “neurodiversity” and took time to unpack and celebrate the contributions 
of individuals with autism to the development and deployment of the term. 
That is, recognizing that neurodiversity “refers to the diversity of all people, 
but it is often used in the context of autism spectrum disorder (ASD), as well 
as other neurological or developmental conditions such as ADHD or learn-
ing disabilities,” they used the term with care and respect for the celebratory 
and activist nature of the term and its ability to convey honor and respect for 
mental difference writ large (Baumer and Frueh).

Description of Initiative
I created the NCC with a group of students in 2018 with a small internal 
grant. The mission of the NCC as it was conceived by the founding students 
and articulated by founding student director Will Khairalla is as follows: 

The mission of the Neurodiversity Celebration Collaborative is to 
address negative attitudes, misconceptions, and stigmas surrounding 
cognitive and mental health differences by viewing mental health as 
a continuum rather than a binary in which mental health is either 
achieved or not achieved. Through strategic research and advocacy, 
we will evaluate current mental health resources on and off campus, 
create appreciation versus sympathy for cognitive differences, bring 
to light inconsistencies and inaccuracies in the literature, establish 
appropriate forums of disclosure for students, and ultimately help 
constitute a more connected and understanding campus climate that 
celebrates neurodiversity as an integral part of any functioning uni-
versity and its surrounding community.

Given this mission, the group decided that a viable first initiative would be 
what they called “non-clinical conversation groups”—public events where they 
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would host a group of their peers to discuss a specific topic related to mental 
well-being. The group hosted events on such topics as anxiety, depression, 
homesickness, and finding your place. The logic behind these conversation 
groups is that students often need non-clinical support for mental well-being. 
To prepare to facilitate these conversation groups, founding group leaders un-
derwent training through a local mental health practitioner, via an abbreviated 
version of a mental health first aid program. In that program, they learned 
important do’s and dont’s for facilitating these kinds of meetings, and they 
used those to develop guidelines for future group leaders. Those guidelines 
focused on appropriate responses to students in distress as well as resources 
and tips for when further support is needed. In the second year, we held a 
public launch event in which the founding student leaders shared their own 
stories related to neurodiversity and encouraged others to get involved. In the 
third year, the students worked to become a recognized student group. When 
everything went virtual, the group held Zoom events to varying degrees of 
success. Finally, most recently during the 2021-2022 academic year, the group 
held an event in which they discussed the concept of neurodiversity itself with 
a wider audience.

Despite its successes, the NCC has not been without its challenges. The 
group was still in its infancy when the COVID-19 pandemic moved everything 
virtual, and students were feeling incredibly spread thin as we moved slowly 
back to campus. We have struggled, with some of our events, to get robust 
participation or even very much participation beyond those already invested. 
Still, the group has been a success due to how it has given agency and space to 
those who’ve been drawn to the group via their own mental health challenges 
and cognitive differences. Through the NCC, they’ve had the opportunity to 
meet, talk with, and work with peers with similar experiences in a supportive 
and celebratory environment. They have also produced several key texts that 
have provided relevant professional experience, including the group guidelines, 
the mission statement, lists and descriptions of initiatives, meeting agendas, 
meeting minutes, and social media posts.

Many publications on socioemotional learning and writing as a way of 
healing are written from the standpoint of a mentally stable and objective 
scholar-practitioner describing their theoretical approach to or practical ex-
periences with student writers (see, for example, Anderson and MacCurdy; 
Toepfer and Walker). The NCC takes as a given that writing programs can 
and must contribute to student well-being via not only tending to pedagogical 
approaches that are responsive to the variety of challenges our students face, 
but also by offering students spaces to use their expertise in writing in advocacy 
roles around campus. I leveraged my position as a faculty member in writing 
to gather the resources and students through which the NCC could be created. 
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I, then, handed off primary responsibility for running the group to students 
themselves such that their voices could be heard. 

