So you think you can teach? Finding my teacher
identity in the classroom, the writing center, and the
library

Maria Sclafani

The classroom is a microcosm of the world: it is the chance we
have to practice whatever ideals we may cherish. The kind of
classroom situation one creates is the acid test of what one really
stands for.

Jane Tompkins, Pedagogy of the distressed, 1990, p. 656.

I often to struggle to articulate my pedagogy because at some point, it ends
up sounding like a laundry list, or a recipe: start with some feminist
pedagogy, throw in a dash of critical pedagogy, then add a cup of
constructivism after it starts to boil, and finish with some active learning.
But constructivism and active learning are central to both critical and
feminist pedagogy, and if “feminist pedagogy is a form of critical
pedagogy, which is education for social change,” then does my pedagogy
fall under the broader umbrella of critical pedagogy? (Accardi, 2013, p. 6).
Additionally, as Accardi (2013) notes, “there isn’t one distinct and precise
way of defining feminist pedagogy. It can be difficult to pin down because
it has so many branches and parts and offshoots” (p.34). The challenge of
articulating my pedagogy is compounded by the fact that I have studied
pedagogy and taught in multiple disciplines, including English,
composition,’? and library science. Although the theories and forms of
pedagogy I studied in each of these disciplines were often complementary,
they were still distinct to some degree because they were shaped by the
nature of the work itself. Teaching in English requires contending with the
white, male, euro-centric literary canon, whereas teaching in composition is
primarily concerned with the intricacies of the writing process. Teaching in
the library classroom can be the most challenging of all, because it requires

33 Composition studies, which encompasses the study of writing and
rhetoric, is sometimes referred to as writing and rhetoric studies. Although
I primarily use the term “composition studies” in this chapter, I also use
the term “writing and rhetoric” because I taught for an academic program
which used that term.
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interdisciplinary knowledge and is subject to extreme time constraints. My
various teaching experiences have shaped my pedagogy in ways I cannot
always identify, but a clear guiding principle of my practice is that my role
as an educator is to not to impart knowledge, but to create a
compassionate and empowering learning environment for students.

The development of my pedagogy has been as much a process of learning
as unlearning. I initially pursued a graduate degree in English with the hope
of becoming an English professor. Or, more accurately, I wanted to be a
specific &ind of English professor. I wanted to be just like the English
professors in my small liberal arts college, who could deliver compelling
lectures, facilitate insightful discussions, and provide individualised support
for each of their students (thanks to small class sizes). We have all had at
least one of those larger-than-life professors who have had an outsized
impact on our lives. I was fortunate enough to have many of them at
Smith College, and they formed the touchstone by which I would measure
my own teaching.

However, when I actually began teaching, as a beleaguered teaching
assistant struggling to make it to campus on time for my 8:00am Literary
Theory recitation, I learned that you cannot know what type of teacher you
will be until you step into the classroom. Turns out, standing in front of a
roomful of students can be incredibly intimidating, whether they’re
enthusiastic or ambivalent. That first semester, I had to abandon any hope
of being inspiring or influential in favor of simply surviving, because
teaching was also incredibly draining. That came as a surprise to me
because in all my fantasizing about my future career, it had never occurred
to me that I would have to /arn how to teach. Perhaps this is because, as
John Loughran (2013, p.119) notes:

...teaching;, as so often characterized in the literature, tends to
return to Lortie’s (1975) Apprenticeship of Observation as a major
shaping force. As a consequence, teaching is often cast as
something that has been passively observed by students for a long
time and therefore appears to many to be relatively
straightforward and simple. In essence, then, to the casual
observer, teaching looks easy.

My first forays into teaching primarily consisted of imitation, the logical
next step for someone under the misapprehension that you can learn how
to teach by observing. I assigned additional reading, prepared mini-lectures
for my recitations, and attempted to lead discussions, mimicking what I
had seen “good” professors do. But this approach did not work: students
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struggled to stay awake during my lectures (for which I cannot blame
them, it was 8am after all), and my discussions always fell flat. Fifty
minutes felt like an eternity, and I would leave class wondering how my
professors had managed to do this in each of their classes for years.
Teaching felt like an enigma I could not crack, no matter how hard I tried.

