Writing in the Disciplines and WS101
Dr. Swift Dickison

Process Narrative:  Toward Openings in the Field
The plan has been to promote a stretch; since, as a professor of English, I teach writing in numerous ways—composition, researched essay, poetry, fiction, literary analysis—I was initially inclined in the WID fellowship to reach for new terrain; I hope to have found some in my efforts to construct effective assignments for WS101, Women Studies, which I will teach for the first time in Summer 1 of 2007. 
My initial foray into the field as such consists, then, of a couple of essay prompts partly devised out of my own sense of relevant issues in WS, and partly gleaned from the examples of other experienced WS professors, colleagues kind enough to offer me both their tried-and-true assignments and words of wisdom and advice on how to best approach particular subjects and topics pertaining to women and society, or women and any useful area of study.  
There has also been a sort of “Opening of the Field” as Robert Duncan put it.  For me, that is, the WID workshops have provided an opportunity to reconsider some of the assumptions one has made when assigning writing, as well as assumptions one has made when assessing or evaluating student writing effort.  Besides the WID meetings themselves, quite useful, there were at least two other sessions I attended this semester, both concerning ways in which professors might sharpen, and, how did Rich Haswell, purveyor of minimal marking put it? Gladden the process and task of reading and responding to student essays.   A variety of approaches was ventured at these sessions, ranging from strategies recommended by those instructors well weary of encountering “horrible” writing, to those most concerned with reaching students where they live; perhaps the latter group would advocate John Bean’s excellent principle regarding “Writing Comments on Student Papers,” an apt chapter title in his Engaging Ideas: “Think of your commentary as personal correspondence with the student, something that makes your own thinking visible and permanent. Try to invest in your commentary the tone of a supportive coach—someone interested in the student as a person and in the improvement of the student’s powers as a writer and thinker” (253).   I find this reminder refreshing, considering what can happen to one’s attitude toward students and their writing efforts after a hefty diet of sophomoric prose doled out by eager but inexperienced stylists.  
What I mean here is that I have appreciated the opportunity to examine my own assumptions and methods again, by way of the WID experience.  And I also found it illuminating to consider content vis a vis ways of thinking: what might a math prof have his or her students write?  How is accuracy in writing a matter of life and death in such fields as Nursing and medical research?   How do EL instructors handle the essentials of grammar?  What exploratory essays could be assigned in sociology, psychology?   The opening of the field occurs for me in such perceptions and reflections.  One is driven off the mode-course of EN101, with its inherent mania for rhetoric; something that I found powerful in Bean, and I would venture to cite as a theme of his, is his keenness for the Problem-based writing assignment.   I have long been aware that one may present students with tools and modes, and then invite them as writers to make use of those that they find effective; however, I have not consciously posed problems to be explored and solved through writing; perhaps, though, unconsciously, I have done so.  In any case, one must steal or borrow from Bean once more: “Problems, questions, or issues are the point of entry into the subject and a source of motivation for sustained inquiry” (4).   Of course, we can see that a major emphasis in Bean’s work is critical thinking, which is naturally a cross-discipline concern.  

Now to the particulars: enough of speculative generalities.

I could claim no originality in my endeavors regarding women’s studies; to do so would be foolhardy at best; rather, I rely upon the ideas of others as I construct “my” assignments.  Nevertheless, twists of my own will certainly slip into the course as I engage in preparation for WS101.   One of my first ideas was to look at examples and at problems, two opposites in a spectrum; that is, examples in this stipulation means women figures to whom one looks, and has looked, for excellence or distinguished achievement in particular fields.  Problems may need no stipulation, but I mean what students might call “issues” in society, particularly where women’s roles and expectations are concerned.  

So I initially thought of “famous” women, of course; yet I was reminded that one might even act locally in this effort, presenting to students the possibility of interviewing women much closer to home, those women who have attained some laudable level of achievement.  In any case, I produced a draft of my first assignment in this way: I called it “She Rose,” and it needs a subtitle.  I will incorporate a draft here: 
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She Rose Assignment (a Draft)
Identify a woman in contemporary society or in history, someone who has contributed significantly to her field or to some aspect of her society or culture.   You may focus on a distinguished local figure, such as a professor, artist or other woman on campus (or elsewhere locally).