Implications
The creation and existence of the NCC makes a strong argument that more 
writing programs should see themselves as well-positioned to help students to 
engage in activist work related to mental well-being around their own cam-
puses. Rather than seeing our roles as teachers of writing as limited to offer-
ing students opportunities to reflect on and increase their own well-being via 
writing assignments, we might, instead, see our positions in writing programs 
as ideal ones from which to empower our students to advocate on behalf 
of themselves and others. For those who’d like to similarly mobilize writ-
ing students, I suggest, as a start, looking for local grants and other funding 
sources that could offer seed money through which to get your initiative off 
the ground. As in the NCC, even modest funds can be used for such things 
as funding a logo design contest, buying swag to share at events, and planning 
and holding a public launch event. Once funding is sorted out, advertising 
the opportunity to take part in the initiative is key, as is onboarding students 
and giving them the power to make decisions for the group. Once a found-
ing student group is established, it is a good idea to have the group come to 
consensus on a student leader. Establishing student leaders is a crucial step in 
moving the faculty member out of the leadership role and making it clear to 
students that they have agency and the final say in how things will go. Set-
ting an agenda for the initiatives the group will take on and supporting the 
students as they execute these initiatives is important. Finally, if the group 
is to survive from year to year, it is important to get it recognized as an of-
ficial student group through your university and to spend some time each fall 
establishing that year’s student leaders. If the department can support a GA 
and there is one in your department with a complimentary background and 
interests, having one to help to lead the group can be an incredibly valuable 
asset. Still, even without a GA, with the right group of student leaders, groups 
like the NCC can take on modest goals for initiatives during the year. 

As a field, we can move beyond addressing students’ well-being via peda-
gogical approaches to writing as a way of healing at the expense of inspiring 
our students to take on more overtly public and activist standpoints related to 
mental and emotional well-being. As the NCC and similar initiatives show, 
writing programs can center mental well-being by creating space and leadership 
opportunities for marginalized students to intervene in mental well-being for 
themselves and others on their campuses.
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Critical Feminista Dimensions to Informal Writing 
Groups for Women of Color Pursuing Doctoral 
Degrees

Cynthia D. Trejo, Angela Labistre Champion, Stephanie Celaya-
Serventi, and Alexei Marquez

A doctoral dissertation is the final and culminating project for a graduate 
student and doctoral candidate. Under the best of conditions, writing 

the dissertation challenges doctoral students. However, students rarely ex-
perience dissertation writing under the best of conditions. Factors like the 
tension between ethnic and culturally diverse students, Western conceptions 
of knowledge and meritocracy, and a global pandemic can exacerbate the 
already-difficult conditions of dissertation writing. 

The COVID-19 pandemic contributed additional layers of stress for college 
students in general, and they certainly added to the challenges of the dissertation 
process for doctoral candidates. For instance, the pandemic limited and often 
prohibited opportunities for any in-person advising and collaboration with 
peers in commonly shared academic spaces, like university lounges, libraries, 
and coffee shops—increasing the sense of isolation for many. 

In this piece, we explore how four Latina doctoral candidates found healing 
in making time to write during their final year of doctoral program require-
ments while they navigated employment, raised children, fought off imposter 
syndrome (Holden et al. 2), avoided burnout, and maintained well-being. 
Scholars of Color and those with marginalized identities and varying intersec-
tionalities are increasingly documenting their journeys through academia, and 
such literature ranges from understanding the challenges that single mothers 
face in academia and the support structures to combat them (Hanson) to 
scholars of color coming together and creating a family that provides support 
beyond graduate studies (Browdy et al.) and into the job market and tenure 
track careers (Espino et al.). Reflecting on their experiences, the Latina scholars 
here realized that our approach to surviving the dissertation and creating an 
informal, culturally responsive Women of Color (WoC) Ph.D. writing group 
was embedded in convivencia. Convivencia involves acknowledging how La-
tinas utilize their lived cultural experiences to learn, teach, and support each 
other socially (Delgado Bernal “Disrupting Epistemological Boundaries” 159). 
Within each writing session, we provided trusted refuge, academic resources, 
dedicated writing time, and positive peer pressure to persist to completion of 
the Ph.D. This piece is centered on communal knowledge creation and exempli-
fies the seven Rs at the forefront of Indigenous and Chicana Feminist research 
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methodologies: respect, reciprocity, relationship, responsibility, regeneration, 
resistance, and resilience (Gonzales xiv; Rodríguez 202). 