I was, after all, a 22 years old graduate student attempting to emulate
tenure-track professors with years of teaching experience under their belts.
Despite having the best of intentions, I had unknowingly set an impossible
standard for myself. It never occurred to me to consider what these
professors had been like the first semester they taught. I had never had a
teaching assistant in undergrad, so I had no frame of reference for the job
I was actually doing. It was a bit like trying to hit it out of the park the first
time I picked up a baseball bat. Of course I was going to strike out. I was
also a woman, and as Accardi (2013) notes, “students may not respect or
listen to teachers who do not act or look how they expect teachers to act
or look: male, white, authoritative, assertive, and in-charge” (p. 47). My
students understood that there was a difference between me, their teaching
assistant, and the professor who taught the course they were enrolled in.

At the time, I did not realize that there is value in relating to students as a
teaching assistant. A teaching assistant might be more approachable than
the professor, and can act as an intermediary in some situations. I
interceded on behalf of students regularly when I objected to a grading or
absence policy, and it is only in retrospect that I can see that I was
beginning to practice an ethic of care. My fellow teaching assistants and 1
also had more flexibility in the recitation classroom than the large lecture
hall. One of my fellow graduate students took advantage of the small class
size and more relaxed setting by having students put on short skits
illustrating the literary theories we were studying. At the time, I dismissed
her unconventional approach, and in doing so, failed to learn from her.
She found a way to engage her students in the material and promote active
learning, before either of us were familiar with learning theories like
constructivism. She recognized that learning could be fun, and was willing
to try something different, even if it failed. At the time, the thought of
having a lesson plan or class activity “fail,” immobilized me with fear.

My fear of taking teaching risks can be traced back to one of the things
Russell (2007) argues “every member of a society who attends school is
inadvertently and unintentionally taught [about] teaching...innovation and
change are too risky” (p. 32). To the new teacher, the best option often
seems to be copying what other successful teachers have done. However,
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as I discovered, imitation does not work because a significant percentage
of the work involved in teaching cannot be observed. The fault with the
Apprenticeship of Observation is that, as Loughran (2013) explains, “the
thinking that underpins practice is rarely made explicit for others and so it
is difficult to see into the complex array of demands that a teacher must
manage” (p.120). Students often do not know why teachers make the
decisions they do, and so consequently, those decisions seem insignificant.
I assumed that when I entered the classroom as a teacher, I would simply
know what to do because 1 thought there was only one “right” way to teach.
However, as Loughran explains, “there is no one way to teach a subject
and no one way that all students learn that subject. There are multiple
decision points that need to be negotiated by both teacher and learner” (p.
120). Thus, teaching is, in fact, incredibly complex and challenging in ways
that are not readily apparent to students.

The classroom as laboratory: teaching literature in theory and
practice

The disconnect between what 1 #hought teaching would be like, and what it
was actnally like is part of the reason that I hated it, initially. It was
confusing, stressful, anxiety-producing, and the low pay and lack of
rapport with my students did not make it seem worthwhile. When my two
semesters of teaching assistantship were up, I was incredibly relieved.
However, in my final year, I enrolled in a “Theory and the Teaching of
Literature” class that transformed my relationship with teaching.

This class, taught by Professor Martin (Marty) Bickman, introduced me to
the scholarship of pedagogy and provided a space to experiment with and
reflect on my teaching. The graduate students, along with Marty,
collectively taught an undergraduate class, which included sharing the
responsibility for reading and providing feedback for students’ writing. In
this way, “the undergraduate class both in its oral and written dimensions
became the main ‘text’ for the graduate course” (Bickman, 1995, p. 88).
The undergraduate classroom was transformed into a laboratory, where we
could experiment with different teaching approaches, constantly
“form|ing] new hypotheses that would be confirmed, denied, or qualified
by what we were to see in the next class” (p.88). It was a bit like exposure
therapy for me because every class, I did the one thing I feared most: tried
a new teaching approach. And I learned that when an approach did not go
as planned, or even failed, the world did not end. By the next class, the
students had pretty much forgotten, because they had busy lives that did
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not revolve around the classes they took. This is one of the many things I
had to unlearn about teaching: my anxiety had distorted my perspective so
much that I thought any mistake, or failure, would be as important to
students as it was to me. That they would take note of it, discuss it after
class, and remember it for the rest of the semester (or perhaps even
longer). Even though I recognize that this scenario is unrealistic, I still
struggle at times to stop believing it will happen after students leave my
classroom.

