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ABSTRACT 

I conducted this autoethnographic research study to explore how I as a freshman 

orientation instructor meandered into college teaching through writing, which I used to develop 

my pedagogical content knowledge. Focusing my research as college faculty development, I 

reached back in the past and also in the present to select particular experiences to portray as 

vignettes, thus creating a kaleidoscopic lens. This kaleidoscopic lens serves to provide insight 

into my perspective of how my teaching philosophy based on the use of writing prompts 

developed. By connecting the personal experiences that had established my teaching philosophy 

using writing prompts to the classroom culture of first year students in a northeastern Alabama 

public two-year community college, the scholarly significance will be perused through 

integrating the theoretical framework of Lee S. Shulman’s (1986, 1987) pedagogical content 

knowledge (PCK) with additions of Otto and Everett’s (2013) context knowledge and Zepke’s 

(2013) threshold concepts.  

I as a differently-abled instructor-researcher self-narratively depict how writing prompts 

supported my teaching experience as pedagogical content knowledge. Thus, my use of writing 

prompts as pedagogical content knowledge is purposefully intended for providing significant 

learning experience for my students, improving their readiness for writing college papers and 

also for communication skills as a potential employee and productive citizen. Over the course of 

spring and fall 2015 terms totaling four different seventy-five minute Orientation 101 courses, 

the data purposefully sampled from the students’ written responses to the prompts given and also 
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from dyadic interviews with several peers ranging from active and retired faculty to 

acquaintances serve to support my own perspectives and experiences that determine use of 

writing prompts as effective pedagogical content knowledge.  
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CHAPTER I: 

INTRODUCTION 

I gesture to the PowerPoint as I read out loud the displayed writing prompt: “Initial 

perspective on writing. What do you hate about writing? Or what do you like about writing? 

Why or why not? This is a prompt and you write whatever comes to your mind. Start writing,” I 

nod at them, motioning them to get started. For several minutes, I watch my students write on 

paper.  I walk around, my three-inch high heels tapping slow staccato on the hard 1970s grayish 

linoleum, peering over each student’s shoulder at the scribbling on ruled notebook paper. My 

peripheral vision catches a few students shaking and flexing their writing hands.  

Earlier, before they started writing in response to the prompts, I instructed the students to 

write non-stop—not stopping to think what they are writing about, not stopping to scratch out a 

mistake, not stopping to correct spelling, grammar, or punctuation, not stopping for anything. I 

told them to keep writing until I call out, “Stop.”  

Walking towards windows that take up one whole side of the classroom, I peer out 

between the open blinds; the sun is lowering, illuminating the room as I walk back to the front of 

the room.   

Glancing at the clock on my smartphone, not trusting the clock on the wall since it 

appears to be five or six minutes faster, I then call out: “Stop!” My mouth curves upward at the 

cacophony of pens dropping onto papered surface, the sighs and groans, chairs creaking.  

“Writing is exercise.” I explain, looking at each student in the eye. “The more you write, 

the easier it will get. I know your hand may be cramping, but it is because you are not used to 
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writing. You are in college, and you will be expected to write a lot. You will write four-, eight-, 

or even twelve-page papers for other classes such as English and psychology. You need the 

practice.” As I am talking, I wonder if any, if not most or all, of the students sitting there 

watching me understand what I am saying as I work diligently to articulate my words.  

Because the thing is, I am hearing impaired. 

Aim of Study 

Teaching is not a simple matter of doing; it is also about the why we do what we do.  

Learning to think like a teacher shows us to act like a teacher.  

~Wilcox & Leger, 2013, p. 1 

 

Considering my being hearing impaired, how was it possible that I came into college 

teaching? It was the writing that aided in my becoming a college teacher. Therefore, I want to 

share what writing did for me as a differently-abled college teacher (C. Major, personal 

communication, October 3, 2014). On a side note, the term differently-abled is preferred when I 

discuss my being a college teacher. There are many angles possible to share my teaching 

experiences, and I decided to focus my study on college faculty development in order to examine 

how I came into college teaching through writing.  

By having learned and grown into college teaching, I went with what I understood from 

following examples of others’ teaching experiences. Therefore, the aim of this study is to share 

how writing worked for me as a differently-abled teacher with other college faculty, along with 

contributing to the literature on college faculty development (Belbase, Luitel, & Taylor, 2013; 

Hernández, Sancho, Creus, & Montané, 2010; McKee, Johnson, Ritchie, & Tew, 2013; 

Nethsinghe, 2012; Vasconcelos, 2011), how I developed my pedagogical content knowledge 

through writing from past experiences. I also shared “self-reflection about my teaching 

experience” where I continued using my pedagogical content knowledge (Nyquist, Manning, 
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Wulff, Austin, Sprague, Fraser, Calcagno, & Woodford, 1999, p. 24). Other college teachers 

need to know that even though I originally used writing prompts to alleviate barriers that come 

with my having hearing impairment, my pedagogical content knowledge works and is 

transferable to other academic disciplines (Bhatti, 2012).  

More literature on understanding and experiencing being college faculty, specifically in 

the area of development, is needed (Belbase, Luitel, & Taylor, 2013; Hernández, Sancho, Creus, 

& Montané, 2010; Nethsinghe, 2012). Furthermore, “there are only a handful of longitudinal 

studies that have considered how new academics develop as teachers over time” (Sadler, 2013, p. 

157). Considering how college teachers quickly immerse into the world of academia by focusing 

on tenure, research, and teaching, the question of their development remains: how did they get to 

where they are now—being established as college faculty? Somewhere along the way, 

individuals becoming college faculty seem to feel stretched out from expectations coming at 

them from different directions such as focusing on strengthening research skills and expertise 

and vitae-padding duties, leaving little time for learning and developing teaching knowledge 

(McKee, Johnson, Ritchie, & Tew, 2013). Due to the “social, political, cultural, economic, and 

technological changes worldwide” and also in the higher education landscape, these individuals 

face the paradigmatic shifting in responsibility and expectations (Hernández et al, p. 3) on top of 

their becoming college faculty. Yet, there seems to be little or no pedagogical training outside of 

the expected track of becoming college faculty (Anderson & Anderson, 2012). 

After reading Darling-Hammond (2010), I perceive a difference between teacher 

preparation and teacher development. Teacher preparation focuses on certification and research 

skill-building; whereas, teacher development focuses on being a teacher, wanting to make a 

difference.  
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Being a college teacher myself, I understand that those aspiring to become college faculty 

would want to learn and experience the journey of becoming a college teacher, especially when 

such a journey is so complex and complicated that makes those well-traveled in college teaching 

not willing to change their pedagogical methods. While there are some studies that share 

teaching experiences (Belbase, Luitel, & Taylor, 2013; Cruz & Sholder, 2013; Neyman, 2011; 

Nyquist, Manning, Wulff, Austin, Sprague, Fraser, Calcagno, & Woodford, 1999; Vasconcelos, 

2011), I found only a few that also discuss developing pedagogical content knowledge (Juttner & 

Neuhaus, 2013; Nethsinghe, 2012). I intend to share how my pedagogical content knowledge 

leads to adjusting to whatever and whenever changes occur in regard to being a college teacher 

(Belbase, Luitel, & Taylor, 2013; Hernández, Sancho, Creus, & Montané, 2010). Those who 

have been in college teaching for a long while may appreciate a fresh perspective on the 

complexities and challenges (Austin & McDaniels, 2006). For instance, Cruz and Sholder point 

out that the teaching experiences “could also be powerful if shared with others…[with respect to] 

many revelations that have impacted [Sholder’s] teaching career may not be new to those…who 

also teach, but [Sholder] had to learn them through experience and not from reading articles” (p. 

8). Therefore, to gain insight as to how a colleague overcomes such complexities and challenges 

when developing and using pedagogical content knowledge may encourage both the novice 

college faculty and well-traveled college faculty to consider and actually make pedagogical 

changes in order to enhance student learning (Austin & McDaniels, 2006).  

Statement of the Problem 

With the aim of this study catering to my contribution to the college faculty development 

literature of how I came into college teaching through writing, I emphasized the importance of 

identifying with college faculty by understanding how they get to be who they are and why they 
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do what they do. Gaining such understanding of college faculty (Bhatti, 2012; Jones, Taylor, & 

Coward, 2013; Lail, 2009; Shulman, 2004; Wise, 2011) will solidify the need to equip services 

such as more effective professional development for college faculty. By learning about college 

faculty and their developmental experiences on a more candid, personable level (Anderson & 

Anderson, 2012), higher education administration may be more likely to be empathetic in 

relating to college faculty when it comes to comprehending the complexities and challenges of 

becoming and being a college instructor.  

That being the case, I believe that sharing my teaching experience will help other college 

teachers determine their own pedagogical decisions and also aid higher education administration 

in their efforts in equipping college faculty with pedagogical content knowledge-focused 

professional development. Hence as a freshman orientation instructor at a northeastern Alabama 

public two-year community college, I originally gave writing prompts to overcome barriers that 

come with being hearing impaired, especially communication. I also assigned writing as a means 

of helping students by coaching them in their learning process and by further establishing a 

foundation for their future. After having read these students’ writings over the past several years, 

I found myself questioning their preparedness in writing college-level papers. I did not see that 

most students were ready for college when it came to learning and writing. These concerns led to 

promoting college readiness, improvement of student writing skills, and student-centered 

learning through advocating better understanding of what it takes to become college faculty.  

Purpose of Study 

By exploring my teaching experience, I, as a differently-abled instructor-researcher, seek 

to provide an insight into my perspective on developing a teaching philosophy centering on the 

use of writing prompts. The purpose of this autoethnographic study was an attempt to understand 
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my personal and professional lived experiences that make me who I am as a teacher, which 

shapes what I do pedagogically. I have incorporated writing prompts into a content that does not 

have to be taught through writing. A self-narrative inquiry in form of vignettes and reflections 

next portrays the effectiveness of using writing prompts as part of my teaching experience as a 

freshman orientation instructor. Such effectiveness of using writing prompts is then analyzed 

with Lee Shulman’s (1986, 1987) pedagogical content knowledge, along with additions of Otto 

and Everett’s (2013) context knowledge and Zepke’s (2013) threshold concepts, as the 

theoretical framework.   

Theoretical Framework 

 After determining the purpose of this study, Lee Shulman’s (1986, 1987) pedagogical 

content knowledge (PCK) captured what I intended for doing an autoethnography about my 

teaching experience using writing prompts. I have shared my teaching experience using writing 

prompts with other instructors of any academic field and also the administration. The theoretical 

framework of PCK serves to identify the “key moments” (Hernández, Sancho, Creus, & 

Montané, 2010) of my past and teaching experiences. Brackenbury (2012) asserted that “rather 

than considering learner-centered teaching as a new, challenging way of educating students, 

[college faculty’s] first steps towards being more learner-centered could be to consider their own 

past significant learning experiences” (p. 26; emphasis added). Through the key moments of my 

own experiences, I am showing how I use writing prompts to lead the students in my orientation 

classes to the realization that writing can be used more (Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005; Van 

Manen, 1990) than just writing papers for other classes. I use writing prompts to help students 

better understand the content (Juttner & Neuhaus, 2013). I prompt students to write—to learn 

through writing (Angelo & Cross, 1993; Bean, 2011), to think (Calkins & Seidler, 2011; 
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Maxwell, Vincent, & Ball, 2011; Sternberg, 1989) through writing, to explore and discover 

through writing (Elbow, 1998; Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005; Van Manen, 1990). Writing 

prompts are designed to help students figure out how to apply what they are learning (Fink, 

2013), making my pedagogical content knowledge purposeful, relevant, and transferable.  

Overarching Research Question and Supporting Questions 

It’s always better, isn’t it, when you discover answers on your own?  

~Veronica Rossi 

 

By exploring my own teaching experience using writing prompts to examine the 

development of my pedagogical content knowledge, I have asked thought-provoking, deep 

questions to determine which direction to take in my self-narrative inquiry. The overarching 

question was what is it about developing pedagogical content knowledge through writing that 

makes it possible for my becoming a college instructor? I could not simply answer this 

foundational question without asking more open-ended, guiding questions such as the following: 

1) how did my prior experiences shape who I am as a teacher; 2) how did I develop pedagogical 

content knowledge through writing; 3) how does my pedagogical content knowledge determine 

my classroom decisions; and 4) how do I know if my pedagogical decisions were good ones?  

Significance of Study 

To address the guiding research questions, the significance of my sharing my teaching 

experience using writing prompts as pedagogical content knowledge (Shulman, 1986, 1987) 

helps contribute to the scholarly discussion on college faculty development. This study serves as 

an example of becoming college faculty through developing a construct to pedagogically succeed 

in any type of a classroom. Any college instructor needs the ongoing encouragement from 

reading vicariously of another college instructor’s lived experiences to determine and improve 

own pedagogical decisions.   
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The main purpose of my pedagogical content knowledge was writing in the classroom 

(Angelo & Cross, 1993; Bean, 2011; Reither, 1985). Such advocacy to incorporate writing helps 

enhance instructor with or without disability-student interaction (Moore, 1989; italics mine), 

students’ critical, practical, and creative thinking skills (Sternberg, 1989), significant learning 

experience (Fink, 2013), and learner-centered education (Barr & Tagg, 1995; Brackenbury, 

2012; Gabriel, 2008; Paulsen & Feldman, 2007; Weimer, 2013).  

My decision to conduct this study, according to Chang (2008), provides a deeper 

understanding for “researchers and practitioners who deal with human relations in multicultural 

settings” (p. 51). I taught orientation classes where the students came from all walks of life 

ranging from traditional students who were fresh high school graduates, returning adult students, 

students with disabilities, and international students. Researchers and practitioners both will 

benefit from learning how I developed my pedagogical content knowledge that seems to reach 

out to all students regardless of their diverse backgrounds (Austin, 2002) and also can be 

transferable to other academic disciplines.  

Therefore, both administration and faculty in higher education will benefit from this 

study for the “particular details and guidance in taking action themselves in practice or research” 

(Savin-Baden & Major, 2013, p. 506). From this exploration of my own teaching experience 

using writing prompts, they will learn an example of how any instructor with a disability of any 

kind (or not) can overcome obstacles to effectively teach and also reach out to students (Gabriel, 

2008; Kuh & Whitt, 1988; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Both administrators and faculty will 

also benefit from learning how my use of writing prompts help promote a problem-posing 

(Freire, 1993), student-centered learning (Barr & Tagg, 1995; Brackenbury, 2012; Gabriel, 2008; 

Paulsen & Feldman, 2007; Weimer, 2013) education.  
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Thus, the significance of this study on my teaching experience using writing prompts can 

benefit administrators understanding how my pedagogical content knowledge (Shulman, 1986, 

1987) helps promote significant learning (Fink, 2013) particularly for first year students. 

Orientation/first year experience instructors seeking effective, productive pedagogical methods 

will more than likely perceive my distinctive pedagogical content knowledge as ideally fitting in 

engaging their respective students to learn how to become better prepared for college, for the 

workplace, and for life. To reiterate, higher education as a whole will benefit from reading about 

the development of my pedagogical content knowledge through my personal and professional 

lived experiences. 

Other than faculty, practitioners, and researchers, students in higher education will see 

significance in this study. Students gain a better understanding of how having a differently-abled 

instructor may impact their significant learning experience (Fink, 2013). Furthermore, students 

benefit from appreciating diversity and overcoming adversity while seeing through the hearing 

impaired instructor’s eyes as she teaches a college-level class. Aside from my being differently-

abled for having a hearing impairment, students still benefit learning from my past experiences 

as a student (Brackenbury, 2012).  

Context of Study 

The reason I thought to use writing prompts (Bean, 2011; Elbow, 1998) as part of my 

pedagogical content knowledge (Shulman, 1986, 1987) was somewhat due to my hearing 

impairment. This study serves to show how I as a differently-abled instructor saw the use of 

writing prompts as beneficial for my teaching experience. The writing prompts helped me 

interact (Moore, 1989) with my students to be able to provide feedback and also know how to 

assist them in their assignments as required by the orientation program.  
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 The writing prompts helped me to help the students in their learning. The following three 

quotes are examples of what students in my previous orientation classes wrote about how I have 

taught them through use of writing prompts:     

At first I couldn’t understand why I needed to take orientation, but now I do. This class 

has helped me in writing papers in English class. It has showed me how to pull 

information and put it on paper. I have to submit an assignment for my music 

appreciation class and without the course I wouldn’t know how to do so. Writing is 

necessary for anything you do in life. This is a short class, but in this short time I have 

learned a lot. I appreciate you helping me. (D. Bronze, personal communication, October 

2, 2012)  

 

I believe the writing exercises have helped because they require you to think on your feet. 

In college you have many different papers and I believe that by doing these writing 

exercises I will be able to finish papers in a timely manner. (H. Silver, personal 

communication, October 23, 2012)  

 

I think writing is actually fun for me now, not slow torture like how I remembered in high 

school. I think the writing exercises helped to summarize up what we learned a little 

better, they covered the main points of the class every day, and they helped to make sure 

we were paying attention. (S. Gold, personal communication, October 23, 2012)  

 

These quotes, purposefully derived from in-class writings and online weekly reflection postings, 

describe the benefits of incorporating writing prompts for significant learning (Fink, 2013). 

Students’ writing development is a continual practice that supports significant learning, and the 

writing exercises reveal the need for students to have opportunities to hone their writing skills 

(Angelo & Cross, 1993; Creswell, 2009; Harrington, Malencyzk, Peckham, Rhodes, & Yancey, 

2001; Hudd, Smart, & Delohery, 2011; Saavedra & Saavedra, 2011; Sommers & Saltz, 2004; 

Todd & Hudson, 2008).  

I taught at Gadsden State Community College, a rural northeastern Alabama two-year 

public college enrolling approximately several thousand students. Orientation 101 (ORI 101) was 

the one mandatory course all students were obligated to take (ORI 101 & ORT 100: Orientation 

to College Student Workbook, 2014). In other words, there was no other course offered at this 
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institution that was required for all students. Therefore, the orientation course was the one 

foundational opportunity for students to learn how to learn before continuing in their college 

education (Bain, 2004; Charlton, 2011; Downs & Wardle, 2007; Fink, 2013; Jones, 2008; 

Martinez, Kock, & Cass, 2011; Sommers & Saltz, 2004; Sullivan, 2012; Williams & Takaku, 

2011). The environment and purpose of the orientation class proved beneficial for first year 

students’ adjustment during the transitional phase of being in college helping to ensure student 

satisfaction and success (Astin, 1993; Evans, 1996; Kuh, 2007; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; 

Tinto, 2005)—enhancing the significant learning experience (Fink, 2013). 

While students at Gadsden State were mandated to take Orientation 101, I, along with 

other orientation instructors, made sure that students complete the assignments and submit them 

through the Blackboard, a learning management system used by the institution for faculty-

student virtual interaction through assignments and online communications such as email-type 

messages, video lectures, chat rooms, and discussion postings. The Orientation 101 handbook, 

uploaded onto Blackboard, focuses on assignments, information about the college, advice for 

independent living and study skills, and career preparation. Some orientation courses were 

offered in traditional face-to-face format, and others online, or even both in hybrid format. I 

taught the face-to-face traditional format. By teaching the traditional face-to-face format, I had 

discovered the effectiveness of my pedagogical content knowledge from giving writing prompts 

as a freshman orientation instructor—which prodded me to be retrospective about how and why I 

became a teacher in higher education. I found myself asking the following questions as I 

observed students writing in the classroom in response to the writing prompts: 1) how exactly do 

I share my teaching experience using writing prompts as my pedagogical content knowledge; 2) 
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and how exactly do I describe in a way that helps another instructor, an administrator, or even a 

student see how and why I use writing prompts? 

Regarding Writing Skills of First Year Students 

While I am indeed focusing on sharing my pedagogical content knowledge through 

portraying my teaching experience using writing prompts, I cannot ignore the need to address the 

writing skills of first year students. My own students’ writing skills somewhat lacking in being 

college- and employable-ready in my assessment echoed what the national reports are indicating, 

where the levels of college and employment readiness are low among the majority of high school 

graduates, specifically in the area of writing skills (Fields & Hatala, 2014; Kuh, 2007; Rothman, 

2012; Spellings, 2006). This national trend substantiates the need for providing the optimal 

learning experience for first year students by helping them hone their skills to write college-level 

papers.  

To know how to motivate these students to hone their writing skills to write college-level 

papers is to understand their perceptions on pedagogical methods. Any writing pedagogy 

(Angelo & Cross, 1993; Bean, 2011) helps with significant learning (Fink, 2013). Whether 

higher education institutions contribute to or mitigate the college readiness problem, there are 

some who do not place an importance on writing instruction, which begs the following question: 

Why do higher education institutions not emphasize or support the importance of writing 

instruction, when writing skills are the indicator of the student’s quality education? (Bartlett, 

2003). When higher education institutions have faculty not willing to invest the time in guiding 

students in their writing development, students do not get to experience the writing-fueled 

benefits of learning that include gaining critical thinking skills, problem-solving skills, better 
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communication skills, and understanding (Bean, 2011; Jones, 2008; Sommers & Saltz, 2004; 

Sullivan, 2012).  

Some students need guidance due to their writing anxiety. Writing anxiety can come in 

variable forms such as procrastination, compulsive rewriting, or not write at all (Martinez, Kock, 

& Cass, 2011). Faculty has an additional role in alleviating students’ writing anxiety by 

providing relevant writing assignments designed to help students perceive writing as beneficial 

and not something to fear. Yet there are faculty concerns about incorporating writing 

assignments that include: an increased grading load, decreased lecturing of content, subjective 

grading, and not being necessary for some academic disciplines (Bean, 2011; Libarkin & Ording, 

2012; O’Connell & Dyment, 2006).  

Importance of First Year Experience and Orientation Programs 

After having discussed concerns about the writing skills among first year students, I was 

in an advantageous position as a freshman orientation instructor to design some kind of writing 

activity to help prepare students for college, for the workplace, and as productive citizens of the 

community. To gain more insight about my pedagogical content knowledge by discussing how I 

used writing prompts as a freshman orientation instructor, I will explain the importance of first 

year experience and orientation programs in higher education. The development of first year 

experience/orientation programs in higher education has begun with the role of the parent 

disappearing when faculty acted in loco parentis by helping students adjust transitionally to 

college. It was not until the first world war when the in loco parentis role shifted again, this time 

to student affairs personnel. Since then, there have been ups and downs regarding the relevance 

of orientation programs; the purpose of these programs have seesawed between catering 

students’ college adjustment and formally introducing students to academic disciplines. The 
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University of South Carolina, led by John Gardner, fostered the first year experience movement 

during the 1970s. Debates on the length of first year orientation programs, whether they should 

be one hour or a whole year, raged until the 1980s saw rampant development of semester-long 

courses, two-thirds of which took place at four-year institutions by 1990. First year experience 

and orientation programs, whether they are workshops, pre-college camps, or courses, are now 

established to provide opportunities for freshmen, nontraditional/returning students, and transfer 

students to acclimate to the institution and its mission, traditions, campus life, and academics. 

Students learn college survival skills, educational and personal development, and anything else 

relatable to being a college student; based on these learning opportunities, those who participate 

or enroll in a first year experience/orientation course fare better than those who do not. (Overland 

& Rentz, 2004) 

The first year is a critical time to ensure student satisfaction and success academically 

and socially. Students are feeling out of place, and they need guidance. They need to know 

where to go and what to do. Consequently, advising is strongly advocated to maintain student 

retention, along with the institution providing an environment welcoming and freshman-friendly. 

Students need the assurance of knowing what and how they do matter to the institution 

(Schlossberg, 1989). The first year experience and orientation programs are designed to offer 

that assurance. (Kuh & Whitt, 1988; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Spellings, 2006; Tinto, 2005).  

Regarding college readiness, Kuh (2007) has cross-examined several national student 

engagement statistics to determine college readiness among high school seniors. His findings 

show how the levels of college readiness such as seeing the guidance counselor, study habits, 

tutoring, or career exploration are significantly low. Students, if they have not taken the first year 

experience/orientation course, voice their displeasure in their “academic and social expectations” 
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not being met by the institution (Kuh, p. 6). On the other hand, those who do take or already 

have taken the introductory course are satisfied due to their learning how to get support from the 

institution to fulfill their academic and campus life expectations.  

In his synthesizing of the research, Conley (2008) juxtaposes among first-year students 

their high school performance and effort with college performance and effort. He discusses how 

college readiness depends on pre-college experiences and education without need for 

remediation. Students are ready for college when they are well-versed in reading comprehension 

and math and also possess the ability to analyze and formulate their own understanding through 

writing.  

Additionally, Astin (1993) simplifies the research findings of over two hundred higher 

education institutions being studied by breaking down into sections to measure students’ 

improvement since the first year in areas of “general knowledge,” student development, and 

writing development. Faculty is also observed for its role in student development. According to 

Astin (1993), Conley (2008), Kuh (2007), and Rothman (2012), the amount of reading and 

papers written alone necessitates any college-bound student to be proficient in reading, writing, 

and critical thinking skills in order to do well in college. The previously mentioned statistics 

about high school graduates not prepared for the real world, either academically, workwise, or 

both, prove the need to incorporate writing activity designed to bolster student development and 

learning.  

Writing Prompts 

To reiterate, the point of any Orientation 101 class is to help first year students get 

adjusted in a collegiate environment and improve their proficiency in time management, study 

skills, academic work, independent living, campus life, and career exploration and preparation 
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(ORI 101 & ORT 100: Orientation to College Student Workbook, 2014). Writing prompts, in my 

own reflection, are an essential all-encompassing tool that brings all areas together onto paper, to 

help the first year students understand in their own words how they are experiencing the 

collegiate environment and also how they are practicing to be better students.  

What, precisely, is a writing prompt? A prompt is “to go deeper into an idea or example, 

to elaborate” (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013, p. 366). Students respond, showing their 

understanding of the content taught within a restricted time frame (Özturan Sağirli, 2010). 

Additionally, Graziano-King (2007) describes a prompt as “to allow students to use [their] own 

personal experiences” (p. 83) to demonstrate their learning process. Similar to Graziano-King’s 

self-revised essay, I used writing prompts to help students see how they could build up their 

essays. The career exploration essay was the final for the class, and I prepared students over the 

course of several weeks by giving them prompts. The more students responsively wrote to the 

prompts, the more written material they had to work with in creating an essay.  

Yet the writing prompts were not given solely for the final essay; there were myriad of 

reasons I used writing prompts for my teaching. These reasons included: creating a learning 

environment for all kinds of students; my reaching out to the students; interacting with them the 

best way possible due to my hearing impairment; coaching them through writing anxiety; and 

helping them see the writing as useful and transferable to other classes and to the workplace. 

With these reasons in mind, I gave two or three prompts each weekly class session, along with 

one weekly reflection posting online. The prompts are in Appendices A and B.   
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Relevance of Study 

 The relevance of sharing the development of my pedagogical content knowledge with 

other college faculty, administrators, and students center on how I show other college faculty the 

benefit of learning from my own teaching experience in order to use similar techniques with 

writing prompts as part of their own college faculty development. Therefore, I aimed to show 

how the writing prompts not only benefit me as the instructor but also that the writing prompts 

benefit the students I teach. How will the writing prompts specifically benefit the students? 

Writing prompts help develop skills and knowledge. Students attend college to gain knowledge 

and skills for whatever career path they choose. To achieve the employable knowledge and 

skills, the higher education institution is to provide the education the student anticipates. One 

particular skill to efficiently communicate as an employee that a graduate of any higher 

education institution is expected to master is writing (Rothman, 2012). Students need training 

and opportunities to build upon whatever writing skills they do have. Not only do they get to 

practice their writing skills, the composing of ideas is a mental exercise, which in turns helps 

develop critical, creative, and practical thinking skills (Sternberg, 1989) essential for problem-

solving and creativity that employers look for in a prospective employee.  

Writing is a discipline that constantly needs sharpening, which is only possible through 

practice. One or two first year composition classes may help set the foundation, but writing 

requires more in terms of content and communication (Downs & Wardle, 2007). Accordingly, 

students learn how writing is not static but dynamic in its process, improving upon content and 

organization impinged by experience and knowledge the writer gains between writings. The 

fitting environment for students to develop and practice their writing is to have the instructor at 
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hand encouraging them to see how their writing helps them learn (Angelo & Cross, 1993; Bean, 

2011).  

Précis 

By introducing this examination on the development of my pedagogical content 

knowledge through writing over time, I seek to share my teaching experience as a differently-

abled freshman orientation instructor who used writing prompts. By sharing the development of 

my pedagogical content knowledge through writing over time, the focus of this study is college 

faculty development whereas my own development aims to be considered as an example for 

other college teachers to appreciate and perhaps follow.  

To share how I taught, I began this chapter by setting the scene of a typical first day of 

every orientation class I ever taught to portray how I gave writing prompts and how the students 

responded. The students responded by writing in a stream-of-consciousness fashion non-stop for 

several minutes to each prompt. Their writing revealed the need for more writing practice. 

Subsequently, a background on first year students’ writing skills was given. The students were 

typically first year students; therefore, providing a synopsis on the importance of first year 

experience and orientation programs complemented my pedagogical content knowledge as a 

freshman orientation instructor.  

By emphasizing the aim, purpose, and relevance of the study on my teaching experience 

as a freshman orientation instructor using writing prompts, I referred to Lee S. Shulman’s (1986, 

1987) pedagogical content knowledge (PCK) as the theoretical framework for my development 

as a college teacher. Between theoretically explaining the effectiveness of my teaching 

experience using writing prompts and answering the research questions, I agree with Darling-
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Hammond (2010) about “needing to have a solid foundation to teach, to have purpose,” and the 

development of my pedagogical content knowledge is that solid foundation.  
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CHAPTER II:  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Making your ear attentive to wisdom and inclining your heart to understanding;  

Yes if you call out for insight and raise your voice for understanding,  

If you seek it like silver and search for it as for hidden treasures. 

~Proverbs 2:2-4 

 

The development of my pedagogical content knowledge through writing impelled my 

decision to do a triune-layered approach to present my literature review. The first layer begins 

with the focus on college faculty development. The second layer reveals the gap in the literature 

before ushering in the prominent role of the theoretical framework of Lee S. Shulman’s (1986, 

1987) pedagogical content knowledge with additions of Otto and Everett’s (2013) context 

knowledge and Zepke’s (2013) threshold concepts. This theoretical framework allows me to 

embrace exploring my own teaching experience using writing prompts as a freshman orientation 

instructor. Several other theoretical influences are included to help fortify my examination on the 

development of my pedagogical content knowledge through writing. The third layer delves 

deeper into the theoretical landscape of my examination on each area of my pedagogical content 

knowledge, which are pedagogical knowledge (writing prompts), content knowledge (orientation 

and college readiness), and context knowledge (first year students and the orientation classroom).  

Therefore, the third layer of the literature review helps provide multiple angles of the 

phenomenon of the processes (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013), which is my teaching experience as 

a freshman orientation instructor using writing prompts. The main themes serving as the multiple 
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angles of my pedagogical content knowledge include college readiness, composition skills, 

faculty perceptions, student-centered learning, and writing pedagogy. 

This triune-layered literature review helps blend together the purpose of this research, 

which is to share the development of my pedagogical content knowledge through writing over 

time. With that said, I then proceed with the first layer of the literature review by discussing 

college faculty development before going deeper into the role and expectations of college 

faculty, along with its competencies and motivation. The attributes of quality teaching and 

scholarship of teaching help finish rounding out the first layer of the literature review that 

focuses on college faculty development. 

First Layer: College Faculty Development 

How I meandered into college teaching brings forth questions about college faculty 

development, which serves as the focus of this research, beginning with this simple question: 

Where to begin as college faculty? Aspiring and new college teachers are uncertain where to 

begin due to the mixed messages (Austin & McDaniels, 2006; Nyquist, Manning, Wulff, Austin, 

Sprague, Fraser, Calcagno, & Woodford, 1999) of what is important in terms of preparing for 

college teaching. The research reveals how there is little to no teaching experience among 

aspiring college faculty and new college faculty (Anderson & Anderson, 2012; Darling-

Hammond, 2010; Maxwell, Vincent, & Ball, 2011; Perez, McShannon, & Hynes, 2015; 

Whitfield & Hickerson, 2013; Wise, 2011). Could such little to no teaching preparation be 

because there are too many different types of institutions in higher education with different 

missions (Austin & McDaniels, 2006; Whitfield & Hickerson, 2013)? Or could it be because 

institutions, faculty, and other stakeholders value research more than teaching? According to 

Drew and Klopper (2014), “research area/expertise is usually considered before teaching 
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knowledge” when it comes to college faculty development (p. 322). In another article, Gunersel 

and Etienne (2014) glean from their literature review by stating “teaching continued to be 

actively devalued in higher education, especially in comparison to research” and that “faculty 

members are not required to receive pedagogical training” (p. 404). Such mixed messages appear 

with an uncomfortable frequency throughout the college faculty development literature.  

Even more so, is college faculty development just about aspiring and new college 

faculty? Even the assumed traditional path to becoming college faculty is not exempt from this 

sobering reality: the development of college faculty in general does not overly emphasize 

preparation of college faculty as teachers. Wilcox and Leger (2013) ask, “What are the issues in 

the field of postsecondary teaching?” before responding with the following:  

To date, postsecondary teaching has been especially concerned with the problem of how 

to encourage any teaching development, and has placed considerably less emphasis on 

how best to develop teaching. In other words, the focus has largely been on getting 

faculty to engage in teaching development activities. (p. 9) 

 

The irony stemming from the complexity and challenges in becoming college faculty is that the 

reality of little to no teaching experience continues among established college faculty. So, what 

constitutes college faculty development?  

What Traditional Path to Becoming College Faculty  

My meandering into college teaching may or may not be deemed as a traditional path of 

becoming a college teacher according to certain standards set by higher education. Jack Sholder 

(Cruz & Sholder, 2013), on a more definite note, did not take a traditional path of becoming a 

college teacher and instead rang from Hollywood. A former filmmaker, he became a program 

director of motion picture and television production at Western Carolina University. He shared 

his story to help others see how and what it takes to become college faculty. Sholder argues how 

higher education embodies constructivism:  
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We knew that higher education follows a constructivist model. The principle that 

knowledge is constructed and that different people construct it differently. While this is 

frequently applied to ideas about how students learn, it can also be applied to how faculty 

develop. (Cruz & Sholder, 2013, p. 8) 

 

Aside from constructivism giving one the license to create own path to becoming a college 

teacher, what exactly, though, is the traditional path to becoming college faculty? According to 

research, the traditional path of becoming college faculty usually begins in graduate school, 

along with the graduate teaching assistantship (Austin, 2002; Austin & Sorcinelli, 2013; Nyquist, 

Manning, Wulff, Austin, Sprague, Fraser, Calcagno, & Woodford, 1999).  

Graduate teaching assistantship is congruent to that of an underwriter, more like an 

undergrader, someone serving as a leg to the stool of an established college professor. The reality 

of becoming college faculty through graduate teaching assistantship as Austin (2002) aptly puts 

how such apprenticeship does not provide the aspiring college teacher the necessary experience:  

Although teaching and research responsibilities surely can provide training opportunities 

for the future faculty, these assistantship roles sometimes are structures more to serve 

institutional or faculty needs than to ensure a high quality learning experience for 

graduate students. (p. 95) 

 

Another reason for graduate teaching assistantship not being effective as the only means to 

prepare future college faculty may be lack of feedback (Robinson & Hope, 2013). Aspiring 

college teachers need to know where to stand in terms of developing into college faculty. 

Uncertainty, unfortunately, is prevalent among aspiring college faculty. To alleviate the 

uncertainty in becoming college faculty, there is the need to “demystify the academic profession, 

to bring about positive changes in faculty preparation” (Anderson & Anderson, 2012, p. 239). 

Thus, certain measures for preparing future faculty include socialization in graduate school, 

doctoral education focused on research, “modeling/mentoring, peer support, formal and informal 

conversations, professional seminars, internships, and certificates” (Austin & McDaniels, 2006).  
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Somewhat serving as an umbrella of developing college faculty in graduate school, 

socialization is systematically welcoming and training any individual into becoming part of a 

group through myriad of ways such as mentoring and demonstration (Austin, 2002). Anderson 

and Anderson (2012) examine the need for socialization and preparation of university faculty by 

conducting semi-structured interviews with seventeen doctoral student instructors. They discover 

from listening to these participants how socialization is integral to faculty preparation and also 

central to doctoral education experience. Socialization instills a sense of community, allowing 

for interaction to strengthen both the aspiring college teacher and the graduate program in their 

goals. The influence of the socialization process may or may not help better understand college 

faculty.  

Understanding College Faculty 

 To gain better understanding of college faculty will lead to effective college faculty 

development. Yet, no matter what professional development or any other kind of learning 

opportunity college faculty has accomplished, the question of an uncertain instructor may still be 

asked: “I wonder if there is anyone else that feels the same way I do?” (Jones, Taylor, & 

Coward, 2013, p. 3).  Socialization helps with reaching out to college teachers by providing them 

developmental opportunities. For those who do not have sufficient or even lack of college 

teaching experience, they instead relied on what they know from past experiences (Considine, 

Mihalick, Mogi-Hein, Penick-Parks, & Van Auken, 2014) such as primary and secondary 

teaching experience (Anderson & Anderson, 2012). Although some students acknowledge their 

little to no teaching experience, they are overconfident in their ability to teach (Whitfield & 

Hickerson, 2013). They thought they would receive evaluation, feedback, and guidance on 
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preparing for college teaching (Austin, 2002; Nyquist, Manning, Wulff, Austin, Sprague, Fraser, 

Calcagno, & Woodford, 1999). 

Therefore, Austin (2002) gathered the following recommendations from interviewing 

graduate students on how to improve the graduate school socialization for better college faculty 

development. The first recommendation is to give aspiring college faculty more attention 

through regular mentoring, advising, and frequent, effective feedback. Structured opportunities 

are necessary for aspiring college teachers to observe and meet with the college faculty, along 

with connecting with peers for support. There should be varying, pedagogical-building 

opportunities for aspiring college teachers to experience being college faculty. Those already as 

college faculty are to offer information and guidance about the full array of faculty 

responsibilities. After such recommendations, aspiring college teachers are to be encouraged to 

reflect on each and every part of the socialization experience.  

Adhering to part of the socialization process, Wise (2011) focuses on the relational 

communication among graduate teaching assistants as essential for training future faculty. 

Concurring with Austin’s (2002) indication for graduate school serving as the first stage of an 

academic career, Wise examines the effectiveness of graduate teaching programs, mentorship, 

and communication. After research shows how students are “active learners thriving on high 

degree of interaction and frequent feedback,” (p. 135), Wise deems the need for graduate 

students being taught that research training is more important than teaching preparation by 

positing that higher education institutions need to provide an environment conducive to peer 

communication for support and knowledge. They are not being taught how to teach, but rather 

what to teach.  
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Apart from understanding the aspiring college faculty, there are studies that discuss the 

frustrations of established college faculty in regard to professional development. For instance, 

there are three female college teachers who are different from each other and yet 

autoethnographically collaborated to bring up issues during their professional development 

efforts, preparing for their respective tenure processes. Using Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s adventures 

in Wonderland as a frame to discuss the illusory of their respective tenure processes, Jones, 

Taylor, and Coward (2013) shared their autoethnographic experiences as women of different 

races. They discuss how their being different in terms of gender and race influence the 

institutional support in their tenure process. Jones, a white junior female faculty member seeking 

tenure after twenty-some years, points out that “the college and university do not have formal or 

informal mentoring programs so this service was not available to [her]” (p. 4). Jones instead 

experiences camaraderie and support within the group of peers by reaching out to others to help 

them. She also teaches herself due to lack of a mentoring relationship. The second author, 

Taylor, who is African-American, perceives her colleagues regarding her getting to where she is 

now has been based on her race and gender, not her expertise. And the third author, Coward, 

who is Taiwanese, pursued the all-American dream without the benefit of having a mentoring 

relationship and instead felt alone. This article illustrates the need for understanding college 

faculty every step of the way, no matter where they are career-wise.  

Faculty Development Programs 

What efforts have already been made for college faculty development? Although 

“evolving in focus and form over the past five decades” (Austin & Sorcinelli, 2013, p. 85), the 

landscape of faculty development needs to embrace the future by acknowledging the “challenges 

and focus of change” among the professoriate, students, and scholarship of teaching (Sorcinelli, 
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2007, p. 4). Using a past example, Sorcinelli (2007) refers back to the 2006 collaborative study 

(Sorcinelli, Austin, Eddy, & Beach) on the overview and history of influential professional 

development program studies including the POD (professional and organizational development) 

Network that formed in 1974, which is “the oldest and largest professional association for faculty 

development scholars and practitioners in North America” (Austin & Sorcinelli, 2013, pp. 85-

86). Sorcinelli (2007) summarizes this earlier study by describing how she and her co-authors 

inquired about the intentions behind the development of respective faculty development 

programs. Through conducting a survey on the perception of institutional goals for college 

faculty development, they managed to draw out responses the obstacles that college instructors 

and their institutions endured, which led to future ideas for enhancing college faculty 

development.   