Trojan Mulas- How We Came to Be
In the spirit of Gloria Anzaldúa, we introduce ourselves as Trojan Mulas (Ke-
ating 207), making our way into academia but redefining how we holisti-
cally and collectively survive on our terms. The anti-colonial struggle against 
literary assimilation and the claim to our linguistic space in validating our 
own stories as WoC, first generation college students, first generation college 
graduates, and caregivers to dependents, elders, and extended family mem-
bers requires an activist spirit. This spirit dares to transform and disrupt pro-
cesses in order for us to survive graduate level experiences as Ph.D. students. 
We exist as navigators of higher education institutions, not only as students 
but also as staff members, future employees, and wayfinders with hopes of 
uncovering a way to reach our own goals while leaving clear trailmarkers for 
others. Our educational privileges didn’t provide a recipe on how to succeed, 
nor were we primed to ask for one. Instead, we were handed the ingredients, 
and we eagerly began cooking up our own experience with the hopes that 
our own intuitions kicked in and that we would hear our ancestors whisper 
“that’s enough.” Our collectivity gave us strength to stay inside the mula as we 
pushed into and breached new areas. As individuals, we experienced both mi-
croaggressions and microaffirmations, and these in an academic space where 
we were learning about who we wanted to be, not just who we needed to be. 
Meanwhile, we were carried forth the experiences from before we could see 
the finish line where we would be called “Doctoras.” Needless to say, we are 
mujeres who constructed a way in and sat with each other to bide the time 
before deciding to emerge together. Here, we arrive in a space where we can 
tell this story. 

To understand how this informal writing group came to be, it is help-
ful to understand one of our individual experiences immediately prior to its 
foundation: 

I had no idea what constituted a writing group, what I would need 
to contribute, and how much I needed it. Throughout all of my 
schooling, I had always completed projects independently. I would 
sit on the couch, throw on some music, focus for a brief period, and 
get the assignment done. At some point, I must have started to com-
partmentalize responsibilities, because once a physical barrier ceased 
to exist between work, school, and motherhood, there was an imme-
diate and intense overwhelmed feeling. “I need to write.” “I NEED 
to write.” Multiple Zoom work meetings, many snack breaks, online 
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elementary and middle school assignments to check, and unfolded 
loads of laundry later, I’d be so exhausted that I would fall asleep 
without writing or reading anything for my dissertation, yet my 
brain was still stuck on the screen that said, “I NEED TO WRITE.” 

Fortunately, Mothers of Color in Academia (MoCA), a collective of caregiv-
ers–specifically mothers–pursuing higher education degrees, was already do-
ing work. A branch of MoCA was established at The University of Arizona 
during the 2019-2020 academic year. The group met one time on campus in 
February of 2020, right before COVID-19 was declared a pandemic. MoCA 
members shifted the way they supported each other, especially those heading 
into the dissertation phase, and established a group chat to share resources, 
connect, and offer one-on-one support during a worldwide crisis. Through 
this group chat, it became evident that some of us needed validation: that 
it was OK to need time to write and that we were not alone in this process. 
Finally, someone posted that they would be hosting a virtual writing group on 
Saturday mornings. A few text messages, utilization of social capital to invite 
non-MoCA members and a few electronic RSVPs later, we had commitments 
from the four of us. We titled our new group chat “Motivated to Write.” No 
blood pact was needed as we had culpa ingrained in our hearts; nothing bonds 
like trauma and guilt. 

