
Statement of Teaching Philosophy

In my mind, by teaching courses in creative writing, English literature, and composition, I 
am committed to fashioning a classroom that would promote reading as a source of social learning 
and public engagement. “Reading,” writes Allen Grossman, “is something you do for yourself in 
the presence of another person (whether at hand or absent) who is the living boundary of the 
interest which you serve.”1 I would contend with Grossman that reading is ultimately self-
satisfying and occurs within sight of the limits of a student’s knowledge. However, I also think that 
reading, teaching, and learning in a classroom serve the more popular purpose not only of 
outlining discursive communities, but also of enabling those groups to act in response. The 
questions that inform my pedagogy are the same questions that inform my creative practices and 
scholarly practices: What real-world effects does writing seek? What would it take for private 
study to become a commitment to the public good? In what ways are the strategies through which 
one studies written texts applicable to other disciplines and endeavors? How could a student learn 
about intellectual inquiry, about rhetorical strategies, and about academic fields other than English 
by interpreting literary texts and extra-literary texts? 

At the University of Illinois at Chicago (UIC), I have taught a broad range of courses in 
literature, poetry-writing, creative nonfiction-writing, and first-year composition. Even while these 
classes operate within different curricular goals, and even though the assigned readings may vary 
in genre, each course invites students to consider as a group the occasions, structures, and 
rhetorical strategies of the texts we study. Starting from the interpretive tools that students bring to 
each reading beforehand, my students develop their methodologies of reading through repeated 
exposure to numerous ways of interpreting texts, leaving each member of my class with a clearly 
developed toolset that he or she might apply to other written and non-written texts. For instance, 
in my poetry workshops, I always begin the semester by discussing the advantages and the 
limitations of using intentionality to interpret poems: In what situations, and in which poems, 
could using a poet’s intentions to understand a poem benefit one’s interpretation? What mistakes 
could one make in assuming that the biographical poet is related to a poem’s speaker? Why would 
a reader assume the poet’s intentionality matters? From this new outlook on intention and 
authorship, my students often re-think the purposes of their own speaking subjects, leading not 
just to new ways of writing their own poems but also to new ways of reading others’ poetry. This 
approach to teaching poetry fulfills a complementary pair of goals, the first of which is to show 
students how poems can be read, and the second of which is to use reading to show students how 
poems can be written. In the sense that Grossman intends, my instructional position is as “the 
living boundary” of what they will know and what they can write, always pushing the frontier 
further to ensure that they can know and can write anything that we would study.

I have noticed that in teaching students how to read and write poems, it helps to begin with 
the commonplace that we share, using something that my students already know in order to 
illustrate something that they do not yet fully understand. In my Introduction to Poetry-Writing 
course at UIC (ENGL-210), when we look at the objectives of the Imagist poets as a means to 
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understand how images work in poems, I rely on William Carlos Williams’ “The Red 
Wheelbarrow” as the first text the class studies. Once we have examined the poem’s division into 
lines and stanzas, its syllabic structure, its argument, and even the potential influence of Williams’ 
biography, I will re-read the poem and ask my students to form a mental picture of the 
wheelbarrow the poem depicts. I then prompt each student to describe in detail the wheelbarrow 
they imagine, and more often than not, the members of my class all describe a wheelbarrow that is 
facing the same direction, a wheelbarrow that is similarly positioned relative to the objects the 
poem includes, and a wheelbarrow that is beside objects the poem does include (such as a fence, or 
children, or a farmhouse). I find that my students are always surprised to have all described the 
same wheelbarrow, and this prompts our discussion of how the concrete and formally articulated 
images work in Williams’ poem to formulate its argument, and why the images he constructs seem 
to work toward different ends than the insubstantial and metaphorically invested images in a 
poem such as “In a Station of the Metro” by Ezra Pound. My students come to understand, through 
this exercise, that poems such as Williams’ and Pound’s are interested in two different readings, 
and that the purposes of the images these poets use must serve those dissimilar readings, treating 
each text on its own terms and according to its own needs. I then assign the class a writing-prompt 
asking them to compose a poem that provides their readers with a clear mental picture of a place. 

With this newfound understanding of how and why images function, my students are able 
to fulfill the requirements of the assignment, but only because I have shown them that the task is 
something with which they are already familiar. In thinking of what they know, and in considering 
what their audience knows already, such students realize that poetic practice is tied to scholastic 
considerations of how one comes to knowledge, of how an individual thinker can use formal 
structures to convey meaningful ideas, and of how such ideas could circulate elegantly amongst 
vastly disparate discursive groups. When viewed as an academic field, poetic composition ceases 
to look like a solitary practice, and begins to look instead like another way to promote 
communication across the disciplines––that is, it begins to look like something that could help 
groups of people communicate difficult concepts. My students who have studied Williams’ “The 
Red Wheelbarrow” and Pound’s “In a Station of the Metro” grasp ideas that, if they weren’t 
articulated through poems, they might not apprehend so readily, neither in the terms that Williams 
and Pound establish, nor in terms that a student would find in a philosophical, ontological, or 
epistemological text. I thereby think of my approach to poetry instruction as a site for the public 
good because its inborn communicability makes knowable ideas that would otherwise be very 
difficult to understand.