McKee, Johnson, Ritchie, and Tew (2013) referred to the same 2006 POD Network 

survey study by Sorcinelli, Austin, Eddy, and Beach when writing up a historical overview on 

faculty development programs. The other two studies they included in their examination on 

faculty development programs history are 1976 Exxon study by Centra and 2009/2010 faculty 

development practices in SACS (Southern Association of Colleges and Schools) by McKee, 

Johnson, Ritchie, and Tew. The formerly mentioned study, John A. Centra sent a letter to every 

president of a higher education institution inquiring about formal faculty development and 

enclosing a four-page questionnaire. Centra’s results included the percentage of participation, 

effectiveness, and demographics that he used when writing Faculty Development Practices in 

U.S. Colleges and Universities. The latter mentioned survey has been done by the authors 

themselves, where they sought out for the perspective of chief academic officers of higher 

education institutions throughout the southern region. McKee et al (2010) strive to capture and 



28 

 

categorize faculty development efforts according to type, size, and level of institution. The 

purpose of this study is to determine expectations for faculty development by judging the 

magnitude of support for either full-time or part-time faculty or even both provided by what type 

of institution. (McKee, Johnson, Ritchie, & Tew, 2013) 

Another future faculty development, Preparing Future Faculty (PFF) program, 

established in 1993 by Ellen Wert and The Pew Charitable Trusts, is depicted in a 101-page 

monograph (Gaff, Pruitt-Logan, & Weibl, 2000). This PFF monograph inspired subsequent 

faculty development programs by concurring with Barr and Tagg’s (1995) paradigmatic shift 

stance on student learning. With “the goal of PFF [being] to prepare students for the full range of 

faculty responsibilities,” it is imperative for institutions and other stakeholders such as 

administrators and other faculty to provide productive professional development opportunities 

(p. 2).   

Some faculty development programs can be taken like a class, such as a particular 

program at New Mexico State University. GRASP, an acronym for Gaining Retention and 

Achievement for Students Program, lasts for a semester and is designed to educate college 

faculty, specifically those who teach at a community college, how to foster student learning by 

using “simple, effective teaching strategies” (Perez, McShannon, & Hynes, 2015, p. 379). 

GRASP is an example of a faculty development program available to any college teacher 

“regardless of their career stage” (Maxwell, Vincent, & Ball, 2011, p. 171). Faculty development 

programs are intended as continuing education, since college teachers serve as professionals 

practicing what they are learning.  

Although with many professional development opportunities for college faculty, there is 

the reality of tight funding issues such as hinted by Bausmith and Barry (2011) with their 
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advocacy for having an online library of instructional practices. With the increasing costs of 

higher education making faculty development improvement efforts more difficult, Austin and 

Sorcinelli (2013) “believe faculty development is a key strategic lever for ensuring institutional 

quality and supporting institutional change in higher education” (p. 85). They pose the integral 

question: what is the future of faculty development?  

In order to dynamically meet the needs of college faculty, professional development 

needs to fit with the changes of higher education including innovative technology. The 

increasing higher education costs further cement the urgency of cost-effective measures for 

professional development. Whether or not any college teacher goes through faculty development 

programs despite of tight funding issues, what needs to be emphasized is how professional 

development for college faculty should be effective where teachers actually learn and apply in 

their own classrooms (Darling-Hammond & Richardson, 2009). Overall, faculty development 

programs have common characteristics that include a better understanding of the learner-

centered approach to teaching techniques, encouraging self-reflection and self-awareness, 

empathy for students’ diverse needs and backgrounds, relearning pedagogical methods and 

theories, teaching self-efficacy, self-evaluation (Gunersel & Etienne, 2014). Whatever 

professional development opportunities they do use, college teachers are to demonstrate 

competency through knowledge and skills (Austin, 2002).  

College Faculty Competencies 

 With hesitation to agree with Darling-Hammond’s (2010) assertion that faculty 

development programs need to be established to assist in preparing and/or training college 

faculty, college teachers cannot afford to wait for the faculty development programs to be perfect 

in the area of effectiveness. College teachers, no matter where on the academic career path, need 
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to take responsibility and go ahead start learning how to be competent in teaching through 

knowledge and skills regardless of whether participating in a faculty development program or 

not. On the other hand, some aspiring college teachers may not know where to get training or 

how to independently develop teaching skills. One participant shares her feelings of being 

inadequate due to lack of pedagogical development:    

I stayed one year. I felt it was important for me to see the year out but I didn’t necessarily 

feel like it was a good idea for me to teach again without something else. I knew if I 

wanted to go on teaching there was no way I could do it without training. (Darling-

Hammond, 2010, p. 37)  

 

The previous statement displays concern about not having the training to teach and yet 

feeling the pressure to teach well. Whitfield and Hickerson (2013) bring awareness in their study 

on preparedness of communication faculty that even though there is little or no preparation 

among new faculty, new college teachers are faced with high expectations about teaching and 

research. They are expected to demonstrate competency while sharing knowledge gleaned from 

their research endeavors. Nevertheless, it is not simply enough to have competency, because “the 

elements from which we build an institution are also changing. The educational environment is 

no longer fully within our control. The world itself is both a classroom and a laboratory, and all 

of us can learn at any time, in any setting, and for a multiplicity of reasons” (Ramaley, 2014, p. 

13). Therefore, college teachers are to consider the influential factors of technological advances, 

diverse demographics, and socioeconomics constantly transforming higher education while being 

on the lookout for effective pedagogical techniques to learn and use.  

As for global expectations for college faculty, a brief article explains the global trend in 

hiring graduate students with teaching experience preferred. In the face of global job search 

within the higher education industry, applicants are asked to submit portfolios and dossiers 

complete with a teaching philosophy and a statement of teaching interests. Although such 
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documentation have been initially requested, hiring committees do not follow up asking for 

attestation (Sheffield, 2013). This pseudo-oversight of hiring committees portrays the global 

expectations for the potential college faculty to demonstrate competency regardless. Thus, this 

global mindset pervades into American higher education where aspiring college teachers are 

being trained for research rather than teaching.  

One study shows the established college faculty at a higher education institution 

believing in not wasting time providing pedagogical instruction when they would prefer to use 

the educational time for research training. In their surveying participating faculty within the state 

university system of Florida about the need for pedagogical instruction in graduate degree 

programs, Robinson and Hope (2013) learned from the professors’ comments that teaching 

graduate students how to teach is not deemed necessary and even a waste of time. One 

professor’s comment cements that unfavorable perception about pedagogical training:  

Graduate students have a hard enough time learning how to research, and many of them 

do not go on to faculty positions where teaching is involved. It just doesn’t make sense to 

waste resources training these students to teach unless or until we know they will be 

taking a position that involves teaching. That’s probably why we have the system we 

have, where pedagogical instruction is not emphasized for our graduate students. (p. 9) 

 

These professors believe in focusing on honing research expertise over pedagogical training. On 

the other hand, another professor concedes that graduate students would benefit from receiving 

pedagogical training; however, he maintains the hone research skills now, pedagogical training 

later mentality by worrying that the amount of time vested needs to be restricted, not drawn out 

to add more coursework that includes pedagogical training, as to not burn out the graduate 

students. He believes that the time would be well-spent if they focus on honing their content and 

research expertise. (Robinson & Hope, 2013)  
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Not only is there reluctance to require or include pedagogical training in graduate 

programs, but also college teachers attend conferences with the intentions of honing research and 

content knowledge rather than for pedagogical knowledge (Lail, 2014). Such mentality that 

prefers research over teaching for professional development throughout literature implies that 

college teachers are expected to figure it out. They are responsible for figuring it out by finding 

own answers and also learning in a self-directed manner how to teach (Anderson & Anderson, 

2012; Darling-Hammond, 2010; Maxwell, Vincent, & Ball, 2011; Sadler, 2013).  

As harsh it may sound, college teachers do need to figure it out. Hutchings and Shulman 

(2004) stated that to figure it out and establish a vision may and will be arduous. College 

teachers are to build up their competency to teach by having a vision from inquiring and being 

open to pedagogical possibilities. The starting place for any college teacher to build such 

competency is to comprehend the mission of the institution where currently employed or at least 

applying to work for (Austin & McDaniels, 2006; Whitfield & Hickerson, 2013).  

Aspiring college teachers are to be aware of institutional missions before they start 

molding their own teaching motivation and vision to match those of the institutions. Once they 

start figuring it out, their reputations begin to build as being assiduous, tenacious, and proactive, 

making the more established faculty take notice. By capturing their notice, the aspiring college 

teachers will garner support and mentoring to take the next step in figuring it out. The process of 

figuring it out can only progress as faculty embraces the “new challenges as well as fresh 

opportunities for pedagogical practice” (Austin & Sorcinelli, 2013, p. 87). As long college 

teachers are willing to pursue in figuring it out, they are building their competency through 

gaining knowledge and skills.  
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College Faculty Motivation  

Motivation is what gives purpose to college teaching. To figure out what motivates 

college faculty to teach, any aspiring college teacher may want to take up Wulff’s (1993) 

declaration, “Maybe I should imagine myself in the role of a teacher” (p. 378). Yet for college 

faculty development purposes, motivation should be factored into creating “better prepared 

faculty [such as providing] glimpses of future responsibility” for aspiring college faculty 

(Whitfield & Hickerson, 2013, p. 15). That way, there may be no surprises from facing the 

reality of the teaching profession while learning to become college faculty (Ramaley, 2014).  

Therefore, institutions and their college faculty have the responsibility to ensure the 

beginning of each new college teacher’s career to transition smoothly with fewer discomforts 

and demands (Sadler, 2013; Whitfield & Hickerson, 2013). Meanwhile, they need to seek what 

motivates new college faculty to teach. Does any of college faculty teach due to wanting to make 

a difference? Or do they relish in each student’s academic success? (Maxwell, Vincent, & Ball, 

2011). Whatever the motivation is, college teachers are to remember how they began “their 

graduate education with enthusiasm and idealism about engaging in meaningful work…that has a 

positive impact on the students” (Austin, 2002, pp. 106-107).  

With these initial goals aside, there is the self-confidence in being college faculty. Sadler 

(2013) focuses his study on teacher self-confidence by drawing forth the emotional side of 

teaching. Over a two-year period of observing and conducting interviews with eleven new 

teachers, Sadler determines the influence that content knowledge and teaching skills have on 

self-confident teaching.  

To help college teachers figure out certain motivational factors for teaching, putting 

together a portfolio may help, along with having deep conversations with colleagues. An online 
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article by Border (2002) encourages graduates and faculty to engage in conversation about 

college faculty role and responsibilities yet heed individual goals and objectives. By engaging in 

Socratic dialogue and collaboration, each college teacher will fully absorb what Socrates means 

by “know thyself.” Perhaps the Socratic portfolio (inquiry-based and developmental) helps 

approach all aspects of what it means to become a college teacher when it comes to research, 

teaching, and service. “It is important for them to begin to ask what teaching, research, and 

service mean to them and to interview faculty mentors and peers to inquire about their individual 

perceptions of faculty roles” (p. 739). Then they draft a philosophy of learning and teaching. 

Austin (2002) asserts that creating a portfolio and initiating conversations on professional and 

intellectual goals will go a long way.  

Quality College Teaching 

 With competency and motivation bringing meaning to what constitutes college faculty 

development, quality teaching should be considered while establishing a foundation to teach with 

purpose. Hutchings and Shulman (2004) pronounce that “all faculty have an obligation to teach 

well, to engage students, and to foster important forms of student learning…such teaching is a 

good fully sufficient unto itself” (p. 149). College faculty having the responsibility to think first 

about the student fosters the paradigmatic shift in higher education from teacher-focused lectures 

to student-focused learning (Austin, 2002; Barr &Tagg, 1995; King, 1993; Weimer, 2013).  

 Quality college teaching provides an environment conducive to learn where the teacher 

instills within each student the responsibility of learning (Maxwell, Vincent, & Ball, 2011). 

Additionally, quality college teaching means that college teachers “present new knowledge to 

students” (Miron & Mavorach, 2014, p. 82). The belief that student success equates with quality 

college teaching (Perez, McShannon, & Hynes, 2015) leads to college teachers drawing out the 
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purpose of what they are teaching to the students. In a year-long holistic study, Calkins and 

Seidler (2011) explore the perceptions of faculty regarding the relevance of what they teach. 

These authors want to know how college teachers do understand the relevance in their teaching. 

With relevance as a construct, they inquire about the following: goals as teachers; how they think 

about teaching and what they teach; relevance of their course; reflective judgment in students’ 

thinking; learner-focused paradigm; and how do teachers understand relevance in their teaching.  

To ensure such relevance in their teaching, Countryman and Zinck (2013) frame their 

study as action participatory research and collaboratively seek input from students both in 

writing and interviews. The authors model their music immersion initiative to help first year 

students better transition into college and realize their potential, along with understanding the 

interrelationships between core courses of the music program. The authors adopt L. Dee Fink’s 

(2013) taxonomy on significant learning, especially integration, caring, and learning how to 

learn. While following Fink’s taxonomy, Countryman and Zinck have four goals: connections, 

self-efficacy, learning community, and metacognition.  

In another study similarly using Fink’s taxonomy on significant learning, Brackenbury 

(2012) takes on a phenomenological stance to scrutinize learner-centered teaching through 

essays. He states how students’ prior significant learning experiences contribute to their own 

learning, and faculty familiar to learner-centered learning needs to understand this contextual 

background contribution. Quality college teaching includes coaching students to develop 

competency through gaining knowledge and skills, similar to college faculty development.   

Seeking what constitutes good college teaching, Bhatti (2012) seeks to converge findings 

of both faculty and department chairs. A six-dimensional theoretical framework that defines 

good teaching consists of: personalizing the learning experience, transmitting information, 
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motivating students, demonstrating concern for students, supporting students, and developing 

skills. Bhatti’s study emphasizes the congruence between quality college teaching and effective 

student learning.  

Extracting from the quality college teaching literature, there seems to be a growing trend 

of learning from students in order to improve pedagogically. Durso’s (2011) study showing her 

pedagogical style of using students’ experiences to enhance the learning environment solidifies 

the effectiveness of college teachers learning from their own students in order to maintain and/or 

hone quality college teaching.  

Not only do college teachers benefit learning from students, they can and do benefit 

learning from itself. Wulff (1993) asks a thought-provoking question: “What happens if we as 

teachers do not see ourselves as learners?” (p. 393). The answer should be as Bain (2004) 

strongly advocates that college teachers always need to learn. Bain has written a whole book on 

what he has learned from studying for approximately fifteen years, what constitutes good 

teaching and what makes one a best teacher. He states how best teachers are learners themselves 

and they constantly search for ways to improve the learning experience for students. On the other 

hand, Wulff when conducting his study could not help but observe how his teachers-turned-

students were nonchalant about learning something already learned. Wulff believes that even 

though these students were already teachers, there is always something new to learn about 

teaching in order to produce quality college teaching.  

Scholarship of Teaching 

Although such quality college teaching propels college faculty development, scholarship 

of teaching needs to be pondered. There is a distinction between quality college teaching and 

scholarship of teaching. The former is how college teachers provide a learning environment by 
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facilitating student learning through particular pedagogy, whereas the latter focuses on how 

college teachers’ pedagogical approaches are shared for reflection, scrutiny, and application with 

other colleagues and scholars (Shulman, 2004a). Hutchings and Shulman (2004) state how the 

scholarship of teaching…  

…is not synonymous with excellent teaching. It requires a kind of ‘going meta,’ in which 

faculty frame and systematically investigate questions related to student learning—the 

conditions under which it occurs, what it looks like, how to deepen it, and so forth—and 

do so with an eye not only to improving their own classroom but to advancing practice 

beyond it. (p. 150) 

 

Literature on scholarship of teaching keeps pointing to Ernest Boyer’s four domains of 

scholarship: scholarship of application (engagement), scholarship of discovery (research), 

scholarship of integration (making interdisciplinary connections), and scholarship of teaching 

(effective teaching) (Austin, 2002; Austin & McDaniels, 2006; Hutchings & Shulman, 2004; 

Ramaley, 2014; Shulman, 2004). For instance, Austin and McDaniels convey a conceptual 

framework emphasizing Boyer’s four domains of scholarship to point out the need for better 

preparation of future faculty. Teaching assistantships are not enough, whereas research 

(discovery) is deemed more important. Some future faculty are even discouraged to attend 

professional development for teaching and instead are prompted to use the time “wisely” by 

learning research strategies.  

The doctoral education is being examined due to doctoral students having little to barely 

there knowledge of what entails in being college faculty due to the heavy focus on research 

(scholarship) rather than teaching. While focusing on Boyerian attributes of scholarship, there is 

the prevailing need for a perspective, an insight, into what it means to become a college teacher.  

 College teaching is not exactly public and thus “is rarely evaluated by professional peers” 

(Shulman, 2004a, p. 193) due to being restricted within a classroom and between the teacher and 
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the students. How will other college faculty know what this teacher learns and knows how to 

teach in order to hone their own teaching effectiveness? (Maxwell, Vincent, & Ball, 2011). 

Hence, scholarship of teaching allows for teachers to open up and share their teaching 

knowledge by making it public, open to critique, and transferable to other teaching 

environments. In a later phenomenological study, Miron and Mevorach’s (2014) interviewed 

with ninety experienced teachers to pinpoint what makes a good professor. Their findings 

emerge with three thematic categories, which are: relationship with student, method of 

instruction, and knowledge. Gaining a perspective on how college teachers acquire knowledge 

and cultivate knowledge will bring a whole new meaning to college faculty development.  

To illustrate the college faculty development through scholarship of teaching, Shulman 

(2004b) metaphorically points out the necessity of having scholarship of teaching through a tale 

of a journey where the driver and the passenger would not burden an old horse to pull the cart up 

the hill. Instead, the driver and the passenger would push the cart up each hill. The passenger 

does not see the sense in having a horse at all if the horse would not fulfill its expected role of 

pulling the cart in all circumstances. Therefore, why should college teachers unnecessarily settle 

for their old horse of status quo and push themselves up hills of hardships when there is a 

stronger, new horse of scholarship of teaching useful to pull them up the hill?  

Shulman furthermore says  that “we can treat our courses and classrooms as laboratories 

or field sites in the best sense of the term, and can contribute through our scholarship to the 

improvement and understanding of learning and teaching in our field” (p. 158).  By my own 

contribution to the scholarship of teaching with sharing of my pedagogical content knowledge 

development, my dissertation can be used as a model and also for scrutiny for effective college 

faculty development.  
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To be College Faculty 

 After perusing through literature on what constitutes college faculty development, college 

teachers need to remember what competencies they do have and also what competencies they 

need to work on. There is also motivation, along what makes quality college teaching, to reflect 

upon while developing into college faculty. Whatever professional development methods are, 

though, college teachers need to make particular pedagogical decisions to reach learning goals 

within the classroom instruction (Bausmith & Barry, 2011). Such pedagogical decisions should 

be weighed with consideration to the institutional mission, along with particular learning goals 

and providing such an environment. Being a college teacher is much more as Wilcox and Leger 

(2013) suitably describe what it means to be one:  

Teachers’ concepts of learning, and ideas about what it means to teach and be a teacher 

will change with experience and reflection; some of those changes in perspective can be 

dramatic, offering entirely new ways of understanding learning and teaching. Since our 

perspectives shape the approach we take to action in the world, perspective 

transformation among teachers can have a significant impact on teaching practice, 

although the effect may not be immediate or in direct correlation. (p. 1) 

 

To be a college teacher means to be willing to dynamically adapt to any changes in higher 

education for the good of students and yet always be prepared with having pedagogical content 

knowledge—the effective kind that will survive through the changing landscape of higher 

education influenced by technology, socioeconomics, and demographics (Ramaley, 2014).  

Précis: College Faculty Development 

College faculty development describes the purpose of sharing the development of my 

pedagogical content knowledge. How I came up with my pedagogical content knowledge is 

through my journey meandering into college teaching. While not exactly a traditional path, my 

journey does indeed include some socialization aspects such as mentoring and peer teaching. 

Throughout my figuring out how to be a college instructor, I learned to have some sort of a 
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pedagogical method to be able to effectively teach, to be able to see myself as a teacher. Having 

a pedagogical method, my pedagogical content knowledge, reinforced my desire to be 

understood by the students I teach and interact with. Chapter IV serving as the development 

chapter titled as “See the Writing” Kaleidoscopic Lens showcases the key moments (Hernández, 

Sancho, Creus, & Montané, 2010) of the development of my pedagogical content knowledge 

through writing. I desire to address the discrepancy between “the preparation of graduate 

students and the realities of both academic work and the academic labor market” (Austin, 2002, 

p. 112), by sharing my pedagogical content knowledge as to show the value of having vision, a 

philosophy. Having pedagogical content knowledge serves to save time while gaining more 

insight about individual students. Not to mention that sharing the development of my 

pedagogical content knowledge through writing fits Hutchings and Shulman’s (2004) description 

for scholarship of teaching, where I continually look for ways to improve through my 

pedagogical content knowledge to benefit student learning.  

The next layer of this literature review will discuss both the literature gap and the 

theoretical framework. There are several gap-worthy factors throughout my research that I deem 

worthy to share before narrowing down to one prominent gap.  After the gap in the literature has 

been determined, Shulman’s (1986, 1987) pedagogical content knowledge as the theoretical 

framework is illustrated in detail, along with other theoretical influences that help support my 

teaching experience using writing prompts as pedagogical content knowledge.  

Second Layer: The Literature Gap and the Theoretical Framework 

The Gap in the Literature 

What precisely is this gap that only an examination on the development of my 

pedagogical content knowledge through writing over time can fill? What gap that needs to be 

filled in order to contribute to college faculty development literature?  The literature somewhat 
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lacks in providing a sense of being there, to vicariously experience developing into being a 

college teacher, to learn how to develop pedagogical content knowledge, whereas I aim to share 

the development of my pedagogical content knowledge through writing. Wulff (1993) points out 

the need for more personal touch of sharing teaching experiences, to contribute to college faculty 

development literature. Thus, Wulff adopted an excellently transitioned narrative style with to 

weave through his scholarly discussion on teaching effectiveness.  

Continuing the idea about narrative sharing, Maxwell, Vincent, and Ball (2011) share 

how in their phenomenological study they reviewed nine different award-winning teachers at 

Missouri University to determine effective teaching. Their study reveals the need to “clearly 

define the phenomenon of effective teaching at the college level, one must investigate how 

teachers successfully learn to teach in ways that support student learning” (p. 163-164). 

Therefore, there is a need for a detailed narrative account furnishing descriptive details of 

teaching in order “to provide a viewpoint to [give] direction to current and future faculty to 

improve their teaching effectiveness” (p. 164). There is the need for more studies that reveal 

personal experiences, to let the teacher-reader visualize due to the limited understanding of 

faculty role (Austin & McDaniels, 2006; Belbase, Luitel, & Taylor, 2013; Nethsinghe, 2012).  

I endeavor to personally share my experiences of developing and being college faculty. 

Following Shulman’s (1986, 1987) construct of pedagogical content knowledge frames my 

teaching experience. My intent for having pedagogical content knowledge emphasizes the 

substitution of giving a lecture, yet more focused on listening to each student through their 

words, handwritten and typed. This intentional development of my pedagogical content 

knowledge is fueled by my being differently-abled, a euphemism for having a disability, which is 

hearing impairment.  
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When I combed through the databases, seeking relevant peer-reviewed journals and other 

resources, there is little or no literature specifically about instructors with disability teaching 

students in higher education. One study, although, discusses co-teaching with individuals with 

disabilities in university courses (Jorgensen, Bates, Frechette, Sonnenmeier, & Curtin, 2011). 

Apart from that study that advocates accurately and effectively representing any disability by 

involving a person with that respective disability for teaching, another study about an instructor 

who has a neuromuscular disability, specifically cerebral palsy, is questioned about her teaching 

ability on varying levels since ironically she teaches about performance (Scott, 2013). Even 

though I managed to find these rare studies about college faculty with disability, I chose instead 

to focus on how I came to this teaching knowledge through writing, with my hearing impairment 

as a natural catalyst to determining my pedagogical content knowledge development.  

On the other hand, there is abundance in the literature regarding instructors interacting 

with students having a disability. Thus, the instructor-student interaction (Moore, 1989) needs to 

include more literature about instructors having a disability. There are constituents such as 

students who will benefit from reading about the efforts of any college instructor with disability 

and/or differently-abled college instructor to ensure quality college teaching.  

Furthermore, I could not find any literature up to date about instructors with disability 

using writing pedagogy, let alone writing prompts. To combine both gap-worthy factors in my 

dissertation, my becoming a college teacher, albeit as being differently-abled and my use of 

writing prompts as pedagogical content knowledge, will serve to fill the gap in the college 

faculty development literature. While I do not necessarily focus on instructors with disabilities, 

my dissertation does serve to help increase awareness of the possibility for any instructor with 

disability to overcome obstacles in their own teaching experience; plus, any instructor with 
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disability may glean ideas from my own teaching experience to define and improve their own 

teaching experience. One more point that Jorgensen, Bates, Frechette, Sonnenmeier, and Curtin 

(2011) strongly advocate is using people-first language. I see my research as a means of bringing 

awareness to the fact that I am a person first by having focused my research on college faculty 

development while examining the development of my pedagogical content knowledge through 

writing over time, with my hearing impairment in the background.  

As for using writing prompts, I derived ideas from Angelo and Cross (1993), Bean 

(2011), and Elbow (1998) and formed my own teaching experience using writing prompts. There 

is a theoretical framework suitable to analyze my teaching experience using writing prompts. It 

is Lee S. Shulman’s (1986, 1987) construct called pedagogical content knowledge (PCK).   

Lee S. Shulman’s Pedagogical Content Knowledge (PCK) as Theoretical Framework 

 Lee S. Shulman’s construct, pedagogical content knowledge (PCK) has been used as the 

theoretical framework when I analyzed my past experiences and teaching experience using 

writing prompts, along with students’ writings and dyadic interviews with peers. Shulman (1986, 

1987) notes how teachers originally focus on having subject matter knowledge, not 

acknowledging having pedagogical knowledge. The paradigm shift occurs during the 1980s 

when pedagogical knowledge superseded content knowledge, causing uncertainty toward which 

knowledge plays a more effective role in quality teaching.  

Quickly after this uncertainty, the equilibrium between subject matter knowledge and 

pedagogical knowledge came to settle when Shulman (1986) observed how it is not strictly about 

the subject matter that the teacher needs to know, but also having pedagogical knowledge adds to 

the effectiveness of teaching.  Therefore, to integrate (Zepke, 2013) both subject matter 

knowledge and pedagogical knowledge forms the construct, pedagogical content knowledge.  
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To visualize how strong PCK is formed after blending both subject matter knowledge and 

pedagogical knowledge in a particular learning environment (Entwistle, 2003; Mishra & 

Koehler, 2006; Shulman, 1986, 1987; Zepke, 2013), I grabbed Zepke’s two-circle Venn diagram 

and readjusted it to fit my following description. I saw content knowledge as the red circle, with 

the pedagogical knowledge as blue. The overlap area between the two circles creates the color 

purple, representing pedagogical content knowledge. Like paint, it is no longer possible to drain 

out or retract red or blue from the purple paint color. Once blended, both content knowledge and 

pedagogical knowledge are forever entwined into pedagogical content knowledge.   

 

Figure 1. PCK Venn diagram inspired by Zepke's (2013) model (p. 98) 

While I created this Venn diagram modeled after Zepke’s (2013), there is something 

missing as Zepke has pointed out in his article on revisiting PCK. He brings in ideas from 

Entwistle (2003) and Mishra and Koehler (2006) to build upon Shulman’s simple construct of 

PCK. Furthermore, Zepke adds to PCK the “threshold concepts” as “building blocks” to 

determine “conceptual gateways” for students to understand a specific subject (p. 99). The five 

common traits of these threshold concepts are “transformative, irreversible, integrative, 
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troublesome, and bounded” (Meyer & Land, 2003). An example of a threshold concept for 

mathematics may be “integer numbers” or “limit” (p. 99). Another example of a threshold 

concept may be cause and effect for history, where students learn how events happened as they 

did that influenced our society today.  

 Zepke (2013) deepens the purpose of threshold concepts by discussing student 

engagement. Engaging students to understand threshold concepts in order to master the subject 

matter is part of a teacher’s pedagogical content knowledge. The teacher needs to figure out 

pedagogically to engage students. What does it take to engage students?  

 Otto and Everett (2013) enhances PCK with another aspect: context. Context includes the 

students, their prior knowledge, and the environment they are learning within. The authors also 

expand the Venn diagram by adding another circle that represents context. The following is my 

readjustment of their expanded version of the PCK Venn diagram:  

 

Figure 2.  Readjustment of Otto & Everett's (2013) three-circle Venn diagram of PCK 
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Otto and Everett (2013) extrapolate how the overlapping areas represent “interaction” between 

the two parts of the pedagogical content knowledge. For instance, the pedagogical knowledge 

influences context knowledge when it comes to determining what students are allowed to take 

part in certain learning environment such as math students already having taken algebra I are 

allowed to come in a classroom assigned for algebra II.  

Other Theoretical Influences 

Although I have determined Lee Shulman’s (1986, 1987) pedagogical content knowledge 

as the theoretical framework, there are other theoretical influences that serve to support my 

examination on the development of my pedagogical content knowledge through writing over 

time. Originally, I did not choose pedagogical content knowledge. Due to my initial intention of 

doing pragmatic qualitative research, I browsed through literature for that “just right” theoretical 

framework.   

After rejecting theory after theory based on student engagement, I was not satisfied. What 

I had unearthed so far did not fit what I had in mind by exploring student perceptions on writing 

pedagogy when I thought I would be approaching this study pragmatically. I originally wanted to 

see how first year students perceive writing as beneficial to further their education, to embrace 

life, and also to prepare for the workplace. After another meeting with my dissertation chair to 

recant the idea of student engagement and focus on something else, I did bring up L. Dee Fink’s 

(2013) taxonomy on significant learning. Dr. Major reminded me that I had to change the 

research topic and research approach, I realized then it was about first year students’ learning 

experience with which I wanted to connect the writing prompts.  
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Fink’s taxonomy on significant learning.  Fink’s (2013) taxonomy on significant 

learning has been heavily cited throughout the literature.  This six-component taxonomy 

constructed by Dee Fink, who had extracted from the earlier taxonomy of Benjamin Bloom’s 

(1956) to delve deeper by including more cognition and also metacognition, I could create 

writing prompts that fit the learning goals as defined for my pedagogical content knowledge. The 

definition for taxonomy is “a language and set of concepts” (Fink, p. 67). By creating a particular 

language with its own concepts to provide structure, Fink has built his taxonomy upon the 

foundation of Bloom’s cognitive taxonomy that had sorely lacked the humanness part of 

learning. Having determined from his own research the “descriptions of quality teaching and 

learning,” Fink also constructed the taxonomy to be applicable to higher education (p. 34). 

Specifically, Fink’s taxonomy focuses on significant learning through foundational knowledge, 

application, integration, human dimension, caring, and learning how to learn. When all six 

components of Fink’s taxonomy are used, students will experience significant learning. In fact, 

“college students frequently report that learning about themselves and about others is among the 

most significant experiences they have during college” (Fink, 2013, p. 50-51). 

 

Figure 3. A diagram of Fink's taxonomy on significant learning (www.vaniercollege.qc.ca) 
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 Marginality vs. mattering. While Shulman’s (1986, 1987) pedagogical content 

knowledge centralized exploring my own teaching experience using writing prompts, I included 

a theoretical influence on how to be sensitive to student needs. To highlight the caring 

component of Fink’s (2013) taxonomy, I also brought in Schlossberg’s (1989) theory of 

marginality vs. mattering. This theory suggests that students need to feel they matter, and writing 

prompts should serve to fill that need because I read what they wrote and provided feedback. The 

act of reading what my students wrote proves the theory of marginality vs. mattering. I reached 

out to them through the feedback I provided so they could understand their own personal 

importance. Writing prompts are my main method and the heart of my teaching philosophy, of 

reaching out to the students.  

 Banking concept of education vs. problem-posing education. While Schlossberg’s 

(1989) theory of marginality and mattering focuses on meeting student needs, Paulo Freire 

(1993) transforms the idea of teaching to learn. Writing prompts parallel to what Freire 

advocates, which is a problem-posing education. Freire has written books including Pedagogy of 

the Oppressed to champion getting rid of the banking concept of education due to its fruitless, 

static teacher-lecture based method of the instructor depositing information into students’ 

memory banks. Students then do not exactly process the information because they are not taught 

to apply and integrate the information. Therefore, they do not retain the deposited information.  

Freire, on the other hand, promotes problem-posing education by teaching learners in concepts 

they can learn and actually apply in their own realities.  

According to Freire, problem-posing education paves the way for students to think for 

themselves and show the responsiveness that I wanted to see in my own classroom. For instance, 

I created writing exercises to prompt students into learning (Shulman, 1986, 1987) how to 
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develop critical, creative, and practical thinking skills (Sternberg, 1989) that could be 

transferable to subsequent classes, in the workplace, and as productive citizens of the community 

(Fink, 2013). Another Freirean approach I utilized was when I helped students see, comprehend, 

and apply with real-life examples through writing.  

 Addressivity. Between Schlossberg (1989) and Freire (1993), there was still a need for a 

theoretical influence based on how to relate, to dialogue with. Referring to Mikhail Bakhtin, how 

I used writing prompts to encourage students to be free in their responsive writing allowed for 

dialogue to take place—not actually verbal but written. Throughout teaching the short ten-week 

orientation class, I shared my own personal anecdotes with students to spark some interest. This 

is addressivity that I used with the students to show how much I valued their learning experience 

to be productive (Clark & Holquist, 1984; Dimitriadis & Kamberlis, 2006; Shields, 2007). When 

it came to completing the writing assignments, I instructed students to be expressive and not 

worry about grammar, punctuation, and other rigid rules of writing imposed upon us. I looked for 

students’ addressivity to change once they realized they no longer needed to be stiffly formal in 

their writing.  

 Interconnectedness of writing. To help students see the point of writing and also the 

writing prompts, I touched on this theorist, Lev Semenovich Vygotsky, for the 

interconnectedness of life and learning (Dimitriadis & Kamberlis, 2006). Vygotsky states how 

learning can be and is affected by how things and situations in life are connected. Through the 

writing exercises I created, I led students to learn how to apply and integrate what they were 

learning through their writing to other classes, in the workplace, and in life. I hoped that the 

students would see the purpose of the writing assignments as being trained to experience, learn, 
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understand, and apply into words about life around them, which would deepen their awareness, 

to improve their perception about how writing helped them think and learn better.  

 In the process of guiding students to see how writing interconnects with learning, I 

learned more about social constructivist theories developed by Vygotsky such as how we 

“develop” through interacting with others. We learn socially and psychologically by being 

around others, listening to others, and observing others. In a Vygotskian way, I learned from my 

own students through their writing about culture. As well when I dug deeper in my past 

experiences, I realized how my teaching experience had been inspired by many factors including 

family, faith, creativity, reading, writing, and higher education. (Dimitriadis & Kamberlis, 2006)   

 Changing impressions and expectations. Having taught Orientation 101 since 2008, I 

began not to believe in my own first impressions of students when they first walked into my 

classroom, when they first wrote in such a manner that revealed their dislike for writing, which 

may or may not influence their willingness to respond to the writing prompts. This is because 

often my first impressions had proven to be incomplete (or incorrect). Therefore, Jacques 

Lacan’s theory seems fitting; it suggests that one individual has expectations for another by 

judging that other person’s potential and achievement based on character and ability (Dimitriadis 

& Kamberlis, 2006). My expectations for each student must be flexible and not fixed on their 

initial impressions regarding writing; their own perspectives on writing changed over time the 

more they wrote. Also I needed to be sure to provide frequent, timely feedback in order to help 

students learn and also feel good about their writing activity.  

 On a side note, I did not know about other orientation instructors at the same institution 

where I taught, but I quickly changed the first year students’ minds about the orientation class, 
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my own orientation class, being an easy A largely due to the writing prompts. Therefore, I 

pushed my students to work for that A.  

Précis: Literature Gap and Theoretical Framework 

 The gap in the college faculty development literature is the personal experience of 

becoming college faculty influences the development of pedagogical content knowledge. The 

other smaller, but still gap-worthy factors include being a differently-abled instructor and using 

writing prompts. Adhering to Shulman’s (1986, 1987) pedagogical content knowledge with 

additions of Otto and Everett’s (2013) context knowledge and Zepke’s (2013) threshold concepts 

aided in my attempt to fill such gaps in order to contribute to the college faculty development 

literature.  

The next and last layer of this literature review delves deeper into the theoretical 

landscape of my examination on each area of my pedagogical content knowledge, which are 

pedagogical knowledge (writing prompts), content knowledge (orientation and college 

readiness), and context knowledge (first year students and the orientation classroom).  

Third Layer: Areas of My Pedagogical Content Knowledge 

The third and last layer of this literature review begins with discussing the establishment 

of first year experience and orientation programs before inquiring how the paradigmatic shift in 

higher education from teacher-centered lectures to student-centered learning helps the following:  

support the quest to incorporate writing into the orientation course from assessing students’ 

writing skills as college-ready or not, change the curriculum to include intensive writing, 

redefine college faculty’s role in motivating students to write to learn. Student engagement, 

student perceptions, and writing pedagogy are also discussed to round out this third layer of 

literature review.  

 



52 

 

College Readiness: First Year Experience/Orientation 

My role as a freshman orientation instructor would not have existed if it were not for the 

establishment of first year experience and orientation programs. An historical review on how 

first year experience and orientation programs started helps crystallize the contextual background 

(Otto & Everett, 2013) of my pedagogical content knowledge. Thusly, Overland and Rentz 

(2004) provide an historical overview on how first year experience and orientation programs 

started. Beginning with the shift of parent to faculty as in loco parentis, then to student affairs 

practitioners, the orientation program has undergone evolutionary changes regarding its role, the 

length of its program, and services to offer. Presently, the orientation program serves students by 

helping them acclimate to college life, both in academics and campus involvement. The first year 

of college is a rite of passage, a transitional time, an experimentation of autonomy (Astin, 1993; 

Evans, 1996; Kuh & Whitt, 1988; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Students need to know what to 

do and where to start (Tinto, 2005). The first year experience and orientation programs are 

designed to help the freshmen, transfer students, nontraditional and returning students transition 

to college (ORI 101 & ORT 100: Orientation to College Student Workbook, 2014). According to 

Chickering’s seven vectors of student development, students learn to adjust through various 

stages of adjustment such as self-identity and independence (Evans, 1996). Astin (1993), Moore 

(1989), Pascarella and Terenzini (2005), and Tinto (2005) advocate faculty-student and peer 

interactions because students thrive on relationships convenient to help them survive college in 

forms of feedback, conferences, and campus involvement.  

Yet when it comes to taking the orientation course, students do not understand its 

significance for their college experience (Conley, 2008; Kuh, 2007; Rothman, 2012; Tinto, 

2005). Statistics report that the majority of first year students are not ready for college in areas of 
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reading comprehension, writing ability, and math (Kuh, 2007; Rothman, 2012; Spellings, 2006; 

Tinto, 2005). These authors discuss reasons for lack of college readiness being technology and 

high schools’ failure in preparing students for post-graduation futures. The purpose of the 

orientation program is to abide by the institution’s mission and goals in preparing students 

academically and socially (Orientation Workbook, 2014).   

Composition Skills 

The historical overview on how first year experience and orientation programs 

crystallizes the contextual background (Otto & Everett, 2013) of my pedagogical content 

knowledge and also reveals the simple purpose of preparing students for college and also for the 

workplace. In that case, I saw writing prompts as a useful tool in preparing first year students. 

Still, before showing how to incorporate writing into an orientation course, it is imperative to 

understand how composition skills are essential for students’ communication and interpersonal 

skills, along with educational endeavors and employability (Bartlett, 2003; Reither, 1985). Yet 

elite institutions such as Princeton are not instilling strong writing skills in their students due to 

writing instruction having deteriorated from neglect (Bartlett). In response to the paradigm shift 

from lecture and exams to student-centered learning, instructors cater their writing instruction to 

ensure students’ composition skills are well-developed (Brownlee, Walker, Lennox, Exley, & 

Pearce, 2009; Charlton, 2011; Downs & Wardle, 2007). Instructors look for innovative ways of 

getting students to practice writing, putting down onto paper thoughts and ideas. Charlton urges 

his students to take advantage of the first year in college by capturing the adventurous spirit into 

words on paper and write in any form. Downs and Wardle share the results from their respective 

case studies how developing composition skills has led the participants to self-actualization, 

from which they had observed how they organized their thoughts onto paper and then worked on 
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revising those thoughts to flow better. Writing self-efficacy stems from having self-confidence 

and certainty with one’s skill to write (Jones, 2008), and it is imperative that students have 

writing self-efficacy to better develop their composition skills.  

Curricular change. After understanding the essence of honing composition skills before 

learning how to incorporate writing prompts in the orientation class, there is the necessity to take 

time to critically evaluate the orientation curriculum to determine more productive writing 

opportunities. This curricular change angle provides the pedagogical background of my 

pedagogical content knowledge. The current orientation curriculum may need to be transformed 

to adopt these opportunities. Therefore, to embrace the paradigm shift from static, content-laden 

lecture format to dynamic, student-focused learning, changes to the curriculum are necessary 

(Barr & Tagg, 1995; Freire, 1993; Paulsen & Feldman, 2007; Weimer, 2013). Writing across the 

curriculum has already enforced some curricular changes in which writing has been incorporated 

across academic disciplines. Fishman and Reiff have collaboratively worked with the English 

department at University of Tennessee at Knoxville to revamp the English 101 and 102 courses 

in order to concentrate more aggressively on writing. In English 101, students read and analyze 

the rhetoric. In other words, they are to investigate the author’s intention for writing the piece 

they have just read. In the next English course, students are more empowered to apply rhetoric 

by devising research-driven expositions in order to explain their own arguments. Fishman and 

Reiff’s (2011) efforts in revamping the English 101 and 102 courses have proved successful due 

to their continuance to this day.  