Platicas and Convivencia 
Within weeks of establishing the informal writing group, our community felt 
familiar. We carved out an hour for each meeting and spent a few minutes 
checking in each time. Those few minutes turned into pláticas, or roundtable 
discussions that helped us declutter our minds, feelings, and souls in prepara-
tion to write. Within these conversations, a circle of co-workers, classmates, 
and friends naturally emerged. It became a sanctuary where we found refuge 
from the academy and the complex process of finishing a doctoral degree. We 
received validation that we did belong, that we were capable, and that the 
higher education system was not streamlined and made user-friendly for us. 
That camaraderie became fortifying fuel to face the next steps in our doctoral 
programs and gave us a communal mindset that we belonged in the acad-
emy. Together, we honored our cultural values gaining wisdom from pláticas 
rich with storytelling, insight, and healing; the pláticas became a place where 
members could be vulnerable through informal talks conducive to shar-
ing ideas and giving advice (Delgado Bernal, “Disrupting Epistemological 
Boundaries” 159). For our group, pláticas were synonymous with check-ins. 
The group’s shared mission was not only to write but also to provide insight 
and guidance about navigating doctoral processes. 
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In practice, this meant flexibility and a hyper-focus on rehumanizing 
the dissertation writing process by shifting our focus to well-being instead of 
productivity. We were not only writing but also acknowledging each other as 
holistic and caring experts in life as we experienced it. This praxis of care cre-
ated a safe place amidst others full of fear and angst. 

Being genuine and vulnerable through convivencia allowed us to place 
extreme care and attention on building social relationships while tearing 
down the conventional power structure often found in groups. When ap-
plied in research, convivencia tears down the hierarchy between researcher 
and participant and acknowledges the shared desire to live, learn, and teach 
together (Delgado Bernal, “Disrupting Epistemological Boundaries” 162). 
By engaging in convivencia, the members recognize their mutual humanity, 
including insecurities and triumphs of surviving the academy (Villenas 273; 
Trinidad Galván 13). Using convivencia in our writing group meant that we 
challenged Western notions of productivity and focused on the humanity of 
caring for each other. Nurturing and building social relationships aligned to 
the seven Rs became the group’s foundation without defining it (Gonzales xiv, 
Red Medicine; Rodríguez, Our Sacred Maiz 202). Tearful interactions required 
nurturing and straight talk, which had nothing to do with our writing, yet 
everything to do with the well-being necessary to finish the immense terminal 
assignment of a dissertation. 

Our WoC Ph.D. group propelled us forward in our programs and was 
a conduit for dissertation writing and respite. Participants chose how often 
to participate, ranging from one to five times per week for two-hour blocks. 
When working, we used the pomodoro technique, a practice of timed work 
sessions and break times, but we made sure that checking-in was came before 
putting words on a page. We acknowledge that the pomodoro technique can 
be criticized as a practice grounded in Western ideals of efficiency and produc-
tivity—values that are incongruent with our ontological and epistemological 
orientations as Chicana Feminists. So we used this Western method of pro-
ductivity, but on our terms. To embody the identity of dissertating graduate 
student, along with our other numerous roles, is to navigate the reality that 
deadlines and expectations for productive writing are constant and, at times, 
extremely inflexible (Lea and Street 163). Further, a life in academia is often 
one that is rife with the shame and guilt associated with deficient performance 
(Shahjahan 790) even though Western ideals do not identify shame and guilt 
as dysfunction because both can motivate achievement (Turner and Schallert 
322). Our approach to using the pomodoro technique was not a subscription to 
Western logics. We utilized timing devices to create boundaryies for our writing 
sessions but incorporated humanizing flexibility throughout—holding space 
for whatever emotions or levels of productivity that we brought to the table.
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During our Zoom sessions, we would allocate fifteen minutes to check in 
and set a writing goal, then set a timer, share it on screen, and repeat for the two-
hour allotment. This practical approach progressed during a challenging time 
as we navigated employment, raising children, imposter syndrome (Holden 
et al. 2), doctoral processes, coping with the pandemic, various mental health 
issues, and maintaining well-being. What we accomplished in this informal 
group was both ordinary and extraordinary. The navigational capital we pro-
vided each other was foundational to our persistence, as was the spiritual joy of 
finding belonging, community support, and healing (Yosso 43). This support 
occurred with every check-in and was intuitively aligned with critical feminist 
epistemology (“Critical Race Theory” 229, “Chicana Feminist Epistemology” 
556) while creating anti-colonial space (Calderón et al. 523) free of expecta-
tions to solely produce volumes of writing. By embracing embodied ways of 
knowing (Delgado Bernal, “Disrupting Epistemological Boundaries”161), we 
supported each other as holistic scholars and disrupted the Western demands of 
productivity. Incorporating cultural intuition and spirituality (Delgado Bernal, 
“Cultural Intuition Then, Now and Into the Future” 2) into the pomadoro 
practice humanized the process and addressed our needs to heal from everyday 
pandemic and doctoral study demands. Redefining the writing sessions on our 
terms led to the social support mechanisms required for us to persist. 

