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Coming Full Circle: A Review of my Teaching Philosophy 

 

Shortly after beginning full time as an English instructor at Harold Washington College, I 

enrolled in a course on writing pedagogy. Through that course, I designed both a teaching philosophy 

and a course plan for an integrated reading and writing course, which I ended up titling “Critical 

Literacy: Education as Transformative and Political.” I taught this course for two years, and then 

created a spin-off course for the next level called “Schools, Education, and Social Change.” After that, 

however, I moved to teaching the lower level of developmental reading and writing and redesigned my 

course around habits for success, using The Pursuit of Happyness (the memoir of Chris Gardner, a 

successful investment banker). After moving from a curriculum based on critical pedagogy, to one 

espousing the capitalist virtues that utilized gamification to incentivize positive habit development, I’m 

ready to return to critical pedagogy. Below, I review and comment on the teaching philosophy that 

motivated my original critical literacy class, commenting (through the embedded comment function) on 

why I departed from it, and exploring what a return will look like and how my return is informed by my 

work in WRD 550. 
 

 

Inviting Developmental Students into the Literacy Club 

 
A word after a word 

after a word is power. 

—Margaret Atwood, “Spelling” 

 

Learning occurs only when we perceive ourselves to be members of the club. 

     —Frank Smith, Joining the Literacy Club 

 

I remember two assignments, both from my seventh grade writing class, which taught me the 

incredible power of the written word. This was the year that I was required to write a complaint letter. I 

didn’t really have anyone to complain to, so I made up a story about how my father, who is allergic to 

sulfates, had an allergic reaction after eating some dried fruit from Harry and David’s. I then wrote an 

angry letter about how their packaging had not warned the consumer that the product contained sulfates. 

In my rush to get the assignment in, I failed to consider that the instructor had also required us to include 

an addressed and stamped envelope with our letter. Nor did I think about the assignment again until one 

afternoon, about two weeks later, when I received a call for “Ms. Meresman.” The Harry and David’s 

representative who called was probably just as shocked to find that the author of the letter was a thirteen 

year old as I was to get his call. He profusely apologized, and I realized then that he was concerned that 

I may sue the company! This was the day I learned that language, especially formal, well-formatted, 

grammatically correct language, meant power.  

In this same year my class embarked on a thematic unit to study homelessness. Each student in 

the fifteen-student class chose a different aspect of homelessness to study. After collecting and 

analyzing the relevant data on our subtopic, we worked as a class to devise a plan with concrete 

solutions to some of the problems we uncovered. After compiling each student’s subtopic “chapter,” 

along with our joint action plan, we created a class book of over 100 pages, which was distributed to a 
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number of policymakers, including our local state senator. We then met with some of these 

policymakers to present our proposal. Though I doubt any of our ideas became California state policy, I 

remember the sense of being heard by the experts in the field. This was the day that I learned that my 

ideas mattered.  

It is these two fundamental lessons—that words and ideas have power—that I aim to teach my 

developmental writing students. My aim, then, is to design a class where my “basic” writing students 

will find power both through their written words and through the ideas those words express. By using 

thematic instruction, integrating my developmental reading and writing courses, organizing instruction 

around inquiry, and creating authentic  writing assignments, I hope to invite my students into the 

“literacy club” in the way that I was welcomed in at the age of thirteen. 

Having taught both developmental writing and developmental reading as back-to-back courses 

with little overlap, I do not feel that the true power of the course pairing has been explored. Both the 

writing and reading courses lacked authentic connection to how writing and reading are used both in 

everyday life and in college-level classes. Each course had its own textbook replete with exercises and 

drills in which even I had trouble justifying the one “correct” answer, perhaps partially due to the mind 

dulling effects of prolonged boredom. As Frank Smith points out in “Research Updates: 

Demonstrations, Engagements, and Sensitivity—A Revised Approach to Language Learning,” teachers 

are always demonstrating something; “enthusiasm demonstrates enthusiasm,” and clearly boredom 

demonstrates boredom (109).  

I agree with Smith’s assessment in Joining the Literacy Club that these skills-based textbooks 

“get everything backwards” because they assume that “if you analyze in detail everything an expert can 

do and teach these things one at a time to a beginner, then the beginner will become an expert” (14). Not 

only do I find this approach to be counterproductive, but it can also be dangerous because it withholds 

higher-order tasks (those top-tier Bloom’s verbs) from students who supposedly have not mastered 

lower-order tasks. Rather, evaluating, analysis, and synthesis should be taught alongside more basic 

skills like inference and determining the main idea. Certainly basic readers are ready to analyze and 

evaluate many texts at their independent reading level, though they may struggle to grasp the basic ideas 

in more difficult texts.  

My hope is that by combining my developmental reading and writing courses, replacing the 

reading textbook with a variety of primary texts, and organizing the combined course around the theme 

of “Critical Literacy,” I will be able to develop my students’ critical thinking and reading skills while 

discussing the transformative power of education and critical literacy. Because student retention is often 

low in basic skills classes, these classes are ideal settings in which to honestly discuss the benefits (and 

drawbacks) of higher education. Smith points out that it is often useful to directly discuss education in 

school. He urges instructors to “talk about the conflicts with students” (61). Such discussion allows them 

to enter the discourse (thus welcoming them into the “club”) while encouraging them both to be 

reflective about their own educational choices and perhaps even to use their experiences to brainstorm 

real solutions.  

I also agree with Smith that the role of the educator is to “construct environments in which critical 

thinking [and authentic writing] can take place” (62). (This notion that the role of the educator is to 

carefully construct and foster “engagement in enterprises” anticipates Ken Bain’s findings in What the 

Best College Teachers Do.)  Thus, I plan to devise authentic writing assignments that allow my students’ 

writing to do something in the world, with the ultimate goal that my students will leave my class seeing 

reading and writing as powerful tools that allow them to effect change both in their own lives and in 

greater society. 