Other curricular efforts do not necessarily mean to overhaul the entire curriculum or even 

a particular course. A curricular change may only occur when the instructor decides to change 

pedagogical methods. Fallahi, Wood, Austad, and Fallahi (2006) have responded to the issue of 
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psychology students not having learned applicable writing skills. They comment how the 

composition classes have not been instrumental in teaching students to write in other academic 

disciplines. Consequently, Fallahi et al. incorporated writing instruction to help psychology 

students improve on their writing assignments.  

Recursive writing. Although curricular changes may happen and more writing 

opportunities are given, students still need to learn how to do recursive writing. Recursive 

writing, meaning writing in multiple drafts and revisions, is no longer restricted to the 

composition classes. Still, writing instruction is the starting place. According to the National 

Council of Teachers of English (2012), the writing instruction is to be of high standard. The 

instructor, whether being full-time, adjunct, or graduate assistant, is required to demonstrate both 

writing excellence and competent teaching of composition. Additionally, the Council of Writing 

Program Administrators (WPA) Outcomes Statement for First-Year Composition, drafted with 

collaborative effort, serves to outline the outcomes expected for the writing across the curriculum 

discipline (Harrington, Malencyzk, Peckham, Rhodes, & Yancey, 2001). Both national formal 

statements demand writing excellence, quality writing instruction, sufficient quantity of writing 

practice, and utilize writing for critical thinking development.  

Writing across the curriculum (WAC). How I saw the usefulness in writing prompts is 

that such pedagogical method is transferable across academic disciplines. My use of writing 

prompts is not exactly a novel idea. Writing across the curriculum (WAC) has been fostered 

within the past decades at multiple institutions. However, WAC has been debated for its 

productivity in teaching students the discipline of writing and how it helps develop critical 

thinking skills. A focus group has convened to discuss the benefits and drawbacks between 

traditional lecture and exam format and WAC; the majority favors WAC for the learning 
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outcomes (Todd & Hudson, 2008). No longer does writing need to be viewed as an end product, 

but instead it is a process, a means to learning and developing critical thinking skills (Williams & 

Takaku, 2011).  

College Faculty Perceptions on Writing Activities 

College faculty needs to be informed of the benefits for incorporating more intensive 

writing opportunities such as writing prompts into their classes. College faculty perceptions for 

first year student writing development vary depending on their own writing instruction. Bean 

(2011) recommends that the instructor makes writing a meaningful experience to students by 

assigning productive writing assignments. College faculty has the responsibility to ensure that 

students are developing applicable writing skills. Yet some share the view that students are not 

cooperative and instead are disinclined to write.  

 Collier and Morgan (2007) determine how to provide writing instruction by either 

“targeting the individual or representative group” or “tailoring the instruction for the class” (p. 

444). For instance, the first-generation college students are not certain what the instructor asks in 

terms of writing. Therefore, they are “targeted” for more specific writing instruction such as 

using literal words “type” rather than “write” to indicate how to complete the writing assignment 

(Collier & Morgan, p. 440). Actually, college teachers seem to think they are at no fault while 

some students on the other hand experience frustration with the unclear instructions to complete 

writing assignments (Collier & Morgan; Gambell, 1987). What college teachers want to see in 

students’ writing are creative responses to the research conducted and information given to 

demonstrate individual progress in critical thinking. Libarkin and Ording (2012) and Pausch 

(2008) state that lucid instructions and feedback are instrumental in order to receive the desired 

results from students’ writing.  
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 On the flip side, college faculty has its own reservations about assigning writing. Faculty 

reluctance and lack of incentive are the common barriers due to the dichotomy of teachers’ 

desire for students to learn and yet not changing their pedagogical practice including the ever-

dominant practice of lecturing (Fink, 2013). Still, their concerns include extra amount of paper 

grading, fairness in grading/evaluating, time limitations to read, grade, and return with feedback, 

appropriateness to the course, and credibility in giving writing instruction (Bean, 2011; Libarkin 

& Ording, 2012; O’Connell & Dyment, 2006). After having conducted a focus group of faculty 

members, O’Connell and Dyment receive suggestions about how to grade writing. Informal or 

expressive writing can be graded as part of the participation grade or as pass/fail; whereas formal 

writing requires more careful grading, perhaps with use of rubrics.  

Student-Centered Learning 

Whether or not they do decide to incorporate more writing activity, college teachers need 

to acknowledge how the paradigm shift from static lecture-based teaching to dynamic student-

centered learning helps redefine the college experience (Barr & Tagg, 1995; Fink, 2013; Freire, 

1993; Paulsen & Feldman, 2007; Weimer, 2013). Recursive writing supports student-centered 

learning, where students are empowered in improving their writing development. Thus, 

instructors are no longer teachers but architects who design the learning environment for students 

to participate and learn (Schwartz, Chase, & Bransford, 2012). 

Students do not always retain all information from lectures; they learn better when they 

do hands-on learning such as writing, which will create a tangible effect on the memory. With 

the growing volume of textbooks filled with more and more information compiled over years of 

research, history, and knowledge, students need teachers to teach them not necessarily the 

content, but the means to learn how to learn. (Fink, 2013)   
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Schwartz, Chase, and Bransford (2012) collaborated to address the issue of “overzealous 

transferring” understanding and skills to other classes. The main argument in this study is to 

encourage students to be more willing to embrace change, by letting go of the old, well-grooved 

mentality of learning and grabbing hold of the mind-bending newness. The recurring theme 

throughout their study is how to determine ways to discourage students from frequently using old 

routine methods of learning and instead encourage them to try innovative methods to understand 

and/or apply new concepts. The authors concede that there are times when previous techniques 

to learn something new do work; however, they interject that students need to realize and also 

acknowledge there are other ways to comprehend phenomena and solving problems. By forcing 

themselves to think beyond the usual approach of learning, students will remember for a longer 

period of time what they have learned. Also, students need to question what they have been 

learning rather than just accepting the material being taught to them.  

College instructors will choose different approaches to empower students in their 

learning process such as peer teaching (Tessier, 2004) and debate (Tessier, 2009). To examine 

how learning happens, Levine, Fallahi, Nicoll-Senft, Tessier, Watson, and Wood (2008) refer to 

Fink’s (2013) taxonomy of significant learning. The six elements focus on application and 

connection of the material or experience being learned and also developing interpersonal and 

communication skills. The transferability of learning to other academic disciplines can be done 

through writing as the vessel. Students are to learn to adapt to change and whatever they do 

learn, they can still adjust by transferring the learning (Schwartz, Chase, & Bransford, 2012) 

through writing.  

Student engagement. Students need to be engaged; college instructors now can see how 

writing activities help contribute to engaging students to learn. Student engagement is when a 
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student is willing to participate and learn, which is different from student-centered learning 

where the environment is set up to provide optimal learning experience for the students 

regardless of whether they want it or not. College instructors play an important role in facilitating 

student engagement by interacting with students, keeping office hours, and providing timely 

feedback as examples (AlKandari, 2011; Kuh, 2008). Saavedra and Saavedra (2011) comment 

on how student engagement will help students academically, which, in turn, will improve their 

communication skills as desired by potential employers.  

Sullivan (2012) centers his theory about engaging students by espousing “intrinsic 

motivation.” To engage students to overcome their aversion to writing requires inspiration and 

self-efficacy, and Sullivan has come up with three strategies to keep students interested with 

writing. “Variety, choice, and disguised repetition” provide students different opportunities to 

write expressively and in variable formats, which are examples of successful student engagement 

(Sullivan). 

 Student perceptions. How to exactly explore student perceptions calls for creative 

measures of student engagement; and, having students write is one of the most effective 

measures to gain insight as to their thoughts and feelings. One article from Journal of Palliative 

Medicine uses grounded theory approach to figure out student perceptions with the application of 

Kolb’s theory of experiential learning. These six authors share how the curriculum has 

undergone some changes and that they use the method of evaluating reflective writing to 

determine the effectiveness of these new curricular changes. Conducting a program evaluation 

through the medium of analyzing students’ reflective writing solidifies the standpoint on how 

and why writing exercises exemplify significant learning experience. “The reflective writing 

analysis validated progress toward student mastery of the objectives” (Head, Earnshaw, 
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Greenberg, Morehead, Pfeifer, & Shaw, 2012, p. 540). These students had shared how through 

writing, they were “more prepared and also how the writing helps them never to forget what they 

learned” (p. 539-541). Specifically, this study has been conducted in a medical school field to 

foster students’ deeper, more meaningful understanding through reflective writing. These 

students’ changed perceptions on writing emphasizes the necessary advocacy for more writing 

practice in any classroom, especially for first year students who are inadequately prepared in the 

area of writing (Kuh, 2007; Spellings, 2006).  

On the other hand, there are students, as the research reveals, who perceive their own 

writing skills as good enough for college or employable enough for the workplace (Simkin, 

Crews, & Groves, 2012). Yet these same students value the importance of good writing skills, 

refuting the presuppositions that they did not care about or think of writing skills as important for 

college and also for the workplace. Such contrasting evidence leads to necessitating constructive 

feedback, to provide outside perspective of the students’ writing skills as college-ready and 

employable.  

Feedback. To validate any student’s perceptions is to provide feedback; emphatically 

more so, providing feedback will contribute to engaging students in their own learning process 

aided by responding to the writing prompts. When I read students’ writings, I gave feedback by 

jotting in the margins. There are moments where students need constructive criticism on their 

learning process, through tangible forms of completing assignments, written/typed work, and 

verbal responses (Agius & Wilkinson, 2014; Busse, 2013; Harran, 2011; Hyland, 2013). 

Students need to hear from the teacher about their learning process, and that is feedback. 

Feedback is loosely defined as written or verbal acknowledgement, positive or negative, of the 

individual’s efforts and may include advice or suggestion for improvement.  
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 Not all feedback is productive or helpful. Students do not welcome generic, platitudinal, 

summarized, or vague feedback and would even prefer to not receive feedback at all (Agius & 

Wilkinson, 2014; Harran, 2011). Even more so, Elbow (1998) disagreed with feedback on free 

writing exercises; therefore, he stated how it takes away the purpose of careless, freethinking 

writing that he aimed for learners to adopt in order to get over their writing anxiety. Two more 

drawbacks about feedback include: if or when the teacher overcompensates by giving false 

praise; and, gives only positive feedback when negative constructive feedback needs to be also 

given. How would students know what needs correcting or improving if they do not receive 

negative constructive feedback, if all they receive is positive feedback? They would be falsely 

led into perceiving that they are doing good work (Simkin, Crews, & Groves, 2012).  

Instructor-student interaction. After such arguments positing that not all feedback is 

productive or helpful, college instructors need to make the effort to provide feedback that would 

foster strong teacher-learner interaction as partly defined by Moore’s (1989) three-part 

interaction. Specifically more so, students need to perceive feedback as integral to their writing 

process for learning, not as “an end product of interaction” (Harran, 2011, p. 420). The 

interactional relationship between the instructor and students through feedback allows the 

students to feel they are being listened to through their writing, which will then result in students 

having the motivation to keep writing, to improve their writing (Hyland, 2013).  

Students perceive the invested time and effort in the feedback given by the instructor 

when the feedback exhibits the following characteristics: balanced (both positive and 

constructive negative), timely/immediate, specific, detailed/explanatory, individualized, 

attentive, focused, forward-looking (future improvement), transferability, addressing 

grammatical errors, and suggestive rather than imperative making the corrections or revisions 
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(Agius & Wilkerson, 2014; Busse, 2013; Harran, 2011; Hyland, 2013; Simkin, Crews, & Groves, 

2012). Feedback needs to be given similarly to how a coach will give an athlete during practice, 

in order to provide an opportunity to correct and improve upon oneself before participating in a 

competitive event to prevent possible injury or disqualification.  

Students make the effort to work on their writing; thus, the teacher needs to make the 

effort to provide productive, constructive, timely feedback to confirm students’ learning in order 

to encourage them to continue in their writing efforts. Yet what if the students do not know how 

to receive feedback? How do they perceive feedback as a means to improve their performance? 

Students may need some training to learn how to utilize feedback as means for improvement, 

including revising their writing (Agius & Wilkinson, 2014). Students need to learn that writing 

is, in form, learning and helps with “creat[ing] specific meanings” (Hyland, 2013, p. 184).  

Writing Pedagogy 

After encompassing the need to change the orientation course to incorporate more 

intensive writing, namely writing prompts, college faculty is encouraged to be more willing to 

assign to foster student-centered learning, engagement, and improve writing development. 

College instructors need to be aware of various ways of using writing prompts as a pedagogical 

method and how to effectively encourage students to write. Considerably, “the cognitive role of 

writing” helps students realize the evolutionary growth in their thinking process that stem from 

reading and writing (Hudd, Smart, & Delohery, 2011, p. 180). When the instructor utilizes 

writing as a pedagogical tool, students completing these writing assignments will learn more than 

just composition and critical thinking skills; they will see the interconnectedness between what 

they learn and practice and how they live their lives. The research attests how writing enhances 

the learning experience by which the following two studies will help support.  
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A Taiwanese quantitative study reveals that writing contributes to critical thinking skills, 

which are crucial for problem solving and creativity. The statistics show that even individuals 

with mathematical and scientific reasoning do not possess the high level of creative thinking as 

those who write often (Wang, 2012). For that reason, writing is essential for critical thinking 

development.  

In the other supporting study, Sommers and Saltz (2004) conducted a longitudinal 

investigation at Harvard University to inquire if there is a relationship between writing ability 

and first year experience in college. Therefore, the class of 2001 participated by completing 

online surveys; a random sampling of sixty-five from this class of over two hundred have been 

invited to get more involved in the study, to bring writing samples and also be interviewed every 

term. A case study has been conducted on each of the sixty-five participants. Their comments on 

the writing-intensive courses are favorable. Some discuss how much they have learned from all 

the research and writing they had to do. When asked about taking a course with no writing 

assigned, they reply that they would not feel autonomous in their learning process but instead as 

one participant eloquently explained: “I would have felt as if I was just being fed a lot of 

information. My papers are my opportunity to think and say something for myself, a chance to 

disagree” (Sommers & Saltz, p. 128).  

Writing anxiety. Although with both previous studies acclaiming the benefits of writing, 

Martinez, Kock, and Cass (2011) argue in their study that there are students who deal with 

writing anxiety. Writing anxiety can be in any form such as procrastination, aggression, 

compulsive rewriting, or refusal to write. Therefore, Martinez et al. suggest for college faculty to 

provide coping strategies if they suspect any student struggling with writing anxiety. The coping 

strategies include feedback, assistance with the writing process, leisure reading, or writing for 
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extra credit. Creswell (2009) seconds the advice of leisure reading not just to address writing 

anxiety, but also for getting ready mentally to write. Other ways to prepare for writing, Creswell 

suggests, include “leisurely writing activity, such as writing a letter to a friend, brainstorming on 

the computer, reading some good writing, or studying a favorite poem” (p. 81).  

 Purpose of writing pedagogy. In addressing writing anxiety, college instructors need to 

ascertain what writing pedagogy to use with students, to instill endurance through writing 

practice. Bain (2004) refers to the writing pedagogy that best teachers use, that they ponder what 

profound questions or writing assignments that will inspire students to analytically and creatively 

write (p. 52-53). Writing assignments may be similar to the one-minute paper (Angelo & Cross, 

1993; Drew & Klopper, 2014), journal writing (Everett, 2013; O’Connell & Dyment, 2006), and 

reflective writing (Hudd, Smart, and Delohery, 2011; Yancey, 1998). In short, writing pedagogy 

is effective when the instructor designs the writing assignments to encourage students to improve 

their writing development and also develop critical thinking skills; and, that students understand 

the purpose of and complete these writing assignments. 

Précis: Areas of My PCK 

Using writing prompts as part of my teaching experience, I sought to establish my 

pedagogical content knowledge (Shulman, 1986, 1987) to provide a significant learning 

experience (Fink, 2013) within orientation courses. The purpose of the first year experience and 

orientation programs has been explored to portray the understanding that this particular course is 

more than just an introductory class with rudimentary assignments designed to get to know the 

institution and its mission. With different academic pursuits, there is a need for at least one 

particular course in which all students can be taught the foundation of surviving and succeeding 
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in college through writing. No matter the level of college readiness, students still need a course 

where they can focus on developing and honing writing skills and simply practice writing.  

The composition classes, as the studies suggest, are not enough when it comes to 

instilling writing self-efficacy and promoting student engagement and student-centered learning; 

whereas, the orientation course is in a position to step up from simply welcoming first year 

students to college to providing a thought-provoking, skill-building learning environment. The 

writing assignments are to be designed for students to get past writing anxiety, develop writing 

self-efficacy by perceiving writing as a means to learn, analyze, communicate, and practice 

writing college-level papers.  

The ideal curriculum change for the orientation course is to have students learn about and 

experience peer assessment and instructor feedback on writing. There is college faculty who is 

reluctant about assigning writing in their classes, regardless of what academic discipline, due to 

grading load, grading subjectivity, time, decreased content-based lecture, and questionable 

qualification to provide writing instruction. These concerns are addressed with reasons to 

incorporate writing in classrooms such as improving student engagement, advocating student-

centered learning, developing critical thinking skills, and improving composition skills in 

specific disciplines.  

Précis: Literature Review as Whole 

 This triune-layered literature review now has exhausted discussing college faculty 

development, literature gap being the personal experience of becoming a college teacher 

influencing the development of pedagogical content knowledge, theoretical framework of 

pedagogical content knowledge, and the areas of my pedagogical content knowledge. The main 

reason for my doing three layers of a literature review is autoethnographic, where I begin with 
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the general focus of college faculty development before narrowing down to my personal 

development of becoming a college teacher by having pedagogical content knowledge to guide 

my teaching experience using writing prompts as a freshman orientation instructor. My creative 

approach doing literature review in three layers leads to the next chapter, where I go into detail 

about why and how autoethnography makes the best fit as a research method in sharing the 

development of my pedagogical content knowledge through writing over time.  
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CHAPTER III: 

METHODOLOGY 

By wisdom a house is built,  

And by understanding it is established;  

By knowledge the rooms are filled 

With all precious and pleasant riches 

~Proverbs 24:3-4 

 

 Having discerned the literature gap being the personal experience of becoming a college 

teacher influencing the development of pedagogical content knowledge through writing, I 

decided to explore my own teaching experience using writing prompts to solidify the purpose of 

sharing my pedagogical content knowledge (Shulman, 1986, 1987). Therefore, autoethnography 

as the chosen methodology invigorated the purpose of my research (Saldaña, 2015). 

To better understand the role of autoethnographic approach in my research, I will discuss 

how it construed from qualitative research of natural setting and researcher positionality, along 

with a social constructionist philosophy with strains of constructivism. Not only do the attributes 

of qualitative research and social constructionism buttress the autoethnographic approach, I will 

also assert how being creative, using writing as inquiry, and telling stories work for my research. 

Therefore, this chapter solidifies my intention of doing an autoethnography with its qualitative 

methods of writing to extract from memories, journal-keeping, ethnographic field notes (Van 

Maanen, 2011), purposeful sampling of students’ writings, and dyadic interviews with peers.  

 These qualitative methods fortify how I constructed the autoethnographic vignettes 

(Humphreys, 2005; Neyman, 2011) and reflections to illustrate the development from my past 
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experiences of my teaching philosophy centered on writing prompts as pedagogical content 

knowledge and also my teaching experience using writing prompts. The vignettes and reflections 

led to a narrative analysis approach and thematic approach to conducting data analysis using the 

theoretical framework of Shulman’s pedagogical content knowledge with additions of Otto and 

Everett’s (2013) context knowledge and Zepke’s (2013) threshold concepts.   

Purpose of Using Autoethnography 

As an autoethnographer, I intend to show why and how writing prompts helped with my 

teaching experience; and my chosen theoretical framework of Lee Shulman’s (1986, 1987) 

pedagogical content knowledge serves to prove my truth, my reality, my verisimilitude—the 

writing prompts. The verisimilitude (Ellis, 2004) means that my self-narrative inquiry “evokes a 

feeling that the experience described is true, coherent, believable, and connects the reader to the 

writer’s world” (Denzin, 2014, p. 70). The intended circumstances focused on exploring my 

teaching experience as to whether or not my students’ writings and also my peers’ perspectives 

reflect my axiological belief (Creswell, 2013) about writing prompts as pedagogical content 

knowledge (Shulman, 1986, 1987) designed for significant learning experience (Fink, 2013).  

Why Qualitative Research? 

 Showing how autoethnography is the chosen research method for examining the 

development of my pedagogical content knowledge through writing over time, I first lay out the 

foundation of qualitative research from which autoethnography stems. There is qualitative 

research, and its counterpart is quantitative research. Qualitative research differs from 

quantitative research in terms of characteristics. Quantitative research uses instruments to 

objectively calculate the data, for instance. Whereas the characteristics that make up qualitative 

research include the following: natural setting, key instrument being the researcher with his or 



69 

 

her own background and reflections, use of variable complex methods, inductive and perhaps 

deductive reasoning emerging from the research process, and holistic account (Creswell, 2013). 

The qualitative methods focus on making sense of the world, the society in which we live (Ellis, 

2004).  

 Qualitative methods allow for the researcher to provide descriptive details to guide 

readers through experiences vicariously with the intent of social awareness and understanding 

(Ellis, 2004). To experience vicariously means to have a natural setting such as a classroom, lab, 

or workplace. As the key instrument of qualitative research, the researcher uses the natural 

setting, along with other methods including interviews, observations, recordkeeping, and 

journals. Through such variable methods, the researcher’s intent for the research conducted 

provides the background, why, and how the data is being collected. In addition, the researcher’s 

self-positioning within the research process enhances the purpose of study. The researcher 

interacts with the persons either witnessing or actively involved in the situation being studied. In 

order to validate the purpose of the qualitative research, the researcher needs to be flexible and 

reflexive throughout the research process; because while using different methods and interacting 

with different individuals, the researcher will discover affirmative, new, or even contrary ideas 

and developing theories. By embracing the emergent design of the research process, the 

researcher will easily welcome diverse perceptions and still look for thematic connections that tie 

together to support the purpose of the research and provide theorized answers to questions. 

(Creswell, 2013) 

 Therefore, I found qualitative research a best fit for my research goals; the methods used 

for qualitative research appealed greatly to me due to my own professional passion for writing, 

for students under my instruction to understand the importance and power of writing as 
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significant learning experience. The methods I intended to apply to examine the development of 

my pedagogical content knowledge through writing were my own past reflections, ethnographic 

field notes and observation, students’ handwritten and also typed writings, and the final career 

exploration essay—all which took place in the natural setting of a computer lab-style classroom. 

I also had conversation-like dyadic interviews with several peers to discuss my use of writing 

prompts.  

My research focus was more than just a backyard research environment within my own 

classroom. Thanks to the encouragement of having emergent design as part of the qualitative 

research, the potential for any new ways cropping up during the research process encouraged the 

expanding of my data pool to outside of the classroom. By representing past memories, 

ethnographic field notes, students’ writings, and dyadic interviews as vignettes and reflections, I 

sought to best share the development of my pedagogical content knowledge through writing. 

Having such pedagogical content knowledge helped instill within students stronger critical, 

creative, and practical thinking skills (Sternberg, 1989) and better writing dynamics (Elbow, 

1998; Sommers & Saltz, 2004), promoting learner-centered education (Barr & Tagg, 1995; 

Freire, 1993; Weimer, 2013)—all signifying the purpose of college faculty development.  

Social Constructionism as Interpretive Framework 

In determining on which interpretive framework to base my qualitative research on the 

development of my pedagogical content knowledge through writing, I learned how social 

constructionism fits what I had in mind. Social constructionism, according to Creswell (2013), is 

a study of how persons perceive their surroundings, the environment, and the world as whole. 

Whether by simply being a witness to or by being actively involved in whatever problematic 

situation, the perceptions of these persons reveal individualistic opinions; furthermore, these 
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opinions will help substantiate an evaluative need for a study, a research, to determine the social 

construction of the situation. The ontological beliefs, adhering to social constructionism, discern 

variable perspectives of persons who all are experiencing or have experienced this particular 

situation. The situation is what it is, a reality experienced by many different persons. Moving 

forward, the epistemological beliefs sharpen the focus on how I as the researcher would conduct 

the study, with the assistance of the persons experiencing the situation. I determined how each 

and every person’s perspective was constructed by the communal experience (writing prompts), 

which may be or may not be replicated for research purposes. I had the ethical responsibility 

based on axiological beliefs to ensure that each person’s perspective and also own character are 

respectfully represented, which in turn will validate the research overall. (Creswell)  

While it is imperative to stick to the problem and also the purpose of the study, I 

acknowledged the twists and turns after interviews, written responses, observations, and any 

other phenomena of the situation have taken place in order to have a flexible approach to inquiry. 

By being flexible in seeking conclusive theories, I as the social constructivist learned and 

benefitted from emergent ideas that enhanced the purpose of study. With many different persons’ 

individualistic perspectives solidifying the need to seek answers to the purpose and/or problem 

of the study, social constructionism provides the fitting structure for organizing and inductively 

theorizing the information gleaned from different perspectives. However different the 

individualistic perspectives may be, social constructionism brings together the data to form 

theoretical conclusions historically, culturally, socioeconomically, and/or any other way 

phenomenally. (Creswell, 2013) 
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Strains of Constructivism 

Although social constructionism primarily framed the interpretation of my examining the 

development of my pedagogical content knowledge through writing, there were strains of 

constructivism. I constructively developed pedagogical content knowledge that helped make it 

possible for me to be a college instructor. From my past experiences, I learned to use writing 

prompts to interact with students. Through my using writing prompts, I utilized students’ prior 

understandings by looking for ways to develop connections between pre-existing student 

knowledge and new knowledge in order to create a learning environment where students were 

engaged to take on challenges (Brackenbury, 2012; Bucat, 1998; King, 1993).   

Another way of looking at constructivism as an integral part of the social constructionism 

philosophy in my research is how students responded to the writing prompts and also how other 

college teachers would apply my pedagogical content knowledge as their own in their 

classrooms. In other words, students did not write the same in response to the writing prompts; 

they were constructing their answers differently. As for college teachers applying my 

pedagogical content knowledge, they may not construct it exactly as I do; instead, they may 

construct it differently to fit their learning goals for students. (Barr & Tagg, 1995; Cruz & 

Sholder, 2013).  

While constructivism underlined the purpose for my pedagogical content knowledge as to 

help students see writing in a new way as a feasible way to gain “a transformed internal view of 

subject matter, subject landscape, or even world view” (Meyer & Land, 2005, p. 373), I still 

adhered to social constructionism philosophy in approaching my study as to determine the best 

way of sharing my pedagogical content knowledge. In this study, I am showing how my 
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pedagogical content knowledge can be transferable to any other classroom other than a first year 

orientation classroom.   

The Research Approach: Autoethnography 

Drawing from the philosophical stance of social constructionism with strains of 

constructivism, I tightened my research approach into the form of autoethnography to examine 

the development of my pedagogical content knowledge through writing over time. There was the 

possibility of choosing participatory action research approach, since I was indeed researching my 

own practice of teaching. Krajewski and Schwartz (2014) describe participatory action research 

as the following:  

Often conducted by practitioners with the primary intention of improving their classroom 

practices, action research is the impetus for teachers’ changes, including changes in their 

pedagogy, changes in their thinking, and changes in their confidence, which leads to 

professional growth and improvement. (p. 547) 

 

However much the purpose of my research qualified as action research, I especially focused on 

sharing the development of my pedagogical content knowledge with others. I also wanted to 

prove my competency as a differently-abled instructor. Any potential improvement in my 

classroom practice happened to be a result out of my examination.  

Ultimately, I chose autoethnography (Chang, 2008; Denzin, 2014; Ellis, 2004; Goodall, 

2000, 2008; Hoppes, 2014; Meneley & Young, 2005; Muncey, 2010; Pelias, 2013)  to explore 

my teaching experience using writing prompts (Angelo & Cross, 1993; Elbow, 1998)  in a self-

narrative way, drawing upon my own experience to tell stories filled with dialogue, past 

experience, reflection, and epiphany in present tense (Ellis, 2004; Humphreys, 2005) to share my 

constructed knowledge and reality (Creswell, 2013; Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). 

Autoethnography “re-tells and re-performs these life experiences as they intersect with history, 

politics, and culture” (Denzin, 2014, p. 28). I wanted to explore my own teaching experience as a 
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freshman orientation instructor using writing prompts to engage first year students. Therefore, I 

constructed this study as a self-narrative analysis connecting the personal with the culture 

(Chang, 2008; Denzin, 2014; Ellis, 2004; Goodall, 2000, 2008; Hoppes, 2014; Meneley & 

Young, 2005; Pelias, 2013). I narratively and reflexively learned how and why my pedagogical 

content knowledge of using writing prompts was effective for my own teaching experience. I 

creatively shared my teaching experience using writing prompts with others such as creating a 

virtual kaleidoscopic lens to provide insight into how I came up with the idea of using writing 

prompts in order to teach. I autoethnographically connected my personal perspectives on writing 

prompts with the culture of my own orientation classroom, the culture of first year students 

taking a required orientation course at a northeastern Alabama two-year public community 

college.  

Through the emergent design (Creswell, 2013; Glesne, 2011; Savin-Baden & Major, 

2013) of my writing this narrative inquiry, connecting personal with culture (Chang, 2008; 

Denzin, 2014; Ellis, 2004; Goodall, 2000, 2008; Hoppes, 2014; Meneley & Young, 2005; 

Muncey, 2010; Pelias, 2013), I figured out how to improve the use of writing prompts in order to 

show students how to use (Shulman, 1986, 1987) writing (Angelo & Cross, 1993; Bean, 2011; 

Elbow, 1998; Reither, 1985) to continue in their learning (Fink, 2013), both in subsequent 

classes and for life.  

To autoethnographically share the development of my pedagogical content knowledge, I 

am in a unique position to which Ellis (2009) has captured the essence of an autoethnographer:  

As an autoethnographer, I am both the author and focus of the story, the one who tells 

and the one who experiences, the observer and the observed…I am the person at the 

intersection of the personal and the cultural, thinking and observing as an ethnographer 

and writing and describing as a storyteller. (p. 13) 

 

As any autoethnographer, I am a storyteller and I have many tales to share.  
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Challenge of autoethnography. There are different views on autoethnography. In regard 

to examining the development of my pedagogical content knowledge through writing over time, 

I drew mostly from Chang’s (2008) “cultural analysis and interpretation with” (p. 46) “evocative 

and engaging narrative details” (Ellis & Bochner, 2002). To simplify autoethnography, Glesne 

(2011) explains that autoethnography “begins with the self, the personal biography” (p. 247). Yet 

I viewed autoethnography as a distinct challenge, where Chase (2005) states that 

autoethnography “works to hold self and culture together, albeit not in equilibrium or stasis” (p. 

764). Carolyn Ellis (2004) has emphasized in her books on autoethnography that self-narrative 

writing is not simple, and not many researchers are able to pull off writing evocatively and 

descriptively enough to create a purposeful autoethnography. To be rich and thick in describing 

(Geertz, 1973) my teaching experience using writing prompts, I was to share my innermost 

thoughts and emotions while showing the why and how of this research.  

Considering the novelty of autoethnographic studies in research, many autoethnographers 

have the challenge of having to defend the credibility and validity of using this approach. The 

traditional social scientists more than likely do not view autoethnography as viable due to the 

collective opinion of such method being solipsistic (Freeman, 2011) and “nonanalytic, self-

indulgent, irreverent, sentimental, and romantic” (Denzin, 2014, p. 69). There are even some 

autoethnographers who are either reluctant or uncertain to claim autoethnography as a viable 

research method (Muncey, 2010).  Therefore, Ellis staunchly defends autoethnography for its 

strength in giving voice to those who need to be heard, for its stance in providing relatable 

components for any reader to feel, see, taste, smell, and touch through the rich, thick description 

(Geertz, 1973) of the personal narrative.  
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In more objective research, readers may finish feeling not absorbed enough or lacking 

vicarious understanding of the purpose for research; whereas autoethnography provides a way of 

bringing research to life, hooking people in with tales (Van Maanen, 2011) vividly describing 

what needs to be discussed and acknowledged, showing the purpose of the research to bring 

awareness of what needs to be understood.  

To bring research to life is what I wanted. I knew that by doing an autoethnography, it 

would bring unique and interesting why nots and how abouts to the research rather than the 

traditional what ifs. Nevertheless, doing an autoethnography was a challenge where I risked 

sharing my own inner self, to be vulnerably open to academic and social criticism. There might 

be some unforeseen consequences in sharing anecdotes about my teaching experience as a 

freshman orientation instructor using writing prompts as pedagogical content knowledge, along 

with revealing my personal values and beliefs.  

The burden of doing autoethnographic research was to be willing to face any possibility 

of backlash or admonition for doing self-research, to be considered as self-serving and/or 

narcissistic all the while I was using writing as inquiry method (Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005), 

along with using my own perspectives and experiences, to better ethnographically understand the 

culture and the phenomenon of using writing prompts. 

 The irony as Chang (2008) points out about autoethnography is while the self is seeking 

deeper understanding, the emerging realization is not about the self but rather about others. My 

role as an autoethnographer means that I dig deeper within to search for meaning to better 

connect with the culture (Denzin, 2014; Ellis, 2009; Hoppes, 2014). The orientation classroom 

was the culture that I strove to connect with through my teaching experience using writing 

prompts. I scrutinized myself both internally and externally to gain inductive understanding 
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about why and how I saw the development of my pedagogical content knowledge as a significant 

contribution to the college faculty development literature.  

CAP (creative analytic practices) ethnography. Autoethnography is more than a self-

narrative inquiry; autoethnography allows for creativity in whatever medium ranging from 

narrative writing and poetry to music, art, and dance. I creatively shared the development of my 

pedagogical content knowledge over time through my meandering into college teaching. I gave 

the reader a visual, a lens to see through my own eyes how the writing prompts strengthened my 

teaching experience as a differently-abled freshman orientation adjunct instructor.  

Richardson (2005) describes the “(auto)biographical interpretive methods” (Denzin, 

2014, p. vii) as creative analytic practices (CAP) ethnography. This paradigm shift in 

ethnography (Ellis & Bochner, 1996) occurred when the traditional sociological research writing 

changed in its Bakhtinian dialogue and addressivity (Clark & Holquist, 1984; Dimitriadis & 

Kamberlis, 2006; Shields, 2007) to show alternative ways studies can be creatively conducted.  

I need to remind the reader how traditional, conservative qualitative research still has 

strains of positivist, scientific quantitative research when it comes to writing. To objectively 

draw conclusions from numerical analysis does not provide insight of what the situation being 

studied is like. Or even when the researcher writes in an omniscient manner typical of traditional, 

conservative writing, the reader may not feel drawn in to not just read but also visualize and feel 

the situation being researched. I found myself struggling to make sense of what the writer was 

saying; I would have to sit proper with a highlighter and different colored pens to extract certain 

sentences that seem to represent what I need to glean from the research.  
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On the other hand, when I read evocative writing such as narratives, especially 

autobiographical narratives, I was hooked and would read in one sitting, not needing a 

highlighter. The storytelling helped me understand better what was being researched.   

As I deliberated how autoethnography was a creative analytic practice through self-

narrative inquiry that would enhance the social constructionism of exploring my teaching 

experience using writing prompts as pedagogical content knowledge, I desired for my 

dissertation to be readable. Emphatically more so, I also would like to be creative in sharing my 

research. To be creative allowed my being able to express what it was like to be a differently-

abled instructor reaching out to students by asking them to responsively write to the prompts 

given. I need to be “allowed to share complex feelings and experiences that somehow can’t be 

told in conventional ways” (Muncey, 2010, p. 3). Therefore, autoethnography allowed for 

creativity in writing as long as I followed Richardson and St. Pierre’s (2005) following criteria 

supported by Ellis and Bochner (2002) and Savin-Baden and Major (2013):  

1. Substantive contribution to the ongoing scholarly discussions through literature – 

the writer needs to portray “social scientific understanding” in research while 

adopting creative analytic practices to study “cultural, social, individual, or 

communal sense of reality.” 

  

2. Aesthetic merit does not take away “standards”; instead, the writer enhances the 

research with creative analytic practices such as writing, performance, poetry, 

painting, or dancing. The writer needs to show how such alternative research 

practice helps enhance and spur the ongoing scholarly discussion.  

 

3. Reflexivity reveals the role of writer as both the researcher and researched. The 

writer needs to portray both in-depth reflections and better understanding of 

others and the culture. Additionally, the writer needs to take responsibility in 

following the quality of social science research while sharing with the scholarly 

community.   

 

4. Impact helps determine the effectiveness of using creative analytic practices. Any 

reader needs to be left with strong impact “emotionally and intellectually” as to 

inspire to do and/or write something different. (p. 964) 
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Thus, to autoethnographically share my teaching experience emboldened me to be creative 

(Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005), to construct a kaleidoscopic lens to provide any college teacher, 

administrator, scholar, or student insight into how I developed my pedagogical content 

knowledge through my past experiences. The kaleidoscopic lens is an autoethnographically 

interpretive tool to help any person see how writing prompts work as part of my pedagogical 

content knowledge within a classroom culture of typically first year orientation students at a 

northeastern Alabama public two-year community college.  

In order to construct a kaleidoscopic lens, I needed different colored glass bits to create a 

mosaic-like image. The kaleidoscopic lens represents the overall design, the development of my 

pedagogical content knowledge; whereas, the past experiences that contributed to the 

development of my pedagogical content knowledge are the different colored glass bits. Each 

different colored glass bit is a story itself.  

Storytelling. However little each story may be, each story still has a purpose when 

clustered together with other little stories to build up to the bigger purpose, the kaleidoscopic 

lens interpretation of the development of my pedagogical content knowledge through writing 

over time, through my meandering into college teaching. As any story told is not simply a story, 

I used storytelling to show why and how I used writing prompts. Hoppes (2014) describes how 

he led an autoethnographic class, teaching students to learn more about themselves by writing 

forward, backward, inward, and outward. This writing method serves to help each writer to delve 

deeper to find the inner truth, the hidden motivation of whatever it is they write about. It is up to 

the reader to discern the meaning of the story, to find that purpose. Ellis (2004) states how:  

Stories are the way humans make sense of their worlds. Stories are essential to human 

understanding and are not unique to autoethnography. Stories are the focus of Homeric 

literature, oral traditions, narrative analysis, and fairy tales. Given their importance, I 

argue that stories should be both a subject and a method of social science research. (p. 32) 
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Seeing how the Greeks and Romans use mythology and also Jesus Christ use parables to explain 

life, I am confident with how the storytelling in my dissertation would help administrators, 

colleagues, faculty, students, and the community to see the why and how I came to use writing 

prompts in my teaching experience as my pedagogical content knowledge.  

While I was telling tales relating to my teaching experience using writing prompts, the 

writing itself was cathartic. “Writing stories evoke new questions about the self and the 

subject…can evoke deeper parts of the self, heal wounds, enhance the sense of self—or even 

alter one’s sense of identity” (Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005, p. 965). Writing 

autoethnographically allowed me to figure out if giving writing prompts helped me as a teacher 

reaching out to students. Heeding Hoppes’ (2014) stating that “at crucial junctures in our lives, 

we each have stories that must be told because of their instructive potentials to guide” other 

teachers, pondering on which tales to write about helps me see what others are seeing when 

reading about the development of my pedagogical content knowledge through writing (p. 66). I 

also wrote to share stories about how I become a teacher to let other college faculty know they 

are not alone (Ellis, 2004).   

Following by example. As for my learning to not feel alone in my meandering into 

college teaching, I looked to other college faculty for examples. The way I usually learn to do 

something is to follow by example. I read books, a lot of books. Subconsciously I liked to read 

books that inspire me to write stories such as those written by Ernest Hemingway (A Farewell to 

Arms), F. Scott Fitzgerald (The Great Gatsby), William Faulkner (The Sound and Fury), Zora 

Neale Hurston (Their Eyes Were Watching God), Richard Wright (Native Son), Chuck Colson 

(How Shall We Now Live?), Randy Alcorn (Deadline), and Katherine Stockett (The Help). Their 

writing styles seem to speak to the reader and tell stories that are meant to be shared. I desired to 
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write in a similar fashion that would enthrall readers into willingness to absorb the stories I 

needed to share (Saldaña, 2015).  

Another example had been gifted to me. Before I married my former husband, he had 

given me some books to read. Peeking at the author’s name, James Herriot, I looked up to Chris. 

He said that I have a gift for writing and that maybe I can write something similar to what James 

Herriot has written about his veterinary medicine cases. Having read through All Things Big and 

Small, All Things Bright and Beautiful, Every Living Thing, and Dog Stories, I was touched by 

how Chris had pictured what and how I would write someday.  

 The way James Herriot wrote is case by case. Although with a pseudonym, Herriot wrote 

in an autoethnographic fashion, telling tales such as how he helped a sheep give birth to a lamb 

on a cold, freezing night in a dark barn and also worked with a cow that would not stand up all 

while accommodating people’s idiosyncratic worries and concerns about their farm animals or 

pets. The more I read Herriot’s writing, the more I envisioned how I could write.  

 My time to follow by example to actually write was now, which happened to be an 

autoethnographic dissertation where I more creatively and thematically rather than 

chronologically shared stories of the development of my pedagogical content knowledge. In 

order to build up a case for my dissertational purpose, I could not exactly be strictly 

chronological in my tale-telling—thus the reason why I decided to cluster stories together to 

form a kaleidoscopic lens design. Like Herriot, I would instead focus on experience by 

experience to show how I came to teach orientation using writing prompts to enhance significant 

learning experience for students.  