Implications
Our group connected, and not just on an academic level: we are WoC, we 
identify as Latina/Chicanas, and we understand how, like trenzas (Gonzales 
83), our multiple identities are interwoven, inextricable, and central to how 
we support one another throughout the dissertation process. Like trenzas, we 
were established as a protective measure. We come as we are, and we are loved 
and held by others who respect and understand that. 

Connected to our cultural intersections and ways of knowing, we also 
organically leaned into a non-hierarchical approach of conducting our gather-
ings—we equally took turns beginning check ins, setting pomodoro timers, 
scheduling Zoom rooms, gathering materials to share, and all the other small, 
numerous duties. This lateral style of leading seemed natural to us, and, in 
hindsight, was important in sustaining our group. We led together. Checking 
in with each other also taught us to value checking in with ourselves. It was 
an iterative process throughout our journey together, asking and answering 
questions like: How do I have patience and grace for myself on days where it 
is difficult to find motivation and on days where it is difficult for my comadres? 
How do I accept help and acceptance from others, when so many of us have 
been taught to feel shame and guilt for not producing at the levels prescribed 



216   Composition Studies   

in academia? Supporting one another at a deep level inherently included a 
deep exploration of positionality and self. 

This exploration was at the heart of how we transformed the dissertation 
experience from one that is widely accepted as isolating, emotionally taxing, 
and traumatic to one that facilitated intellectual, spiritual, and academic heal-
ing and growth. In community with other groups such as Chicana M(other)
work, our relationships are cherished: “We are the ofrenda to ourselves. We are 
the ofrenda to each other.” (Castillo, et al. 14) 
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Book Reviews

Arousing Sense: Recipes for Workshopping Sensory Experience, by Tomie 
Hahn. University of Illinois Press, 2021. 186 pp. 

Reviewed by Stephanie Loveless, Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute

Arousing Sense: Recipes for Workshopping Sensory Experience by Tomie Hahn 
is a practical pedagogical workbook in the form of a wide-ranging collec-

tion of imaginative prompts, or “recipes,’’ for sensory exploration. Accessible 
and engaging, the exercises offered are intended to support both workshop 
leaders and solo practitioners in cultivating awareness of what, and how, they 
sense, as well as in expressing this embodied knowledge through writing and 
other artistic forms.

Sensory awareness—attention to how we experience the world through 
our senses—is a central concern of Hahn’s artistic and scholarly research, as 
well as her decades-long teaching practice. In her 2007 monograph, Sensa-
tional Knowledge: Embodying Culture through Japanese Dance, she explores 
how sensory attention shapes both cultural and individual realities through 
ethnographic accounts of the non-verbal, embodied manner in which nihon 
buyo (traditional Japanese dance form) is transmitted from master to student. 
In Arousing Sense, Hahn draws from her experience as an educator to share how 
attention to our everyday sensory experiences can make all of us, regardless of 
training or specialty, more sensible to ourselves and more available for playful 
and meaningful collaboration with the world around us.