Although I found pedagogical scholarship to be immensely appealing
because of its potential for practical application, there has historically been
a stigma around discussing and writing about pedagogy in English. Jane
Tompkins, who obtained a PhD in English from Yale in 1966 writes, “we
[English faculty] have been indoctrinated from the very start, at least I was,
to look down on pedagogy as a subject matter and to deride colleges of
education” (1990, p. 655).

In the 1980s and 1990s, scholars like Tompkins, Elaine Showalter, and
Janet Emig began to question how students were being taught to analyze
and write about literature. They argued for decentering the role of the
teacher in the classroom and using constructivist teaching strategies to
promote active learning. Although perspectives towards pedagogy in
English departments have certainly shifted in the decades since Tompkins’
“antipedagogical indoctrination,” I still heard the occasional graduate
student or faculty member express similar sentiments regarding pedagogy
and the college of education (1990, p. 655). There have been periods of
time since Marty began teaching his “Theory and the Teaching of
Literature” class in the mid-1980s when unsupportive department chairs
have not allowed him to teach the class (Bickman, 1995, p.100). This still
shocks me, in part because the necessity of teaching graduate students how
to teach seems self-evident, but also because this is one of the most
influential and valuable classes I have ever taken.

Tompkins and others helped me to see that feminist pedagogy, which
valued narrative and experiential knowledge, offered a different way of
teaching and writing that would allow me to build on my intuition and my
experiences instead of suppressing them. As Accardi (2013) notes, “the use
of the first person destabilizes the centrality of the patriarchal modes of
knowledge production that privilege neutrality [and] objectivity” (p.7). I
will never forget the experience of having just finished Tompkins’ .4 Life in
School, wherein she uses her own experiences to make a powerful argument
for a “holistic approach to education” that “acknowledges the humanness
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of both teachers and students,” only to hear two male classmates
completely dismiss her pedagogy because they thought she seemed
mentally unstable (1996, p. xvi, xiv). Tompkins had convinced me to
reconsider my whole approach to teaching, and perhaps my decision to
study English at all, but to these men, she was just another woman who
could not handle the intellectual rigor of academia because she was 70
emotional.

One of the most valuable things I learned about teaching in Marty’s class
was that I had unknowingly fallen into a common teaching trap by
conflating performing the role of teacher with the actual work of teaching.
Many years into her career as an English professor, Tompkins has a
revelation on her way to class. She finds herself thinking, for the first time,

I have to remember to find out what they want (meaning the students),
what they need, now, right at this moment, and not worry about whether
what I've prepared is good enough, or ever gets said at all. Whereas for my
entire teaching life I had always thought that what I was doing was helping
my students to understand the material we were studying-Melville or post-
structuralism or whatever it happened to be-as a result of that moment /
realized that what I had actually been concerned with was showing the students how
smart I was, how knowledgeable 1 was, and how well prepared I was for class. I had
been putting on a performance whose true goal was not to belp the students learn, as I
had thought, but to perform before them in such a way that they would have a good
opinion of me |[emphasis added].” (1996, p. 119)

This section, like many others in my copy of .4 L, is highlighted. 1
distinctly remember reading it and thinking to myself, Is #his what 1 have been
doinge Ob my God. This is totally what 1 have been doing. 1 was mortified by the
thought that I had made my teaching all about me, but I also felt a sense of
relief at being understood, and of finally understanding why teaching was
so draining for me. As Tompkins (1996) observes, “to perform in order to
survive existentially is backbreaking work; to give up the burden of
performance, an inexpressible relief” (p. 65). To engage in dialogue with
your students, to learn what their needs are and then structure your class
around those needs is to acknowledge that you do not have all the answers,
and that there are things your students can teach you.

My pedagogy changed when I realized teaching is not a one-woman show.
Students are not there as audience members, nor are they passive
receptacles for knowledge. Establishing a teacher-centered classroom may
seem easier than establishing a student-centered one, but the latter is
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infinitely more rewarding. As Hendricks (1981) notes in The Centered
Teacher,

it is easy, if we view teaching as a one-way street, to fall into the
trap of doing more than 50% of the work in the classroom. If we
see teachers as having the answers and the students as having the
questions we invite an imbalance in the relationship which can
only cause a drain on teachers’ energy (cited in Tompkins, 1990, p.
660).

Marty’s class helped me to unlearn everything I had picked up through an
apprenticeship of observation. It helped me to understand that I have to
make mistakes, take risks, and experiment in the classroom if I want to
grow and evolve as an educator.