 As I had been following by example, I am providing an example within my 

autoethnography, which is sharing my teaching experience using writing prompts as pedagogical 
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content knowledge that others can follow, adopt, emulate, or blend into their teaching philosophy 

or experience. Additionally, I am also showing an example to my own students how writing 

prompts could and would help with their learning because I gave myself writing prompts to help 

build up this dissertation.  

Writing as method of inquiry. Laurel Richardson (2005) and Carolyn Ellis (2004) share 

how writing as method of inquiry supports the emergent design in qualitative research, especially 

building the autoethnographic approach. Through writing, I learned more about myself. I was to 

“undertake an inventory of my self, to self-observe” to conduct a self-narrative analysis (Savin-

Baden & Major, 2013, p. 201). I could not exactly pinpoint certain things about myself before I 

wrote about them.  

Writing as inquiry was about revealing more about my self as I dug deeper; Richardson 

explicitly states how we should write to inquire, to find out about something rather than “write 

what we know” as any researcher would write in a more objective approach. With writing as 

inquiry, the act of writing draws out thoughts and ideas that we may not realize we have stored in 

the back of our thinking brains. Writing is a cerebral activity and should be nurtured through the 

practice of writing. The more we write, the more writing comes.   

Blueprint. The way I saw writing was how I could lay out the story. My own hands 

seemed to have a mind of their own whether I wrote on paper or typed on the keyboard. The 

words seemed to flow better when I let my mind relax, letting my hands do the work. There was 

something about hands that told me about the personality or state of mind of the hands’ owner. 

When I met with Dr. Webb, a member on my dissertation committee at Gadsden Center, a 

branch of The University of Alabama, to discuss the methodology, I could not help but be 

conscious of how he laid his hands out as to emphasize, to lay out a blueprint. As I watched his 
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hands, he was telling me the usefulness of memo writing that by the time I wrote up the data 

interpretation, it was practically already written.  

Watching Dr. Webb’s hands laying out this invisible blueprint reminded me of another 

professor at another university: 

*** 

At Auburn, I have taken several undergraduate classes under Dr. Judy Troy. The last 

undergraduate class is “Creative Writing Workshop: Writing the Novella.” By structuring her 

classes into a workshop style, she values one-on-one conferences to go over papers with each 

student. In these conferences, Dr. Troy with her dark, sincere eyes and a trademarked secretive 

smile similar to Mona Lisa’s praises me on my improvement in writing.  

“Sarah,” The tone of her voice sharpens my focus on what she is about to say. She looks 

at me, her hands gesturing as to lay out a blueprint. “You write better when you have to write 

longer. And what you are doing here is a blueprint. This is just a blueprint.” 

“How is this a blueprint? I already wrote that.” After glancing at my 49-page novella 

sitting on the corner of her desk between us, I look up to her. We sit close in a perpendicular 

way, with my chair alongside her metal battleship gray desk. She leans forward, closing in the 

distance as if to share a secret. 

“You go back and add more.” She swivels her small black chair to the smaller desk 

behind, to the computer sitting on it. “Scoot over here. I’ll show you.” As I pull my chair up, it 

squeals across the hard linoleum-tiled floor next to her swivel chair; the noise has not deterred 

the professor from gleefully typing. She grins at me as she types and points at the words shown 

on the screen.  
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“Here, do you see how I add more description to your opening? I am adding to the 

blueprint.” I nod, smiling at her. Promptly, she deletes her own words from the blank document.  

“Now go home and try that.”  

*** 

Dr. Troy had given me a valuable lesson by encouraging me to see how writing was a 

recursive process, that what I started with first was actually a blueprint. She had not accepted my 

novella as final by pushing me to keep working on it, to keep building upon the blueprint.  

Regarding this dissertation, where I had this blueprint of my past experiences and memo 

writing, along with ethnographic field notes and observations, I added more to my 

autoethnography over time. Not only did I add more to my dissertation, but I also restructured, 

redid layouts, and polished up the writing.  

Referring back to hands, they showed the state of my mind. The more I relaxed, the more 

my hands seemed to bring out words I needed to add to my autoethnography. Whenever I tensed 

up, my hands barely moved. When my hands were lethargic, I knew I needed to take a break and 

go back to reading for replenishment before returning to work on the research with a refreshed 

mind. If not reading, then I would simply give myself a prompt to at least write something. When 

I pushed myself to responsively write to the prompt, I gained better insight of what my students 

were experiencing when I pushed them to write non-stop for several minutes. Therefore, the 

more I experienced what my students were experiencing, the more solid the purpose of doing an 

autoethnography on the development of my pedagogical content knowledge through writing, to 

help promote significant learning by creating a learner-centered environment.  
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Overarching Research Question and Supporting Questions 

To autoethnographically explore my own teaching experience using writing prompts, I 

needed to ask thought-provoking, deep questions to determine which direction to take in my self-

narrative inquiry. The overarching question was: what was it about developing pedagogical 

content knowledge through writing that made it possible for my becoming a college instructor? I 

could not simply answer this foundational question without asking more open-ended, guiding 

questions such as the following: 1) how did my prior experiences shape who I am as a teacher; 2) 

how did I develop pedagogical content knowledge through writing; 3) how does my pedagogical 

content knowledge determine my classroom decisions; and 4) how do I know if my pedagogical 

decisions were good ones?  

My Research Design 

I pulled all the research components into one formulaic model to demonstrate how my 

doing an autoethnography works. Thus, Savin-Baden and Major (2013) has a research lens 

model that I adopted and adjusted (see Figure 4) to tighten my focus on the research question: 

What was it about developing pedagogical content knowledge through writing that made it 

possible for my becoming a college instructor? I philosophically laid down the foundation of 

social constructionism as the interpretive framework, with Lee Shulman’s (1986, 1987) 

pedagogical content knowledge as the theoretical framework to help support the research method 

of autoethnography. While I spread out the narrative blueprint of autoethnography using 

kaleidoscopic vignettes of my past experiences, I pulled in data collection of students’ writings, 

observations and ethnographic field notes, and peer dyadic interviews. I then narratively and 

thematically analyzed the data by theoretically framing my pedagogical content knowledge 
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through juxtaposing my own perspectives with purposeful sampling of students’ writings and 

also peer responses on the use of writing prompts.  

 

Figure 4. Unique research lenses with guidance from Savin-Baden and Major (2013) 

Site Selection and Rationale  

The rationale to select as the site for my study a northeastern Alabama two-year public 

community college based on its strong student-centered culture. The mission of  a community 

college, being a bureaucratic institution as defined by Birnbaum (1988) and Carnegie 

Classification of Higher Education Institutions, focused on workforce development, career 

preparation, access, low-cost, and community service—open to all individuals with different 

backgrounds in race, gender, beliefs, values, education, and knowledge. Conducting a study 
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within a two-year college fitted with reaching out to students who were welcome by open-

enrollment invitation, because of their needs and perceptions shaped by diverse backgrounds.  

The rationale for choosing this particular institution, emphasized by the open-enrollment 

invitation, provided more diverse student participation for the research, gaining more diverse 

perceptions on writing prompts as significant learning experience (Fink, 2013), bolstering my 

teaching experience as pedagogical content knowledge (Shulman, 1986, 1987).  

Subject Selection and Rationale 

Self (auto). I chose autoethnography specifically because I could position myself as both 

the researcher and the researched (Chang, 2008; Creswell, 2013; Ellis, 2004; Goodall, 2008), 

with the primary data being my past and present personal and teaching experiences, along with 

ethnographic field notes. Yet writing an autoethnography was not about my self alone, but how I 

sought deeper understanding of others through my self (Chang). Therefore, I used memories of 

my past experiences and ethnographic field notes of my teaching experience using writing 

prompts as primary data. With such data, I examined and shared the development of my 

pedagogical content knowledge through writing with other college faculty, administrators, 

students, and the community—to help in providing a personal perspective of becoming college 

faculty to improve college faculty development efforts.  

Students (ethno). In fulfilling my autoethnographical responsibility, I turned my focus 

outward to bring in the culture (Chang, 2008). By connecting my self to classroom culture, Lee 

Shulman’s (1986, 1987) pedagogical content knowledge served as the theoretical framework to 

support my teaching experience using writing prompts to help prepare first year students for rest 

of their collegiate experience.  
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The rationale to select the students enrolled in my orientation courses based on the 

potentially wide variety of student demographics ranging from traditionally-aged college 

students to international and returning adult students. Each orientation class taught at Gadsden 

State Community College averaged twenty first year students. The demographics of these 

subjects was made up of: traditional college students (recently graduated from high school and 

under the age of 25), returning adult students (either not attending college soon after high school 

graduation or returning to complete college degree/ program after a period of absence from 

college studies), students with disabilities, and international students.  

So how did I learn from these students? I learned mostly from reading what they wrote, 

both in handwriting in response to the in-class writing prompts (see Appendix A) and in typing 

in response to online weekly reflection postings (see Appendix B). Their writings served as 

constructive criticism and encouragement for how I could continue to hone my pedagogical 

content knowledge.  

Peers. For quality assurance, I decided to garner peer input through reflexive dyadic 

interviews (Ellis, 2004; Goodall, 2000) discussing my teaching experience as a freshman 

orientation instructor using writing prompts as pedagogical content knowledge. Having peer 

input would provide an objective approach in determining the effectiveness of my pedagogical 

content knowledge. The peers as the other participants of this study would be three to seven 

faculty members, both active and retired, along with some friends, with whom I would have 

interview-conversations about my use of writing prompts (Fishman & Reiff, 2011; Gambell, 

1987; Levine, Fallahi, Nicoll-Senft, Tessier, Watson, & Wood, 2008; O’Connell & Dyment, 

2006; Todd & Hudson, 2008).  
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The interview-conversations, also deemed as reflexive dyadic interviews, might be 

cogent to determining how functional the writing prompts pertaining to pedagogical content 

knowledge were in promoting significant learning, leading to help first year students become 

better college writers (Collier & Morgan, 2007; Gambell, 1987; Levine, Fallahi, Nicoll-Senft, 

Tessier, Watson, & Wood, 2008; O’Connell & Dyment, 2006; Todd & Hudson 2008). The 

peers’ consultative responses would be analyzed to consider assimilating the pedagogical content 

knowledge using writing prompts to better prepare students in seeing the interconnectedness of 

their learning in other classes and the rest of their college experience (Fishman & Reiff, 2011; 

Hudd, Smart, & Delohery, 2011; Jones, 2008; Kuh, 2008; Levine, et al., 2008; Martinez, Kock, 

& Cass, 2011; Pausch, 2008; Reither, 1985; Saavedra & Saavedra, 2011; Schwartz, Chase, & 

Bransford, 2012; Sommers & Saltz, 2004; Sullivan, 2012; Todd & Hudson, 2008; Wang, 2012; 

Williams & Takaku, 2011). Furthermore, having the quality assurance from peer input 

ameliorated the regard for my autoethnographic dissertation as useful rather than being viewed 

as solipsistic (Freeman, 2011).   

Data Collection Procedures and Rationale 

When I first started writing my lived experience 

 I wrote as much as I could remember and then  

I used these other data to recall events accurately and richly.  

~Gearity & Mertz, 2012, p. 4 

 

The rationale for drawing up memories from my own past and present experiences 

written in a journal justified my being the primary data for doing an autoethnography. To 

connect my personal with the classroom culture, other data included ethnographic field notes 

recording observations of the classroom culture and reflexive dyadic interviews with peers (Ellis, 

2004; Goodall, 2000). Agreeing to how O’Connell and Dyment (2006) have conducted their 

study where the students are prompted to keep journals to reflectively write what they have 
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learned so far, I took a naturalistic approach in my autoethnographic study fostering the 

significant learning experience assimilating writing prompts—to blend in my own perspectives 

with purposeful sampling of students’ writings and peer input how these writing prompts helped 

or not helped solidify my pedagogical content knowledge.  

Thus, the naturalistic approach is to conduct the study in a natural setting, such as where I 

taught the orientation class in a most typical manner and not adjust anything to collect the 

anticipated data. The data collected from observing the classroom cover four courses in spring 

and fall 2015 terms, each class a ten-week, 75-minute long course. The classroom setting for the 

orientation classes being observed for this study was a computer lab, where students experienced 

writing both with a pen and paper and also on the keyboard. The Blackboard virtually provided 

students another way of practicing their writing. Examples of how students practiced their 

writing online were writing assignments, weekly reflection discussion postings, and career 

exploration essays.  

Memories. Giorgio (2013) expostulates the importance of using memory as a research 

method to examine the lived experience to share with others for the purpose of betterment:  

As autoethnographers, we use memory for much of our data; through memory we ground 

our analyses. Our memories inform our epistemologies and methodologies. Memories are 

stored and showcased in our stories, bearing witness to life’s experiences—our losses, 

sufferings, and sacrifices; our conflicts, healing and transformations. Our stories 

memorialize lives lived by keeping the past alive and imagining a better future…when I 

sit down to write, I find the story behind the memories; I then begin to make sense of 

those memories, their meaning for me and for others. (p. 406) 

 

According to Giorgio and also Gearity (2012), I wrote and wrote everything I could remember 

that influenced the development of my pedagogical content knowledge. Thanks to my having 

saved newspaper clippings, class lecture transcription print-outs, pictures, and academic papers 
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in several Rubbermaid containers and two antique chests in my parents’ attic, I had plethora of 

artifacts and documentation to back up my memories such as to confirm certain dates and names.  

 Journaling. Throughout my data collection, I kept dissertation journals to jot down 

random, but crucial reflexive ideas and thoughts (Creswell, 2013; Van Maanen, 2011) about my 

teaching experience using writing prompts. With these same journals, I noted my observations of 

the students writing in response to the prompts displayed on the PowerPoint.  

Another way of journaling was writing with a red pen my feedback on students’ writing 

that I would then scan each and every writing exercise to be eventually stored on the computer, 

in a specific folder. This scanned feedback contributed to my memo-taking. When doing the 

open, axial, and selective categorization of data, I would write more perceptive notes on the 

margins or in the journal (Saldaña, 2015). This allowed me to pay better attention to any 

emergent themes.    

Heeding the recommendations stated by Creswell (2013), Glesne (2011), Kvale and 

Brinkmann (2009), Saldaña (2105), and Van Maanen (2011), it was good to continually write 

throughout the qualitative research process. Consequently, I had enough written material by the 

time I did the actual write-up of the research.  

Ethnographic field notes. Meanwhile, I wrote ethnographic field notes during or shortly 

after each class session. For a strong autoethnography, I wrote well-detailed and thought-

provoking ethnographic field notes, describing anything and everything that catches my eye 

(Van Maanen, 2011). Recalling how Dr. Gilchrist had advised us in her Qualitative Methods II 

class during spring 2014 that to write ethnographic field notes, we must write down everything 

even though some details might not seem important at the moment. By jotting down what may 

be a boring or mundane detail, she had explained that such details might play an important role 
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later as part of the emergent design in qualitative research. Having taken Dr. Gilchrist’s advice to 

heart, I observed and recorded any detail no matter how unlikely or obscure. From these 

ethnographic field notes, I simultaneously searched for thematic patterns in my teaching 

experience and students’ responses.  

Sampling. Having settled on autoethnography as my research design, the sampling 

should be homogeneous and purposeful (Creswell, 2013; Savin-Baden & Major, 2013), which 

my students were, along with their communal experience of writing in my classroom. Regardless 

of the diversity in their backgrounds in terms of education, family, work ethic, beliefs, and 

lifestyles, these students experienced the same phenomena: stream-of-conscious writing in 

response to prompts and weekly reflection postings, along with the career exploration essay. 

Therefore, these students enrolled in my Orientation 101 course were by default chosen to help 

me apply into practice the theoretical framework of Lee Shulman’s (1986, 1987) pedagogical 

content knowledge. Rather than actually interviewing each student, I took advantage of 

Creswell’s encouragement for innovative data collection methods:  

Despite problems in innovative data collection such as these [use of Internet such as chat 

rooms and emails], I encourage individuals designing qualitative projects to include new 

and creative data collection methods that will encourage readers and editors to examine 

their studies. (p. 161) 

 

The innovative data collection methods I incorporated in my research were the students’ 

handwritten responses to the prompts displayed on PowerPoint and also their typed responses in 

the Blackboard weekly reflection discussion posting forum. Due to students’ responses being 

written and typed, such data were self-transcribed. Nevertheless, I still typed up the handwritten 

responses ad verbatim to immerse myself into their thinking process, to sense the nuances in 

their handwriting. After filing these in a folder on my desktop, I allowed a cooling period before 
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returning to thematically code for “triggers” (Noonan, 2013). As I reflected on each student’s 

response, I determined how to create a prompt for the next week’s class session.  

Interviewing 

A hidden reason I chose to do an autoethnography to examine the development of my 

pedagogical content knowledge through exploring my own teaching experience using writing 

prompts was my hearing impairment. Even though I demonstrated passable interpersonal 

communications with others, I did not want for any portion of my research to rely heavily on 

verbal interviews. Thus, I took a creative route retrieving others’ perspectives on my using 

writing prompts as pedagogical content knowledge. I asked structured questions through the 

writing prompts I gave to the students. I sought answers from my students to better understand 

myself as a college teacher, to discern the effectiveness of my pedagogical content knowledge. 

My students were my mirror. I must reiterate by asking: How would I ever learn about myself as 

a college teacher without going to the source, my students? How could I really know whether or 

not if my pedagogical content knowledge worked without getting input from my students? Not 

only did I learned more about myself through students’ writings, I also learned more about 

myself through dyadic interview-conversations by asking peers some semi-structured and 

unstructured questions about the effectiveness of my pedagogical content knowledge.  

While Creswell (2013), Glesne (2011), Saldaña (2015), Salmons (2012), and Van 

Maanen (2011) support interviewing, Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) devote an entire book to 

interviewing. How Kvale and Brinkmann describe the interviewer-interviewee relationship as 

power asymmetry intrigued me, since they have discussed interviewing as form of a 

conversation. Yet the interviewer controls the conversation by directing the questions to be 

answered accordingly. To construct knowledge through interviewing, there are variable ways to 
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interview such as factual, narrative, discursive, confrontational, conceptual, focus group, and 

computer-assisted. However the interview is being done, the construction of knowledge gleaned 

from this conversation is to be interpreted, validated, and then reported.  

 Structured questions. How I conducted interviews with students would be through the 

writing prompts on PowerPoint and online through Blackboard. Since I did not change the 

writing prompts over the course of “interviewing,” these writing prompts were deemed as 

structured questions (see Appendices A and B). By having my students write to be better 

prepared for college and the workplace, I unlearned the “obvious” and instead started looking for 

the unexpected in order to learn. Allowing myself to be teachable, I stepped back and listened to 

what the students were saying through their writing and also what the peers were saying through 

conversations we shared to determine the effectiveness of my pedagogical content knowledge.  

 Semi-structured and unstructured questions. The conversations I had with peers who 

were either faculty (active or retired) or friends were deemed as informal with semi-structured 

and unstructured questions about my using writing prompts as pedagogical content knowledge 

(Appendix C). Depending on the circumstances of how I interacted with each peer, I carried on 

these conversation-like reflexive dyadic interviews through email or in person. If in person, I 

arranged a meeting at some café or somewhere casual. If through email, I kept the electronic 

conversation going with following up questions to have substantive data that aided my 

autoethnography. Rather than checking with students, I showed at least one vignette from my 

findings chapter to a peer for input to deepen the objectivity of my analysis.    

Creating the questions. For the writing prompts and also when I carried a conversation 

with each peer, I created layman-type questions that were simple and yet presupposed, rather 

than scholarly and leading. A leading question is designed to influence the interviewee to answer 
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in a certain way; whereas a presupposed question is constructed with assumption that the 

interviewee does have an answer (Glesne, 2011). Emphatically, how an interview question is 

worded is critical in constructing relevant knowledge. According to Kvale and Brinkmann 

(2009), interviewing is a craft to be well-honed as well as a social practice. I could not just 

demand answers from the students; to be a productive interviewer, I took on the Glesne-ian 

attributes of being alert (to the interviewee’s comfort), teachable, analytic (think while listening), 

therapeutic, encouragingly inquisitive, non-intimidating, willing to share my own experiences, 

and appreciative (Glesne).  

Similar to an interviewing situation, I observed students’ comfort and body language 

during the writing prompts such as attitude, fingers cramping up, and writers’ block. During each 

conversation with a peer, I did the same by observing their body language while they responded 

to my ponderings about how the writing prompts helped with my teaching experience. These 

observations supported the self-narrative inquiry as I shared my pedagogical content knowledge 

in using the writing prompts productively for significant learning.  

To clarify, I created the writing prompts appropriate with the content being taught. The 

writing prompts were not random, but worded purposefully to help students learn the content. I 

actively engaged students to respond to the writing prompts by providing productive, 

constructive, forward-looking feedback (Agius & Wilkerson, 2014; Busse, 2013; Harran, 2011; 

Hyland, 2013; Simkin, Crews, & Groves, 2012). When students received feedback, they wrote 

more responsively to subsequent writing prompts. Therefore, I created writing prompts that were 

beneficial for the students to learn and actually understand how to apply the content.  
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Writing up the Data Collection 

While writing, I went deeper in examining the development of my pedagogical content 

knowledge, to explore my teaching experience as a freshman orientation instructor, to seek how 

to share the how and why of my using writing prompts. I constructed knowledge through my 

journey of having students write more and more, so I could learn more from reading their words 

the effectiveness of my pedagogical content knowledge. I also asked other college faculty and 

peers to read purposeful sampling of students’ writings and my reflections before providing their 

feedback. By being willing to unlearn the predilection to be in the comfort zone by going with 

the flow of the educational system with its “a step behind” standards, I learned how to take a 

stand for first year students to be better prepared with improved writing efficacy and critical 

thinking skills derived from using writing prompts.   

With that said, I wrote up my data collection in four different ways. First, I wrote in 

journal the memories of my past experiences after looking through artifacts of my handwritten 

notes, older journals, and artifacts to get a nostalgic sense of my younger self. For my own 

ethnographic field notes, I wrote everything I could in the journal to document my teaching 

experiences. From my students, I collected their writings and typed them up ad verbatim. This 

process helped me get a feel for each student’s state of mind and learning, making me aware of 

which themes were emerging. And for the peer dyadic interviews, I listened while conversing 

with each peer before writing down what I gleaned from our talks. Some peer dyadic interviews 

were done through email though. After writing down what I gathered from each peer dyadic 

interview and then typing it up, I would do member-checking with each peer by showing them 

what I typed up.  
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Having read Carolyn Ellis’ (2004) The Ethnographic I, I was inspired to blend all four 

orientation classes being researched for this study into one composite class. To follow week by 

week, purposeful sampling of students’ writings, peer dyadic interviews, and my reflections 

culminated into an overall portrait of my teaching experience using writing prompts as 

pedagogical content knowledge—which made it easy for me to come up with five findings.  

Data Analysis Techniques 

To share the development of my pedagogical content knowledge and also the five 

findings, I did my storytelling in form of vignettes. There are various types and forms of 

vignettes (Jeffries & Maeder, 2005). To clarify the role of vignettes in my study, I chose to go 

with Humphreys’ autoethnographic vignettes, which are “enhancing the representational richness 

and reflexivity of qualitative research” (2005, abstract) that encourage “readers to relive the 

experience through the writer’s eyes” (Denzin, 2000, p. 905). Even more so, the vignettes serve 

to help college faculty learn to apply “theoretical constructs and research findings to classroom 

situations” (Jeffries & Maeder, p. 24). Jeffries and Maeder “believe the vignette to be a highly 

effective assessment tool and suspect that vignettes have a strong predictive component as well 

as provide a rich learning experience for eliciting and promoting teacher understanding” (p. 18).  

To analyze the development of my pedagogical content knowledge through writing over 

time, I adopted both narrative analysis approach and thematic approach. Both approaches signify 

the autoethnographic nature of the research, supporting the use of vignettes. Each approach is to 

be explained summarily, along with how each approach proves vignettes as the best way to 

showcase key moments (Hernández, Sancho, Creus, & Montané, 2010) of the development of 

my pedagogical content knowledge through writing over time. 
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Narrative analysis approach. The narrative analysis approach allowed me to use writing 

as inquiry method (Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005) to make meaning of the key moments 

(Hernández, Sancho, Creus, & Montané, 2010) as narrative vignettes (Saldaña, 2015) extracted 

from my past experiences that contributed to the development of my pedagogical content 

knowledge. Saldaña states how a narrative vignette is “a small piece that can stand on its own yet 

originates from the totality of the study. It doesn’t necessarily have to summarize; it reveals a 

facet of the work that holds interest and has something to say” (p. 69).  

Therefore, I saw narrative vignettes as interchangeable with autoethnographic vignettes 

(Humphreys, 2005). The vignettes are snippets of my past and present experiences that other 

college faculty can vicariously experience the journey of my becoming a college teacher. To 

divide the past experiences from present teaching experiences, I present the data in the next two 

chapters in form of vignettes and reflections. Chapter IV titled as “See the Writing” 

Kaleidoscopic Lens is the development chapter I created to share the development of my 

pedagogical content knowledge, where I have adopted Laurel Richardson’s (2005) crystallization 

and transformed it into as my own concept, kaleidoscope. A kaleidoscope, as a concept, is when 

I reached back in the past and in the present to pull together vignettes as influential colored glass 

bits that made up the kaleidoscopic lens. Presenting the past experiences by clustering them 

together into a kaleidoscopic design fitted my goal in providing a virtual lens on my meandering 

into college teaching via the development of my pedagogical content knowledge through writing 

over time.  

Thematic approach. I narratively wrote the created development chapter in form of 

kaleidoscopic vignettes showcasing my related past experiences that led to my becoming a 

college instructor. I then proceeded to narrow down to thematic sampling to present five findings 
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as vignettes derived from the written up data collection of my present teaching experiences in the 

classroom. By reflecting on these five vignette thematic findings, I purposefully selected from 

students’ writings to preface each reflection interwoven with peer input from dyadic interviews. 

By thematically analyzing, I explored my teaching experience using writing prompts to 

determine its extent as pedagogical content knowledge that would help contribute to the efforts 

of improving college faculty development.  

I deconstructed the data from students’ writings and peer dyadic interviews by typing up 

everything. When I typed up the students’ handwritten words, I instinctively paid attention to the 

tone and choice of words that students used while they were writing. I jotted in my journal the 

frequent cropping up of same attitudes and words. I could see how students’ minds worked 

through their handwriting and even typing in terms of content, both in quantity and quality. As 

part of my giving feedback, I looked for specific details to comment on. When I commented on 

their handwritten responses and also typed responses to the online weekly reflection postings, 

students responded more to the writing prompts. Students’ writings helped me see how writing 

prompts worked as part of my pedagogical content knowledge.  

While sorting through students’ writings, I talked with peers to figure out how to pinpoint 

what made my pedagogical content knowledge effective. I showed them some of my writing 

prompts and also a few of students’ writings and asked what they thought. After these peer 

dyadic interviews, I typed up these interactions to put aside until I finished writing up the 

findings chapter. When I managed to pull together the findings chapter in a readable format for 

proofreading and member-checking, I emailed each peer the finding and its reflection the peer is 

mentioned in and asked for confirmation that I represented that person well.  
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Ethical Considerations 

While collecting and analyzing data for my autoethnographic study on examining the 

development of my pedagogical content knowledge over time, I considered ethics especially 

where other persons were concerned. Ethics in any qualitative study require careful attention to 

detail from asking and receiving approval from the institutional review board (IRB). Recruiting 

assistance from gatekeepers is also necessary to defend the research. Both IRB and gatekeepers 

will help provide appropriate validation criteria for the specific interpretive qualitative 

framework. My role as the researcher might be critically looked at closely since I, as the 

researcher, am the main instrument of the research. And, informed consent, confidentiality, 

safety, well-being, dignity, and comfort for the research participants all were considered. I 

contemplated any possible consequences of taking each step of the research process. Ethics does 

not stop with receiving the approval from IRB to conduct the study; ethics is an ongoing process 

throughout the research. (Creswell, 2013; Glesne, 2011; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009; Savin-

Baden & Major, 2013) 

 Ethics protect both the researcher and the researched. I as the researcher and also the 

researched did not impose or force upon the “other” researched, the students and peers, with 

beliefs or demand participation for the study. Instead, I as the researcher observed and respected 

the differences of the researched, such as culture, language, beliefs, and traditions. In turn, the 

“other” researched, the students and peers, respected my (the researcher’s) attempts to 

understand the phenomenon by asking questions, getting involved, or any other way in collecting 

data for the study. Both I as the researcher and the researched, along with the students and peers, 

recognized that the inquiry process was “dynamic” as noted by Glesne (2011), where several 

steps of the inquiry process changed in its course.  
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My respecting ethics. After I submitted the IRB request to begin my formal data 

collection, I collected data that might benefit the student, the Orientation 101 curriculum, and 

Gadsden State Community College as whole, not to mention Alabama College System and K-12 

school systems from where most of these students, who were research participants for my study, 

had graduated. Hence, I assured that there was no intention on my part to do any harm, ridicule, 

exploit, or impose upon these student-research participants and the rest of those who might be 

affected by the findings of the research. I stated that names, demographics, background 

information, and any other discriminating identifying information of students would not be 

shared or included in my research report. Instead, I created composite characters with jewels as 

their pseudonyms and fictional backgrounds to represent the classroom culture. The purpose of 

this autoethnography is to seek the connection between my personal with the classroom culture 

in order to better understand about my own teaching experience using writing prompts as 

pedagogical content knowledge.   

What I learned during the IRB application process. In the process of learning how to 

write an autoethnography to examine the development of my pedagogical content knowledge 

through writing over time, I also applied for institutional review board approval regardless of the 

fact I was the primary data. At first I did not know what to expect when I put together my IRB 

application for approval online. Even though I got over my apprehension of having to ask for 

permission to do a study on human subjects, I still felt duty-bound as I worked on each 

requirement for the IRB application process. I learned more and more as I took online training on 

how to ethically conduct a study using human subjects. The more I had to explain and defend 

how I conducted the study using my experiences with others, students’ writings, and peer 

conversations, the more I realized the gravity of exposing any human subject in my study.  
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As for the majority of students in my orientation classes being considered as minor at age 

of nineteen or younger as indicated by Alabama law as of October 2014, I had go through 

expedited review because there was medium-risk involvement of human subjects (Savin-Baden 

& Major, 2013). However, with my being the primary data and students were secondary due to 

their writings being purposefully sampled and identified with pseudonyms, I received approval 

from the IRB to present only an information sheet (Appendix E) to my students. In the 

information sheet, I was to ensure the students that there was no change in my teaching or 

anything out of routine whether they chose to consent to participate in the study or not. There 

would be no extra credit for research or discrimination of any kind—only voluntary consent for 

me to include their writings for purposeful sampling. Additionally, I received approval from the 

IRB to use an informed consent form for my peers (Appendix F) to sign before participating in 

dyadic interviews. Both IRB-approved information sheet and peer consent form are included in 

the appendices.  

Doing an autoethnography is not simple when it comes to doing an autobiographical 

narrative discussing culture (Ellis, 2004). Others are involved where culture is concerned. One 

caveat in doing an autoethnography that Dr. Holley, member on my dissertation committee, 

raised was about using my students. Therefore, I could not simply write an autoethnography 

without involving my family, friends, acquaintances, colleagues, and students. Similarly as how 

some people do not like having their picture taken, there are people who do not want to be 

written about for variable reasons such as being portrayed in a negative, unflattering, or even 

misrepresented light. Therefore, I must be sensitive when portraying others in my self-narrative 

inquiry. Whenever necessary and possible, I used pseudonyms for students.  
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Quality Assurance 

Not only did I have to consider ethical ways of procuring students’ writings and peers’ 

input, along with my self-narrative writing that involved other persons, I also considered the 

quality of my research. There was more pressure in my research, because of my decision to 

conduct an autoethnography. Autoethnography is still perceived as novel and maverick within 

scholarly research. Therefore, the validity, trustworthiness, and reliability of this 

autoethnography would be checked by several qualitative techniques including member 

checking, crystallization of data, rich description, peer debriefing, and prolonged time in 

conducting the study.  

Validity. Validity can be perceived differently among qualitative researchers, according 

to Creswell (2013), in terms of definition and application. Words including trustworthiness, 

credibility, dependability, reliability, verification, soundness, legitimacy, efficacy, authenticity, 

and transferability have been utilized, whereas Creswell states how he sees validity as 

“emphasizing the process” (p. 250). This author, therefore, explains how the research process has 

been strengthened by the lengthy commitment working and studying in the field, being deeply 

involved with the subjects for construction of knowledge, along with profusely articulated 

depictions illustrating the environment in where the study is being conducted. Having such 

details in the study alone validate the inquiry process.  

 Crystallization. Among many types of validation, I in a way chose Laurel Richardson 

(2005)’s coined term, crystallization as validation. Dismissing triangulation for its shape of a 

triangle being too flat and rigid, Richardson conceptualizes how the crystal in its shape serves 

better to explain the complexity of interpretive qualitative research, especially narrative inquiry. 

Crystallization is not static, but dynamic in its nature of angles, surfaces, lighting. Choosing a 
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certain angle, paralleling to how I turned and adjusted the kaleidoscopic lens to focus on a 

certain image, I was (re)presenting narrative truth, namely as verisimilitude (Ellis, 2004). I 

showed what I was learning and understanding about college faculty development through 

examining my teaching experience using writing prompts to provide significant learning for my 

students in orientation classes. Therefore, crystallization made more sense than triangulation 

when it came to validating my autoethnographic research.    

 Why bother validating the research? With the burgeoning wonder at the scholarly 

demand for validity, I asked: what was the appropriate amount of validity necessary for an 

autoethnographic study on the development of my pedagogical content knowledge through 

writing over time? There are indeed authors such as Wolcott (1990), according to Creswell 

(2013), who question the need to validate. Why bother validating the research? The main reason 

being is that Wolcott and other qualitative researchers prefer to concentrate on understanding the 

phenomena in their respective studies. They want to spend quality time studying, collecting and 

analyzing data, interpreting, formulating theories— rather than spend time worrying over how to 

validate each research technique and also how to persuade any reader to see and perhaps 

acknowledge the purpose of the study.  

Referring to Kvale and Brinkmann’s (2009) words “the more one validates, the greater 

the need for further validation,” it makes sense why any qualitative researcher, including myself, 

needs to be cautious and not over-validate. Less is more. Still, the research needs to be 

trustworthy. As a qualitative researcher, I was to balance out the validation measures to increase 

the soundness of my study, the research process. I agree with Denzin (2014), who simply writes 

that “autoethnographers assert that narrative truth is based on how a story is used, understood, 

and responded to” (p. 70).  
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 How I will validate?  Absorbing all the scholarly arguments about validity, the measures 

I decided to use to enhance validity in my autoethnographic study were: crystallization 

(Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005); layered account (Ellis, 2004) that included vignettes, 

reflections, students’ writings, and peer input; verisimilitude where “it evokes a feeling that the 

experience described is true, coherent, believable, and connects the reader to the writer’s world” 

(Denzin, 2014, p. 70); rich, thick description (Geertz, 1973) for transferability; clarifying bias of 

my position as the researcher and the researched (Creswell, 2013; Ellis, 2004); and prolonged 

time in conducting the study. The multiple data sources for validation consisted of writing both 

on paper and on computer: 1) stream-of-consciousness handwritten responses to prompts given 

on PowerPoints; 2) typed weekly reflection discussion postings on Blackboard; 3) career 

exploration final essays in first and subsequent second and third/final drafts; 4) conversation-like 

reflexive dyadic interviews with several colleagues regarding samples of my unidentified 

students’ writing; 5) my past reflections, 6) my observations, and 7) detailed ethnographic field 

notes.   

Précis 

 This methodology chapter first described the foundational aspects of qualitative research 

and social constructionism with strains of constructivism before plunging deep into 

autoethnography. I chose autoethnography specifically because I could position myself as both 

the researcher and the researched (Creswell, 2013; Ellis, 2004; Goodall, 2008), with the primary 

data being my past and present personal and teaching experiences, along with ethnographic field 

notes.  

This chapter encompassed the methods I used to collect and analyze data to explore my 

teaching experience using writing prompts. Such methodology allowed me to share the 
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development of my pedagogical content knowledge through writing over time through my 

meandering into college teaching. By providing a personal perspective through vignettes to make 

the experience of becoming college faculty more real and approachable may help increase the 

understanding of college faculty, resulting in improving college faculty development efforts.  

The validity, trustworthiness, and reliability of this autoethnography were checked by 

several qualitative techniques including member checking, crystallization of data, rich 

description, layered account that includes peer debriefing, and prolonged time in conducting the 

study. To prolong this study, I taught four orientation classes total in spring and fall 2015 terms, 

each class a ten-week long course. The results in the next few chapters provide a lengthy rich 

description (Geertz, 1973) on how this autoethnography was conducted.  

In the next chapter, the development chapter titled “See the Writing” Kaleidoscopic Lens 

where I refer back to my past experiences that had sculpted my teaching philosophy centering on 

writing prompts, I autoethnographically created a kaleidoscopic lens to provide the reader an 

insight of how my pedagogical content knowledge had been developed. In the following chapter, 

five thematic findings are portrayed as teaching experience vignettes, supported by purposeful 

sampling of students’ responsive writings to the writing prompts and my reflections tinged with 

peer input from dyadic interviews. These five thematic findings are also theoretically discussed 

within the parameters of Shulman’s (1986, 1987) pedagogical content knowledge, along with 

additions of Otto and Everett’s (2013) context knowledge and Zepke’s (2013) threshold 

concepts, to address the research questions.  
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CHAPTER IV:  

“SEE THE WRITING” KALEIDOSCOPIC LENS (DEVELOPMENT CHAPTER) 

It’s a revelation. It’s a revelation, 

And I need time to consider it.  

It’s a precious jewel; I need to hold it up to the light.  

Turn it, so I can see its shine from every angle. 

~Veronica Rossi 

  

After having done scholarly literature review and extensively explained autoethnography 

as a method to explore my teaching experience using writing prompts, I am ready to share how 

my teaching philosophy, deeply rooted in using writing prompts, has been established through 

my personal and professional experiences. How exactly do I start sharing my teaching 

experience using writing prompts? “Autoethnographic accounts need a beginning that marks the 

meaning of what comes next” (Hernández, Sancho, Creus, & Montané, 2010, p. 5), I 

intentionally chose to create a development chapter titled as “See the Writing” Kaleidoscopic 

Lens to portray my past experiences that contribute to the development of my teaching 

philosophy, my pedagogical content knowledge. I identify “key moments” from the past and 

from my teaching experience and “place them in context” (Hernández et al, p. 4).  

To determine the best way to “express the meaning” of developing my college teaching 

career, I cannot exactly pinpoint a starting reference point (Hernandez et al, p. 7). Since I could 

not exactly pinpoint a starting place, I decided to construct a kaleidoscopic lens to encompass all 

“key moments” of my past into one perspective lens of my pedagogical content knowledge 

development. The kaleidoscopic lens, sparked by Laurel Richardson’s (2005) crystallization, 
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allows multi-faceted details to illuminate the intricate establishment of my teaching philosophy 

serving as pedagogical content knowledge. Thus, this chapter serves to address the first two 

guiding research questions, which are the following: how did my prior experiences shape who I 

am as a teacher; and, how did I develop pedagogical content knowledge through writing?   

Establishing the Architecture of an Autoethnographic Study  

on my Teaching Experience Using Writing Prompts  

 

Take a few minutes to think about your personal journey as a graduate student, 

On your way toward your professional goals as a teaching scholar. 

How would you describe the process you’ve been going through? 

You may want to capture this visually or with words—whichever is helpful for you. 

~Nyquist, Manning, Wulff, Austin, Sprague, Fraser, Calcagno, & Woodford (1999) 

 

Evaluating how it would be possible to actually pull together mounds of data collection 

and analysis, in conjunction with an introduction to the problem, literature review, and 

concluding remarks with recommendations or questions for further/future research, all seemed 

daunting. However after I read Creswell (2013) and Glesne (2011), I saw the big picture, or 

rather I could see how there were frameworks to organize and construct the gathered information 

similar to a blueprint. Creswell discusses the “two writing structures, overall (organization of the 

study) and embedded (specific narrative devices and techniques),” which has helped simplify 

what I needed to understand how to critique my own summation of the research (p. 215).  

The quality of my autoethnography depended on how I wrote, which set the tone; 

Creswell strongly emphasizes the importance of self-disclosure for the role of researcher to 

conscientiously unveil biases, values, and experiences when conducting the qualitative research. 

Autoethnography may be immersed with the researcher-writer’s self-inquiry narrative, where I 

was bold in creating a development chapter to share my perspective on how I came into college 

teaching through writing.  
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As part of my development as a college teacher, I included what is a big part of me, 

which is being hearing impaired. In the following tales, I shared how my hearing impairment 

was discovered and what decisions my family has made to deal with my hearing impairment in 

terms of communication. I will also share how my hearing impairment somehow influenced the 

direction of my dissertation topic decision.   

To Satisfy Curiosity about My Hearing Impairment 

 Born in Jefferson County, Missouri on the coldest day of the year 1980, February 3
rd

, I 

am perfectly formed, all ten fingers and ten toes, the first daughter and third child, a new sister 

to two brothers. I am the perfect baby which any relative can place me anywhere and I am 

content, not bothered by the surroundings. I rarely cry.  