Hahn’s approach is grounded in the conviction that all knowledge is 
mediated through the senses, and that deepening one’s sensory awareness 
can therefore be of benefit to artists and researchers in any discipline: “No 
specialization needed” (1). Each sensory exploration is offered in the form of 
a recipe, including preparation and detailed, step-by-step instructions. In ad-
dition to playfully referencing the sensorially rich and often ritualistic quality 
of meal preparation and consumption, the recipe format is fitting to the nature 
of Hahn’s lesson plans. Like cooking recipes, they are detailed but not rigidly 
prescriptive—as any chef knows, the best meals include improvisation, and 
are seasoned to taste. 

Hahn opens the book with a personal introduction that orients the reader 
to her background as a performing artist and ethnographer (whose research 
encompasses such diverse areas as Japanese traditional performing arts, Monster 
Truck rallies, and Deep Listening), to the complexities of her racial and cultural 
identities (Japanese-American and German-American), and to her commit-
ment to the power of sensorial experience. A second introduction explains 



Book Reviews   219

how to use the book in straightforward terms, detailing the format of each 
recipe to come. The core of the book consists of thirty-one of these recipes, 
primarily oriented to group workshop engagement, but which can be adapted 
for individual, personal exploration. Each recipe includes all the necessary 
ingredients for a successful workshop, including: a preface reflecting on how 
the exercise was inspired or developed; notes on any necessary pre-workshop 
preparation, space, or materials; an “opening announcement” script that the 
reader is invited to borrow or adapt should they find it supportive; and step-
by-step instructions for the workshop itself. These instructions are followed 
by additional resources and references that point to the range of directions a 
given exercise can be taken for different audiences. The last section of each 
recipe shares potential post-exercise discussion topics, with particular attention 
given to those that would be productive within the contexts of sensory studies 
fieldwork and the creative arts.

While the collection of sensory prompts engages a range of artistic forms, 
including movement, sonic art, drawing, sculpture, and performance, the 
practice of writing is central throughout. Freewriting in particular is employed 
frequently, as a “kind of writing (or drawing) that directly stems from . . . 
bodily experience” (142). Depending on which way you turn them, Hahn’s 
recipes can be understood as sensory explorations designed to generate a kind 
of writing that emerges out of the body sensorium, or they can be approached 
primarily as creative sensory experiences that are then processed and reflected 
upon through writing. In the book’s resources section, Hahn traces the history 
of freewriting from Surrealism and Dada through its popularization by Peter 
Elbow, and shares examples of essays, poems, stories, and fragments of sensory 
descriptions produced in her workshops.

The exercises Hahn offers for our engagement are varied, playful, and multi-
layered. Designed to be adaptable to diverse backgrounds and experiences, 
they engage a range of sensory modalities (students smell, touch, listen, gaze), 
modes of expression (they sculpt, draw, move, write), and class organization 
(they explore as individuals, in pairs, and as a group). A particular favorite 
of mine, “the reticent composer,” invites students to compose a one-minute 
“private” sound piece by exploring sounds that can be heard only from within 
their own head (such as by rubbing one’s own ear or tapping the teeth with 
the tongue) (30). Another, “Wearables,” challenges students to design and 
build a subtle or dramatic bodily adornment (a “wearable”) to wear to a future 
class, as an embodied exploration of identity presentation and code-switching 
(101). Some recipes unfold over a handful of simple steps, while others require 
multi-part explorations that might take place over several sessions.

Grounded in Hahn’s long engagement with teaching in a range of set-
tings, Arousing Sense demonstrates a deep commitment to radical pedagogy, 
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which is apparent in the accessibility, generosity, and care of her offerings. 
These recipes take seriously the well-being of both teacher and student, with 
exercises framed in terms of their ease, adaptability, and potency for generative, 
transformational experience. Hahn asks in her opening introduction: “How 
can students and teachers, together, find a sense of well-being that fosters well-
being?” (3). The response offered in the subsequent series of workshop recipes 
is that of collaborative sensorial exploration that is attuned to political, social, 
and cultural situatedness. Crucially, Hahn’s experiential engagements embody 
her conviction that “theory needs to follow practice, and not the other way 
around” (11). As such, practices and sensorial explorations are foregrounded, 
while references to readings and theoretical texts supporting key concepts or 
related ideas are cited but optional. This allows the reader to dive in and out 
of different recipes, take them into their own directions, and use them in their 
own ways and with their own emphasis. 