The writing center in theory and practice: scaffolding,
intersubjectivity and feminist pedagogy

My pedagogy evolved again when I began working as a writing tutor,
which I found to be more intuitive than teaching in many ways. The tutor
and the student have the opportunity to get to know each other in a setting
that is less formal than the classroom, which allows for a level of
individualized instruction that is not possible on a larger scale. My tutoring
experience led me to enroll in a class focused on writing center theory and
practice, which has heavily influenced my teaching, both in the classroom
and as a librarian. The class was taught by Dr. Steve Lamos, who was at
that time the director of the University Writing Center. Most of the
scholarship we studied in this class built on pedagogical concepts and
theories I had been introduced in Marty’s class, including concepts
borrowed from developmental psychology, such as scaffolding and
intersubjectivity, and feminist pedagogy.

Although the concept of scaffolding has been widely adopted by all sectors
of education, it is worth noting that it was originally introduced as a
metaphor to describe the way a tutor or parent supports the learning of a
student or child. Wood, Bruner, and Ross (19706) defined scaffolding as a
scenatio where the “adult control[s] those elements of the task that are
essentially beyond the learner’s capacity, thus permitting him to
concentrate upon and complete only those elements that are within his
range of competence” (p. 9). In a tutoring session, the ‘expert’ is facilitating
the performance of a task that would ordinarily be beyond the ‘less expert’
student’s capabilities, thus enabling the student to complete the task. As
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the ‘expert’ facilitates the student’s learning, the student gradually develops
techniques for solving problems and completing tasks that allow him or
her to require less and less assistance from the ‘expert.” Thompson (2009)
argues that “because of its association with active learning and
collaboration and its concern for student motivation...scaffolding provides
a promising framework for describing what happens in writing center
conferences” (p. 418). Although scaffolding generally requires a
relationship that is asymmetrical to some extent, the tutor-student
relationship differs from that of the teacher-student because the tutor is
not responsible for grading the student. This allows the tutor and student
to become allies working towards a shared goal. My goal in a tutoring
session was always to collaborate with the student and create a strategy for
approaching a writing project. In my work as a librarian, my goal for a
research consultation is pretty similar. I still want to collaborate with the
student to create a strategy for how we are going to approach their
information need. Both tutoring and librarianship primarily involve one-
on-one interactions where the more expert individual is not the student’s
professor. These interactions also tend to be one-offs. If the student does
return, they may end up working with a different tutor or librarian, which
makes it even more important to effectively scaffold instruction in the
session.

I have found the concept of intersubjectivity to be useful for
understanding the type of interpersonal communication that occurs in one-
on-one interactions in writing centers and libraries. In writing center
scholarship, intersubjectivity is a foundational component of both
scaffolding and feminist pedagogy. Intersubjectivity refers to “the
interchange of thoughts and feelings, both conscious and unconscious,
between two persons or ‘subjects,’ as facilitated by empathy” (Cooper-
White, 2014). In simpler terms, intersubjectivity means allowing yourself to
be vulnerable, and inviting another person to do the same. Puntambekar
and Hubscher (2010) identify intersubjectivity as the first of four central
features of scaffolding. The subsequent stages, which are an “ongoing
diagnosis of the [student]’s current level of understanding,” the “dialogic and
interactive nature of scaffolded instruction,” and the “fading” of support as
the learner begins to take control of their learning, are only possible if
there is a shared understanding between both parties (p.3). The tutor is
responsible for setting the tone and creating an environment where the
student feels comfortable and safe. The student might be stressed,
frustrated, or nervous about their writing. They could also be experiencing
some form of writing anxiety (also known as writing apprehension), which
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is “a collection of behaviors that include a writer’s tendency to avoid
situations that involve writing, to find writing unrewarding, to fear having
one’s writing evaluated, and to develop increased anxiety over having one’s
writing viewed in a public forum” (Mabrito, 2000, p. 41). The student
might not know what to expect from a tutoring session, especially if they
are visiting the writing center for the first time. The tutor must establish
that the session will be dialogic, not monologic, and that they are there to
provide support, not tell the student what to do. The student will be
expected to actively participate, be honest about what they want from the
session, and trust that the tutor is there to help them. Tutoring is an
immensely personal experience, and it can be very draining, especially
when a session does not go well. I also believe it is important and valuable
work that is too often overlooked.