Yet in subsequent months, my family cannot help but notice that my muscles seem to not 

develop at a normal rate. My parents are prodded to have me tested for many things. It is not 

until a Christmas party one snowy Friday night when my parents left my brothers and me with a 

babysitter that the defining moment occurred.  

The babysitter placed me on the floor before she began to wash pots and pans. She 

accidentally drops a pan, which makes a loud clanging noise. She whips around to look at me; I 

do not even startle or cry at the noise.  

Concerned, the babysitter creeps behind me to clap her hands. I do not respond. She tries 

different noises. Only when I can see her out of my peripheral vision, I will gurgle happily at her. 

The babysitter, afraid, does not inform my parents until Sunday, two days later, at church.  

Immediately the next morning, my parents rush me to the same hospital where I endured 

months of testing. The same young doctor who has earlier dismissed the possibility of hearing 

loss diagnoses me as born profoundly deaf.  
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What family history of hearing loss? There is no history of hearing loss of any kind, 

except for normal aging, on either side of my huge, sprawling family tree as far as we know. The 

most plausible explanation for the cause of my being born profoundly deaf may be due to the 

numerous ultrasound testings my mother had been requested to undergo during her pregnancy 

with me. Even my mother’s two sisters thought the number of ultrasound tests to be 

unnecessarily excessive.  

Cued speech. As any parent being confronted with the reality of having a child with a 

disability, my parents weigh all the possibilities of raising me. Rather than sign language, my 

parents research other ways to ensure my being able to communicate in the hearing world, to 

remain part of the family rather than join the Deaf community or attend a deaf school. My 

mother subsequently meets Dr. Orin Cornett, the creator of Cued Speech. A phonemically-based 

communication system using eight hand formations representing consonant letters of the 

English-speaking alphabet and hand movements representing the vowel sounds serves to help 

any recipient learn how to lip read and pronounce words better.  

How cued speech helps me. Growing up lipreading and pronouncing words correctly 

thanks to Cued Speech helps enhance my love for reading and writing. Similar to training wheels 

being taken off a bicycle once I learn how to ride, I do not require other persons to cue to me for 

communication. However, from time to time, my father still cues to me as if to remind me of how 

I learned to communicate.  

Other than my parents and close family cuing to me when I was little, I have a 

transliterator cuing to me what the teacher says. A transliterator is similar to an interpreter 

signing American Sign Language to a Deaf person. Except kindergarten, I spent my entire 

mainstreamed elementary and secondary education watching a transliterator (I had nine 
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different transliterators total by the time I graduated from Auburn High) cue to me what the 

teacher said in class all day every day.  

Furthermore, Cued Speech is the foundation for my understanding and mastering the 

English language. Not just English language; I can learn another language with a transliterator 

cueing to me. For two semesters in high school, I learned German through Cued Speech. In 

college, however, I had one semester in German and another semester in Latin without Cued 

Speech. To reiterate, Cued Speech is my training wheels to help me grasp the language better 

through lipreading and pronouncing words.  

The Reasons Why I Do Not Do Research Focusing Solely on Hearing Impairment 

 Having made it far education-wise now that I am taking classes for my doctoral program, 

I choose to not request a Cued Speech transliterator or any other formal accommodation. 

Contrarily to my decision of not requesting accommodations, I have been choosing topics that 

relate to hearing impaired students in higher education to write twenty to twenty-five page 

papers.  

Nevertheless, after the fifth or sixth class, my mental state of mind cannot take the stress 

of defending my being different, using hearing impairment as my identifiable disability rather 

than being clustered together in the same category as the Deaf culture, where American Sign 

Language (ASL) is the native tongue. ASL is a foreign language, now offered as classes in high 

schools and higher education, for its use of structure similar to the Mandarin language using 

concepts rather than words. Therefore, I cannot communicate in ASL, even though I can 

passably sign in Signed Exact English (SEE). 

 One of the rare times I have participated in an event designed for hearing impaired 

individuals and the deaf, I recall sitting at the lunch table and not eating. Instead, I am watching 
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other individuals signing to each other in rapid succession. I feel like I am part of a movie, 

where I am an extra. An extra in a movie does not have a speaking part. Not only do I feel like an 

extra in a movie, I also feel like I am watching the same movie as a viewer. I spend the entire 

weekend, watching and figuring out their signed conversations. I can catch some words, as some 

are the same signed concepts as I know from SEE.    

 Apart from not using ASL as a communication means, whenever I write a paper 

regarding hearing impaired individuals in higher education, there is not enough literature on 

hearing impaired students and too much literature on the Deaf students. I also feel anxious at the 

idea of having to plow through Rehab Act, Section 504 and ADA policies to defend the purpose 

of each paper I write.  

The One Class that Inspired this Dissertation 

Despondent as I have been when halfway through in my doctoral program regarding the 

topic of papers that seem to boomerang back to hearing impaired students in higher education, 

the College and University Teaching class under Dr. Hardy changes my mindset about doing 

research. The despondency with my tendency to revert back to discussing hearing impaired 

students in higher education couples with my mother’s remonstration that I need to start writing 

about something else. I have not once thought about looking at my own teaching experience 

using writing prompts in my orientation classes until Dr. Hardy assigns us to individually 

present our teaching philosophy and methods both in presentation and paper.  

I write with abandon about how I use writing prompts to encourage students to use for 

their learning, to improve their writing skills, and to prepare them for subsequent classes. 

Feeling content with what I have written in the paper, I then put together an engaging 

PowerPoint presentation.  
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After I finish presenting how I use writing prompts as part of my teaching experience, Dr. 

Hardy asks me the mindset-changing question:  

“Do you think this will be your dissertation topic?” When he asks me that, I now know. 

Affirmed by his asking me that question, I respond with a glad shout.  

“Yes!”  

Kaleidoscopic Lens of the Study 

 After having disclosed how being hearing impaired had influenced my dissertation topic 

decision, I established some way for other influences to be portrayed to shed some light on my 

teaching experience using writing prompts. Before I could jump into revealing how I did that, I 

needed to personalize the role of validity for my research.  

In terms of research validity, Laurel Richardson (2005) goes beyond the flatness of a 

triangle (triangulation) for the three-dimensional metaphor of a crystal (crystallization). Any 

paraphrasing of Richardson’s description of crystallizing the data could not do any justice; 

therefore, I am putting in a block quote to capture the essence of crystallization in Richardson’s 

own words:  

In what I think of as a postmodernist deconstruction of triangulation, …there are far more 

than ‘three sides’ by which to approach the world. We do not triangulate; we crystallize.  

 

I propose that the central imaginary for ‘validity’ for postmodernist texts is not the 

triangle—a rigid, fixed, two-dimensional object. Rather, the central imaginary is the 

crystal, which combines symmetry and substance with an infinite variety of shapes, 

substances, transmutation, multidimensionalities, and angles of approach. Crystals grow, 

change, and are altered, but they are not amorphous. Crystals are prisms that reflect 

externalities and refract within themselves, creating different colors, patterns, and arrays 

casting off in different directions. What we see depends on our angle of repose—not 

triangulation but rather crystallization. (Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005, p. 963) 

 

When I read Richardson’s description of crystallization, I knew exactly what she means. While 

triangulation focuses on fulfilling the minimum expectations of validating research, 



114 

 

crystallization expands upon seeking, finding, understanding, knowing, and sharing from a 

certain angle of a process, situation, or idea.  

Kaleidoscopic Lens 

Not only did I readily adopt Richardson’s crystallization, I also imagined a kaleidoscope 

to create a lens to show the reader my “personal values, attitudes, and beliefs about the 

[classroom culture] formed by [my] unique personal biography, learned experiences, and 

individual thinking patterns” (Saldaña, 2015, p. 6). Long before I began my dissertation journey, 

I came up with a creative title for my blog that I was to share with my classmates for my last 

doctoral class. The title was “kaleidoscopic view of life and higher education: figuring out which 

ever-changing angle to go with…”  

 The word kaleidoscope fitted in the same way I would crystallize my autoethnography, to 

shed light on the influences impacting my teaching experience using writing prompts. Before I 

finally established this autoethnographic research approach, I was emailing Dr. Major, my 

dissertation chair, prospectus outlines and drafts. Her feedback, encouraging yet constructive, 

centered on my needing to tighten my focus on the research question.  

*** 

“You have hit some important content. You need to tighten your organization and 

argument though to better get that content conveyed to the reader.” She types. “Your methods 

are coming along. But you seem to have gone in the direction of auto-ethnography, both in how 

much of you appears within the text and in what you say you are going to do. That’s an unusual 

approach for a dissertation in our field, so if that’s where you really want to go, I’d say we need 

to have a prospectus meeting (before a proposal) just to be sure your committee is okay with 
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that” (C. Major, personal communication, September 6, 2014). I proceed to read her comments 

on my prospectus before emailing her back.  

“I read your comments, which are exactly what I need to hear. I can see how I focused 

writing this prospectus using something like a kaleidoscopic lens rather than a telescopic lens.” 

I type in response. At this stage, I am figuring out what I really want to know and what approach 

to take. I then type more: “I thought pragmatic qualitative research allows for innovative 

methods of collecting and analyzing data, thus the reason I want to take on the autoethnographic 

approach for the data collection/analysis part of the research.” After a few more back and forth 

emails with Dr. Major, I then arrange for a prospectus meeting with my dissertation committee a 

few weeks later. The October 3, 2014 meeting results in their approval for my doing an 

autoethnography for my dissertation.  

*** 

The beauty of adopting the autoethnographic approach to my research is that I could 

construct a kaleidoscopic lens on my research, which crystallized the research through a self-

narrative inquiry on my own teaching experience using writing prompts. Using the word 

kaleidoscope was my self-fulfilling prophecy, because when I received committee approval to 

change my research approach from pragmatic qualitative research to autoethnography I felt right 

and that I clearly saw where I was going with sharing my teaching experience with the 

administrators, faculty, and students.  

 The kaleidoscopic lens provide a certain angle of looking at the entire situation with bits 

of different influencing factors including family, history, culture, education, and beliefs. While 

not strictly in chronological order but more of thematic order, the kaleidoscopic lens show the 

interconnectedness between stories designed to build a tale of autoethnographic purpose. Like a 
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lovingly handmade heirloom quilt, the purpose starts in the center of a kaleidoscopic lens before 

expanding out, changing shape yet maintaining the same purpose, creating a distinctive 

kaleidoscopic design.   

Vignettes as Influential Colored Glass Bits that Make Up the Kaleidoscopic Lens 

By sharing my own kaleidoscopic lens, my teaching philosophy of using writing prompts 

emerged from under the influential colored glass bits serving as “vignettes” (Denzin, 2014; Ellis, 

2009; Goodall, 2008; Humphreys, 2005). Vignettes are captured in moments of life as tales to 

support the purpose of any ethnographic study. Vignettes are written as “creative non-fiction” 

(Goodall).  

I will begin with the first colored glass bit, which is family (Denzin, 2014; Leggo, 2007), 

before moving on to the next bit, creativity. The memories, faith, and my inherent 

hardheadedness are shared before plunging into how I came to be an adjunct instructor of 

freshman Orientation courses. The final colored glass bits of my kaleidoscopic lens includes how 

my view of Alabama and the two year public colleges signifies my personal connecting with the 

classroom culture as part of my autoethnography. 

Influential Colored Glass Bit: Family 

 I come from a sprawling, centuries-old large tree with many, many branches spreading 

out and roots reaching down deeper and deeper in the Deep South, mainly in Lee County, 

Alabama. I spent countless family reunions at several different places such as my great-

grandfather’s log cabin in Red Level, Alabama, near Opp. In the blistering sunlight of Saturdays 

before Father’s Day, with second, third, and even fourth cousins, engaging in mud fights on the 

dirt road, climbing the magnolia trees for pictures, and indulging in homecooked foods brought 

from all over Alabama.  
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Other family reunions are more formal, with nice lipsticked pecks on cheeks and catered 

barbecues. There are family weddings with yellow-and-white striped tented receptions taking 

place on the sprawling front lawn of Uncle Dick and Aunt Julia Moreman’s grand house in 

Opelika, Alabama. After a candlelight service at church, Christmas Eve was spent at Grammy’s 

house on North College Street leading from Highway 280 to Auburn. I can recall Aunt Lily 

sitting next to a roaring fire crackling in the fireplace, reading out loud in her animated, well-

mimicking voice a Christmas story to friends and family. Christmas Day with Gran was complete 

with a table groaning with turkey, cranberry sauce, spinach, homemade bread. Easters I spent 

with cold sunrise services, hot cross buns, and newly sewn pastel-colored dresses. Birthdays I 

celebrated with family, much anticipated presents, and favorite meals such as country-fried 

steak, mashed potatoes, and broccoli with homemade dessert such as cherry pie or strawberry 

cake.  

 The Bradleys. The maternal side of my family portrait seeps in books, tradition, faith, 

and Auburn. At Christmas, we Bradleys give each other books as presents. And we do read these 

books first before inscribing on the inside cover and giving them as gifts. We read books as part 

of our spending quality time together. If not reading books, we gather in Grammy’s kitchen for 

homecooked meals, blessings, and family talk; we do not gossip, but we do keep each other 

updated with news, accomplishments, disappointments, and goings-on. We love telling tales to 

remember the good old family times. Grammy always keeps her house open, welcoming any 

person in the home; her hospitality permeating the Bradley family is strength, withstanding most 

family crises with grace and unity.  

 Grandmother Bradley and Aunt Lily. Elizabeth Bradley is my great-grandmother, 

whom I have never met but I have known well; she taught English at Auburn High School long 
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before I was born. I grew up listening to how much Grandmother Bradley had done for the 

family, teaching the value of reading and writing.  

Aunt Lily, her daughter and my grandfather Pop’s older sister, carried on the Bradley 

love for reading and writing. She always asks if I have read any classics lately.  

 “Have you read Little Women, yet?”  

 “Have you read any of Willa Cather books I gave you?” 

 “Have you read Charles Dickens?” 

Not only did Grandmother Bradley and Aunt Lily strongly encourage the family to read classics, 

they also emphasized the importance of reading the Good Book, the Bible. They drew wisdom 

from the Proverbs and the beatitudes of Christ’s teachings to share. My parents embraced their 

teachings and continued the tradition.  

  The Moremans. Through my parents, I have learned the value of having names, 

especially the students’, spelled right. I grew up with the maiden name, Moreman. The three 

years that we lived on the base at Maxwell Air Force in Montgomery, we became friends with a 

family of the Mormon religion. We subsequently moved back to Auburn when Dad received his 

assignment to serve in Saudi Arabia to work out some conflicts. He spent a year there, the year 

before the Gulf War broke out.  

When Ma writes and sends out Christmas letters, I see that the McKellers call us “Baptist 

Moremans” in their Christmas card to us.  

 “Why are they calling us that?” I ask Ma. I am nine and curious.   

 “Because they are Mormons, and they spell Mormon differently.” Ma spells out Mormon.  

 “What do Mormons believe? I thought the McKellers are Baptists too.” Ma explains to 

me what a Mormon is and why our name is nothing related to the religion.  
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Throughout the years after returning from Saudi Arabia, my father has shared stories 

about the Moremans by stating how the name might have evolved from the moors of England or 

probably from the Berbers of North Egypt. However our name Moreman originated, I have 

learned to be conscientiously aware of how to correctly spell any person’s name. When I tell 

people my maiden name, I always say, “Not Mormon the religion. I am a Baptist Moreman, and 

you spell Moreman with two words put together: more and man.”   

Reflection on family.  I shared the memories about my being part of a huge sprawling 

family tree situated in Deep South to illustrate the developing of my teaching philosophy using 

writing prompts. Family played an integral role in my understanding and relating with others. 

Even though I was comfortable in a large group, I did not feel like I was a member when it came 

to conversations and listening. However, the security and love that came from a large family 

instilled within me the desire to reach out to students, to interact with them, to be able to teach 

them in the most productive way.  

 The faith, memories, traditions, and lessons I learned from my family permeated through 

the way I teach. Thanks to the Bradleys, I loved to read. Reading carried me beyond the 

stereotypical expectations of 1980s and 1990s for any hearing impaired child. When Heather 

Whitestone was crowned Miss America 1995 and I was fourteen, I learned this one stereotypical 

expectation: “A deaf child could not succeed past third grade.” Through her Miss America 

platform, Whitestone promoted awareness that any deaf child can do more and that includes 

succeeding past having a third grade level education. Heather Whitestone became deaf when she 

fell ill at such a tender age. She learned to persist to succeed in life through her mother, Daphne 

Gray. (Gray & Lewis, 1996; Whitestone & Hunt, 1998)  
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 And like Heather Whitestone, I learned to persist through my family and their influence. 

My parents encouraged me to relate to others by involving me in their activities and errands 

when they helped other people. They did not let me sit and read books all day while there were 

family and friends to care for. They made me go to church twice on Sunday and Wednesday 

nights, sometimes more during the week depending on my mother’s responsibilities (she is the 

Director of Preschool). The parental influence on my relating with others, helping others 

remained strong as I used writing prompts as a way to reach out to students, to relate with them, 

to help them.  

 Furthermore, family to me equaled faith. We held each other accountable in terms of 

relationships, honesty, integrity, and hard work. By having such a large family concentrated in 

faith, such values resonated in my teaching philosophy. I believed that having honesty, integrity, 

relatedness, and hard work while teaching helped me relate to students better. I hoped that 

students saw that I cared for their learning and that I used writing prompts to relate with them 

better, to help them better.  

 According to the importance of sharing my maiden name, I learned from my own 

experience having grown up with a last name that renders confusion with a religion due to 

spelling. Additionally, my mother’s name was Joan, but we pronounced it like “jo-ann.” My 

father’s nickname is Sonny; needless to say, it is not spelled like “sunny.” Not to mention the 

spelling of my first name, Sarah, where people more often than not left off the “h”—I thought 

mainly because they were too lazy to add another letter to my name. Therefore, I used writing 

prompts to learn the students’ names better and faster. In class, I always requested that students 

to write their first and last names in the top right hand corner.  
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What the students did not know that during the first and, if necessary, the second class 

sessions, I walked around the classroom to peer over their shoulders to look at their names 

written in the top right hand corner to speed up my memorizing their names. Not only did I 

remember their names, I made sure to spell their names correctly. I made sure I knew what 

nickname or abbreviated version of a name they went by. When I acknowledged each student by 

name, I was gaining their trust. I saw results from previous classes that by simply acknowledging 

their names helped propel students to write more responsively to the writing prompts.  

 There was more about family influencing the development of my teaching philosophy 

using writing prompts. I need to admit that I took my family for granted when I share two 

following tales about my being hardheaded.  

The most hardheaded child. When it comes to interacting with my family, I take love for 

granted. Rather, I focus more on having things done in a certain way. It is not until I am newly 

married when I am confronted with this truth about myself.  

The truth about my taking love for granted comes three months after I exchanged vows 

with my husband on a wooden pier over the Coosa River on New Year’s Eve 2004. I am in 

Auburn, sitting on an antique loveseat in the formal living room of the preacher’s home for my 

post-wedding bridal shower. It is during the moment where ladies share their wisdom of 

marriage with me. My mother places a hand on my knee. 

 “Sarah, you are my most hardheaded child.” Ma looks me in the eye. She goes on to 

share her motherly wisdom, but all I could remember is that I am hardheaded. I am the third 

child of four children and the first daughter.  

 I do acknowledge her observation as her hardheaded child. Growing up from a perfect, 

happy baby and quick smiling fifth grader, my teenage and college years have been filled with 
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adamant determination to have things done in a certain way such as having a particular kind of 

underwear for Christmas in my stocking, my clothes folded in a certain way, interact in a certain 

way, or having Ma look at me while I am talking.  

 Auntie. Aunt Glen confirms my growing self-awareness about my being hardheaded. 

Aunt Glen is my mother’s younger sister and Grammy’s fourth child. Grammy has described 

Aunt Glen as her relationship child who reaches out to others, to take care of others. Aunt Glen, 

though married for many years to Uncle Bobby, could not give birth. Between her teaching 

kindergarten in Lanett, Alabama all my life, being a proud aunt of many nieces and nephews, 

and taking Uncle Bobby’s two daughters under her wing, Aunt Glen has this gift of relating to 

others, keeping them in line all the while loving them.  

But I am special to her; I am her Lizzie and she is my Auntie. I have spent many nights, 

weekends, crying, laughing, reading, sharing with Auntie. One time, or should I say quite a few 

times, Auntie has said that I am high maintenance.  

 “You are high-maintenance, Lizzie.” Auntie observes after some reflection when I asked 

her opinion on how I do relationships. I have always trusted Aunt Glen for her honesty, for her 

willingness to be straight with me. Because she does not believe in pleasing me, in telling me 

what I want to hear. She tells me what I need to hear.  

 “How come?” I want to know what she meant.  

 “I have to look at you when you talk.” Her sage green eyes lock with my blue-green ones, 

she leans forward as if to emphasize her words. “You stop talking if I look away.”  

 “Do I really do that?”  

 “I have to stop whatever I am doing and pay attention to you. To listen to you.”  

 “For real?!” I make a noise between a choke and a laugh.  
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 “When you were younger and I was driving, you would get mad if I looked away to see 

the road. You would stop talking, and I thought, ‘Good. I can concentrate on getting us home 

safe.’” Ever since she explained how I react when people do not look at me when I am talking, I 

pay attention to my own feelings, reactions, and behavior when I talk, when I teach.  

 I do want the students to look at me, not at the computer screens in front of them or even 

worse, whisper to each other while I am talking. Does my frustration show if any person is not 

looking at me?  

Reflection on my hardheadedness and Auntie.  While my teaching philosophy 

centering on my using writing prompts was being established, I was caught between in a 

dichotomy of relating with others. While I belonged to many people by blood, it was more about 

how I related to each relative individually. Even though I loved my family, I took their love for 

granted by being hardheaded. My being hardheaded influenced the way I taught. I was 

hardheaded to the point where I might have unrealistically high expectations for students 

enrolled in my orientation classes. I expected them to write a lot. I expected them to see writing 

as beneficial for their learning.  

 Yet while writing this autoethnography, I was learning more about the background of my 

being hardheadedness. That perhaps stemming from the family values of honesty, integrity, faith, 

and hard work, I was deeply rooted in feeling secure with love I knew I had from my family. But 

love seemed to be not enough and that perhaps my becoming more hardheaded growing up had 

led to my needing to control things. If I could not control whatever it was such as not 

understanding another person or having difficulty in following a group conversation, I escaped 

into my own world with a book or a journal. It was as if I wavered between being confident in 

love and being hardheaded.  
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The previous paragraph was due to Aunt Glen having brought clarity to my dichotomous 

place in the family when I visited with her while I was in Auburn for Christmas 2014. The 

following is a tale of our visit:  

*** 

 Driving on 85 from Auburn to Lanett, twenty-three miles away, I rest my fingers lightly 

on the steering wheel as my mind disengages from having been at Grammy’s. I had been talking 

loudly over chatter of grand- and great-grandchildren running around, sharing with Aunt Lily 

about how I am working on my dissertation. I let her read the two pages that featured her from 

my proposal draft that Aunt Glen has proofread and left behind on Grammy’s kitchen table. 

After reading those two pages, Aunt Lily has this stunned smile that lifts up her face as if she is 

bursting with pride. The ninety-two year old grand-aunt keeps exclaiming that she is so proud of 

me, for carrying on the Bradley heritage of reading and writing.  

Somewhat disquiet with her words of being proud of me, I am wondering if it is because I 

am feeling the ethical pressure of writing the autoethnography, to share some details about my 

family. What if whatever I write will hurt someone’s feelings? Still examining my feelings of 

disquiet, I park the SUV and trot up to the front porch of a one-story neutral-colored brick 

house.  

Without knocking, I let myself in. I hug Aunt Glen and Uncle Bobby before plopping upon 

the soft dark-colored sofa. After greetings and catching-ups for a while, Aunt Glen asks if I have 

yet read her comments on the dissertation draft that I gave her two months before to proofread. I 

nod, since I read fast.  

“What do you think of the proposal?” I ask her as I sit up straight from having leaned my 

shoulder against the soft cushions.  
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“I like it overall,” she says, then pauses with a look of hesitation on her face. 

“Be honest,” I prod her. “I need for you to be honest, because I will have an advisor and 

committee, not to mention the rest of scholars, reading this and critiquing. I need for this to 

sound publishable. Does it flow? Is it readable?” She nods her head once before laying out a 

hand as to soften the blow of what she is about to say.  

 “I have known you all your life, because I was there.” Looking at me in the eye, she lets 

those words fall before speaking again in that serious tone. “I agree with all of that. But what hit 

me while I was reading what you wrote, I realized you were experiencing things differently from 

the rest of the family.” I lean forward as if to glean better understanding of her words, but I 

sense that I do know what she is saying. That I probably know what she is trying to put into 

words. She continues in that tone of regret: “I thought if I just let you be part of things in the 

most normal way, that you’ll be alright. I am sorry.”  

“What’s there to be sorry about?” I shake my head.  

“What I have discovered reading your own words is that you get the most out of moments 

where you were with one other person, not in a group, not in our family. When I realize that, I 

feel like you are missing out on a lot of things in the family. And I had thought you would be 

okay, that you were able to follow along. Now my perception has changed.” I understand 

precisely what she means, and having grown up in a large family environment probably has 

instilled within me the ability to act as if I can follow along while I do not know fully what is 

going on.  

Certainly, I have had transliterators (similar to interpreters) while attending mainstream 

in the K-12 system. Certainly, I have asked, “What are you talking about?” over and over again 

in any kind of a group conversation. My aunt’s revelation is not new to me, but I see how she is 
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bothered by how much I am missing out except when I ask what is going on. I reach out and pat 

her hand.  

“It is okay, Auntie.” I assure her. “I turned out good. I wouldn’t change my life. I have 

books, and I have writing.”  

“But I feel convicted.” Closing her sage-green eyes tight for a few seconds, she seems to 

want me to grasp the depth of her conviction. “It is as if you were living in your own world while 

being with us, your family.” 

“Still, I would have turned out different if I did not turn to reading and writing to fill the 

void of relating.” Seeing her hesitant nod, I then turn her focus back on helping me with how I 

can change the proposal draft. I share with her what my chair has commented on the draft that I 

had sent before the holidays. I laugh as I repeat Dr. Major’s words such as “whiplash” referring 

to the chaotic way of my writing seesawing between memories and scholarly context.  

“See, I need to figure out how to make my proposal readable.” I stop laughing and then 

let out a nervous sigh. “I feel pressure because I have chosen to write about writing. And I am 

not even a good writer. I write to communicate; after all, I have chosen English as my major 

mainly because I want to learn how to communicate better. Not because I was already a good 

writer.” Aunt Glen shifts in her sitting position as if she is poised to give me good advice, which 

she usually does.  

“Listen, the way you write is beautiful.” She nods, motioning for me to nod back. 

“Beautiful. Because you read a lot helps. But you do not write like most people do. You do not 

write in a vernacular way.” 

“How can I revise my proposal?” I persist.  
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“For example, it is difficult to read long sentences, wondering where they are going. I 

think that will be a start.” I let out a groan.  

“I know I am bad about writing long sentences.” 

“Yeah, with how you use the commas, all that. The sentences are too long to read. It is 

hard to keep up with the way you are thinking when you are writing that way. Like I said before, 

I feel like you are in your own world when you write. That you do not realize that what makes 

sense to you may be hard for others to catch up.”  

*** 

I was glad to have Aunt Glen’s insight on one of my several proposal drafts, to better 

determine how to autoethnographically share my teaching experience using writing prompts, to 

share how and why I used writing prompts. She confirmed how so much of my reading 

influenced my writing as opposed to others writing from hearing.  

I sought to share how it was more than just about writing prompts that I related better 

with students. I wanted to help fill the literature gap of instructor-with disability-student 

interaction (Moore, 1989; italics mine) being supported through use of writing prompts. I hoped 

to make a significant contribution to the scholarly discussion of pedagogical content knowledge 

(Shulman, 1986, 1987) and also of college faculty development. I was hoping that my 

conducting an autoethnography would help provide better insight of what becoming a college 

teacher was like. I would like to share how I worked through the complexities and challenges 

that came not only as a college teacher, but also as a differently-abled one.  

With having exhausted the influential colored glass bit of family, I will move on to 

discuss how creativity helped shape my teaching philosophy centered on writing prompts.  
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Influential Colored Glass Bit: Creativity 

 Creativity came naturally for me. I used creativity to communicate what I see. Creativity 

came in different mediums to different persons. Creativity for me came in form of yearbooks 

(and other publications including student handbook as well) and art. Learning through yearbooks 

and art encouraged me to be more creative in my writing, in my desire to teach.  

*** 

When I first fell in love with yearbooks. Whenever I sat cross-legged on the carpet in 

the den poring over 1968, 1969, and 1970 The Tiger yearbooks from Auburn High, I wonder at 

the history of these people and the younger versions of my parents in the black and white photos, 

at their hippie-styled hairdos and polyester clothing. When my older brothers receive their 

yearbooks from Auburn High, I look at theirs too. I love studying yearbooks, getting to know 

people who share classes with my parents and brothers. I like to think of how they live their lives, 

enjoying high school, experiencing what I am not old enough to experience such as taking 

geometry, earning driver’s license, and going to the prom. There is something poignant and a 

sense of historical permanence of memories in any yearbook.  

Creating a kaleidoscopic art. When I enter Auburn Junior High School, which is 

formerly Lee County High School, I am disappointed to learn that I cannot be on the yearbook 

staff until next year. Only eighth graders get to work on the yearbook. The yearbook advisor, 

Mrs. Branch, also teaches art. Therefore, I take art.  

One of the art projects Mrs. Branch has assigned is to create a kaleidoscope.  

“Everyone, watch as I show you how to create a kaleidoscope.” Mrs. Branch says with 

her eyebrows in their typical raised manner whenever she speaks or explains. “You fold it in 
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half. Then on one side, you draw a half-circle.” She demonstrates by drawing from top to 

bottom, the curved edge the opposite side of the folded side.  

“Then you go ahead and cut the curve out. You have a circle when you unfold it.” She 

then proceeds to cut along the drawn curve. She unfolds and holds up a circle. Her eyebrows 

still raised, she looks at us with that do you get that so far? expression.  

“Now fold it back. Fold it in half two more times.” She shows us by folding hers thrice. 

She then holds up the thrice-folded cone shaped paper. “Now, you create a design in that one 

section however you wish. Then duplicate that design on each section.” She smiles as if she has 

a secret she cannot wait to share with us, then nods.  

“Once you finish the whole side of the circle, filling in all the sections, you have created 

a kaleidoscope design.” My classmates and I then comply, following her verbal instructions by 

drawing and cutting a circle of our papers before folding them three times. We then draw our 

individual designs. The results prove intricately and evoking powerful, no matter the design.  

*** 

When I thought about creating my own kaleidoscopic lens, I remembered what Mrs. 

Branch taught me. Below is the kaleidoscopic lens I hastily sketched just for this 

autoethnography to show the interconnectedness of my personal with the culture.  

 

Illustration 1. A hastily sketched kaleidoscopic lens (November 10, 2014) 

I needed to have colored glass bits to fit together in a pattern, so I later created a more 

appropriate lens to shed light on what I was autoethnographically trying to share. Each detail was 
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integral in creating the whole image inside the kaleidoscopic lens. When I shared details of 

family, faith, writing, becoming an orientation instructor, the state of Alabama, and the 

community college, I was showing a certain kaleidoscopic lens namely See the Writing to 

autoethnographically contribute to the scholarly discussion on college faculty development, to 

advocate writing in the classroom (Angelo & Cross, 1993; Bean, 2011; Reither, 1985) in order to 

enhance instructor with disability-student interaction (Moore, 1989; italics mine), students’ 

critical, practical, and creative thinking skills (Sternberg, 1989), significant learning experience 

(Fink, 2013), and learner-centered education (Paulsen & Feldman, 2007; Weimer, 2013).  

For months I looked at the 10 November 2014 rough sketch of a kaleidoscopic design, 

having taken my time to speculate how to improve upon this design to more accurately represent 

my autoethnography on the development of my pedagogical content knowledge, to represent my 

becoming a college teacher. It was not until the last Monday of January 2015 when I felt trapped 

for some reason. I had to sit down and use the Microsoft Publisher and Photoshop Elements to 

create a better design. I decided to take the rough sketch and blend it into the research lens model 

(Savin-Baden & Major, 2013).       
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Figure 5.  Equation of creating kaleidoscopic lens design 

           

The following result seems appropriately representative of my autoethnography. The full 

description about this kaleidoscopic lens design named as See the Writing is included in the 

appendices as Appendix G.  
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Illustration 2.  Sarah Elizabeth Eiland, See the Writing kaleidoscopic lens, 2015 

*** 

Mama B. One certain detail of the kaleidoscopic lens that has shaped my creative 

thinking is the yearbook. When Mrs. Branch left Auburn Junior High to teach art at Auburn High 

during my eighth grade year, I missed her teaching, the way her eye sparkles as she finds humor 

in anything and everything we do in her art classroom. The way she explains a particular artistic 

technique from charcoal drawing to using paper lunch bags to make puppets; the way she nods 

her head in an affirmative way as she makes her point are all parts of my fondness for her.  

While I am missing Mrs. Branch, I serve under the new art teacher/yearbook advisor on 

the yearbook taking pictures and helping with the layouts after school. When I finally go to 

Auburn High, I register to take annual staff instead of art with Mrs. Branch. Yet Mrs. Branch 

always makes time for me whenever we happen to cross paths on campus. It is not until the 

summer before my senior year when Mrs. Branch becomes the advisor for the annual staff after 

Mr. Bigger retired.  

As some sort of rite of passage, few of my classmates dub Mrs. Branch as Mama B for 

her generous, caring way of relating with students, whether they take her art classes or not. 
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During the process of deciding the annual staff, Mama B persuades me to take on the seniors 

section after I have been disappointed to learn that Mr. Bigger had already chosen the editors 

before he retired. Not only does she have me agree to be the seniors section editor, she also has 

me agreeing to enroll in her advanced placement (A.P.) art course even though I have not taken 

art since eighth grade.  

The way I do the seniors section, I have to frequently communicate with my classmates 

through who’s who surveys, getting their senior and baby pictures, lists of their involvement and 

achievements all four years of high school, and more. Through the process of communicating 

with almost three hundred students in my own class, I learn how to extract information to place 

into the layouts. The more information I receive from my peers, the more pages I want for the 

seniors section to the point that I earn the nickname Sarah “I want half the book” Moreman, 

which has later been inked in yellow on the back of our royal blue annual staff shirts. Mama B 

chuckles at my enthusiasm as I keep coming up with ideas for the seniors section. The way she 

empowers me to be creative with the seniors section has ameliorated my disappointment for not 

getting the coveted editorship of The Tiger. 

Glom editor-in-chief. Looking back on my disappointment for not being the editor of The 

Tiger at Auburn High, I am glad because I continue being involved with the yearbook in college, 

at Auburn University, called the Glomerata. Derived from the word, conglomeration, the 

Glomerata aims to cover all what is what about Auburn each published year. At Mama B’s 

encouragement to join the Glom staff when I start going to Auburn, I timidly step inside the 

basement office of Foy Student Union to see several older students hanging around, next to black 

computers, the black was a novel color for technology back then.  
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The first two years of my college experience are filled with yearbook assignments that I 

am willing to take on before I realize the opportunity of becoming the Editor-in-Chief. I am only 

few months away from beginning my junior year when I become approved by the Board of 

Communications in Student Affairs division to serve as the Glom Editor.  

Throughout the pandemonium of staff meetings, yearbook assignments, proofreading 

layouts, hair-raising managing of the staff to meet the deadlines, meeting with the yearbook 

publisher representative, my communication skills in writing are honed with each letter I write, 

each email I send, and each memo I share with the staff and student organization presidents. 

When my Glom editorship ends two months after the fourteen-thousand distribution of the 528-

page 2001 The Glomerata, I take on another editorship, the Tiger Cub student handbook.  

Tiger Cub Editor. What I have done as the Glom Editor focuses more on relating with 

the student body at Auburn. Being the Tiger Cub Editor, on the other hand, pulls me up even 

further into the ranks of dealing with administration, faculty, alumni, and community. The main 

purpose of my being the editor of the 144-page student handbook is to update the information 

throughout the book. I am to reach out to the key persons to get new information or confirmation 

that the already published information is good. This editorship teaches me more about writing to 

communicate.  

Reflection on creativity.  Considering how qualitative research picks up in its role of 

providing deeper insight into research by adopting Geertz’s (1973) “rich, thick description” to 

evocatively share in writing (Ellis, 2004; Goodall, 2008), it made sense that creativity in the form 

of art and yearbook would help enhance my teaching experience using writing prompts. Before I 

even started preparing to teach, I must first consider how I could relate with the students. Thus, I 
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made the most of my creativity to determine my pedagogical content knowledge (Shulman, 

1986, 1987), which turned out to be using writing prompts.  

I also had to be creative in providing the writing prompts. Art and yearbook both 

prepared me to use the PowerPoint presentation slideshows and Blackboard learning 

management system to give the writing prompts in order to establish a working relationship with 

students enrolled in my orientation classes. Creativity aided in my considering the diversity 

among students by being sensitive to their differences and needs ranging from traditional first 

year students anxious about college, returning adult students with juggling time commitments, 

students with disabilities in need of accommodations, and international students with 

communicating in English as a second language.  

Influential Colored Glass Bit: Writing 

 While creativity might come naturally for me, writing did not come naturally for me. Due 

to my not hearing good the conversations wafting in the air around me and also listening to 

sounds such as public speakers and music, I did not seem to have a sturdy grasp on the speaking 

language. It was the reading that helped me practice my writing. The more I read, the better I 

seemed to write. The more I wrote, the more I realized my imperfections in my writing. I took a 

risk by deciding to major in English when I began college at Auburn. Why did I pick English as 

my major? I will begin with a tale about my having graduated from high school. 

*** 

Graduating with ambivalent emotions. Within the Beard-Eaves Coliseum gymnasium 

where Auburn Tigers compete playing basketball, I graduate from Auburn High School on 2 

June 1998. Standing on the stage overlooking my classmates in their blue or white gowns 

depending on their gender, I wear a white gown and cap with a gold tassel and rope 
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representing high GPA and honors. Looking to my side at my fellow class officers, I do not know 

whether to cry or laugh. I want to laugh because I have achieved so many accolades with honors 

including AP English and Calculus, annual staff, dancing, being crowned Miss Homecoming, 

earned the Gold Award with Girl Scouts, attended Girls State and elected as a mayor, being 

placed as first runner up to Lee County Junior Miss, and being elected class treasurer twice.  

But I also want to cry because I cannot see how, in the future, that I will be able to 

continue achieving great things, even though I will be attending Auburn University. What do I 

want to do? Will I be able to achieve things? Will I make good grades, make all As? Will I get 

elected to something? Will I even find Mr. Right? Will I ever get my first kiss? Will I be able to 

pay my bills? What will I like to do to make a living? What will that be? I cannot foresee an 

answer; all I can see is a fog in my future. All I know is that I love the yearbook, and also I love 

to read. Yet earlier during the graduation exercises rehearsal, I received from my ninth grade 

English teacher, Miss Cinci, the letter I wrote to myself as a class assignment four years prior. In 

my fourteen-year-old handwriting, this letter echoed practically the same questions about the 

future.  

 When it is time to fling our caps up in the air, we, senior class officers, look at each other 

and then extract from inside our caps to throw glittery confetti instead. Watching the flurry of 

white and blue caps through a glittery rain of confetti, I let a smile creep up on my face as I 

laugh with my fellow officers. I graduated. 

 College preparation. Throughout the summer before I attend Camp War Eagle, I slough 

through college preparations such as having my mother call my soon-to-be potluck roommate to 

inform her about my being hearing impaired and figuring out what I would like to major in. I do 

not want to trap myself in one particular field. I do not want to limit my possibilities, especially 
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with my hearing impairment already limiting some. After listening to my brothers and friends 

about their majors ranging from business to pre-med, I do not feel right with any particular field 

except for English. I guess I will need to go further back in my younger days to figure out why I 

decide to major in English. Back in third grade, perhaps.    

Beginning to write. With my love for books, I love to write, to express my thoughts, to 

share my experiences. In third grade when Mrs. Richburg gave us spiral-bound notebooks to 

write something daily, I was fascinated with how I could simply write down something for 

myself. I still have that purple spiral-bound notebook at my parents’ house. To see my big 

cursive trained handwriting makes me feel my nine-year-old self again.  

 A play. In fourth grade, I write this play. The best part of writing this script is making up 

names for my characters like Mrs. Snowmad, the secretary for the principal. I am in love with 

the idea of going to high school from reading Archie comics and Sweet Valley High books; my 

love for the mystery and long-coming anticipation of going to high school permeates throughout 

this play.  

 Speech therapy. The next two years at Drake Middle School with its light blue and grey 

painted concrete block walls and a mural of a blazing dragon welcoming anyone going into the 

gymnasium, I see a speech therapist. I spend my summers with a private speech therapist, Mrs. 

Linda Rubio, who I have been seeing most of my life.  

 When I leave my class for speech therapy, I will miss art, music, or recess. Morose at 

giving up any of the fun activities, I walk down long hallways with slightly flickering fluorescent 

lights illuminating the way, across the gymnasium, through the doors to walk down the echoing 

staircase to one of the basement rooms to see Mrs. Edith. Sometimes my transliterator, Shelley, 

comes with me.  
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One of these speech therapy sessions, Mrs. Edith tells me that she wants me to try out for 

cheerleading.  