One of the key contributions of Arousing Sense is supplementing radical 
theoretical frameworks for pedagogy with hands-on teaching examples for how 
those principles might be put into practice in flexible and culturally responsive 
ways. The book is inspired in part by Hahn’s own experience of having wished 
for hands-on lesson plans that embody the revolutionary pedagogy of critical 
theorists: Paulo Freire’s “pedagogy of the oppressed,” Aaron Stoller’s “emergent 
pedagogy,” and bell hooks’ teaching as a “practice of freedom,” to name a few. 
As Hahn explains: “while I held many of these radical, groundbreaking theo-
retical foundations in my storehouse, I realized I had little substance—actual 
in-class teaching examples—to arouse sense in the classroom” (3). Arousing Sense 
works to redress this lack. 

As befits a practical guidebook, the language remains clear and direct 
throughout, even as it shifts between the personal, the poetic, the anecdotal, the 
clearly explanatory, and the academic, depending on the section of each recipe 
and the character of the recipe itself. The text as a whole provides a range of 
both access and entry points for the reader. This is a book to try out, to carry 
around, to experiment with. It invites your collaborative participation, from 
the sensory prompts woven throughout that the reader is invited to pause and 
partake in, to the continual encouragement to glean from Hahn’s offerings 
while making them your own, to the wealth of references to supplementary 
texts offered to support deeper critical engagements. 

Inherently interdisciplinary, Arousing Sense is a wonderful resource for 
those teaching in any creative modality (including movement/dance, music/
sound, and creative writing), as well as the fields of communications, journal-
ism, ethnography, and psychology. Educators will find the book’s thoughtful 
scaffolding, attention to varied cultures and contexts, nuanced reference points, 
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and breadth and depth of leader notes to be invaluable in expanding the senso-
rial awareness and expressive capacities of both their students and themselves.

Troy, NY
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Cultivating Critical Language Awareness in the Writing Classroom, by 
Shawna Shapiro. Routledge, 2022. 360 pp. 

Reviewed by Erika I-Tremblay, University of California-Davis

In Cultivating Critical Language Awareness in the Writing Classroom, Shaw-
na Shapiro introduces Critical Language Awareness (CLA) Pedagogy as 

a framework for engaging students in discussions about their language use, 
identity, power, and privilege. Shapiro shares her concern that pragmatist and 
progressivist views of teaching writing “can cause huge pendulum swings in 
educational practice, creating confusion and exhaustion for many U.S. teach-
ers” (41). Instead, she presents CLA Pedagogy to “enact [the] ‘both/and’ ap-
proach in practice” (12) by drawing from composition/writing, education, 
psychology, applied linguistics, second language writing, and other fields. 

Her book is divided into three sections. In Part I, Shapiro introduces CLA 
by first highlighting ways in which many multilingual and multidialectical 
writers are affected by the “traditionally upheld” language-driven “status quo” 
(3). Classroom discussions and instruction of writing often value either aca-
demic/standardized language or linguistic justice, which may limit the ways 
students view themselves as writers. Instead, Shapiro invites writing teachers 
to “open up [their] hearts and minds” (16) about approaches to writing in 
order to “build our students’ agency as readers and writers” (54). Specifically, 
Shapiro encourages writing teachers and students to use language to practice 
and participate in important conversations about self-reflection, social justice, 
and rhetorical agency. 