Introduce your reader to the figure on whom you are focusing; offer a brief sketch of her life and work, acknowledging your sources appropriately (use MLA documentation style, or that of your own academic area, such as APA for psychology). 

Discuss your subject’s most significant contributions to her own field or to her culture or society; offer specific examples of these contributions, noting how they have affected the world in which she lived or lives; include your own assessment of these contributions, such as ways in which this woman has influenced you personally.  

 If your subject has published her ideas or performed her work, offer specific examples from such sources in order to illustrate the particular ways in which she has had an impact on her society.  Quote from such works, or, in the case of performances or visual productions, discuss in specifics, so that the examples serve to demonstrate these particulars.  

Finally, by revisiting your brief sketch of the subject’s life, consider any challenges and obstacles she faced as she endeavored to develop the contributions that you have discussed above.  Reflect on the effects of such obstacles, as well as the underlying reasons or causes for such effects.  Your conclusion might include a critique of the society in which the subject lived or lives; perhaps you have some suggestions to make regarding how her society could better serve your subject, and, as a result, your subject her society. 

This rubric is designed to give you a sense of how I have evaluated your written effort in the essay assignment 

1} Introduction of the Subject:
 



10___

2} Assessment of her Contributions: 



10____

3} Presentation of Examples:




10____

4} Inclusion of Effective Quotations:



10_____

5} Discussion of Obstacles:





10____

6} Suggestions for a better Society:




10____

7} Overall sense of the Subject’s contributions:


10___

8} Correctness of Grammar:




10_____

9} Correctness of Punctuation:




10____

10} Personal Engagement in Subject/Issues:


10_____

Overall Quality of Response: 



   
100_______






      Grade:___________
Comment:
There you have it, in all its glory; I received “feedback”; I recall that Dr. Kranidis recommended that I tie the assignment to objectives of the course; likewise, she suggested that I flesh out the evaluative criteria to some extent.  I think she also offered the possibility of my having students write a letter to the figure (in the above assignment).

I have engaged in some of these revisions, and I continue to do so; in addition, I created mini-tasks, though these seem a bit random, not necessarily leading up to the writing assignment itself.   -- One of the difficulties of producing work at this point lies in the fact that I have never taught the course in question, nor am I teaching it currently.   I am still grappling.

What follows now is a list of assignment ideas, many of which I have generated, but others as I say have been implemented by other professors experienced in teaching women’s studies.   

Current Event Project 

(Some Have Called this Assignmetn, “Women in the News”)
The idea is for students to look at representation of women in current events: roles, expectations, assumptions, prejudice, misconceptions, stereotypes and harassment, among other representational problems. Perhaps success stories could be presented, too. 

The students would be fulfilling in part the “writing intensive” nature of the course through effective summary and response writing; in addition, they would explore “issues” raised by such news stories, images, or representations.  

In its current incarnation, the assignment seems to be one concerned with writing and discussion; I might like to modify at least one version of the assignment to provide students with the possibility to share the images through the use of the Smart Instructor Work Station; perhaps students could bring in a video or DVD clip presenting images, particularly if I modify the assignment to include or focus on film rather than news events; I think it would be useful for the class to view the images together in order to study the representation, and to discuss their responses; such viewing and discussion would, of course, be led by the student bringing the images in.  

Another idea presented to me (Dr. Kranidis) was to take students down to the Museum of Women and the Arts on New York Avenue in Washington, D.C.  The class could take the guided tour and perhaps address a specific focus at the museum in a writing assignment.  This is an assignment that I hope to develop once I have visited the museum myself.   One good initial source that will help to drive this assignment is a recent Washington Post article: “The Glass Canvas: As Women Fought for a Place in the Art World, They Brought a Revolution With Them” (Sunday 22 April 2007).  The issue treats, among other topics, the following: “What is Feminist Art?”; Judy Chicago’s “Dinner Party”; Yoko Ono’s Feminism, and a Feminist art tour of Washington.  
Perhaps I should adapt an existing assignment of my own; this Spring (2007), I guided my EN190 students through a culminating project which involved their presenting a short work of literature from their own culture, or that of their parents, if they wanted to go back a generation to reach beyond North American or U.S. or British literature.  

I received some wonderful results when students simply brought in a short text, lines from a famous poem, or other manageable genre; they might throw the lines up on the projection screen, revealing the literature to all; they might translate the lines, but they would usually read the original, in Bengal or Mandarin or Arabic or Bulgarian.  One student didn’t read Bengal, so he had recorded his mother reading the poetry.  