Tutoring helped me to understand the importance of caring, “not as an
instinctive and purely emotion-powered response to young or otherwise
vulnerable others, but as an intellectual and ethical choice” (Traschel, 1995,
p. 20). Traschel’s discussion of an ethic of care in the context of writing
center work was eye-opening for me because it meant that caring was not
something that I had to unlearn in order to be a successful academic and
teacher. Caring felt like the natural response to vulnerability, and as a tutor
I was often asking students to be vulnerable. I had to earn their trust by
demonstrating that I could also be vulnerable, and that I would not judge
them. Sometimes this meant sharing anecdotes about my own educational
experiences, or admitting that I was also confused by the assignment
prompt. In cases where a high level of subject knowledge was necessary to
understand a student’s writing, I relied on them to explain complex ideas
or theories to me. Intersubjectivity is a central component of an ethic of
care because “care becomes a medium of, ideally, mutual exchange,
whereby self-interest is blended with the interests of others” (Traschel,
1995, p.33). She notes that models of interdependence in education, like
caring, have often been viewed as both a sign of immaturity and lacking
intellectual rigor because academia has long favored patriarchal models of
independence and detached objectivity. But in my own experience,
forming connections with students is precisely what makes tutoring, and
teaching, worthwhile. Intersubjectivity also facilitates and enhances
learning, as Traschel argues. I see a connection between her articulation of
an ethic of care, and Tompkins’ argument for a “holistic approach to
education” (1996, p. xvi). Both women are emphasizing the importance of
the affective dimension of learning, even if they are using different
language.
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I became concerned with the affective dimension of learning in graduate
school because it was not just teaching that had turned out to be different
than I expected, it was graduate school itself. My experience studying
English as an undergraduate is what inspired me to seck a graduate degree.
I took so many English classes that I barely had enough credits outside my
major to meet the graduation requirements. But as Barbara Fister observes,
“I followed my love to graduate school where things changed. My beloved
turned cruel and abusive” (2019). Like Tompkins, I found that in graduate
school,““the work turned into something else: a contest to see who could
make the best impression on the professor, read the largest number of
articles on a topic, come up with the most sophisticated reading of a text”
(Tompkins, 1996, p. 77). I am surprised, not only by the similarity between
these two accounts, but also by the way they resonate with my own
experience decades later. I was miserable for most of the three years I
spent getting my masters’ degree because I was preoccupied with doing
what I believed was expected of me, both as a student and a teacher. I had
learned to ignore my intuition because “these kinds of gut feelings are
typically not valued in academia” (Accardi, 2013, p.15). In my final year,
when I took Marty’s and Steve’s classes, I realized I had been making
decisions that were not in my best interest all along. No one could force
me to write or teach in a particular way. I resolved to practice an ethic of
care in my tutoring and teaching which valued intuition, well-being,
personal experience, and vulnerability.

Critical and feminist pedagogy in the writing classroom

Steve’s class, like Marty’s, was an anomaly in the English department not
only because it dealt with pedagogy, but also because it focused on writing.
The teaching of writing, and composition studies more broadly, has a
complicated history with English. Sometimes composition and English are
part of the same department, and other times they are separate, with
differing missions and curricular goals. This was true at the University of
Colorado Boulder, where I obtained my M.A. in English. The Program for
Writing and Rhetoric (PWR) was responsible for teaching the required
lower and upper division writing classes that were part of the core
curriculum. One consequence of such separation is that it leads some
English faculty and graduate students, who tend to view teaching writing as
a burden, to believe that it is not their responsibility to teach students how
to write. These same people often speak disparagingly or dismissively
about their colleagues who do teach writing. Norgaard observes that “for a
surprisingly large number of faculty members, we [writing and rhetoric
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faculty] are still the grammar police whose purview extends little further
than correct style, organization, and yes, citations.” (2016, p. 20). I heard
such sentiments expressed many times throughout my three years in the
English department and subsequent five years in the PWR.