 “When you get to Auburn Junior High, I want you to try out for cheerleading.”  

 “How come?” I ask, curiosity wrinkling my forehead. 

 “Cheerleading helps with the rhythm.” She pats my knee in a rhythm. “To help you pace 

yourself in speaking. To speak the words loud and clear.” Though intrigued by her 

recommendation that I try out for cheerleading, I never make it past the orientation session and 

encouragement from others later when I am in ninth grade. I am scared to be heard, for my 

speech impediment to be made fun of.  

Another unexpected connection with speech therapy is writing. Between Mrs. Rubio and 

Mrs. Edith, along with my mother and Deborah Strawn (a lifelong friend and resource specialist 

for the hearing impaired), I am told to share my writings.  

 “Bring your play and your journals.” Ma instructs me as we are leaving to go see Mrs. 

Rubio in Opelika.  

 “Why?” My nose scrunches up. “What does that have to do with my speech?” 

 “We are checking to see how your writing has improved,” she explains while driving. I 

have to read her lips from her profile. “There should be a connection between your speech and 

your writing.”  

Write to speak. In seventh grade, we are to give five-minute presentations on our 

selected biographies; we have to bring a prop that represents the person. Without bothering to 

look for a particular person or browsing in a library, I know I will do Helen Keller. If I have to 

give a presentation, I prefer to feel comfortable doing it relating to someone who is similar to 

me.  
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How I prepare for this presentation: I write. I write two or three drafts of what I will say. 

And then I rehearse several times without looking at the drafts with Deborah listening to me. As 

for a prop, I bring a glass of water and have my transliterator, DeAnna be my Anne Sullivan 

signing inside my fist, “w-a-t-e-r” to help my Helen Keller speak her first word. Mrs. Fowler 

grades my presentation a 100 for doing a full five minutes without using notes. The writing in 

several drafts has helped with my memory. Other students use flashcards, which are allowed but 

limited to only five cards.  

 Write to be understood. I write this poem entitled “The butterfly in me” during my 

junior year as part of poetry reading in Honors English. Deborah Strawn, who is not simply a 

resources specialist for Auburn City Schools system but my mentor, confidante, and friend, 

proofreads all my papers in high school, including this poem. I have poetized how the butterfly in 

me does not cater to the crowds but rather flit among the crowds (represented as different flower 

beds) with my own individualistic personality, not giving into peer pressure and also wanting to 

be understood. Why I do not try out for cheerleading, why I prefer to read books over getting my 

heart broken by a thoughtless boy my own age, why I do not want to go to the creek on Friday 

nights and feel left out in group conversations in the darkness of woods, why I focus on making 

As, why I choose to work on layouts over relationships.  

 As my graduation present, Deborah has surprised me with one of her stained glass art 

works. She has this colorful butterfly centered in a large vintage window pane and titles it “The 

butterfly is in me.” I treasure this gift.  

Reflection on write to be understood.  In retrospect, I realized how Deborah with her 

talent of doing stained glass art and selling her work in art shows had captured the essence of my 
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need to be understood in a tangible form, to make permanent her acknowledgment of how I used 

writing to be heard and loved for my individualism.  

 Through her stained glass artwork, she had shown me her own kaleidoscopic image of 

watching me grow and develop in my learning through Auburn City Schools system as one of 

the few mainstreamed students with a hearing loss.  

*** 

Write to communicate. As I am about to start college, I have been thinking about all the 

writing I have done in high school and for writing contests; I still feel my writing is poorly 

lacking and not college-level ready. Even though I cannot see my writing as good, I decide to 

major in English not only to learn how to write better but also to communicate. If my writing is 

not good enough, I cannot exactly depend on my speaking skills to communicate with others. I 

need for my writing to get better in order to communicate better. Therefore, my reasons for 

picking English as my major do not include career decision-making, not even to be an English 

teacher. I pick English to improve myself, to improve my communication skills.  

 Mary Matherly Durant Award. In 2001 when I am serving as the Glom Editor-in-Chief 

at Auburn, between proofreading layouts, managing the staff, and writing class papers, I have 

been too busy to think about earning awards. However when I sit in Dr. Troy’s office during one 

of our one-on-one conferences to discuss the recent story I have written for her class, she 

mentions something about an award.  

 “You have been nominated for the Mary Matherly Durant Award, Sarah.” She casually 

says.  

 “For what?”  



141 

 

 “For using your writing in other ways than just in class.” She smiles softly, her eyes 

glowing as if she is excited for me. A month later, I find Dr. Troy sitting in the front row and 

smiling at me proudly as I stand on a small stage, receiving a plaque with my name engraved on 

it, along with a letter of congratulations for being selected as a “woman of sound character who 

has demonstrated scholastic excellence.” I wonder at Dr. Troy and apparently other English 

professors who have taught me to this point, do they see promise in my writing that I somehow 

do not see? Nevertheless, I feel encouraged by the invisible persons who have nominated and 

selected me to be the recipient of the award, believing in my writing more than I do.  

Reflection on writing.  Writing is not just to write. Writing is to reflect, to speak, to tell, 

to be understood, to understand, to communicate, to remember. I wrote to seek where I could go 

from graduating high school to attending college and beyond. I wrote to be able to express my 

thoughts, to articulate what I was thinking into spoken words. I wrote to seek answers. Ergo, 

Richardson (2005) strongly advocates writing as inquiry, as also Bochner (2014), Elbow (1998), 

Ellis (2004, 2009), and Goodall (2008). The more I wrote, the more I realized what I could do.  

 Yet there was something about writing papers for class that held me back in being free in 

my writing. Was it because of the frustrating rules of grammar? Was it because of who would 

read what I wrote? Many papers that I had written in high school and college were honestly not 

that brilliant. Or at least whenever I had read my peers’ papers, I would feel the twinge of envy. 

Why could I not use bigger, intelligent-sounding words like they did? How did they capture such 

words to form beautiful harmony of ideas into sentences that seem to flow in perfect succession?  

 With such thoughts and questions pulling me down into self-inflicted negativity while in 

college, it was not until I reached a turning point in my writing life when I realized a secret 
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weapon. That secret weapon being the writing prompts to help me pull through figuring out how 

to succeed academically. The next tale reveals such an epiphany.  

Influential Colored Glass Bit: The Birth of My Teaching Philosophy Using Writing 

Prompts 

 

The turning point of my writing life happens during my junior year at Auburn, when I 

take the personal essay course under Dr. James Hammersmith. Before this course, I have been 

taking Dr. Jim McKelly’s American Literature courses. Dr. McKelly is this professor who has 

hardly ever been still, always pacing back and forth at the front of classroom, with a paper cup 

in his hand and his other hand motioning to us, his captivated audience to give some insight from 

our nubile minds on some interesting deconstructed point about James Joyce’s Ulysses or any of 

F. Scott Fitzgerald’s novels in their narcissistic writing.  

The only grades we can earn in Dr. McKelly’s class are the mid-term paper and the final 

exam. My mid-term paper marked with a less than satisfactory grade in my hand, I walk to his 

office during his office hours. When I see he is busy, I am about to turn away when my friend, 

who comes with me, tells me that he is calling out after me to come in. I hold my breath to still 

my apprehension as I walk into his office, crowded with bookshelves and a desk that took up 

most of the small office space. Dr. McKelly waves at me to sit in the uncomfortable library-type 

wood armchair. Right away, I ask how I can improve my grade in the class.  

“You are a good student.”  

I gape at him before stammering.  

“How can I be a good student?”  

“You make the effort to come to class every day, sit in the front row, take notes even 

though I wear the microphone for your transcription, and most importantly, you participate in 

the class discussions.” He ticks off each point with his fingers, his eyes serious. “And you do not 
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let your hearing loss be an excuse.” My throat is dry, and I try to swallow to relieve it. I listen as 

he continues talking about my paper. When I confess that my mother proofreads my paper, he 

scoffs. My chest constricts at his scoff.  

“Sarah, do not have your mother proofread your papers anymore,” he punctuates his 

statement with a firm shake of his outreached hand. While I feel my forehead furrowing in 

perplexity, I stare silently at him. He goes on and explains that I am probably writing in a 

restricted way, that I cannot freely express my own ideas. “I want to read Sarah’s ideas, not 

your mother’s ideas.” Nodding my assent, I leave his office in a daze.  

The turning point. It takes me a long time to really comprehend what Dr. McKelly has 

meant by his saying “Sarah’s ideas.” It is not until I take the Personal Essay under Dr. 

Hammersmith a year or two later when I write this particular essay. By the way, yes at this 

point, I still have my mother proofread my papers; after all, I have grown up in Auburn and my 

parents live only two miles from the campus which makes it easy for me to drive home, or even 

walk home, and have my mother proofread my papers because I do not trust my own peers to do 

a good job in giving me feedback.  

The turning point is this essay titled simply as “Delta” and how I write this essay will be 

foundational to the teaching philosophy I will develop.  

Dr. Hammersmith tells us to think of one word and start writing. He reminds us, as we 

are taking personal essay that we are to begin and end with the same thought. So I choose the 

word, delta. He tells us to start writing everything we think of in response to the word we each 

choose. Subsequently, I write and write everything I can think about the word delta. How it 

represents change, the number three, and the sorority Delta Delta Delta to which my cousin, 

who is my age, pledges (and I pledge Chi Omega instead). Then when we finish writing our own 
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response essays, Dr. Hammersmith tells us to go home and type up what we have written, 

polishing as we go along. That I do. And of course, I have my mother proofread this essay.  

At first, she obligatorily reads the essay; she then looks up to me and declares that this is 

one of the best things I have written so far. I stare at her, stupefied. She inquires what is it that I 

do differently? Her asking me that question makes me wonder about the importance of writing 

down on paper, just to write out everything in response to a prompt, before typing it up does 

make a difference to the coherence of my writing compared to previous papers where I have 

hurriedly made out one-word outlines to immediately type up essays that did not exactly flow 

well, frustrating my mother when she proofread my papers.  

Thinking back on Dr. McKelly’s words that I should not have my mother proofread my 

papers, I slowly realize what he meant. All this time, I must have been writing for a specific 

audience (Bakhtin’s addressivity) that restricted my writing, which have been my mother and the 

teacher. When really, I need to be free in writing out everything I can think of about the topic, to 

not let the writing anxiety catch me, pulling me down to deal with writer’s block.   

Reflection on the birth of my teaching philosophy using writing prompts.  Writing 

gradually became easier the more I wrote. The more I realized I was learning through writing, 

the more I wanted to write. After having written for a myriad of reasons, I could see how writing 

was more than just writing. There was something about being free to write (Elbow, 1998) first 

before worrying about grammar, punctuation, and other technical aspects. I needed to know it 

was okay to not be perfect in my writing at first, that I could always go back and polish it up. 

Even more so, I wished that I had known to give myself prompts to get started on writing papers 

for English. Thus, students in my orientation classes were reaping what I had sown through my 

writing experiences. And to not exclude myself, I still had the chance to give myself prompts to 
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write not even an academic paper, but a longer paper called dissertation. The sense of 

accomplishment as I wrote and revised what I wrote as I added more to this dissertation was 

what I wanted for my students. I wanted them to feel that same thrill, to see writing in that light.  

Influential Colored Glass Bit: Predestined to College Teaching 

I am only a sophomore and struggling how to come up with how to present an idea or an 

angle of reading Herman Melville’s Moby Dick in Dr. Jake York’s Great Books II class. 

Frustrated, I walk to Haley Center and climb up flights of stairs to the ninth floor where I aim to 

see Dr. York in his office during his office hours. After pouring out my frustrations about not 

knowing where to begin brainstorming through such a large literary work, he holds up a hand as 

if to hush my anxieties and leans over to the side credenza to retrieve some paper.  

“Why don’t you read this and then use this to present to the class?” He places the paper 

in my hand. Staring down at the photocopy of a poem titled “Moby Christ” by Gerald Barrax 

(1998), I exhale slowly with apprehension.  

“Okay. I’ll try this. Thanks.” In the week after asking for Dr. York’s advice and 

retrieving this poem, I read, research, and write practice speeches. At one point, I take a break 

and watch a shark thriller/horror movie, Deep Blue Sea (1999). Between wrapping my head 

around with the idea of viewing Moby Dick as a Christ-figure and watching genetically-perfect 

engineered sharks taking human lives, I feel confident when I stroll into Dr. York’s classroom, 

ready to teach the class about what I learned.  

Bolstered by exuded confidence stemming from writing out drafts of what I would share 

with the class, I smile and cajole the class to participate as I use the chalkboard and walk across 

the front of the class. I begin with a question: “Has anyone seen the movie, Deep Blue Sea?” My 

eyebrow rises as I smile at my classmates. “No one? Oh come on! It is a great movie. You should 
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see it. Because it helps me understand the power and essence of Moby Dick. The movie also 

helps me understand why and how Moby Dick symbolizes Christ, as the poem portrays. As you 

read these lines: ‘You are old, Father, a fond and foolish man who has never known that much 

about what you’ve created’”(my tone inflecting emphasis on the underlined words).  

I continue to share the background of Barrax penning the poem in the aftermath of 

Vietnam War (almost a decade later) and also the downfall of the Democratic Party leading to 

the Reagan era of 1980s. I end my lecture pointing out biblical references including Father as 

God, Judas, and creation. I smile at my classmates as they clap.  

A week after I taught my classmates the Christ-figure angle in Moby Dick, I return to Dr. 

York to inquire about another assignment. As I settle into my seat in front of his desk covered 

with mounds of papers and American literature books, he commends me on my teaching 

presentation.  

“You did great.” He nods with a serious look on his face. “Merry and I were talking 

about how you taught. We both agree that you should become a teacher.” 

“Really? You think so?” I feel floored. Pondering on his approbation for my presentation 

as good teaching, I visit with Dr. McKelly some days later.  

“Dr. McKelly, maybe I would like to be a university professor.” I enthusiastically say.  

“No, you do not want to do that.”  

“What do you mean?”  

“You have to do a lot of research.” He rests his elbows on his desk, his face 

uncompromising. I slump in my seat as I listen to him. He goes on and explain that I would have 

to go to a more prestigious university than Auburn, more like Cornell, in order to come back to 
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Auburn to teach. He then reiterates that to be college faculty means do a lot of research writing 

and publishing. Who should I listen to? Dr. York or Dr. McKelly? Or both?  

Reflection on predestined to college teaching.  Dr. McKelly warned me after I 

expressed my desire to be a university professor when Dr. York mentioned how well I gave my 

presentation. Looking back, I was glad for Dr. McKelly taking on a mentoring role to firmly 

shake me from the ideal to the reality of being a college teacher. I was grateful that he was not 

like the faculty members mentioned in Whitfield and Hickerson’s (2013) study who “may be 

guarding students from the mundane aspects of faculty life or perpetuating an idealized vision of 

faculty life” (p. 14). Furthermore, Dr. McKelly’s warning paralleled with the literature showing 

college faculty expressing their disappointment about teaching not being primary at a higher 

education institution where research was prominently valued (Anderson & Anderson, 2012).  

Influential Colored Glass Bit: Meandering into Teaching Orientation 

 While writing factors into my teaching philosophy in the form of prompts, there is 

another side of my teaching experience that needs to be explored. I taught orientation classes. I 

knew that my teaching orientation was meant to be due to the way I kept returning to do anything 

related to orientation/first year experience programs. Mostly, it had not been within my control to 

do anything with orientation/first year experience programs. Instead, I was either a student or 

was assigned to work or teach within such a program.  

*** 

 Camp War Eagle. My first collegiate orientation experience begins with Camp War 

Eagle the summer of 1998, a bit over two months after I graduated from Auburn High School, 

which is less than two miles from Auburn University. It is a weekend-long experience filled with 

CWE-logo oversized white shirts, blue-and-orange shakers, leaping and shouting exuberant 
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student counselors in orange-and-blue rugby polo shirts and navy shorts performing in skits 

designed to orient us, thousands of incoming freshmen, to Auburn.  

In the rush of learning fight songs and traditions of the loveliest village on the Plains, I 

still manage to meet with Dr. Kelly Haynes, Director at the Office of Disability Services, to 

discuss my accommodations and to register for classes. I make some friends and understand a 

bit better about the university even though I have grown up within walking distance of the 

campus, gone to Toomer’s for lemonade, sold football game programs, and rolled Toomer’s 

Corner after big game wins. But to learn how to survive in college? Camp War Eagle lasts only 

two days and not enough time for any of us incoming freshmen to learn student success skills 

such as time management and study skills.  

 Throughout the Camp War Eagle experience, I have Sheryl with me to cue most of the 

information spoken during skits and come with me to register for classes. We do registration by 

phone; online registration is not created until the next year. Internet is still relatively new in 

1998, and the email system has black background with yellowish-green typewriter-font lettering. 

Sheryl was my transliterator during my ninth and tenth grade years at Auburn High before she 

was approached with a job offer to serve as a guidance counselor.  

The Auburn Experience. With her guidance counselor credentials, Sheryl teaches 

Auburn’s version of an orientation course called The Auburn Experience. While helping me 

decide which classes to take for the fall, she encourages me to register for her class. I comply. In 

her class, we learned study skills, some career exploration, and gave final presentations. When 

Sheryl says that we are to give presentations on our respective career choices, I rebel, not 

knowing why. 
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“Can I not do a presentation?” I beg. Sheryl raises her eyebrow and shakes her head in 

that familiar way as if she is saying, “Sarah, Sarah” in an exasperated way. She also looks 

surprised for a moment before nodding her head.  

“Okay.” Sheryl calmly sighs. “You’ll just get a zero.” I stay quiet, not giving in to my 

eighteen year old tendency to complain. Looking at Sheryl, I realize that she knows me too well 

after having sat in front of me two years straight, then watching me grow and accomplishing 

from hard work reaping in awards and scholarships the next two years before graduating from 

Auburn High. I even won the poise and composure award in the Lee County Junior Miss pageant 

for being poised when answering a question onstage, but then I could not see behind the stage 

lights the audience. Yet Sheryl knows I will do the measly five-minute presentation anyway. But 

why do I rebel against this assignment? I have done plenty of presentations in high school. 

Maybe I do not want to give a presentation, mostly because I do not know which career I would 

like to pursue. Or is it because I do not have the confidence in my speaking skills in front of 

people I have not grown up and graduated with? Nevertheless, I go ahead and do the 

presentation complete with a foam posterboard covered with information about a career in 

archaeology.  

 Returning to Auburn. After having done that measly five-minute presentation on 

archaeology, I have graduated cum laude four and half years later in English with concentration 

in American Literature and a double minor in Business and American History. I subsequently 

work a six-month internship at Southern Progress as Oxmoor House Promotions intern. Once 

the six-month internship ends, I return to work on my masters in Higher Education 

Administration. I choose to do higher education administration due to the camaraderie I have 
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enjoyed during two years of being editor-in-chief for two different university student 

publications. Still, I do not know exactly what it is I want to do for a living.  

When I inform Dede, who married my second cousin, both with whom I have lived the 

first two months of my internship in Birmingham, she laughs and turns back to sautéing the 

chicken in olive oil as I pop in my mouth a piece of smoked gouda before taking a sip of water. I 

have driven up to the top of the mountain in Hoover to her and Greg’s house for dinner, and I 

am at the island counter enjoying the smoked gouda and pitted Kalamata olives while she and 

Greg are preparing dinner. Greg is making salad while Dede sautés the chicken.  

 “Sarah,” she shakes her head as she looks over her shoulder back at me, smiling and 

chuckling. “You need to stop being a professional student sometime and get a real job.”  

 “I know,” I murmur. “But I do not know what to do.” She moves the sauté pan to the 

kitchen island to place chicken on the white ceramic serving platter, next to the smoked gouda. 

She saunters back to the gas stove, reaching to get the steamed bell peppers. Appreciating the 

smell of peppers wafting across my nostrils, I sigh and wonder if I should have tried harder to 

ask for employment at Southern Progress when my internship ends.  

But I have already cleaned out my Old Lakeview district garage apartment by packing 

most of my clothes to take back at my parents’ house in Auburn, ready to spend more time with 

Chris, who has just graduated from vet school. Chris and I have been together for over two and 

half years at this point. 

 Once I move back to my hometown, I immediately put into action what I need to get done 

for my masters program. Part of the program requirements is to obtain a graduate assistantship. 

Do I have to teach? My stomach clenches at the thought of having to speak in front of a 

classroom full of persons who did not grow up with me, who are more likely not able to 
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understand what I am saying. It has been hard enough to give my class treasurer speech in front 

of my high school class, and I know it is not the speech that has gotten me elected in the position 

two years in a row. My classmates have known me.  

Marketing graduate assistantship. Drawing in a breath, I remember my years in 

student publications and decide to email the Vice President of Student Affairs, Dr. Nancy 

McDaniel, asking for her help in finding me a graduate assistantship since I am starting the 

masters program in higher education administration the coming fall. Dr. McDaniel has known 

me since I was a toddler when she worked with me for her own educational studies at Haley 

Center. Ma once told me how I drove Dr. McDaniel crazy with my stubbornness, that my two-

year-old self was determined to organize and straighten the blocks that she used to conduct tests 

on my abilities.  

After having received Dr. McDaniel’s email for an open invitation to stop by her office, I 

walk up to Cater Hall, the white two-storied, antebellum-style house situated close to the brick 

concourse and the ten-storied Haley Center to find Dr. McDaniel. Stepping inside the 

professionally decorated foyer complete with a tall vase holding freshly cut gardenias and lilies 

and a round rug emblazoned with the Auburn University crest adorning the gleaming dark 

hardwood floors, I walk slowly as to not make too much noise to the reception desk and inquire 

if Dr. McDaniel has a moment to see me.  

“Sarah!” Clad in a white buttoned suit, Dr. McDaniel smiles as she hugs me. I smile 

back. She motions me to follow her into her office and invites me to sit at the round table. She 

sits next to me, placing on the table a manila folder with my name on it.  

“You will do marketing with Career Development Services,” she informs me as she 

points at the spreadsheet with some figures on it. “Katie Mantooth will be your direct 
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supervisor. You will do weekly advertising and other promotions for CDS, along with some peer 

instruction for The Auburn Experience courses.” We then discuss the terms of agreement 

concerning my marketing graduate assistantship.  

“I appreciate that I have this graduate assistantship.” I thank her with another hug 

before leaving. Interesting, I think as I walk back to my hunter green Jeep Cherokee that is 

parked downtown in some metered parking spot, past the Toomer’s Oaks. Part of my marketing 

graduate assistant duties is to serve as a peer instructor for one of The Auburn Experience 

courses alongside one of the career counselors. While I am thrilled to continue doing some 

marketing and publications for Auburn, I do not feel happy about having to do some peer 

teaching. Why am I helping with the teaching? What does a peer instructor do anyway?   

 Peer instructor for The Auburn Experience. I learn later as I introduced myself to 

Lavinia that while I know Auburn, Lavinia does not. After having graduated from Arizona State 

University, she is starting her employment as one of the career counselors. As I stand next to 

Lavinia, uncertain whether if I should instead sit in a corner and take notes, I watch the 

freshman students slouching in their seats, bored expressions on their faces. The three-ring 

binder required for the course is bigger and filled with more information covering safety topics 

such as Alcohol 101.  

Remembering another class with the same name that I had taken five years previously, I 

am glad that my own The Auburn Experience with Sheryl teaching it had been simple and yet 

productive with assignments that we worked on. There were only ten students including me. This 

class with Lavinia teaching, on other hand, consists of at least thirty students who are 

experiencing Auburn through videos and fill-in-blank worksheets and easy quizzes. I am bored 

watching this class. I desire more teacher-student interaction; the times Lavinia does teach are 
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mostly her reading out loud from the course text, asking questions and receiving apathetic, tired 

responses. I prefer to make this class more interesting, more engaging that make students sit up 

straighter and actually pay attention. Yet I do not know how to ask Lavinia without hurting her 

feelings.  

The only day I get to be the teacher when Lavinia has to be out of town, she has 

instructed that I play a video. At first I am disappointed that I cannot even give a lecture; 

however, when I stand in front of the class looking at the blank faces, my disappointment turns 

into relief while I smile and announce that we will be watching a video. While the video plays 

something about fire safety and dorm living, I ponder my mixed feelings of disappointment and 

relief. Is it because I am not ready to face students’ expressions of consternation and forced 

smiles, coupled with uncomfortable shrugs, when I speak? Am I meant to teach? I know I need 

more practice speaking to a class full of strangers-turned-students. How will I ever get the 

practice? And how will I promote more teacher-student interaction?  

 Finishing my masters and moving to Gadsden. I do not serve as a peer instructor 

again after this class. Instead, I concentrate on finishing the masters program within only four 

semesters. After I earn my masters summa cum laude, I marry Chris in his hometown of Gadsden 

two hours north from Auburn on a warm, sunny New Year’s Eve in the backyard, on the pier 

over the Coosa River, of the house I will move in shortly after. With a flock of white birds gliding 

over the water and an occasional speedboat whizzing by on the main channel, the whispers of 

future promises are carried in the wind as we speak our vows in front of only immediate family.  

Experiencing the job search process. In a haze of wedded bliss the next several months, 

I search and apply for many jobs including at Gadsden State Community College. My 

educational background, along with student publications and marketing experience, gets me into 
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the interview rooms of Gadsden State, Jefferson State Community College, and Snead State 

Community College several times. But each time, I do not get the job.  

After every disappointing “We regret to inform you…” letter from the human resources 

office of each institution, I slowly wilt in my crisp Kasper suits and iridescent pearls that Chris 

surprised me with our second Christmas together, with my fingers clutching the portfolio holding 

my carefully worded, well-constructed resumes on cream-colored linen paper as I ponder about 

my communication skills not convincing the interview panel committees of my capability to 

figure out ways to get around my hearing impairment to get the job done and actually do them. 

Facing the reality of the possibility of not working in higher education, I am more determined 

than ever to work in higher education because I know this is what I desire to do career-wise. I 

have to start somewhere.  

 Jacksonville State University and the deaf and hard of hearing college preparation 

summer camp. I turn to Alabama Department of Rehabilitation Services (ADRS) for help. I 

need some employment experience; my years in student publications and marketing within 

Student Affairs division and even my internship at Southern Progress seem to not count as 

employable worthy. After a few months of negotiations, I end up at Jacksonville State University 

under a partial contract with ADRS to work in Disability Support Services as a Disability 

Specialist with an understanding that I gain at least two years’ experience employed and then 

start looking elsewhere when the contract ends. Through a plethora of management duties 

including marketing projects, attending conferences, and advocating accommodations for 

students with disabilities, I end up being assigned to serve as a teacher for career exploration 

and preparation for incoming deaf and hard of hearing students for summer camp two years in a 

row. Teaching these deaf and hard of hearing potential college students takes to a new level of 
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meaning what college orientation is about. I am more involved in leading these students 

exploring and preparing for careers of their choice as exactly as I had wanted while I peer-

instructed at Auburn.  

 Gadsden State Community College and Orientation 101. After my two-year contract 

with Jacksonville State University ends, I begin working as research assistant for Dr. Renee 

Culverhouse, president of Gadsden State Community College. Along with my assisting the Office 

of President with research tasks such as underwriting grant applications to secure funding for 

the institution, I assist with sporadic tasks such as recording results from the graduation exit 

interviews and surveys. I cannot help but note that the majority of written responses in the 

comment section sprout negativity against being required to take the orientation class. No matter 

what major or program these graduates have pursued, they complain about how useless and a 

waste of time and money it is to take the orientation class. Reading these comments instill a 

feeling of wanting to help, to do something to make the orientation class better and more useful.  

The chance for me to do something comes sooner than I expect when I am appointed to 

collaborate with Director of Student Service Learning Center Beryl Odom as co-campus 

advisors for two female students participating in Leading Edge Institute (LEI), Alabama’s 

leadership program for female college students who will learn to be leaders for the state. LEI 

consists of a week-long boot camp in the summer, one ongoing leadership project, one follow-up 

meeting in the fall with LEI program representatives, and the winter gala weekend serving as a 

graduation ceremony. Through this collaboration with Beryl Odom, I learn about the 

opportunity to teach Orientation 101. Beryl is the founder of the Orientation 101 curriculum for 

Gadsden State; she had it established it in 2005 to help first year students adjust to college life 

and independent living.  
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During one of our meetings in the spring of 2008, I listen to Beryl talking in somewhat an 

anxious way, to Jean Reed, her administrative assistant, about the scheduling of Orientation 101 

courses for the following semester.  

“Beryl, what are you talking about?” I ask. She turns to me, explaining that they are 

looking for instructors to teach Orientation 101. I perk up, feeling a sense of epiphany (Denzin, 

2014). Is it time for me to teach? Am I ready?  

“Do you think I can teach maybe one class?”  

“Yes, I would like it.” She nods to Jean, motioning her to put my name down. “Oh, you 

have a masters, right? If you don’t, then I would have to put you down as staff.”  

“I have a masters in higher ed. Would that matter?”  

“Does not matter what field as long you have a masters or above.” She waves at me as to 

tell me I will be fine. I ponder about how having a masters is the only qualification to teach 

Orientation 101. Glancing around the L-shaped office, looking at the bookcases, as if I need 

some clarification or preparation to become a teacher, I do not let myself think about why I can 

and should not teach.  

“Do you have anything for me to read about teaching Orientation?” Beryl hands over a 

forty-something paged spiral-bound handbook titled Orientation 101 Student Workbook. I hunch 

my shoulders over this workbook, taking my time to peruse through each page, absorbing what is 

to be taught. Halfway through the workbook, I allow myself the negative thoughts about my 

ability to teach. The page facing me shows information about career exploration, which reminds 

me of my failure in getting hired. How can I be the one to teach students about their career 

exploration and preparation when I have failed in my own not once but multiple times in double 

digits? And I bite my lip, thinking about my hearing impairment. I have striven to make all As in 
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all my schooling just to prove that I am normal. Yet the disappointment from the job search 

process starkly forces me to face my own limitations.  

I briefly close my eyes and pray for some guidance on how I can teach if the students 

cannot understand me. I take a deep breath before looking up at Beryl.  

“Can I teach Orientation in any way I want?” 

“Of course!” Beryl smiles, her eyes sparkling.  

“I will have students write. Will that be okay?” I press for more permission from Beryl.  

“Sure, you can have them write.” With her affirmation of my request, I know I will have 

students write a lot.  

Reflection on meandering into teaching orientation.  Why have students write in an 

Orientation 101 class? Is it more because of my hearing impairment than to provide opportunities 

to hone writing skills? With experiences in career exploration and first year experience teaching 

at two different public four-year universities, along with my own experience as a freshman 

having taken The Auburn Experience course, I knew I needed to be creative in my reaching out 

to students in my own classroom, to communicate the information needed to be taught/presented 

to them. Durso (2011) and I have some things in common. Durso shares her reflections about 

following SoTL (Scholarship of Teaching and Learning). This adjunct instructor also focuses on 

Shulman (1986, 1987, 2004), Hutchings (2004), and Weimer (2013) as she discusses her role as 

facilitating the learning in the nontraditional classroom. Durso wants to provide a richer, more 

relevant learning experience for her students rather than reading from a textbook. She decides to 

use students’ experiences to improve the learning environment. “Focusing on the student is 

perhaps the first step to creating an environment where a student is willing to engage in the 

learning process” (Maxwell, Vincent, & Ball, 2011, p. 167).  
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Therefore, I thought about how the students had to deal with me as their teacher. When I 

pondered possible ways to teach, I thought first of the students for their survival in my classroom 

before I could consider how to teach the content (Maxwell, Vincent, & Ball, 2011; Shulman, 

1986, 1987). I desired to know each of my students in order to effectively coach them through 

the career exploration portion of the Orientation 101 curriculum.  

I still did not do well in group conversations, where I could get lost in following what 

was being said/discussed. The same went for class-wide discussions and also having students 

talking to me across the room. Although Maxwell, Vincent, and Ball (2011) stress in their 

findings the importance of dialogue with students, I could not normally carry a class-wide 

dialogue. I preferred to have conversations one-on-one. Recalling my aunt’s observation (which 

was said during my teenage years) that any person could bond with me by reading a book while I 

was reading another book in the same room, I determined I would know my students through 

their own words. But how would I get the students to write, if they might not understand me? 

PowerPoint slides with the prompts displayed were the solution for getting the first year students 

to responsively write in my class. On a side note, I also used the PowerPoint to outline the class 

session agenda for that day, including the prompts.  

After one or two semesters of teaching Orientation 101, I had come to realize that many, 

if not all, first year students attending Gadsden State Community College needed more practice 

in writing, need more instruction to hone their writing skills. The more Orientation 101 classes I 

taught, the more this phenomenon of first year students’ writing skills not being college-ready 

screamed at me, motivating me to do something to address this issue. Then I started asking other 

instructors, regardless of the academic field, about this issue. Their responses were not favorable 

either. My taking doctoral courses at The University of Alabama Gadsden Center had allowed 
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me the time and opportunity to look up peer-reviewed journal articles that discussed anything 

related to writing and first year students.  

From that point on, I was unmovable and stubborn in my position as an instructor-

researcher, in my research goal, which was to explore my teaching experience using the writing 

prompts as a way of providing a significant learning experience for first year students. Even if I 

stopped teaching Orientation 101, I still had the strong affinity to give back to Gadsden State 

Community College, the students, other faculty, the community, and the rest of the Alabama 

College System by conducting this autoethnography—to share my pedagogical content 

knowledge.  

I must not forget to include how the sociocultural politics, college football, and Bible Belt 

in the state of Alabama influenced my teaching experience using writing prompts. Being in such 

environment helped provide better understanding of the expectations placed on me as an 

instructor. Having said that, I must refer back to my college days to share the starting point of my 

seeing the state of Alabama with renewed eyes of one who grew up taking the state for granted.   

Influential Colored Glass Bit: Seeing the State of Alabama with Renewed Eyes 

 It is winter quarter in my sophomore year. The first day of class, I walk over to the row of 

desks next to the window and sit behind two fraternity brothers. The classroom is filling up 

quickly, and I am surprised by the popularity of this class, Alabama History. There are even a 

few people standing, leaning against the glossy, off-white painted cinder-blocked wall since 

there are not enough desks. I anxiously wait for the professor to make an appearance, as I have 

always felt with each new professor on the first day of class. I have to make a request. When he 

walks in, I stand up holding a microphone and walk toward the tall, light grey-haired mustached 

man in a dark three piece suit.  
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 “Dr. Flynt, will you please wear this microphone?” He smiles, his kind eyes looking into 

mine. He reaches out to retrieve the microphone from my fingers.  

 “I would be pleased to wear this.” He seems to know what to do with the microphone, so 

I return on lighter feet to my desk. I watch him lecture, the way his kind eyes look at us as he 

speaks from his heart. I can sense his passion about the state of Alabama. I enjoy listening and 

watching him lecture, yet not knowing how well-known he is until middle of the term when I am 

working on some yearbook layouts in the basement of Foy Student Union, in the Glomerata 

offices. I am sharing a chest-high long table with Carten and Kevin. They are eating their lunch, 

carrying on a conversation that I ignore. Then Kevin looks at me. 

 “How do you like Dr. Flynt’s class?”  

 “How do you know I am taking his class?” 

 “Because we are in the same class with you.”  

 “Oh. I did not see you.” Kevin laughs, and I sheepishly shrug and turn back working on 

the layouts. Kevin does not let me end the conversation there.  

 “When the class is over, I would love to get him to autograph the book.” Even though I 

have known Dr. Flynt is one of the authors of our class textbook, Alabama: The history of a 

Deep South State (1994), Kevin’s declaration intrigues me. 

 “Why?” 

 “Because,” Kevin laughs, his white teeth emphasizing the Indian heritage strong in his 

features and long dark hair, and spreads his arms out. “He’s famous. Everybody wants to take 

his class.” My curiosity more piqued each time I go to Alabama History, I study the southern 

gentleman in his customary suit as he lectures, his kind eyes twinkling as he talks about 

Alabama. I even pay better attention to the transcribed notes from the lectures and realize how 
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Alabama has a strong heritage, along with being most abundant in resources compared to other 

states. I learn more about the political landscape, the Goat Hill (Montgomery) formerly a swamp 

before it became the state capitol. 

  Later long after this class, specifically during my last semester as an undergrad, a friend 

who was crowned the year before as Auburn’s Miss Homecoming writes an article in the The 

Auburn Plainsman, student publications paper. Christy Burgess shares in the article how she 

wishes she had followed her mother’s urging and taken a Wayne Flynt class while at Auburn. 

Christy praises how Wayne Flynt was a “blessing to Alabama” through his extensive, passionate 

knowledge of the state’s history, socioeconomics, politics, and religion. When I read her words 

expressing the regret for not having taken a Wayne Flynt class, I wish for myself that I had 

realized Dr. Flynt’s importance; I respect him and also love him as a professor, but I did not 

know until it was too late how fortunate I am to have taken his class. I should have approached 

him with the book in my hand, asking for his autograph.  

 When final exams come around, I am down the hall in the dormitory, hanging out with 

several sorority sisters and studying for Dr. Flynt’s final. My stomach churning and brain 

squeezing from fatigue, I do not know what to study for, there are so many things to know about 

Alabama, with all the politics, education reform, and the constitutional reform that Dr. Flynt 

strongly advocates. I fall asleep, reading Flynt’s glossy red and black paperback book. Waking 

up with a crick in my neck, I rush to Haley Center, first stopping at the ground floor bookstore 

frantically buying that ten-cent blue book required for the final exam. I do know that we are to 

write an essay or two, but I do not know what to expect.  

 After Dr. Flynt has passed out the final exam instructions, I feel cold when I stare at the 

one final exam question. Years later, I still remember the gist of this question along the lines of 
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naming an influential person who helps change the course of history of Alabama. I have read his 

book, and I cannot remember a single person being that influential. Did I miss something in the 

transcribed class lecture notes? Taking a breath, I start writing down everything my tired brain 

can think of relating to Alabama, including George Wallace when he was the governor. But I am 

not sure if George Wallace brings positive change, even though he has changed toward the end.  

When the final exam period ends, I rush to the Glom office in the basement of Foy 

Student Union and wait for Kevin and Carten to return for their daily lunch. It is eleven o’clock, 

but I am impatient, hoping that these two guys will have an early lunch anyway. Thankfully I do 

not have to wait long; they walk through the door.  

 “Well?! Who did you pick?” I do not even bother to spell it out, because Kevin grins.  

 “Bear Bryant.”  

 “Bear Bryant?” My forehead wrinkles as I wonder who Bear Bryant is. I do not know if 

Bear Bryant is the answer Dr. Flynt is looking for. And when I finally receive my final grade, I 

still have earned a good grade in his class. I guess it was because I covered so much about 

Alabama in my frantic writing. The writing saved me from earning a lower grade. This final 

exam experience has taught me more about writing, how writing helps reveal how much I really 

did learn and know even though I did not answer the question straight. But Bear Bryant? Who 

was he? If I had not just read the book, but actually jot down highlights, would I have been 

aware of who Bear Bryant was? I go back and read through the book again to find out.  

To my chagrin, I learned that he was the epitome of strong football tradition and that I 

should have known from growing up in the state of Alabama, where football reigns alongside 

with God. In a state without a professional football team, the University of Alabama and Auburn 

University have this strong rivalry, played out in the Iron Bowl, where the fate of each year is 
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decided upon the winner of the Iron Bowl for bragging rights and higher esteem. The bloodlust 

of both Alabama and Auburn fans strengthens even further during the last years of Bowl 

Championship Series, where back-to-back national championships and Heisman Trophy winners 

happen with miraculous ease that can only happen in the Deep South representing the 

Southeastern Conference (SEC). Any person cannot be in the state without being approached 

with a “Roll Tide” or “War Eagle.” Apart from the strong in-state college football rivalry, 

Alabama is the core of the Bible Belt, another thing I was to find out through college.  

 Core of the Bible Belt. After finishing the winter quarter with Dr. Flynt’s Alabama 

History, I finally begin taking classes in the spring quarter for my major, which is English with 

concentration in American Literature. With priority registration, I get to take classes with 

juniors and graduating seniors. In this American Literature class featuring novels such as Kate 

Chopin’s The Awakening and Frank Norris’ McTeague, Dr. Jim McKelly in every class 

discussion without fail stirs up a storm with his thought-provoking statements about woman’s 

repression; my classmates and I respond heartily, engaging in the class discussion. He deepens 

and ends each class discussion by commanding us to keep going with our ideas by logging onto 

the WebCT (a learning management system used by Auburn at this time, 1999) and post our 

thoughts on the forum.  

 It is through reading my classmates’ posts that I have learned about the Bible Belt. Not 

having known or “heard” of this term, I sense the disgust that this classmate harbors when she 

shares her experience of living in Auburn after being from the north. Through her words, I 

become aware of how Alabama, along with other deep south states, still are strongly seeped into 

the white steepled-churched state mentality with conservative values, good ol’ boy favors, and 

racism. And here I am thinking when I step inside a college classroom that what I am being 
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taught sounds too liberal from what I have been used to growing up in the Auburn City Schools 

system. To read that female classmate’s words of disdain about how we Alabamians are too tied 

up in our morals and values that we are not allowing ourselves free reign to explore knowledge, 

to be liberal in our quest for learning.  

 The forum postings are among the most vivid memories because I can recall the feeling I 

got when I read each classmate’s posted words, the tone in their postings as they railed their 

beliefs and opinions about whatever topic we were discussing in Dr. McKelly’s class.  