In any case, the following assignment might be modified to elicit responses involving literature by and about women, or gender. 
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Discussion Project: Other Literatures

For our next session, give some more thought to the work you plan to present informally to the class.  This might be a poem, a story, or a short selection from another genre; the key is that you are presenting literary exhibits not anthologized in our text.  Perhaps there is a famous work from your culture, or in your original language (or that of your parents or family).  Try to acquaint us with the work, or part of it; you may photocopy the work, or part of it, and distribute or display it for us.  Then, we will study it in relation to the works and terms with which we have become familiar in EN190: symbols, imagery, characters, point-of-view, short stories, poems, figurative language, and so on.  You may be tempted to compare and contrast the work you introduce to us with one of those that we have studied. 


Here is what you will do on Tuesday next, the 17th.

1} Meet in the Reference Section of the Library from 6:30 – 7:45.    Your task is to consult some of the sources I provide on the reverse side of this sheet, and there are others, too.  Be sure to ask the Librarian which databases you might try; your goal is to find out something about the literature that you plan to present.   

And, the usual rubric was created: quite simple, with room for improvement, as always: 
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Discussion Project Rubric: Other Literatures

The following criteria should be kept in mind as you prepare to present on Other Literatures.

1} Presentation of Primary Text:


10______

2} Interpretive Discussion of the Literature:
10______

3} Connections to our studies in EN190:

10______

4} Elements in the Literature:


10______

5} Other Aspects:




10______

Overall Presentation: 



     50_____   

As I look forward now to preparing for Summer 1, when I will actually teach the WS101 course for the first time, I consider the possibility of making use of some Service Learning assignments that I have prepared for EN102; my students conducted a wide variety of projects this spring, from volunteering as firefighters to teaching in Chinese-English schools.   I think that a very useful mini-service project might be for WS101 students this summer to investigate local services set up to assist or benefit women, such as counseling services or domestic abuse intervention agencies and such.  I’m sure the students can come up with important local facilities to investigate for such an assignment. 
As to what they would do with such an exploratory activity, perhaps they could compose a Reflective essay on their experience, particularly if they were able to volunteer for such a service.  Or, they might write a letter informing a hypothetical audience (of troubled women?) of the service and its potential benefits.
My projects are already thinly spread; however, I am always interested in getting students to the Folklife Festival on the National Mall during the summer; if the dates of the festival permit, I would take the class down to the Mall for a visit and some field work.  In particular, they would inquire into any representation of women from various cultures, as the Festival usually features a variety of cultural perspectives, depending upon its emphases in a given year.  This summer, the foci seem to be The Mekong River, Northern Ireland, and Virginia, an eclectic mix no doubt.  The rub lies here: the festival opens on June 27 and Summer 1 for WS101 ends on June 28; alas, I may not be able to work it in this year. 
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She Rose: Family Values

Probe your family’s past (or present) for a woman figure of some heroic stature.  She may have inspired you in some way, or she may have struggled valiantly against great odds: economic stress, an abusive husband, a great loss, prejudice of some kind, and so on.   

Compose a letter to your heroine figure, recognizing her for her accomplishments, achievements, or other distinctions.  Include in your letter some discussion of your personal debt to the woman; reflect on how you may have benefited by her example; she may have inspired or encouraged you directly, or indirectly.  She has made a difference; you would not be who you are today without her having been who she was (or is).  

Exchange your completed letter with a classmate; once you have read each other’s letters, discuss the common qualities of such a figure; compare and contrast your various responses to the examples set by these notable women.  

Finally, write a letter to another woman in your life, or a hypothetical reader, someone whom you wish to influence in your own way.   Convey some of the admiration you showed in the first letter to this second reader.  What accomplishments and struggles to you want to relay to the second reader?  
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Peer Response Guide for “She Rose” Essay

As you read over your peer’s draft, respond in complete sentences to the following aspects of the assignment.   Offer the writer the kind of detailed “feedback” that you would want to receive yourself.  You will need to respond on a separate sheet, using the items below to stimulate your complete responses.   Note that on the Reverse Side of this sheet I provide the Evaluative Criteria; complete this in order to give the writer a numerical evaluation of the draft as well.