Part II presents four pedagogical pathways: Sociolinguistic, Critical Aca-
demic Literacies Awareness, Media/Discourse Analysis, and Communicating-
Across-Difference. In this section, Shapiro proposes reflective classroom 
activities and assignments, for instance one where students explore the origin 
and nature of linguistic attitudes and prejudices in an autobiographical essay. 
Here, students are also invited to take on the role of a researcher by observing 
sociolinguistic patterns in entertainment media. In addition, Shapiro shares a 
number of pedagogical tips, including the circle share (in which each student 
is invited to speak), experiments with grouping to encourage participation, 
and broader conception of participation. Shapiro reminds the reader that these 
are “menus, rather than recipes” (19) and encourages writing teachers to stay 
curious so that they can “continue to tailor [their] curricula to [their] teaching 
context, in both pragmatic and progressive ways” (260). Both pre-service and 
seasoned teachers may find Shapiro’s pedagogical tips refreshing. 

 In Part III, Shapiro guides the reader through selecting the pathway that 
fits an individual teacher’s institutional context and teaching situations. Draw-
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ing from Universal Design for Learning, Shapiro underscores that all students 
and teachers are different—linguistically, socially, culturally, neurologically, etc. 
CLA provides a framework to “build in access and differentiation” (270) that 
enables writing teachers to respond to the needs of their own unique pedagogi-
cal settings and conditions. Shapiro’s central question, “How can we create a 
learning environment where everyone feels respected?”, is not only directed 
toward students but also reflects her concern for writing teachers’ well-being.

Her attention to well-being is pertinent, especially to Non-Native English 
Speaking Teachers (NNESTs) who may share the feeling of disempowerment 
that many multilingual and multidialectical students feel because of the 
monolingual ideology that is prevalent in U.S. schools. NNESTs who may 
learn English as a Foreign Language (EFL) are often taught to fix any “written 
accent—L2 textual features that deviat[e] markedly from L1 texts” (Matsuda 
23). This practice may cause an NNEST to view themselves as a “deficient 
native speaker” (Cook) and affect their ability to “make decisions about how, 
whether, and when to push against standardized norms” (Shapiro 10). Lack 
of rhetorical agency may also further influence NNESTs’ well-being because 
the “[g]ood grammar = good person” paradigm is damaging (Shapiro 148).

NNESTs may also be discouraged by a lack of representation. For example, 
leading roles within EFL learning materials are often occupied by speakers 
of a white variety of English , with whom NNESTs may or may not identify 
(McKay). NNESTs may also feel invisible in the academy, as Norm Evans 
and Maureen Andrade report, there is a “general lack of awareness of [the 
NNEST] population” (9). Further, antiracist and social justice pedagogy and 
scholarship are often centered around L1/monolingual student writers in the 
US context; thus both novice and seasoned NNESTs may feel excluded from 
these conversations. 

Voicing concerns about the deficit perspective and exclusion may feel un-
comfortable; however, Shapiro’s work provides NNESTs with ways to “refram[e] 
discomfort as part of learning and growth” (284). Through language use, 
NNESTs can advocate for themselves. For example, NNESTs can demonstrate 
rhetorical risk-taking, such as rhetorical grammar and rhetorical rule-breaking 
in the classroom and as teacher-scholars to engage in critical conversations 
about whose voices are privileged in academia and beyond (150-2). At the 
institutional level, recognition of NNESTs bodies can broaden the definition 
of the diverse campus community. 

I highly recommend Shapiro’s book, which embodies a ethical treatment 
of native and non-native writers and teachers of writing alike. In this book, 
Shapiro goes beyond merely celebrating diversity, which treats language dif-
ferences as an asset. Rather, she is concerned about “mak[ing] people count” 
by guiding the reader through ways to challenge the master narratives about 
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themselves and chart their own course through language use (159). Her writing 
is also engaging: her language is warm and inviting, and she presents herself 
as a collaborator, not as an authority. In closing, Shapiro invites the reader to 
“be in touch” by contributing to the CLA Collective, an online resource hub. 
By doing so, she creates a forum for teachers of writing across education levels, 
no matter what their language backgrounds, to bring together their expertise, 
disciplines, and experiences in communities of practice that promote antira-
cist, social justice, and inclusive pedagogy. In doing so, she advocates for the 
well-being of all teachers of writing. 

Davis, CA
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