When I submit my own postings, I feel a sense of satisfaction that my words are being 

read. Whenever another classmate comments on any of my postings, I am elated. The following 

is an example of what I post on the forum:  

 “To endure such feelings of entrapment, I know. And I know why the caged bird sings, 

because that is exactly how I felt with my hearing impairment. I am normal, but this body that I 

have will not let this normalness out, to let others know how normal I am. I feel trapped in this 

cage of hearing impairment, and I sing because I am trying to let the world know that I am 

capable of doing and thinking.” Among the responses to this posting, I am most pleased to read 

from someone two years older than me, a son of my eleventh grade English teacher. He writes on 

my posting:  

 “Sarah, you captured the essence of what it meant to be trapped. I feel encouraged by 

your words. Thank you for sharing.”  

Reflection on seeing the state of Alabama with renewed eyes.  Teaching in the state of 

Alabama, in an environment where socioeconomics, culture permeated with the Bible Belt 

mentality and inter-state college football rivalry rule, did influence my teaching experience using 

writing prompts. I had to learn how simply living or visiting in this state affected each person 
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socioeconomically and culturally. By acknowledging such an environment, I was more able to 

relate with students, respecting their individual backgrounds. Additionally, I looked for common 

ground such as asking students who they root for, Alabama or Auburn, in order to thaw the first 

day of class tension and to encourage their individual preference. By encouraging their 

individualism, they were motivated to respond to writing prompts by sharing more in writing.  

 Yet I narrowed the focus from all higher education in Alabama to just on Alabama 

community colleges in order to accurately share my teaching experience using writing prompts. 

As a public, open-enrollment two year college, Gadsden State Community College was part of 

the Alabama College System. 

Influential Colored Glass Bit: Community College 

 Growing up within walking distance of Alabama’s land-grant institution granting four-

year degrees with a mission in teaching, service, and research, teaching in a two year public 

community college seems different. Although one of the Southern Union Community College 

campuses is located close by, in Opelika, the atmosphere in Auburn-Opelika is more university-

oriented; whereas Gadsden has Gadsden State Community College. Gadsden as a city focuses 

on workforce development and community.   

 When my contract with vocational rehabilitation services to work at Jacksonville State 

University is coming to an end, I have been applying at nearby community colleges. One 

interview takes place at Jefferson State Community College in Birmingham. When I am ushered 

into the interview room filled with a large conference table and plush black swivel chairs, I greet 

each of the interview panel members. One asks me a question right away that has stayed with me 

long after.  
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 “Have you ever worked in a community college?” He asks, leaning back in his chair with 

a grin that he tosses over to other interview panel members as if he and they share a secret. I 

wonder at his smile; he seems so satisfied.  

 “No, but I would like to.” I respond a bit hesitantly, keeping my hands still in my lap. 

 “It’s like being part of a family. We take care of each other.” I nod at his words, 

somehow knowing what he means. I hope that I will be part of that camaraderie, to be taken care 

of in that respect. The rest of the interview blurs as my brain strains to think of coherent 

responses to their questions as to why I am interested working at Jeff State.  

Driving on 59 back home to Gadsden, I reflect how I will ever get into the Alabama 

College System. Considering how the politics and rumored corruption of double-dipping swirl 

around the two year community colleges in Alabama during the decade of 2000s, resembling the 

good old boys networking, I do not know how to edge myself into a community college; I cannot 

even start as an administrative assistant due to the requisite talking on the phone.  

 I simply continue trying and applying, networking more. During the process, I am 

learning more about the community college, its atmosphere and hierarchical structure vastly 

different from the public four-year university that I am used to. While Auburn, Alabama, and 

even JSU focus on research, teaching, and service, the Alabama community college focuses on 

workforce and economic development, community, and open enrollment (Cohen & Brawer, 

1996). The mission of the community college generally focuses on providing affordable, 

accessible options for individuals with different backgrounds ranging from low socioeconomic 

standing, first generation status, remedial education, and returning adult students for career 

change.  
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As my awareness about the bureaucratic system (Birnbaum, 1988) of how a community 

college runs increases, my interactions with those employed at Gadsden State increase through 

their bringing their pets to my husband’s newly opened veterinary practice. After meeting me in 

person and seeing how I love on their pets, they realize that I am looking for employment with 

Gadsden State; they then put in good word for me. A month later, I finally have my edge in by 

working as a research assistant for Dr. Culverhouse, President at Gadsden State Community 

College.   

Reflection on community college.  Working in a two-year, public community college 

was vastly different from being a student at a public, land-grant four-year university. Even 

though I taught orientation classes at Gadsden State since 2008, I still came across rules, policies, 

and customs that differed from what I was used to at Auburn University, Jacksonville State 

University, and the University of Alabama. Within each four-year university, I sensed 

compartmentalization where specific duties were relegated to keep the institution running 

smoothly to serve students, faculty, administration, and strong alumni; whereas, within the 

community college atmosphere concentrates on sharing responsibilities between departments yet 

with approval from direct departmental supervision.  

 When I went to Auburn to meet with my aunt to go over her proofreading comments on 

my proposal draft, I asked how I could distinguish between the university and the community 

college. In other words, I did not experience attending a community college. Even though my 

oldest brother went to Southern Union State Community College to save some money, my other 

brother, sister, and I attended Auburn in full for our own college experience thanks to 

scholarships and dependent financial assistance (in my case, vocational rehabilitation; in our 

case, Alabama G.I. Dependent bill that paid for eight semesters of tuition and books provided 
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that we were under age of 23 and not married). Anyway, I wondered what it was like to be a 

student attending a two year public community college. Yet I could not imagine giving up any 

part of my college experience attending Southern Union or any other community college.  

After listening to me and having read through the first four chapters of this dissertation, 

Aunt Glen reflexively said that perhaps the reason for my having difficulty to reflect on and 

explain the community college was largely due to my being in my own world, that I was focused 

on the academics and the “family” aspect of attending the university. She pointed out that people 

do understand what community colleges stand for—to help develop workforce development, 

community support, and open enrollment.  

Considering what she said, I slowly saw how my Auburn experience enriched with 

almost five years of academics and campus involvement ranging from being a sorority sister to 

being Editor-in-Chief of two different student publications shaped my vision of an academic 

family based on my choices and longevity—making it difficult for me to understand how to 

provide a familial sense for persons who come and go with ease due to shorter degree and 

certification programs. Nevertheless, the community college somehow maintains a welcoming 

atmosphere through its stability of and strong camaraderie between the administration and 

faculty for having the same focus, which is to serve the students and the community. Lundberg 

(2014) emphasizes how “community colleges play an important role in American higher 

education, providing access to education for a large portion of the population” (p. 79).  

Another difference between a university professor and a community college instructor are 

priorities and responsibilities. The university expects research, service, and teaching from its 

faculty before rewarding tenure; whereas the community college expects from its faculty 

“maintenance of proficiency in their discipline, persistence in their institutional-service 
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commitments, and engagement in mastering their teaching vocations” (Lail, 2014, p. 37). Still, 

both the university professor and the community college instructor believe in student learning.  

Précis 

Finally concluding this long, but necessary development chapter, I just shared my view of 

the state of Alabama and the community college to display the outer influences of the classroom 

culture of my orientation classes. Now having turned and adjusted the kaleidoscope lens, 

observing how the images melt into different shaped images, from circles to triangles to squares 

back to triangles, I finally came to a stop to this certain kaleidoscopic image of the colored glass 

bits of family, creativity, writing, my path to becoming an orientation instructor, the state of 

Alabama, and the community college. After seeing all colored glass bits that composed the 

kaleidoscopic lens that best represent what I called See the Writing after my formerly married 

initials (Sarah Elizabeth Eiland). The See the Writing kaleidoscopic lens serves to provide insight 

on the development of my pedagogical content knowledge through writing, through my 

meandering into college teaching by autoethnographically connecting with the freshman 

orientation classroom culture. 
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CHAPTER V: 

FINDINGS 

These writing assignments have helped me as a person to understand myself better.  

They have helped me to question things and think outside the box.  

They have helped me realize that there is more to a simple painting that what meets the eye.  

These writing assignments have made me want to listen more and get to know people for who 

they really are and not the people they are because they are afraid to be themselves. 

(Thomas Citrine, personal communication, February 12, 2015) 

 

The first two guiding research questions are: how did my prior experiences shape who I 

am as a teacher; and, how did I develop pedagogical content knowledge through writing? After 

having addressed these first two research questions in the previous development chapter titled 

“See the Writing” Kaleidoscopic Lens focusing on the development of my pedagogical content 

knowledge through writing over time, I will then address the last two remaining research 

questions: how does my pedagogical content knowledge determine my classroom decisions, and, 

how do I know if my pedagogical decisions were good ones? For answering these remaining 

questions, I chose to represent in vignettes the following five significant themes: individualism 

within diversity, variability, persistence, competence, and responsiveness.  

Using rich and thick description (Geertz, 1973) to productively contribute to the college 

faculty development literature, I chose to continue using vignettes via sharing my teaching 

experience using writing prompts in this findings chapter. Vignettes are effective “as a tool to 

support teachers in their development, reflection, and problem-solving abilities” (Jeffries and 

Maeder, 2005, p. 19). Showcased as vignettes, along with respective reflections, the five 

thematic findings emerged from my ethnographic field notes, students’ writings, and peer input 
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from dyadic interviews to uphold the integrity of my pedagogical content knowledge. Each 

vignette details my teaching experience using writing prompts. Each reflection is where I 

reflexively pondered the effectiveness of my pedagogical content knowledge, infused with input 

from peers through dyadic interviews; more specifically, I share how I learned from students 

through their writings in order to better understand myself as a college teacher. Student writings 

came from four seventy-five minute orientation classes, two from spring 2015 and other two fall 

2015. Somewhat emulating Carolyn Ellis’ (2004) Ethnographic I, I blended all four classes into 

one composite class to create vignettes. I purposefully selected student writings to blend with my 

reflections and peer input. The purposefully sampled students’ writings are showcased ad 

verbatim for raw genuineness and validity as to foster support for including writing practice in 

the classroom (Angelo & Cross, 1993; Bartlett, 2003; Bean, 2011; Jones, 2008; Sommers & 

Saltz, 2004; Sullivan, 2012) and also to increase awareness for college readiness in the area of 

writing (Fields & Hatala, 2014; Kuh, 2007; Rothman, 2012; Spellings, 2006). Through their 

writings, students are identified by jewels as their pseudonyms in keeping with the previous 

development chapter’s kaleidoscopic lens theme.  

The first thematic finding discusses individualism within diversity. At any public two-

year community college, the makeup of students is diverse. The vignette for this thematic finding 

serves to encompass many diverse qualities in order to determine the effectiveness of my 

pedagogical content knowledge through reaching out and benefitting any student. Additionally, I 

am sharing what I learned from students through their writings about embracing individualism 

within diversity. 

*** 
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Vignette One: Individualism within Diversity 

 It is the second week of class, only the second class session, and I spot a student lounging 

at a desk nearby. He is apparently waiting for me. Smiling at him, I unlocked the door to room 

207. He follows me in. He says something at my back.   

I turn to face him and ask him to repeat what he says. My stomach clenches as I realize 

this is the same student who asked a lot of questions last week. Due to his heavy foreign accent, 

it is difficult for me to read his lips. It is like watching the sports on television where the mouths 

of sports newscasters are moving faster than the sound of their spoken words. I strain my ears to 

match up the sound of his spoken words to match what his lips are forming. He talks so haltingly 

that after a few paragraphs’ worth of words, I frantically think for a way to slow things down. I 

need time to process the words I manage to make out from what he is saying.  

 “Whoa, hold on!” I softly laugh, holding up a hand. I then recollect his name. “Javier, 

will you please let me prepare for class? We can talk later.” He quiets and nods as I inhale. He 

walks to a computer in the last row, next to the teacher’s desk. After placing my bookbag and 

bottled water on the L-shaped desk, I make my way to the opposite side of the room to turn on 

the overhead projector. I then turn on the connected computer to pull up my Blackboard 

account.  

Walking back to the teacher’s desk, I retrieve the spreadsheet titled attendance 

verification. I check through the Banner system to double-check the roster. Four students 

dropped the class; I notice the new names that replace those who dropped the class. One name 

catches my eye; this student, Ty Chrysoprase, is the son of a friend of mine, and I remember her 

telling me that Ty has dyslexia. Leaning back in my chair, I struggle to remember my friend’s 

explanation about Ty’s specific type of dyslexia. A few more students straggle in, dragging my 
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focus away from my thoughts. Instead, I focus on the spreadsheet in front of me, immediately 

checking off Javier Hessonite’s name before calling out the other students’ names to verify their 

identities.  

 “Sapphire River?”  

“Yes ma’am.” A long-haired brunette cheerfully smiles, looking surprised that I 

remember her name.  

“Star Moonstone?” I glance up at a male student strolling past my desk. He has this 

artistically shaved head, hair longish on one side, but not dyed. A diamond stud adorns his 

exposed ear lobe. His eyes look at mine before dropping down; he nods, mumbling: “Yes, 

ma’am.”  

“Gary Topaz.” Not waiting to hear the next student’s confirmation, I keep going.  

“Henry Turquoise.” My pen already makes a mark on the sheet. Seeing my confident 

action, the student, an older man, looks at me and exclaims: “How do you remember us?”  

“There are only twenty-five of you.” With a side smile, I shrug and continue to greet 

more students walking in the classroom. One male student walks up to my desk and hands over a 

folded piece of blue paper. Giving him a quick smile, I gently unfold the paper to read a message 

from the student support services office that this student, Jasper Spessartine, has a learning 

disability. I am to ensure that Jasper receives the accommodation of extended time to complete 

his assignments. Leaning across the desk, I quietly inform Jasper that he will be fine in my class 

and that I will make sure he does not fall behind in completing assignments. He nods before 

finding a seat.  

Ty finally walks in, and I wave at him. He gives me a nod before taking a seat. It is not 

quite five minutes until 4 o’clock. I look over the items on my desk and grab the bottled water to 
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take a sip. Putting the water down, I pick up last week’s writings that I read and commented on 

with a red-inked pen, along with crossword puzzle bonus sheets. I then stand up and smile over 

the heads of the seated students. Walking to the front of the room, I place down the papers. 

Pressing on my phone to get the time again, I see it is 3:59.  

“Welcome back!” I loudly say. “Glad you are here. Here is the syllabus available on the 

Blackboard. The reason I did not go over the syllabus last week is because the first day can be 

overwhelming. I thought it would be better to wait until we settle in before I skim over the 

syllabus with you.” I go on and explain the contents on the syllabus. After finishing discussing 

the syllabus, I pause, letting silence ensue for some seconds while I exit the syllabus and pull up 

the PowerPoint.  

“In this class, you get to make the most out of what you have to do. Everything you do in 

this class is about you. There are no right or wrong answers. I give you assignments to help you 

become better students in college not just here at Gadsden State, but also at four-year 

institutions such as Auburn, Alabama, or JSU.  

“Not just the assignments. I also give you prompts, both in class and on the Blackboard, 

to help you. The more you write, the more you are helping me help you become better students. 

You are helping me help you prepare for your careers. The last five weeks of this class will focus 

on career exploration and preparation.  

“Everything you do in this class will build up to writing the final essay, the career 

exploration essay. Remember, everything you do in this class is about YOU.” I point at them. 

“You are not doing anything for me, for other teachers, or for Gadsden State. This class is about 

you. Make the most out of this class, because you probably will not have another class that 

caters to you. 



175 

 

“Alright. Get out paper and pen. Must be a pen. No pencil!” I motion them to go ahead 

and pull out the requested items. When they acquiesce, I allow myself to enjoy the sounds of 

zippers unzipping, swivel chairs dragging on the hard linoleum, papers rustling, pens dropping 

on top of the desks. These sounds represent students understanding me.  

“Put your first and last name on top right hand corner.” I wait a few moments.  “Okay, 

now. Under your name, put down your major.” I hear muffled inquiries such as “what did she 

say?” “major, she said.” “oh.” I see their mouths moving to form those words. Even though I 

am used to this kind of student-student interaction, my smile falters a bit before I push the 

corners of my mouth up higher.  

“Then put down Tuesday.” No muffled inquiries this time. I breathe easier. I walk to the 

podium to click to the next slide.  

“Before you start writing, I need to tell you this. Do NOT copy the prompt. That takes 

away the time for your own writing. So, do not copy the prompt at all.”  

I then glance at my phone to note the time: 4:12.   

“The first prompt is: what is the difference between effort and performance?” I shrug as 

I repeat. “What is the difference between those two? Start writing.” I wave away at them as to 

prod them to start writing. They hunch over their desks, their pens already moving. One girl’s 

giggling catches my attention, and I turn to face her. I quietly go to her side and whisper to her 

to keep writing. She looks at me with first a bewildered expression before melting into one of 

grinning while nodding as she picks up her pen. I walk away, not looking back to make sure.  

An expression of what I like to think as cool and distant covers my face as my three-inch 

heeled boots click a staccato as I weave in and out of the rows. A couple of students are resting 

their head on one hand as their other hand moves across the paper. Some other heads are tilted 
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at angles in concentration; these students look content as they write. There are furtive glances in 

my direction, as if to see if I will call out stop sooner than later. I glance over in Ty’s direction; 

he is not writing. I quietly make my way to him. I lower myself to look him at eye-level.  

“Ty, just do your best.” I whisper. “Write whatever you can.” Ty silently picks up his pen 

and starts writing. I flash him a brief smile before walking away.  

Every once in a while, I peer over a student’s shoulder to confirm my memory of that 

student’s name. I also note how much the student has written to gauge the student’s stance of 

having plenty to write about. Depending on what I see so far, sometimes I will let them write 

longer than five minutes. I stroll back to the podium to check the time on my phone. 4:18. 

Already over five minutes, I consider how the next prompt will more likely have students write 

with more gusto.  

“Stop! You can skip a line to begin the next prompt. Remember, do not copy the prompt. 

The next prompt is: what career/job options are you interested in pursuing and why?”  

I see some students mouthing the prompt as if to make sense of it. Their eyes show 

uncertainty or confusion. Seeing Javier raising his hand, I brace myself as I nod to him. 

“Yes, Javier?” He speaks, and yet I cannot understand him. Following my instinct on 

what Javier may be saying, I quickly glance back at the displayed prompt to see if I can verbally 

word it simpler.  

“What do you want to do for a living? It can be about anything. You want to be a nurse, 

math teacher, doctor, or mechanic? Talk about that. Why you want to have that job? What is it 

about this job that you love?” I look back at Javier to see if I responded correctly. He waves at 

me as if I did before he leans over his paper. Gradually, other students who are uncertain or 

confused start writing.  
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I proceed with my staccato-laden weaving in and out of the rows. I glance over to the 

giggling girl; she looks like she is making a joke. Even more perturbed, I sigh inwardly before 

calling out, “Do you have something to tell us?”  

The girl, still grinning, shakes her head. “No, ma’am.” Still perturbed and yet strangely 

fascinated, I tiptoe to her.  

“Will you see me after class?” She briefly nods, her wavy brown hair swinging forward, 

before returning back to writing.  

Walking back to the podium to check the time, I tense. It is 4:23 already. Letting my eyes 

wander over students’ bent heads, I see how they sit up a bit straighter, still writing. Not wanting 

to lose their fervor, I keep still and quiet. I decide to wait few more minutes, to gain more writing 

from these students. An older man with a decidedly experienced soldier veteran look about him 

walks in and chooses a seat at the back. Hiding my chagrin at his tardiness, I walk to him.  

“Are you here for orientation class?” 

“Yes, ma’am.” His soft Southern drawl drags out his words.  

“What’s your name?” 

“Eli Aventurine.”  

“Nice to meet you. Let’s talk after class, okay?”  

“Yes, ma’am.”  

My peripheral vision alerts me to seeing a few students shaking their hands, I leave Eli to 

return back to the podium and check my phone. It is 4:27. “Stop! Okay, you can drop your 

pens.” After picking up their writings, I walk back to the podium, I click to the previous slide.  

“The first prompt asks about the difference between effort and performance.  
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“I said earlier that I grade based on effort in this class. I do not grade performance. The 

effort is you doing more than you are asked to do. The more you write, the more I see you 

making the effort. I do not care about how perfect your writing is or how you answer the 

assignments. What I do want to see is the effort. That you write more than I ask of you. That is 

the effort I am asking from you. You make the effort to come to class every week, to complete 

every assignment, to fill every blank, to write and keep writing. All of those are an effort. It is not 

about performance.  

“Now about these assignments, I do not look for perfect answers. There are no right or 

wrong answers. Remember, everything you do in this class is for you, not for me. The more you 

put in this class, the more you will gain.  

“Remember, the more effort you put in this class, the more you are helping yourself 

learn. Thanks and have a good week.” As students file out of the classroom, Javier approaches 

the podium. After a few minutes of misunderstood exchanges, I finally ask him to write it down. 

While he is writing his questions down, I look over to the girl who giggled during the writing 

time.  

“Amanda Morrisonite, right?” I glance at the attendance verification spreadsheet.  

“Yes, ma’am.”  

“The reason I asked you to wait after class is that I am wondering if you do not 

understand what I am saying.” I choose my words as to be diplomatic rather than confronting 

her for laughing in class.  

“I understand you, ma’am.”  

“So, um, will you let me know why I came over to ask you to write and not laugh?” 
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“Oh, I have a learning disability.” At her matter-of-fact disclosure, I do not know what to 

say. After a few hesitant seconds of staring at her, I nod. “Thank you, Amanda. Do you have any 

trouble following the class?” 

“No, ma’am.” I smile at her and thank her for being patient with me. She walks away, 

and I see Eli Aventurine waiting patiently in his seat. I hold up a finger to ask him wait one more 

minute. He nods. I turn to Javier, who shows me his handwritten questions. I see that he is 

confused about the writing prompts. The next several minutes, I explain the writing prompts 

before a dawning look in Javier’s eyes lets me know he finally grasps what the writing prompts 

are. I smile as he slightly bows before leaving the classroom.  

I make my way to where Eli sits.  

“Hi, I am sorry for making you wait.” He waves away my apology. “Since you came in 

late and missed my explaining what the writing prompts are, I want to take my time to explain.” 

After repeating what I have explained to Javier, I look to Eli as to see if he understands. 

“Yes, ma’am.” He replies. Then to my surprise, he goes on and tells me that he has been 

encouraged to register for my class. I ask him why. He says that his advisor recommended me 

because of my teaching style and willingness to work with different kinds of students.  

*** 

More often than not, students like Javier Hessonite, Amanda Morrisonite, Jasper 

Spessartine, Ty Chrysoprase, and Eli Aventurine made me aware of individualism within 

diversity. Having this awareness, I made sure that I acknowledge each student’s individual 

learning needs. To capture one of these students’ thoughts about how I catered to individualism 

within diversity, part of Eli’s long weekly reflection posting is showcased ad verbatim below:  

It kind of took me the first time  that I made acquiantance with you, Mrs. Eiland. You did 

have a clue who you were speaking with after you ask me to stay after class my first visit 
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to your class, late! kind of surprised me how you sat down with me after the fact, class. 

You seemed at ease, and that got me. I was thinking to myself who is this young attractive 

woman so dedicated to her job to take her time after class to help! that showed me just 

how serious you was about your job, but also showed concerned, and that motivated me. 

(E. Aventurine, ad verbatim personal communication, October 28, 2015) 

 

*** 

Reflection on Vignette One: Individualism within Diversity 

“Not all students learn in the same day or the same way.” – quoting his mother  

(Joseph Triphane, personal communication, September 22, 2015) 

Diverse learning needs are prevalent and must be considered in any college teaching 

setting; thus, the need to establish a pedagogy to welcome diversity should be encouraged (Lail, 

2009). From examining my own teaching experience, I came to identify with diversity by 

embracing individualism. The vignette reveals several different types of students with different 

learning needs. Consequently, I learned from students through their writings that they were not 

who they initially appear to be and also that they seemed to understand me even though they did 

not act like they did. I sought to pay better attention to discern whether they did understand or 

not. 

As part of my teaching style catering to individualism within diversity, I responded to 

each student’s in-class writing and online weekly reflection posting. I believed in responding to 

the individualistic nuances in students’ writings to help encourage each student to keep making 

effort to do well in class and in college. Below is my response to Eli Aventurine’s posting:  

Eli, I enjoy learning how to communicate with each person. Because we all have our own 

stories, and I knew you have plenty to share. That is why I encouraged you from the get-

go, because I saw you want to be challenged. I am pleased that you took this class as 

your platform, because I loved reading everything you shared! Please keep writing to 

share. 

  

Eli represented an example of how the first year student profile was not exactly rigid due 

to some students not having taken orientation in their first semester of college. He was a war 
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veteran and a returning adult student who already attended Gadsden State in the past. Although 

the purpose of orientation was to be taken in the first semester of any college career, the diversity 

among students remained relatively the same through varying educational, socioeconomic, and 

timing backgrounds.  

Being a college teacher calls for being conscientious and socially/demographically aware 

when it comes to teaching students. Diversity permeates every teaching style, and yet students 

want to feel they are individuals. Therefore, acknowledging the classroom culture brings forth 

the crucial aspect of developing pedagogical content knowledge— recognizing students’ 

individualism. Giving writing prompts as part of my pedagogical content knowledge strongly 

enforced individualism, where students, no matter how individually different and/or unique, were 

encouraged to write in however manner they wished.  

 Student writings revealed nuances of individualism within diversity such as being from 

another country, having a learning disability, or having a reading disability such as dyslexia. 

With these students’ own words revealing nuances of individualism within diversity, it makes 

sense to have a pedagogy, a pedagogical content knowledge, that will reach out to the diversity 

of students (Austin, 2002)—especially where “community colleges can provide a rich 

environment for interacting with others who are different from oneself, given the rich diversity 

of student enrollment” (Lundberg, 2014, p. 82). By addressing diversity in the classroom, a 

culturally responsive pedagogy is used to relate with students from varying backgrounds such as 

“[personalizing the learning experience] involves recognizing individual differences, 

understanding who students want to become, and how the course relates to their lives and to 

targeted professional careers” (Bhatti, 2012, p. 48).  
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Regarding how to teach such a diversity of students, I conferred with Elise Harbin on 

November 10, 2015. I connected with Elise as part of my professional peer support (Austin & 

McDaniels, 2006) to gain better understanding of my pedagogical methods. Elise was a 

colleague and an instructor for the Alabama Language Institute (ALI) within Gadsden State 

Community College, an international educational program designed to prepare international 

students for college-level classes. With a sparkle in her eyes as she shared her educational 

background of receiving her masters at Pennsylvania State University in teaching English as a 

second language, Elise talked about how her masters program involved an intensive 

teaching/mentoring program for college faculty teaching English as a second language. Unlike 

Elise, “most [college faculty] have no formal preparation for teaching, [especially where 

diversity is concerned]. Mostly, they rely on their past experiences in the way they were taught” 

(Considine, Mihalick, Mogi-Hein, Penick-Parks, & Van Auken, 2014, p. 19).  

Elise acknowledged to me that her own college faculty development path was not typical 

and yet ideal (Austin, 2002) where she actually has plenty of teaching preparation (Robinson & 

Hope, 2013; Wise, 2011). Elise proved strong in her pedagogical desire for her students to 

succeed. Her pedagogical methods included ten to fifteen minutes of free writing. Somewhat 

similar to my giving writing prompts, Elise would pose a question and her students wrote in 

response. She would walk around to prompt students if they were stuck in their writing by asking 

them questions such as “what do you mean?” or “what are you trying to say?” In her teaching 

load, she taught both low-level and advanced level international students. She confirmed my 

belief that more writing practice elevates writing self-efficacy (Jones, 2008) among students.  

Elise also agreed that writing prompts help with the spontaneity needed to practice English as a 

second language (Lakshmi, 2014). As distinguished by Dewey (1933), the difference between 
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“routine action” and “reflective action” emphasizes the need for all students, not just 

international students, to learn how to think on the spot; the writing prompts provide such 

spontaneity for honing quick thinking skills.  

Aside from the international students learning how to speak English as a second language 

and also living in the Deep South culture of United States, students with disabilities have their 

own individualistic needs. Over the course of ten weeks teaching orientation, I could not help but 

notice what Amanda Morrisonite and Jasper Spessartine, both with a learning disability, wrote in 

response to the writing prompts. Their writings seemed too broad or not related to the prompt as 

if they were not certain what they were writing about. As I kept emphasizing in class, I did not 

grade performance; instead, I grade based on effort. When students understood how I graded 

their work, their writing seemed to improve in quantity and even content quality. When I guided 

Amanda in polishing up her final essay, I urged her to write more, to be freer in her writing. She 

responded by writing more. Students with disabilities like Amanda, Jasper, and Ty Chrysoprase 

need to be acknowledged for their individualism within diversity in order to feel motivated to 

write more, which were the desired result (Libarkin & Ording, 2012; Pausch, 2008). Plus, I 

needed for them to write in order for me to know how to accommodate their learning needs.  

As part of my reaching out to students, I wanted to know what students thought about my 

grading being based on effort rather than performance. Their written responses revealed a 

collective understanding of the difference between effort and performance; I knew students were 

beginning to grasp or fully comprehended that their efforts would be acknowledged, thus 

encouraging their individual pace and style in writing. Seeing their willingness to write validated 

my reaching out to them.   
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Writing prompts foster individualism within diversity, especially where students are 

given free rein to choose a quote and write about it. Students need to have ample opportunity to 

express themselves individually from time to time, which is why the writing prompt asking for a 

favorite quote received favorable responses. Considering the volume and passion resonating 

through student writings in response to the writing prompt of a favorite quote, it was apparent 

that students did not want a boring routine when it came to learning. Their unspoken yet written 

preferences taught me how to better “manage the classroom” (Yariv & Maskit, 2014, p. 93) 

through creating and varying writing prompts. I did not believe in letting my pedagogical content 

knowledge get stagnant in its effectiveness; instead, I strove to use my pedagogical content 

knowledge dynamically. Therefore, the next thematic finding focuses on variability, where the 

writing prompts are given in variable forms.  

*** 

Vignette Finding Two: Variability 

“Stop! You can put down your pens.” I smile as I walk up to the first occupied row. 

“Please let me have your papers. Make sure your name is on them.” I hold out my hand to 

retrieve the papers. Once I retrieve all students’ writings, I walk and lecture at the same time, 

now feeling comfortable to not look at them while talking: 

“I know it is hard at first, to write so much.” I place the writings on top of the podium 

before walking back. “But this is college. You will write a lot, not to do papers, but also to take 

notes. Writing is like exercise. You will be sore the first or even second day, but over time, you 

will get used to it. The more you write, the easier it will get. The more you write, the more you 

will have something to write about.  
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“Now you have an idea what it will be like every week with prompts in class.” At several 

heads nodding, I pause for effect before continuing. “There is another way of practicing your 

writing, and that is typing. You will do weekly reflection postings every week.  

“The weekly reflection postings are twofold. You practice your writing and also practice 

using the Blackboard. You need to get into the habit of getting on the Blackboard for other 

classes, and my giving you prompts online every week should serve that purpose.  

“The key word is weekly. You have a reflection posting every week. That is what you 

expect every week as homework. These postings are due the night before each class, on Monday 

night. You have all week to think about how to respond to the prompt on the weekly reflection 

posting. It is like writing in class, responding to a prompt. But you have more time to think. This 

is where you get to take your time to be deeper in your response. I want to know what you think. 

There is no right or wrong. Just have fun doing these postings. Weekly reflection posting.” I 

repeat in a softer voice.  

“The other reason I give you weekly reflection postings is to encourage you to check 

Blackboard more often. Other teachers use the Blackboard. They will not remind you to check. 

They expect you to. Therefore, these postings are to help you get into the habit of checking the 

Blackboard. 

“We will do a practice reflection posting now. And you will do another posting for 

homework that is due by next Monday, before our next class. Go ahead and log onto 

Blackboard.” The next ten minutes, I help students figure out how to log onto the learning 

management system and to create a thread to start typing up a response to the prompt, which is 

a photograph of a tree. It is not until there are only few minutes before end of class that I stand 

in front of the class.  
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“We are about to end class. Go ahead and submit your postings. It is just practice. It 

does not have to be finished. 

“Now you know how to do a weekly reflection posting. This is your homework every 

week, due the night before each class. While we are to think quick in class, writing to the 

prompts I give on the PowerPoint, the weekly reflection postings allow you the opportunity to 

take your time to respond deeper and more reflectively. In this class, you get to practice both fast 

writing and also deep, slower writing.  

“Remember to do the weekly reflection posting and also some reading from the student 

workbook. Thank you for this first day and having me teach you. I hope to see you all next 

week.” I smile as I wave goodbye with both of my hands to signal the end of class.  

Reflection on Vignette Two: Variability 

"Do not go where the path may lead;  

go instead where there is no path and leave a trail." -Ralph Waldo Emerson 

I took a different approach on this theory…to show people that I was a Christian in a different 

way... If people see one going out of there way, a different way than most, and show people love 

and compassion it makes people wonder. Maybe even wonder enough to stop going down the 

path that most go down and follow the trail that was left behind by the person who made a 

difference. That is what this quote says to me. To not only leave a trail, but to leave one in such a 

way that it leaves people curious as to why you did and follow you to see what makes you 

different. To see what makes you so different that you would even want to go against the normal 

and be something different. That is the kind of person that I am called to be. 

(Jaspilite Ann Nix, ad verbatim personal communication, September 18, 2015) 

 

While the writing prompts welcome individualism within diversity, there must be 

variability. The writing prompts are a construct for my pedagogical content knowledge and can 

be used through variable forms such as quotes, parables, and images. No matter how effective a 

pedagogical method, it must be executed in variable ways as to not lull students into boredom or 

complacency. Sullivan (2012) was wise to point out the need for variable versions of the 

construct or teaching method. Therefore, students need to be kept on their toes by not knowing 
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what a writing prompt will turn out to be. Writing prompts can be given online such as weekly 

reflection postings. A writing prompt does not necessarily have to be restricted to the physical 

classroom. A writing prompt means to encourage students to respond with direction. A writing 

prompt provides an idea, a starting place. To motivate students to think and learn the content, 

writing prompts need to be spontaneous (Lakshmi, 2014) in their delivery and form.  

 When I first introduced students to the Blackboard by doing a practice weekly reflection 

posting, an image of a tree was the writing prompt (included in Appendix B). Reading students’ 

responses to the tree image made me appreciate and learn from their perceptions. Their 

perceptions ranged from symbolism and directly describing the tree to creating a historical 

setting such as Civil War, conjuring up memories of childhood, referring to movies such as the 

Lord of the Rings and books such as The Giving Tree, and being reminded of activities such as 

fishing or hunting. While reading students’ writings, whenever I came across something so 

profound, I was reminded of why I loved to teach. I learned from student writings that variability 

brought out thought-provoking writing, which inspired me to teach the content in even more 

different ways. The words and descriptions students used when responding to the visual writing 

prompt of the tree motivated me to think of more creative ways in giving writing prompts. Since 

this particular writing prompt was given on the first day of class, reading their responses gave me 

a deeper insight into each student’s prior knowledge and learning style before taking this class, 

which was context knowledge as defined by Otto and Everett (2013). I could tell which students 

were visual learners by how they in their writing perceived the tree image.  

Another example of variability in form of writing prompts is a one-page parable 

(Appendix H). The moral for “The Parable of the Mayonnaise Jar” is getting our priorities 

straight by managing our time wisely; the professor in the parable fills a mayonnaise jar with 
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golf balls, pebbles, sand, and coffee to metaphorically demonstrate how to prioritize what is 

important in life. While students like Lemon Opal and Hyacinth Lee Chrysolite willingly and 

enthusiastically applied the parable to their lives, there were other students who seemed to miss 

the point by not seeing how to apply this parable in their lives. Or, that there were some who did 

not agree with the parable on certain points including what was important in order of priorities.  

Between the parable of the mayonnaise jar prompt and the tree image prompt, I could tell 

that students were more willing to write in response to a particular prompt that invited 

introspection, opinion, and/or creativity. I also noticed that students’ different learning styles 

played a role in my varying the format and delivery of writing prompts to encourage learning the 

content.  

The more I thought about how students learn differently, the more I wondered about how 

my pedagogical content knowledge could be incorporated into other academic disciplines. Thus, 

I emailed a former classmate and colleague. Cheri Colvin was currently a mathematics instructor 

at another northeast Alabama two-year public community college. A few years ago when we 

took doctoral classes together, Cheri was present when I discussed my topic on how I teach using 

writing prompts. Since she had heard me demonstrate and seen examples of the writing prompts 

I gave, I felt comfortable asking for her input. I wanted to know her thoughts about writing 

prompts and if she was willing to try incorporating writing prompts in her math classes. Cheri 

did not think that writing prompts would fit in her math classes as indicated in the following 

answer: 

Writing prompts would not fit well with my subject UNLESS I have [the students] write a 

sentence type answer to a problem. In math, this would be more of a critical thinking type 

question of giving them a ‘solved’ problem that has an error and have them find and 

analyze the error which they could do with a writing prompt. (C. Colvin, personal 

communication, February 10, 2016) 
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Yet, Cheri acknowledged the need for students to have more practice with their writing, “because 

students of this generation only practice text-style writing and need to know how to write 

correctly in complete sentences with proper sentence structure.” She could see how the writing 

prompts would help with my teaching, and she believed that there…  

should be a progression of level of student critical thinking. Students will benefit from 

writing prompts to help them get started on assignments early in the semester, but they 

need to be able to create their own prompts so they can adapt to all type courses. (C. 

Colvin, personal communication, February 10, 2016) 

 

In other words, her input confirmed my belief that writing prompts help build critical thinking 

skills.   

 Cheri suggested that for the level of progression in student critical thinking skills to 

advance from the beginning of the term was to ask students to create their own prompts “maybe 

at mid-term and at the end of the course.” Her suggestion paralleled with one specific writing 

prompt I already created to give, which was asking students to pick a favorite quote, song, or 

lyrics and reflect on this chosen quote.  

Students enjoyed writing reasons why they chose their quotes and how these quotes 

represent their beliefs, values, and perceptions. Fire Agate took four lyric lines from a Bon Jovi 

song and analyzed: “Oh patron saint of lonely souls, Tell this boy which way to go. Guide the car 

you've got the keys, Farewell to mediocrity.” -Bon Jovi. Fire’s passion for the Bon Jovi lyrics 

taught me more about myself, how I could help inspire students to reach deep within to bring out 

what matters to them the most. Fire’s stand against mediocrity spurred me to not tolerate 

complacency, but to ignite passion in students by varying the way I give writing prompts 

(Sullivan, 2012). Furthermore, I saw how the chosen quotes reflected what students observed 

about life, themselves, or others. In their willingness to share more of themselves through 

writing, variability worked in my favor as a college teacher.  
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Variability allowed me to reach out to students with various learning styles, to inspire 

them to write. When students responded to the variability in writing prompts, my job as their 

teacher got easier as I looked for clues in their writings to help them succeed in college. I 

embraced any challenge or opportunity to change or be flexible when giving prompts (Austin & 

Sorcinelli, 2013).   

Although with the variability including the tree image, the mayo jar parable, and students 

choosing their favorite quotes, I could not help but want more for the students. I wanted to learn 

more about them in order to help them the best way I knew how. The more they wrote, the more 

I came to understand their desires and needs. The next thematic finding is persistence, where I 

was determined to ensure that the writing prompts helped me to help the students. The more I 

helped students, the more I understood myself better as a teacher, which in turn solidified the 

establishment of my pedagogical content knowledge.  

*** 

Vignette Three: Persistence 

I pace between the rows of students hunching over their papers, writing. Some at a 

furious pace, others at a more languid pace. I can hear the sighs of those who lift their heads to 

stare in space as if thinking of what next to write.  

I sense a collective change in their writing stance. It is as if they are now accepting and 

even welcoming the expectation of writing non-stop for several minutes, as if they now realize 

that their writing is not being judged. There is something about making it past mid-point of the 

semester that I have seen in previous classes that students seem to unanimously embrace the 

routine of writing in response to the prompts. This moment usually marks as a turning point for 
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every class I have ever taught, where students let go of reluctance, resistance, or whatever 

negative and just write.   

The past five weeks were spent with my laying down the foundation for students to learn 

how to survive and do well in college practicing using the Blackboard and being pushed to write 

without stopping for several minutes at a time. Today, I begin the second half of the course 

dedicated to career exploration and preparation by finishing the two-part career preparation 

workshop.  

About to start one of my rare class lectures, I feel like I am about to take a test, to be 

conscious of the students paying attention as I give pointers of effectively beginning the job 

application process. To see whether the students are following what I am sharing with them will 

be revealed through the three prompts. These three prompts are crafted to determine the 

students’ awareness of what they need to do during the job application process.  

“Stop! Okay, there will be two more prompts at the end of class today. So hold on to your 

papers. I will then talk about the results from the group activity last week.” I tap the mouse to 

change the slide.  

“What you see here is what you agreed in your groups last week are the top ten qualities 

you would like to see in the person you are thinking about hiring. Remember, you serve as the 

hiring committee to come up with ten ideal qualities. And you came up with these. I took what 

you wrote as a group and combined with other groups in this class and also from the Thursday 

class.  

“I then organized what you wrote into categories. Appearance, regard to others, work 

ethic and experience, and also dependability are the main categories. I agree with everything 
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you came up with. Let me go over these.” I then proceed to discuss each category of employable 

traits for several minutes.   

“The rest of the list includes not being lazy, not sleeping on the job, not having a criminal 

record, and having integrity and loyalty. Believe it or not, there are lazy people. There are 

people who do sleep on the job. So you see why I do not let any of you sleep in my classroom. I 

try to keep you busy. I give you writing prompts to stimulate your brain cells.” I notice the 

glazed look growing in some students’ eyes. Is my voice slipping into being monotonous? I 

decide to start talking about my teaching style, to insert more inflection in my voice.  