Likewise, when I teach courses in English literature, I encourage the members of my class to 
read and interpret texts using only what each student understands before he or she enters the 
classroom. Several weeks into my introductory English and American Poetry course (ENGL-103), 
for example, my students study the Black Mountain School of Poetry, and I ask the class to 
compare Charles Olson’s “Projective Verse” to Denise Levertov’s “Some Notes on Organic Form.” 
The great majority of my first- and second-year students have not yet studied literary theory, and 
so they do not quite know how to read such texts. In this situation, my instructional role is to 
provide my students with the historical, hermeneutic, and literary-critical contexts that will help 
them to understand Olson’s and Levertov’s statements of poetics, beginning from a point-of-
reference that they already grasp. “Projective Verse” and “Some Notes...” take two different stands 
on poetic composition by looking closely at the form and content of a given poem, and to enable 
them to apprehend the arguments that Olson and Levertov make, I ask my students a series of 
questions: What counts as form in a poem? What, then, counts as the content of a poem? Using 
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parallel logic, what other objects have form and content, and what counts as a poem’s outside and 
inside? When a group of students are conscious of the historical occasion for a text, and when they 
acknowledge that they can comprehend its argument, then they are able to respond by writing in 
turn. 

To be clear, my principal objective as an educator is to ensure my students know that 
writing has consequences, and that writing leads people to take timely action––whether that action 
takes the form of a written critique, a prolonged dialogue, or a social endeavor. During the first 
week of my Academic Writing I: Writing in Academic and Public Contexts course (ENGL-160) at 
UIC, I require first-year students to write an argumentative essay that takes a stand on whether 
graffiti is art or vandalism, and to support their arguments after they have read texts from a myriad 
of sources (such as newspaper articles, blog posts, films and videos, dictionary definitions, and 
documentary photographs). On the day that I introduce this assignment, I ask the students who 
think graffiti is vandalism to stand on one side of the room, and those who think that graffiti is art 
to stand on the other. If any student is not completely sure, I ask him or her to stand in the middle 
of the room, which serves as a gray-area. Before we begin our discussion, I remind each student 
class that if he or she is not completely confident in his or her position, then he or she should join 
the group in the middle of the room. The students on each side then present their strongest claims, 
advocating for their position, and supporting those claims with evidence. I find this approach to 
teaching the argumentative essay extends the discourse from the page to the province of public 
discussion, giving these students the chance to refine their theses and arguments, and to amplify 
their vested interests in the outcome of such a discussion. In my classroom, I want each student to 
make a sustained investment in his or her writing and learning, and I think such an undertaking 
begins when I make those expectations accessible.

In the interest of allowing students access to academic, critical, and creative writing 
practices, I design course curricula that promote a comprehensible dialogue between the texts my 
students read, the assignments they compose, and the discussions in which we partake. I think that 
if my students can apprehend similar ideas in a reading, in something they write, and in the way 
we talk about a text, then they have made a scholarly commitment to our object of study. This 
commitment assures not only a thorough understanding of a written text, but also that their 
interest will continue beyond the purview of the course, and that my students will in some sense 
go on to teach others what they know. To achieve that purpose, my pedagogy begins with 
supporting each student’s educational goals, with a highly organized set of assignments that 
carefully states my evaluation criteria, with an assessment procedure that takes into consideration 
the progress a student has made on an assignment, and with an array of foundational concepts that 
drive in-class discourse. 

This method of teaching shows students that they can understand the wider world by 
learning how to read texts and respond to texts, such that interpreting literary writing becomes a 
model for better knowing the world, and such that each student’s knowledge follows from his or 
her social engagement in the classroom. I hope that my students will ask a great deal of me, as I ask 
of great deal of them, whether they are reading about Victorian-era political movements or writing 
a sonnet sequence. In short, I want the students who are enrolled in my classes to exceed their 
responsibilities as readers of literary and extra-literary texts, and to generate poems, critiques, and 
essays that find them able to articulate what they desire to write. At the end of a semester, I trust 
that my students have outlasted my presence as their “living boundary,” wholly due to their newly 
self-sustained commitments to reading, writing, and learning.