In the US, composition studies has embraced pedagogical theories and
practices much more than English, which is perhaps one reason for the
prejudice against both that I encountered. George Levine (2001) notes,
“insofar as there have been serious efforts to think through teaching [in
English], they have been largely about the teaching of composition...the
question of pedagogy gets attached, in most instances, to the teaching of
writing” (p.10). Composition has also embraced feminist pedagogies to a
greater extent than English. Traschel argues “transformations in
composition pedagogy...proceed from assumptions central to feminist
pedagogy with its adoption of nurturance as the central model of the
pedagogical process” (Traschel, 1995, p. 27). Nurturance in the
composition classroom takes many forms. It includes emphasizing writing
as a process by which students develop, revise, or adapt their thinking,
instead of the “transcription of finished thought” (Norgaard & Sinkinson
2016, p. 20). A process-writing approach often involves peer review, which
decenters the role of the teacher in the classroom and allows students to
collaborate and learn from each other. Another common teaching
approach is to invite students to write personal narratives or reflections
instead of forcing them to adopt the detached objectivity favored by
academic discourse, which rests on the “assumption that we can separate
the ideas and reasons and arguments from the person who holds them”
(Elbow, 1991, p. 140). There are also numerous “‘student-centered’
approaches that seek to recognize and honor the diverse experiences and
language skills students bring to the classroom” (Traschel, 1995, p. 27).
The wider acceptance and normalization of feminist pedagogical
approaches in composition is precisely why I found it a much more
compelling discipline to teach than English.

When I reentered the classroom as an adjunct professor of writing and
rhetoric, I did so because I knew that I would have more flexibility to
engage in feminist and critical pedagogies. I took the time to get to know
my students, and to let them get to know me. I tried to create a supportive
and compassionate learning environment for students, and treat them as
active participants in the learning process. I stopped performing my
knowledge for students, and adopted more of a “guide on the side”
approach to instruction. As lovely as this sounds, it was much rougher in
practice. I made a lot of mistakes, but I had developed the ability to learn
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from them instead of letting them immobilize me. Semester after semestet,
I modified my syllabus, eliminating the elements that did not work in order
to try something new. As Bickman (1995) observes, “any system is useful
and human only to the extent to which it is perpetually examined and
restructured by those working within it, semester by semester, class by
class” (p.90). This is why teaching is simultaneously the hardest and the
most exciting job I have ever had.

My first substantive foray into critical pedagogy involved building my first
year writing and rhetoric syllabus around higher education in the 21st
century. I chose this topic because when I asked students about their
backgrounds, interests, and goals, higher education emerged as a major
theme. As Accardi (2013) explains, “Freirean critical pedagogy involves
dialogue between teachers and learners, where students contribute to the
production of knowledge, and whereby they come to understand the
oppressive systems that are innately part of the dominant culture” (p. 32).
By engaging in dialogue with my students, I learned that due to parental
and societal pressure, students often felt that going to college was not a
“choice.” In some cases, even their major was chosen for them by
whoever was paying their tuition bill. In other cases, students took on
massive amounts of student loan debt because they believed college was
the only way they would be able to achieve professional and personal
success. Consequently, students perceived themselves as being
disempowered. Students’ perceived lack of control over their academic
futures, coupled with their lack of input in major decisions made by the
institutions they attend, leads to a student body that is uninformed or
unaware about both local and national changes and developments in
higher education. It was important for students to understand not only the
variety of factors and forces influencing higher education, but also their
role as primary stakeholders. Through the readings, activities, and
assignments students completed for the class, we explored national trends,
like increasing tuition and the prevalence of adjunct faculty, local issues
and controversies related to our institution, and students’ own experiences.
My two main goals were to help students interrogate the problematic
rhetoric surrounding higher education, which often obscures the ways in
which it functions as a system of oppression that perpetuates inequities
rather than resolving them, and to empower students to make informed
decisions about their educational futures.

The years I spent adjuncting were the most challenging and rewarding of
my life. I had no job security, struggled to live on my salary, could not
engage in service work or faculty governance, and often felt as though I
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was invisible to the tenure-track faculty on campus. However, I struggled
to let go of something that I enjoyed, and even grew to love, as did many
of my colleagues. When I was in the classroom, or meeting with students
individually, we were engaging in the process of “mutual recognition and
responsiveness,” which Traschel identifies as central to intersubjectivity (1995,
p- 36-7). I had finally learned how to develop a relationship with students
“which generates energy for a// concerned rather than drains it” (Hendricks
cited in Tompkins, 1990, p. 660). I felt as though I was doing work that
was important, that mattered, even though my treatment by the institution
which employed me signaled to me that I was not valued. Riederer (2014)
perfectly sums up the contradiction at the heart of adjunct work: “it’s
possible to love what one does, be good at it, and still be exploited.”