1}  How well does the writer introduce you to the figure on whom she or he is writing?   Are you well-oriented by the introduction?  Comment.

2} What are the figure’s major contributions to our world?  Or, does the writer focus on a local figure?  In this case, what achievements has she made?   Discuss the writer’s treatment of the figure’s significance as indicated by his or her exploration of the “contributions.”

3} Does the writer offer effective Illustrations or Examples in the Essay?  Does she or he provide Quotations from the figure or from other sources in order to demonstrate the significance of the woman about whom she or he is writing?   Comment on the effectiveness of these Examples and on how well the Quotations are integrated into the discussion.

4}  Does the writer document any use of sources by acknowledging or crediting those sources properly?   Does the writer use MLA or APA documentation style?   To the best of your ability, check the writer’s documentation for accuracy and correctness.   

5} How well has the writer revealed personal engagement with the subject or issues pertaining to the figure’s life and work?   Comment.

This rubric is designed to give you a sense of how I have evaluated your written effort in the essay assignment 

1} Introduction of the Subject:
 


10___

2} Assessment of her Contributions: 



10____

3} Presentation of Examples:




10____

4} Inclusion of Effective Quotations:



10_____

5} Discussion of Obstacles:




10____

6} Suggestions for a better Society:



10____

7} Overall sense of the Subject’s contributions:

10___

8} Correctness of Grammar:




10_____

9} Correctness of Punctuation:



10____

10} Personal Engagement in Subject/Issues:


10_____

Overall Quality of Response: 



   100_______

Grade:___________
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Ain’t She a Woman: Or, She Rose-- Essay 1
This essay might be assigned early in the course, depending upon how much research it would entail; students willing to engage in sophisticated research could tackle it, as they would be familiar with MLA or APA; others might be encouraged to prepare a simplified version. 

Our text, Women: Images and Realities, provides more than enough reading for such an assignment, particularly in the Summer Session.  From Chapter 1, “What is Women’s Studies,” students should be assigned two or three selections, though they might be given a choice, as the variety could be enriching too.   Then, at least one selection from Chapter II should follow: “Becoming a Woman in Our Society”; this section presents selections that are clearly related to aspects of the assignment.   Regarding other sections, I might offer students the chance to tie in one of the articles depending on their figure; for example, if the woman on whom they are writing is being explored for her contribution to a particular field, the student might read a piece from Chapter IV, “Institutions that Shape Women’s Lives.”   

Identify a woman in contemporary society or in history, someone who has contributed significantly to her field or to some aspect of her society or culture.   You may focus on a distinguished local figure, such as a professor, artist or other woman on campus (or elsewhere locally).

Introduce your reader to the figure on whom you are focusing; offer a brief sketch of her life and work, acknowledging your sources appropriately (use MLA documentation style, or that of your own academic area, such as APA for psychology). 

Discuss your subject’s most significant contributions to her own field or to her culture or society; offer specific examples of these contributions, noting how they have affected the world in which she lived or lives; include your own assessment of these contributions, such as ways in which this woman has influenced you personally.  

If your subject has published her ideas or performed her work, offer specific examples from such sources in order to illustrate the particular ways in which she has had an impact on her society.  Quote from such works, or, in the case of performances or visual productions, discuss in specifics, so that the examples serve to demonstrate these particulars.  

Finally, by revisiting your brief sketch of the subject’s life, consider any challenges and obstacles she faced as she endeavored to develop the contributions that you have discussed above.  Reflect on the effects of such obstacles, as well as the underlying reasons or causes for such effects.  

Your conclusion should include an analysis of the society in which the subject lived or lives; perhaps you have some suggestions to make regarding how her society could better serve your subject, and, as a result, your subject her society. Your essay should come to 3 – 4 pages in length.

This rubric is designed to give you a sense of how I have evaluated your written effort in the essay assignment 

1} Introduction of the Subject:
 



10____

2} Assessment of her Contributions: 




10____

3} Presentation of Examples:





10____

4} Inclusion of Effective Quotations:




10_____

5} Discussion of Obstacles:





10_____

6} Suggestions for a better Society:




10_____

7} Overall sense of the Subject’s contributions:


10_____

8} Correctness of Grammar:





10_____

9} Correctness of Punctuation:




10_____

10} Personal Engagement in Subject/Issues:



10_____

Overall Quality of Response: 



   100_______





    
  Grade:___________

Comments:
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