Library instruction in theory and practice

Librarianship was ultimately my lifeline; it provided me with the
opportunity to continue teaching and engaging with students in a
collaborative and stimulating environment, which, as a bonus, happened to
be filled with books. But, you might ask, how did I know librarianship
could involve teaching? The general public’s understanding of librarianship
generally does not extend beyond a sense that librarians are responsible for
organizing books and can be a source of information about said books and
other reference ‘stuff.” Despite spending a fair amount of time in libraries,
I also did not really understand what librarians did until I had to teach
students how to use the library to do research. I taught between one and
three sections of first year writing every semester for five years, and each
one had a one-shot instruction session. That is a lot of library instruction,
and one might expect that it would become monotonous after a while. But
it did not. In fact, the inverse happened. I started out fairly confident in my
research abilities, and I am ashamed to say, somewhat doubtful of what
librarians could teach my students.

But I was wrong. It turns out teaching college students how to do
academic research is incredibly hard, and there are an infinite number of
ways to teach research. I learned something new in each one-shot session
and I grew to respect both the knowledge and teaching abilities of the
people who taught them. I continually relied on what I learned in these
sessions in my own teaching. As first-years, many of my students had not
been in the library yet, and often expressed what I now understand to be
library anxiety. But the library sessions helped to change their perception
of the library; they discovered that it was a pretty cool place and that
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librarians are knowledgeable and helpful. My own perception of librarians
also changed as I began to understand the complex and multifaceted
nature of what they actually do.

Although I did not learn much about teaching as a student observing my
professors, I learned a great deal about research instruction as a faculty
member observing librarians teach. This time around, I knew what to look
for, and I also had the privilege of being able to observe the way students
responded to the librarian. Students were most engaged when active
learning was built into the library session. This might look like formulating
a search strategy with the librarian, and then modifying and refining it
based on the results, or being tasked with locating a source relevant to
their research topic during the independent research portion of the class.
When students were asked to work in small groups to investigate and then
present information about a specific database, I recognized this as an
activity designed to de-center the librarian as the authority. I often did the
same thing in my classroom by having rotating groups of students lead
class discussion.

One challenge for librarians is that students often behave differently in
library sessions. Most of the time my students were subdued, and often
would not answer questions that I £zew they knew the answers to. I think
the unfamiliar environment of the library classroom combined with the
unfamiliar librarian in the teaching role inhibit students a bit. Librarians
cannot know that students are acting differently because they are meeting
them for the first time. I always felt frustrated when, for example, the
librarian would ask students to share their research questions, and no one
would say anything, and I could tell the librarian was thinking, do they not
have research questions picked ont yet? at the same time I was thinking, comze on,
y'all turned your research questions in last week. 1 did not want to leave the
librarian hanging, but I also did not want to embarrass my students or try
to force them to speak. These one-shot sessions often reminded me of the
tirst day of class, which was always the hardest because I did not know the
students yet. Now that I am an instruction librarian, I think it might
actually be harder than the first day of class because in a library session, the
students and the faculty member have developed a rapport the librarian is
not privy to.

You would think I would have learned my lesson by this point, but I will
admit that library instruction was harder than I thought it would be. After
nearly a decade in higher education, I felt pretty comfortable in the
classroom. I was used to teaching within a 50 minute or 75 minute class

225



period, but I was not used to being limited to one class period. Part of my
strategy for managing my teaching anxiety used to be reminding myself
that if there was anything I forgot, or was not able to cover, I could just
address it in the next class. But that does not apply to one-shot sessions.
There is also a complex performative element to instruction librarianship
that took me some time to unpack. Although our primary goal is to teach
students the skills or concepts that we have identified in our learning
outcomes, we are also trying to assuage their library anxiety. The pressure
to be friendly and interesting can, in fact, be anxiety-producing for the
librarian. We also want to make a good impression on the faculty member
by demonstrating that we know how to teach, and that giving up one of
their class periods is a worthwhile endeavor. Perhaps, deep down, we
might also hope to teach them something. That is a tall order, and it was
hard for me at first to figure out how to incorporate the pedagogical
elements I have outlined in this chapter, including scaffolding,
intersubjectivity, an ethic of care, and critical pedagogy, into my library
instruction.

What I discovered while completing my MLIS is that good instructional
design is the key to ensuring that my library sessions reflect my pedagogical
values. I was fortunate enough to take classes with Melissa Wong, where I
learned how to create measurable learning outcomes, conduct formative
and summative assessment, and apply both Backwards Design and
Universal Design. My lesson planning had always been very informal
because despite my many years in the classroom, I had never actually been
taught how to create a lesson plan (nor had I been introduced to Bloom’s
taxonomy). There is an art to crafting a good lesson plan, especially for
library instruction. I was surprised and pleased to discover the breadth and
complexity of the pedagogical scholarship on library instruction. While I
recognized many of the pedagogical theories and principles, others were
new. I had been introduced to information literacy through my work in
composition, but critical information literacy calls into question the
traditional criteria for evaluating credibility and authority by drawing
attention to “socio-political factors that prioritize certain voices over
others along lines of race, gender, class, and abledness” (Angell & Tewell,
2017, p.98). 1 was familiar with many elements of feminist pedagogy, but
had not considered the ways in which it could be applied in the library
classroom. Nor had I considered how “the marginal status of librarians
gives us more freedom to experiment with our pedagogy than regular
teaching faculty have” (Accardi, 2013, p.69). I recognized the affective
dimension of learning reflected in the dispositions of the ACRL
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Framework, but the transdisciplinary frames offered a promising new way
of conceptualizing research, writing, information, and scholarship. As
challenging as library instruction can be, I am heartened and energized by
all that the pedagogical scholarship has to offer.

When I map out the trajectory of my career, some common threads
emerge. I have primarily worked in professions that have been historically
feminized within academia in two respects: women often dominate the
workforce, and the work itself is viewed as ‘women’s work.” Writing
centers, composition departments, and libraries are “often socially constructed
as feminine sites where something like the domestic, care-giving service of
the academic community is carried out, and this may be true regardless of
whether the work is undertaken by women or men” (Traschel, 1995, p.
27). Because care-giving, which traditionally took place in the domestic
space of the home, is often perceived as ‘not work,” academic professions
that are perceived as nurturant, or motherly, are perceived as ‘not real
work’ by extension. They are routinely devalued, misunderstood, or
overlooked by their institutions and faculty in other disciplines. They
receive lower pay, less job security, and fewer opportunities to hold
leadership positions. Sometimes, in the case of writing centers and
composition departments, they are relegated to basements or dilapidated
campus buildings (North, 1984; 1994). Libraries are not necessarily
‘hidden’ in this way, but the work of librarians is often hidden or obscured
within libraries (Norgaard & Sinkinson, 2016). Those who work in these
professions are engaged in ongoing struggles for funding, physical spaces
(offices, classrooms), and recognition of their work as work. It is perhaps
not surprising, then, that writing tutors/consultants, composition
instructors, and librarians have been drawn to feminist and critical
pedagogies, which are concerned with caring, systems of oppression, and
social justice. My own experiences in each of these professions have
certainly influenced my decision to incorporate these pedagogies into my
practice.

Another thing that becomes clear when I map out the trajectory of my
career is that it has been filled with stops and starts. I have often moved
laterally instead of vertically because I could not see a clear path forward.
Although moves like mine are fairly common in the competitive job
market of higher education, that does not make them easy. Each time 1
switched disciplines, I had to catch up on scholarship, pedagogical
practices, and historical context. At times, it was hard to find my feet, and I
could feel imposter syndrome setting in. Although the work of English and
composition departments, writing centers, and libraries is interconnected,
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as I have demonstrated, those connections are not always as evident as
they should be. My experience working in each of these disciplines has
allowed me to see the many ways their pedagogical theories and practices
intersect, and identify potential avenues for further collaboration at the
curricular, pedagogical, and scholarly level. However, such collaboration
will not be possible without substantive changes to our working conditions
because many of us simply cannot do more work than we are already
doing. A discussion of such changes is beyond the scope of this chapter, so
for now, I will focus on outlining the core tenets of my practice (stripped
of terminology) to wrap up. In a nod to Ranganathan, these are the five
‘laws’ that guide my teaching:

1. Students are humans first. So are teachers.

2. Teaching is about forming connections between ideas and
between people.

3. In order to be effective, your pedagogy must evolve and change as
you do, or it will grow stagnant.

4. Build flexibility into your teaching so you can adapt to students’
needs.

5. There is no such thing as a perfect teacher.
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