“Do you see what I am doing here? I am trying to prepare you for the real world outside 

of this room, to feel ready to work. I work you hard here, so you can feel like taking on the 

challenge of hard work when you are employed. I work you hard by making you write. You may 

not like to write or you are tired of being forced to write, but I make sure you are writing. I am 

helping you develop discipline to work. That you have the discipline to get things done whether 

you like it or not. I use the writing prompts to help you in many ways, and this is just one 

example.” I let my gaze wander into each student’s eyes. I see how the glazed look fades from 

their eyes. I nod my head as I turn to walk back to the podium.  

“Now let’s do part two of the career exploration/preparation workshop.” I lean over the 

podium to tap on the mouse for the next slide. I then walk back closer to the students.  

“Before we begin part two of the workshop, are we clear about how to find a job, 

creating a resume, and writing a cover letter that we covered in part one last week? Any 

questions?” I hold my breath, hoping that the students do not ask. I watch as students think and 

hesitate before shaking their heads no. “Again, I know that some of you are already working and 

probably know most of what I told you. But there may be something I say that you do not already 
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know. If you learn just one thing, then that is good. Because I am still learning myself. We will 

always learn something new about the job application process. 

“As far as first impressions go, they may not matter once you get hired. In fact, the first 

impressions can change over time the more you work, the more effort you put in.  

“Remember the first day of this class? How I would greet each of you. I prepare myself 

before the first day of class by typing down your names and put on the attendance sheet. I make 

sure I am aware of your names, so I will prepare myself to understand you when you tell me your 

name.  

“Not only do I prepare to know your names, I also have to lay it all out for you. I have to 

tell you how it can be possible to be in my class, with me as your teacher. I prepare the 

PowerPoints for you. I make the effort to make sure you are learning in my class. I give you 

writing prompts, so we can interact with each other. I have to give a strong first impression to 

help you feel okay about coming back the next week. Probably by now, you may not remember 

the first impression you had of me; because you got to know me better as your teacher. The same 

thing with my first impressions of you. The more you write, when you come to class each week, 

the more effort you put in this class, the first impressions either improve or change.” I take a sip 

from my water.  

“Yet please do remember that first impressions do matter when it comes to working to get 

hired. Remember my example of preparing for the first day of this class. You have to work hard 

to make a good first impression while you are looking for a job. Remember the qualities you and 

your group came up with. Remember to be honest. We will now do two more prompts.”  
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Reflection on Vignette Three: Persistence 

Nothing of value is ever acquired without discipline.  

~Gordon McDonald 

 

I have felt like I have gained knowledge about different aspects of life,  

not only involving college, but other areas as well. I try alot harder to make and/or have a plan. 

Sometimes I don’t even know how I feel  until I get to writing things down on paper.  

Writing to me sort of feels like a stress reliever.  

My mind knows what it wants to say before my hand does, and you’d be surprised at the things 

that you come up with by simply having writing prompts. No matter the topic/situation. 

(Siberate Tsavonite, ad verbatim personal communication, September 22, 2015) 

 

After embracing individualism within diversity and also varying the delivery and format 

of writing prompts, I also need to be persistent in staying true to my pedagogical content 

knowledge through giving writing prompts. The more I read students’ writings, the more I knew 

that not everybody likes to write. However, writing is not something to be ignored. We as 

college teachers need to keep students working on their writing skills to effectively communicate 

and to learn (Bartlett, 2003; Fields & Hatala, 2014; Jones, 2008; Kuh, 2007; Reither, 1985; 

Rothman, 2012; Sommers & Saltz 2004; Spellings, 2006; Sullivan, 2012). I was persistent in 

giving writing prompts to teach the content, to reach out to students no matter their attitude, 

reluctance, or anxiety. To be persistent took discipline.  

How did I discipline myself? It was like exercise. In many books about preparing for or 

enduring the dissertation process, one frequently touted recommendation is to exercise, to stay 

healthy and fit while enduring the physical, mental, emotional, and whatever torture of doing the 

dissertation (Bolker, 1998; Single, 2010). While I did not see conducting my dissertation as 

torture, but as an adventure where I tried to figure out how to separate reality from writing 

because I was living, thinking, sleeping, and breathing in writing this dissertation, I did take the 

advice to exercise.  
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 During the eleven years I was married, I had not danced ballet. And I missed challenging 

my body to move, driving myself crazy attempting to do those fortés. I was not that great of a 

disciplined dancer, but I certainly did have the grace that many could only attain after years of 

barre exercises. It was the grace that helped me look at my own dissertation as a recital that I 

must spend time practicing a year for. By practicing, I must immerse myself into the way my 

dissertation was unfolding, to create this limited-time worldview of things.  

 Recalling how my fiction writing professor, Dr. Troy, got excited over our writings if we 

wrote to capture the essence of how things are interrelated, I took on her worldview by looking at 

everything I did as relatable to my dissertation. Therefore, after having done a strenuous 

workout, I relaxed into an easy conversation with my fitness trainer, Bahia.  

*** 

Bahia mentions that she started working on her Ph.D. and I stop her, “Whoa, you did a 

Ph.D. and you did not even tell me right away when I was telling you about my own Ed.D. that I 

am working on.” She goes on to explain that she needed to stop taking classes in order to really 

settle down to focus on her growing boy.  

 I then share with her about my first day of class with both Tuesday and Thursday classes 

and how I was upfront with my students to not expect what they must have assumed Orientation 

101 was reputed to be: an easy A class. I vehemently declare to Bahia how I want to dispel the 

notion of Orientation 101 being an easy A. With a stern teacher voice and a raised eyebrow that 

I have perfected over several years, I challenge my students by stating that they must earn that A 

and there will be lots of writing. Lots of writing for sure.  

Looking back at Bahia when I am describing how I have set the tone for both Tuesday 

and Thursday Orientation classes, I ask her about her having taken classes. She then shares how 
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she has been taking college courses since she was sixteen and living in Colorado. She is now in 

her early thirties, and she says that she needs to stop and take a break.  

“So Bahia, do you remember all the courses you ever took?” She looks at me with a 

dubious look on her face. I repeat my question, then ask, “Can you remember the specific things 

from the classes you took? How you learned in those classes helped carry over to the next class 

or learning opportunity or even for life? Such as a method for learning?” 

“No! Of course not.”  

“Okay, now, do you remember the hard classes though?” 

“Oh, yes. The hard classes. I remember how challenging they were,” Bahia tilts her head 

thoughtfully. “Also, I appreciated being challenged to learn.” I slowly, but firmly nod my head, 

if I may dare to say this, in somewhat a smug way. Then I point an index finger up in the air. 

“That’s exactly why I want my classes to be remembered, to make students realize from 

all that writing I made them do. That they actually learned!”  

*** 

I continued to talk with Bahia about how I wanted my students to leave my classes 

feeling well-impacted to the point that they felt prepared to take on subsequent college courses to 

write those papers and to nurture those creative, critical, and practical thinking skills (Sternberg, 

1989), to take on any type of workplace to effectively communicate on the spot, and also to take 

on life in whatever direction they choose to appreciate how writing aided in their releasing the 

thoughts rattling around in their heads crying to be let out. I wanted my students to perceive 

writing as a learning technique to grab ahold of whatever they need to understand something 

(Angelo & Cross, 1993; Bean, 2011; Sommers & Saltz, 2004). Even to write the same word 

several times in a row, which was how I was able to ace Latin in college thanks to my seventh 
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grade science teacher, Mr. David Blake, who made us write every single vocabulary word 

several times in a row from every chapter we studied. I still remember that science class because 

of how Mr. Blake taught us, which involved lots of writing.  

It was because of the challenge from my own learning experiences ingrained within me 

that I remembered certain classes. I wanted my pedagogical content knowledge to invoke 

challenge to those I teach. I strongly felt that the more I challenged students to keep writing, the 

more likely they would come up with something profound and significant. Whenever I read 

insightful writing, I felt like I was actually reaching out to students, helping them learn, 

challenging them to take on life through the discipline of writing.  

To gain more peer insight about my persistence in giving writing prompts, I reached out 

to a colleague whose office was one floor below my classroom. Before she retired from having 

served many years as director of international students at Gadsden State Community College, I 

occasionally walked from my classroom to go down one flight of stairs to visit Dr. Paula Ross 

Derrick in her office. I sought Paula’s advice about how to reach out to students and also shared 

my pedagogical content knowledge. Paula agreed with how I gave writing prompts by stating 

how students needed the writing practice.  

Before she became director of international students, Paula used to teach English 101. 

She encountered similar issues I found in my own students’ writings that indicate little or lack of 

college readiness in terms of writing college-level papers (Fields & Hatala, 2014; Kuh, 2007; 

Rothman, 2012; Spellings, 2006). I grinned as Paula shared her tales including how she told her 

students in English 101 that even though classes like math, geography, or psychology did require 

attention, such classes still did not take priority over writing. I felt gratified to learn that Paula 

believed the same as I did by making sure students wrote well to communicate.  
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Paula’s kindheartedness and passion for students served her well in her director position, 

where she worked vigilantly for international students’ comfort and well-adjustment in Gadsden 

with its deep southern culture to decrease any culture shock effects. I admired her passion for 

international students. I was humbly surprised when Paula informed me that when she was 

helping international students register for classes, she referred them to take my orientation 

classes. Her taking that step further advocated our mutual belief in the practice of writing. Paula 

often told me that I was smart for having thought of incorporating writing prompts in my 

teaching orientation. Her advocating my pedagogical content knowledge by entrusting 

international students under my tutelage spurred me to continue being persistent in giving 

writing prompts.  

In my persistence, I asked students if they saw writing prompts as helpful for their 

learning. I wanted to make students aware of how the writing prompts were helping them learn. 

Plus, I asked students to think about how they could continue using writing prompts in other 

classes and also in life. Students responded with welcomed candor by sharing their views on how 

my persistence in making them write helped better their writing skills and also critical thinking 

skills. Thus, student writings supported the classroom culture where students gained better 

insight of what it took to do well in college and also how to prepare for the future workplace.   

Not all students seemed to view the writing prompts and the writing in a favorable way. 

Some self-deprecated their own writing as unreadable or bad penmanship, hard to follow though 

process, terrible grammatical context, or even not as interesting content-wise. Jade Millenium 

was not afraid to voice her feelings about the writing prompts, where she did not see the point of 

being forced to keep writing if she wrote all she could think of about the topic. Jade’s words 

made me aware that sometimes my persistence in giving writing prompts was not always 
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welcomed; some students might not want to be challenged or to even write at all. Even though 

students like Jade were not willing to see the benefits in writing prompts, other students like 

Onyx Sahl who did not really care for writing were willing to see the benefits in writing prompts 

anyway. While he was not excited about having to sit in a classroom, Onyx liked how the writing 

prompts generate productive results for his learning.  

With students like Jade and Onyx, there were times I did feel overwhelmed by the 

challenge of having persistence in executing my pedagogical content knowledge. Nevertheless, I 

must not let whenever students write negatively stop my teaching plan or even hurt my feelings. 

I learned over time from reading student writings that writing anxiety was oxymoronically a 

driving force to the way students wrote in my class. I allowed students to vent or gripe in their 

writing; that way, they could then focus on learning what they needed to learn. It was similar to 

exercise where an athlete must push forward no matter how his muscles are protesting—hence 

the proverbial saying, “no pain, no gain.” My persistence impacted students to take active 

responsibility in their own learning through actually writing something on paper or on screen.  

 My persistence resulted in creating an atmosphere within my classroom where students 

came in feeling a sense of expectation to be there mentally and physically. Writing prompts 

pushed students to actually pay attention and participate. While I did vary the delivery and 

format of writing prompts, it was also good to have a consistent routine. In one weekly reflection 

posting, I quoted Silvia (2007) from his book How to Write a Lot to advocate a regular routine or 

at least a scheduled time for writing, which was better than waiting to be inspired or waiting for 

that big block of time (weekend, holiday, or spring break) to write:  

Successful professional writers, regardless of whether they’re writing novels, nonfiction, 

poetry, or drama, are prolific because they write regularly, usually every day. They reject 

the idea that they must be in the mood to write. (Silvia, 2007, p. 27) 
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To buttress Silvia’s quote, I added Keyes’ (2003) words: “Serious writers write, inspired or not. 

Over time they discover that routine is a better friend to them than inspiration” (p. 49). For 

students to see the benefits in practicing their writing, I learned that students responded favorably 

when I quoted authors to support the persistence in my giving writing prompts. Sapphire River 

responded that she realized that it was not only inspiration, but routine that helped the writing.  

Sapphire’s response was echoed by another student, Amber Sunstone, who also stated that 

writing was something to get used to doing.  

Apart from Sapphire and Amber, Wes Jacinth sounded reluctant at first to admit the 

benefit of having a writing routine. Wes represented the typical student who in the beginning did 

not care for writing or harbored writing anxiety. He slowly grew over the course of several 

weeks in my classroom to better understand how writing prompts helped make writing easier and 

not so dreadful.  

The majority of students were now coming to the realization about writing as Carnelian 

Goshenite fittingly put it: “all writing is valuable writing” (personal communication, October 9, 

2015). Although in my persistence for students to practice their writing, Carnelian’s words 

reminded me how no writing was wasted and is still useful for learning. How any of the writing 

was not wasted can be best explained by Pearl Rubicelle, who described how she created writing 

prompts as study guides, as to learn “in little chunks rather than eat a whole elephant in one bite” 

(personal communication, October 20, 2015).  

Students’ writings including Carnelian’s and Pearl’s revealed support for my persistence 

that having a writing routine in class and also a standing weekly reflection posting as homework 

helped streamline the structure of the classroom. Students might want variability, but their words 

taught me that they also craved structure to help form expectations and challenge in learning. 
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While I focused on carrying out my pedagogical content knowledge, I was challenged by 

students to be persistent in giving writing prompts. I challenged myself to be attuned to students’ 

learning in order to determine appropriate writing prompts for the next class session. I was 

persistent in leading students to see how writing helps them (Bean, 2011; Sommers & Saltz, 

2004), especially how writing prompts served to help them pull together longer papers. When 

students expressed anything remotely relating to dislike of writing, I chose to view these 

expressions as constructive criticism for my pedagogical content knowledge. In this vein, I will 

then discuss my secret fear in the next thematic finding, competence, where I shared my 

wonderings if students had ever questioned my qualifications as a college teacher.  

*** 

Vignette Four: Competence 

“Are we clear about what is going on over the next five weeks?” I ask after explaining 

the rest of course focuses on writing the career exploration essay. I look at the students, nodding 

my head as if to ask for their confirmation. I see heads nod in response. “Good. Now please get 

out paper and a pen. We have three prompts today.” The rustling of paper and pens dropping on 

the surface rises as I look on. “I think you’ll like this one. The prompt is ‘Do you have something 

to say that you want to get off your chest. Write about that.’” I look over to the students to watch 

them start writing. All except for two female students in the first occupied row. I wait a few 

moments, just in case Jade Millenium is explaining to the other girl what to do with the prompts. 

This is the first time Amber Sunstone has come to class. These two girls are still whispering and 

snickering. I still remain standing next to the podium. My eyebrows rise as I look pointedly at 

them.  

“Write!” My voice, while not loud, is firm and strong. The mischievous grins on their 

faces are wiped off as they bite their lower lips. They immediately, but grudgingly, lean over 
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their papers to start writing. I watch how their long hair slides over their cheeks as they dutifully 

write. I glance at my phone, and it says 4:12. They have lost approximately two minutes of 

writing to this prompt that should have garnered popularity.  

Taking in a long breath, I look down at my PowerPoint notes to refresh in my mind what 

the next two prompts are. I then stroll towards the students, letting my three-inch heeled boots 

tap a staccato as I observe their body language and hands moving pens across ruled paper. I 

stroll back to the podium to check the time on my phone. 4:15. It is already five minutes, but I 

decide to let the students continue writing. I sense they have more to say with this particular 

prompt. When it is 4:18, I click to the next slide.  

“Stop! The next prompt is…’What are the three words,” I walk up to the students, 

holding up three fingers. “that best describe you? Why these words? 

“You can say you are funny, smart, and so on. Three words.” I sense a shift in their 

thinking as the scratching of the pens on paper exudes a different sound that seems to be slower. 

I see a few students stare at the PowerPoint as to find answers there. I keep silent as I weave 

between the rows of computer desks. After two more rounds of pacing between students as they 

are writing, I return to the podium. 4:23, I note as I click to the next slide.  

“Stop! This prompt is… ‘Do you perceive these writing exercises as helpful for your 

learning in this class and also other classes, as well as about life and yourself?’ In other words, 

how does writing to the prompts and also the weekly reflection postings help you learn?” Not 

letting my face show any expression, I look at the students as they read the PowerPoint. Some 

frown in concentration as their lips move. After a minute or so, I glance up and see that Amber is 

not writing. She stares off in space. I walk quietly to her and motion silently for her to keep 

writing. She looks down to her paper and picks up her pen. I then walk around, letting my 
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presence motivate students to keep writing. After few more steps, I decide not to bother checking 

my phone for the time and instead call out, “Stop!”  

“Let me have your writings.” I lean to retrieve the handwritten notebook papers from 

each row before walking back to the podium to click to the next slide. “There are two things we 

will do for the rest of class today. First is the group activity. After that will be the Career Interest 

Inventory. 

“As for the group activity, I will put you in groups of five. So pay attention when I give 

you your number.” I give students their group numbers. Students then rise from their seats and 

shuffle around, joining their assigned groups. “Now that you are in your groups, I will explain 

the group activity.” After explaining the group activity, I walk to the podium and watch the 

groups huddling like football teams. After a minute or so, the hum of their murmurings, with an 

occasional giggle or chortle, reach my hearing aids as I smile at their cooperation.  

A few moments later, I feel a sense of urgency that pulls my eyes to the back of the room.  

I see Jade making a face that I instantly recognize. Her body language and the way she 

tilts her head as she says something in a petulant way to Henry Turquoise, a male student 

several years older than me. Too bad a computer monitor is blocking my view of her moving lips.  

I see how Henry looks at her with an uneasy expression. Yet he listens to her say a few 

more things. I feel my face tightening as my eyes narrow. Henry’s sitting posture shifts as he 

leans to say something. From his talking stance, I can tell he is disagreeing with whatever she is 

saying. Three other students in their group are silent, watching the exchange. Jade vehemently 

shakes her head, continuing with her tirade.  

Reluctantly dragging my eyes from the exchange between Jade and Henry, I instead focus 

on the PowerPoint notes in front of me. Yet I am not reading; I am telling myself to breathe. 



204 

 

Remembering my water-filled glass, I pick it up to take a long sip to soothe my dry throat. After a 

moment, I leave the podium and walk to the first group.  

“Are you finished yet?” I ask the writer of the group. “Good. Let me have that.” The 

student hands me the completed group activity sheet. I go to the next two groups to collect their 

sheets before coming before the last group. Pretending to be unaware of what occurred several 

minutes earlier, I nonchalantly smile at Jade, Henry, and the other two students.   

“Everything alright?”  

“Yes, ma’am. Here it is.” Henry hands over the sheet.  

“Thank you, Henry.” I walk to the middle of the room, the group activity sheets in my 

hand.  

“Okay everybody, you may go back to your seats.” I wait until the students are settled in 

their seats. “Now do you see the connection between the prompt about choosing three words to 

describe yourself and the group activity of figuring out the top ten qualities to look for when 

hiring. You have to think about such qualities. When you are writing about yourself, you are 

seeing something about yourself that may be employable. Therefore, it is good to think about 

what qualities you would like to work on.” Still talking, I glide to the podium to click to the next 

slide. I keep lecturing for the next several minutes until I glance at the clock.  

“It is after five. Remember what you need to do for homework. If you are finished with 

the inventory, you may go home. Thank you and have a great Valentine’s this weekend!” While 

the majority of the class moves out in pandemonium, I bid each student a “bye” or “see you 

later.” After seeing the remaining students still working on their computers, I notice that Henry’s 

hand is raised. I walk over to sit next to Henry. “Yes, Henry?” 
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“Is this right?” He points at the webpage displaying information about being a 

counselor.  

“Yes, that is right. Just copy all that and paste onto Word document. You may use this 

information later for your essay.” I remain seated as I watch Henry proceed as I instructed. Out 

of the corner of my eye, I see Jade walking by. I turn in my swivel chair to face her.  

“Hey Jade! How is everything with you? Are you okay?” She nods in somewhat a bashful 

way.  

“Good! Have a great night, Jade.” Ducking her head, she waves at me and walks out of 

the classroom. Turning my focus back on Henry, I see that he is attaching the saved document to 

the assignment link.  

“How are you doing with the weekly reflection postings?” I ask when he hits the submit 

button.  

“I enjoy them. And I enjoy reading others’ postings.”  

“So you do read others’ postings. That’s great!” I laugh, feeling a sense of camaraderie 

with this student who seemingly possesses empathy and wisdom due to his being a nontraditional 

student and has experienced life longer than most of the students I teach. I also wonder at how 

things are working together for my benefit, that he is one of the last three students to remain in 

the classroom today. This is an opportunity to confirm my suspicions ever since I started 

teaching orientation and every first day of class I ever taught. By letting curiosity spur me, I ask 

Henry.  

“Okay, what did Jade say to you?”  

“I should have known, because I saw you looking at us.” Henry carefully responds. “You 

have this look on your face, like you know what we were talking about.”   
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“I had the feeling that I should look over to your group. I saw Jade. And I could tell right 

away that she was talking about me. It is her body language. I just want to know what she said. It 

may help me improve my teaching or with my dissertation.”  Henry looks at me for a moment 

before sighing. 

“It is so random. I was writing down the ten things we agreed that would make a person 

hirable when she said it. She is a kid, you know. Being ignorant and all that.” Henry pauses, 

again reluctant to tell me. I wave at him to continue. “It is to the effect of her saying that any 

person with a hearing impairment has no business teaching.” He watches my face as his last 

words fall in the air.  

“I can see her saying that.” I laugh. Henry looks at me quizzically. “To be honest with 

you, I have been waiting to hear a comment like that ever since I started teaching. The irony is I 

finally hear it while I am working on my dissertation. 

“I wonder if it is because I confronted her earlier today. What happened was that while 

everyone else was writing to the first prompt, she and her friend were talking and not writing. So 

I told them to write.” Henry nods once, holding up a hand to interrupt me.  

“Do not worry about what she thinks. She’s just a kid! And she may be mad about being 

told what to do. Anyway, I defended you to her by saying that I understood you just fine. Also, I 

told her that you have the right to teach, because you made it this far. And you are working on 

your doctorate. That tells me something.”  

 “Thank you, Henry. I appreciate that.” He nods as he follows the other two remaining 

students out of the classroom.  

Now alone in the classroom, I glance out of the windows and see the navy-black darkness 

of the sky. Already, I can feel the cold permeating through the windows. The dichotomy of my 
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emotions between coping with Jade’s comment and Henry’s empathetic listening reminds me of 

the weather swinging from warm to cold and back. I sigh. Glancing at the now blank computer 

screen, I reach over to move the mouse to wake the computer back up so I can log out of the 

Blackboard account.  

*** 

I did not stop thinking about Jade’s comment for a long while. I decided to ask Henry 

Turquoise to return after the class ended for a few dyadic interviews, I examined every possible 

angle concerning why Jade would open up to him and say that comment. The following tale 

spotlights one of our dyadic interviews.  

*** 

 “Therefore, one of many reasons why I am using writing prompts is to foster the one-on-

one interaction with students. So, Henry, what do you think about the way I teach? That the 

writing prompts are helping students learn?” Henry nods, leaning back in his swivel chair.  

  “The first day, I thought it was going to be difficult with you teaching.” Henry confesses. 

“But I changed my mind once I realized you do have what it takes to make sure we understand. 

The way you teach is definitely workable.” My head tilts to the side as I absorb his words before 

responding.  

  “In a weird way, I appreciate Jade for having made that comment. Because I need to talk 

about my teaching experience. And I do not know why she chose to open up to you, instead of to 

another girl in your group.” After several minutes of talking, I feel a sense of needing to stop and 

explain something to Henry.  

 “Let me assure you. Her having made that comment does not hurt me.” After looking at 

his face, I hurry to add, “Five years ago, I would definitely be bothered. Now I am glad to have 
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the dissertation to buffer me from taking things personally. Actually, working on my dissertation 

helps me welcome that comment. I have to consider both positive and negative aspects of my 

teaching experience.” When Henry asks if it was sensitivity to which I reacted to Jade’s 

comment, I take the time to think before answering.  

 “Perhaps it is sensitivity that I feel like when the moment I saw Jade talking to you. 

Yeah, I think that is more fitting to what I am trying to say. I am sensitive, because I am aware. It 

is funny because people do not think I am aware of what is going on when I am aware. And yet 

there are times when people assume that I know when actually I am clueless. It is hard to 

explain, and I do that a lot in this class. 

“For example, I do recognize certain words when said behind my back such as my 

husband asking me ‘what’s for dinner?’, ‘what time is it?’, or ‘I love you.’ Those are the 

everyday phrases that I expect to hear and recognize. It depends on the situation I am in and 

when I expect to hear certain or typical words in that situation.” I observe Henry 

comprehending what I am trying to explain. “When students say typical things such as a 

classmate asking you ‘what did she say’ and you say ‘major.’ I am aware during those times; 

however, there are other times when students assume that I am aware, and I am completely 

clueless when they mention something to me. 

“So you see, that is why I do not encourage students to ask me questions in class. I 

control those situations by walking up to the student asking the question. My being closer to the 

student helps provide the one-on-one dynamic that I need for communication.”  

“But I did ask you questions in class.” Henry protests.  

“You did?” I stop and think back on the moments he has done that. Due to my memory 

not serving well at this moment, I slightly shrug before continuing. “Maybe you asked at the 
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right time or that I did something without you knowing how I controlled answering your 

question.”  

I watch as Henry thinks about what I just said before continuing. “The writing prompts 

give me the best chance in interacting with students. Through their writing, I get to know them. I 

make the effort to remember what they wrote, so I can determine how to help them. Have you not 

noticed that I remembered what you wrote? How I brought up tidbits from your previous 

writings when I helped you in class?” He nods.  

“I try to connect all your writings together to know you as a person in order to give you 

effective feedback. As for Jade opening up to you, that is how students open up to me is through 

writing. They open up to me mainly because they probably do not have another opportunity to do 

that. Also because I do not focus on the formal rules of writing.” I pause for a moment before 

continuing.  

  “Well, one reason why I want to teach is to give students an example. If they see me 

standing in front of them, teaching them, then they may realize that they can do anything as long 

as they work for it. So I teach to inspire them. And I use writing prompts to interact with them, to 

know what they want to do, so I can help them see what they can do.  

“I did my best making sure no student of mine feels lost. I use the prompts and the 

PowerPoint to make sure they get the most of what I am teaching them.” I pause, glancing out of 

the windows. The sun is completely gone. The sky deepens into navy.  

“Anyway, as for doing the dissertation, I am doing it for Gadsden State, for the students, 

for other teachers. I want to share my teaching experience to show how writing prompts do 

work. I want other teachers to know how I use writing prompts. I want to raise awareness about 

the possibilities of what any person can do by my example of using writing prompts. Don’t you 
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think the way I teach is workable?” I press the question for the second time. Nodding, Henry 

leans back in his swivel chair.   

“Yeah, the prompts are workable. I know your teaching is effective.”  

*** 

Reflection on Vignette Four: Competence  

 

Teaching people is trial and error…There are many people and different attitudes. 

When people don't understand something they don't always say something.   

One on one you can usually read the persons facial or body language when they understand or 

don't understand.  Just don't give up and keep teaching the way that works for you. 

(Pearl Rubicelle, ad verbatim personal communication, October 20, 2015) 

 

Although with previous findings of embracing individualism within diversity, variability, 

and persistence supporting my pedagogical content knowledge, I still harbored doubts about 

being justifiably qualified as a college teacher. It was not until I finally faced what I thought was 

my worst fear, which was have students view me as not good enough as their teacher, that I 

realized I did have what it takes to be a college teacher. When I shared with my colleagues and 

friends about Jade’s comment, they in consensus assured me that students who complained about 

me were likely to complain about other teachers as well.  

I would like to take one of writing prompts that I gave to students, where they were asked 

to come up with three words that best describe themselves. While thinking of three words to 

describe myself, I knew that focused was the best fitting word. In any conversation, I would 

focus on any topic by exhausting all angles.  

Whenever I wanted to revisit the effectiveness of my teaching, of my pedagogical content 

knowledge, I had learned that it was the students who would give me the best insight. I chose 

Henry Turquoise due to his maturity and willingness to help. He followed up after the last dyadic 

interview with an email confirming how the writing prompts encourage initiative to take full 



211 

 

advantage of the learning benefits from the prompts. Self-discipline emerged from experiencing 

the unfamiliar territory of composing thoughts on the spot. Henry also observed how the writing 

prompts gave him “a black and white visual concept of an idea [I was] trying to convey”. He saw 

the great consideration I put into creating the writing prompts to glean insight of each student’s 

capabilities in order “to tailor assignments based on their ability to perform.” (H. Turquoise, ad 

verbatim personal communication, November 16, 2015) 

Henry’s emailed input gave me depth and awareness I needed to examine how competent 

I really was as a college teacher. His affirmative words paralleled with my desire for students to 

see the benefit of my giving writing prompts. What most students did not realize, especially 

those who did not see how the writing exercises helped them, was that their writing was 

workable, that it was possible to build upon such raw writing into a longer paper.  

 My feelings of inadequacy as a college teacher were echoed by Colette Taylor who 

shared her own feelings that she has to “constantly validate that [she] has earned her current 

position. [She] will never forget the time when a student asked, ‘Are you even qualified to teach 

this course?’” (Jones, Taylor, & Coward, 2013, p. 6). To combat any feelings of inadequacy, I 

decided to focus on what I could do and what I did know. I knew and understood the content, 

and I had this pedagogical method of writing prompts to carry out my content knowledge.   

What if I did not know the content? What if I was teaching a class I never taught before? 

Sadler (2013), in his longitudinal study on the role of self-confidence in learning to teach, 

observes how “the new teachers regularly reported feelings of anxiety when they perceived their 

content knowledge to be low in the area within which they were teaching. One of their main 

concerns was whether or not their knowledge of the subject area was sufficient to teach it” (p. 

162).  
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In contrast to Sadler’s assertion for the correlation between confidence and content and 

pedagogical knowledge—with “content knowledge [appearing] to predominate” (p. 163), I 

believed in using writing prompts, which was my pedagogical knowledge, as significant for 

taking away the urgent need to know everything. Heeding Bhatti’s (2012) importance on quality 

university teaching equaling effective student learning, I strove to ensure the quality of my 

pedagogical content knowledge by paying attention to the students’ own words to see if they 

were learning in my classroom.  

Students needed to perceive writing more than just a means of communication, that 

writing was also a “process and product of critical thought” (Bean, 2011, p. 2). Thus when not 

informed the purpose for each of and/or all the writing assignments, students might not be 

motivated to view writing prompts as a way to enhance their learning and also to help their 

writing skills. Therefore, I took my time to consider the purpose of each writing prompt to 

nurture learning. And with each assignment, its purpose was communicated to students with the 

assumption that they, in turn, would register that the writing prompts were not busy work, but 

actually a learning task. Through one of the last weekly reflection postings, I asked students for 

their input about the orientation class and about my teaching style. Their responses revealed their 

appreciation for my teaching style, for having me as their orientation instructor. They recognized 

how the way I taught them, which was through writing prompts, helped them in other classes and 

also improved their writing skills. Some even said that they “would not have wanted any other 

teacher for orientation” because I showed them how much I cared for their learning by reading 

and commenting on what they wrote in response to writing prompts (A. Carter, ad verbatim 

personal communication, October 12, 2015). 
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After reading such responses from students, I felt justifiably competent as a college 

teacher. However, I should look to my supervisor for answering whether or not I was doing my 

job correctly. I emailed Cindy Mullinax for her input. She responded that she agreed with my 

using writing prompts due to how… 

the prompts included topics in the orientation course which helped the students to focus 

more on content in the course. Looking back through one of your courses to see what the 

prompts are, it was obvious that it stimulated students to think and put their thoughts on 

paper. I’m sure it forced them to look closer at the student workbook, websites, 

assignments, etc. in order to complete writing about the prompts. The prompts also 

encouraged self-reflection. Also, I think writing prompts help the students to not be afraid 

of writing. (C. Mullinax, personal communication, December 1, 2015) 

 

Cindy’s words affirmed how the students did learn the content through writing in response to the 

writing prompts. She could see how I constructed the writing prompts to make students think 

about the content taught in the classroom. When I spoke with Cindy about the topic of my 

dissertation and that I would be collecting data from my own classroom, she shared how as a 

teacher in the registered nursing program she had nursing students write reflections on their 

clinical experiences with patients. I talked with one nursing student who said that writing the 

reflections forced her to pay more attention to details while doing clinicals to avoid repetitive 

writing. Such reflections were similar to what students were doing in my classroom, where they 

reflected on what they were learning. With my supervisor’s support for my pedagogical content 

knowledge, I now felt more confident in examining the interaction between students and myself. 

The next and final finding is responsiveness, where I examine deeper the interaction between my 

teacher self and students.  

*** 
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Vignette Five: Responsiveness  

“Let me recap the purpose of the orientation class. The main course objectives include 

your mastering the use of Blackboard and having a better understanding of what it takes to be a 

successful student in college. The last objective is mine, writing. In this particular class, I want 

you see how writing helps you learn better, that you will see the benefits of writing for other 

classes and for the workplace.”  

“The writing prompts are to help you get over your fear of figuring out how to get started 

writing, how to get that paper written. You have to write four-page, eight-page, or even twelve-

page papers for English class and even other classes like history or psychology. In the 

workplace, if you are a nurse you will have to write up care notes in your patient’s files or if you 

are a mechanic, you will have to write up a report about a wreck. In whatever work you will do, 

you will write.  

“When I was taking doctoral classes, I had to write twenty or twenty-five page papers per 

class.” I pause, looking at them in the eye before repeating myself. “Twenty-five page papers. 

How is that possible? How was that possible for me?” I dramatically tilt my head to look at the 

ceiling before shaking my head. I then look my students in the eye. “I gave myself prompts. I 

wrote nonstop several minutes for each prompt. I would have a page or two written out already, 

even though it was rough. 

“Still! I had something to work with. I always went back and polished it up. And not only 

twenty-five page papers, but I am to write perhaps two hundred pages for this dissertation. Or 

even three hundred. So….” I raise my eyebrows for effect.   

“If I can manage to write that many pages, then YOU can do it.” I swing my arms out to 

reiterate. “If I can do it, you can!” I then lower my arms and take on a softer tone.  
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“You need the practice to write. Writing is more than just writing. Writing is 

communicating. Writing is thinking. Writing is speaking. When I prepare for this class, I write up 

some things and also when I put together this PowerPoint for you to follow along. In doing 

these, I speak better.” I see several heads nodding at this assertion.  

“Writing is part of life, not just in an English class. This is NOT an English class. I do 

not look for mistakes in your writing. I do not care about the grammar, punctuation, sentence 

structure, or even spelling. Even though I do have a B.A. in English, I am not teaching an 

English class. I am using writing to help you be better students.” I pause to take a sip from my 

water before facing the students.    

“I want you to write to practice writing. I do not care about HOW you write, but the 

effort you put into your writing. Writing is communication. I communicate through writing. And 

the reason why I use writing to teach is because I cannot have class discussions or have any of 

you ask me questions in class. I do better one-on-one. Still, with the time we have in class, we 

cannot afford to have one-on-one all the time. And writing allows me to have the interaction with 

each of you.” Some students nod their heads, their faces reflecting yeah, that makes sense.  

“The more you write in this class, the more you are helping me help you to be better 

students and future employees. Whatever you write, you are letting me know more about you.” I 

smile at students.   

“Today is the beginning of the end. We start working on the career exploration essay. 

And the only homework you have to do from now on is do the weekly reflection postings. It does 

not matter if you are late doing the postings. What does matter that you write more. The more 

you write, the better. This week, there will be one new weekly reflection posting. And next week, 

there will be two.” After taking another sip from my water, I then walk closer to the students.  
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 “I want you to understand that this essay is personal. This is an essay where you get to 

share how you are experiencing the career exploration and preparation, how you are 

experiencing being a college student preparing for the career of your choosing. 

 “Please write this essay like you are telling a story. I want to know about you, your ideas, 

what you are thinking, how you are learning and experiencing. Okay?” I pause, my eyes meeting 

with each student’s eyes.  

 “Do not write a boring, dry essay. I want creative. Be creative!” My tone inflects 

emphasis on the last words. Silently, I turn to walk back to the podium to click to the next slide.  

 “Now, the objective for the career essay is the culmination of all the information you 

have gathered throughout this course pertaining to your academic and career goals.” I read 

straight from the PowerPoint. I then tap on the mouse.  

 “What you need to know is that you are not to copy the prompts in your writing. Just 

write. Do not stop to think. Keep writing.” My voice sharpens as I glance towards the students.  

 “Do not worry about grammar, punctuation, eta cetera. Just keep writing. You will 

polish up your writing when you type your first draft.” I then leave the podium, walking closer to 

the middle of the room.  

 “I will give you several back to back prompts. I told you last week to bring plenty of 

paper and pens. We will write for about twenty-five minutes. After we finish with the prompts, we 

will start typing up our rough drafts. Just remember to just keep writing, like what we have been 

doing every week in this room.” I pause.  

 “Now please get out paper and pen.” Listening to the rustling of paper and dropping of 

pen, along with quiet murmurs as one or two students ask for paper and pen from their 

neighbors, I walk back to the podium. 
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 After several back to back prompts, I call out, “Finally stop!” Students let out groans as 

they toss their pens onto paper. “Let’s stand up and stretch.” They pull themselves up to stretch 

their arms. I grin, beckoning them to sit.  

 “Now, what you will do is to type up an essay. The focus is to use what you just wrote to 

pull together an essay. I want to see a flow in your thoughts. Be creative. Here is an incentive. If 

you manage to type up five pages or more today, you earn the privilege to not come back to this 

classroom. All you have to do is to finish the weekly reflection postings online. Let me say this,” 

I smirk as I look at students, “No one has ever accomplished that feat.” I smilingly shake my 

head.  

“If you do not type at least five pages today, you are to come back next week. Okay, let’s 

start typing.” I clap my hands.  

Sounds of typing ensue as I sit in my chair and lean forward to look at my computer to 

finish grading online assignments and commenting on weekly reflection postings.  

Forty minutes later, I cannot help but feel the shift in the mood of the classroom. I look 

up to see this group of male students sitting close together, exclaiming and peeking at one male 

student’s computer.  

Rising from my chair to walk over, I wonder what Clay Diamond is doing that causes 

such commotion. When I made the earlier statement that no student has ever accomplished the 

feat of typing up five pages for the first draft, this student, Clay, proves me wrong. I glance and 

then take a double look at the number of pages displayed on his computer screen. Not only did 

he type at least five pages, but he went even farther—seven pages. I gape at the screen for a 

moment before sliding my eyes over to this student. “Well, I guess you are good to go,” I slowly 

whisper.  
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He then asks if he could keep his writings from today. I reply, “of course.”  

“May I keep working on the essay?” he asks, motioning to the screen. I pause for a 

barely a second to not let surprise ruin my face before letting my mouth stretch into a smile.  

“Sure, why not? I will be here until six. Take your time.” My heart now melting from 

surprise to gladness, I wave at him before returning to my chair to resume with grading and 

commenting on the latest weekly reflection postings while waiting on the class to submit first 

drafts online before leaving. As other students one by one leave the classroom, Clay stays bent 

over the keyboard, his forehead scrunched in concentration as he types, adding more to his 

several-paged essay.  

Scant minutes before five-thirty, Clay stands up, propelling me to rise to my high-heeled 

feet. I smile at him, curious at what he has just submitted. He presses a piece of folded paper in 

my hand. I keep smiling, saying goodbye. There are several other students still at their 

computers, working, as he exits from the room.  

When the room finally empties last of the students, I unfold the paper to see what he 

wrote. “Thank you for being my inspiration. –Clay”  

I do not know how to pinpoint a specific feeling among many including intrigued, 

surprised, wondering, curious, happy, or humbled. Since it is close to dinnertime and there is no 

time for me to stop by the grocery store to pick up some items to make a quick weeknight meal, I 

hurriedly text my husband that I would pick up some pizza. I cannot wait to finish dinner and let 

the dogs out so I can rush to the upstairs office to my computer and read what Clay wrote.  

*** 
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How Orientation Revealed My True Self 

When I started orientation, I had no idea what it was going to be like; but I can tell you 

right now that it is completely different from what I figured it would be. I figured it was going to 

be a super easy class where I did not have to do anything. What else was I going to expect? Most 

of my college friends told me that is how theirs was. They took it online though. Most of them did 

not even have to do the work until even a few weeks after the class ends.  

To be honest, before I started this class, I wished that I had taken an online course; 

because, I had thought it was going to be completely different, that easy class. Yet somehow my 

schedule got messed up, and I had to rework it; this was the only class that was left open and I 

had to take it regardless because I was required to take this class. So I did it. I guess I should go 

ahead, so you do not get too depressed reading this, and say that I actually have enjoyed this 

class a lot.  

This orientation class is one of my favorite classes, where I can fully express myself and 

let someone else read what I have written. It is an indescribably good feeling to be able to write 

whatever I want to and not have to worry about the grammar.…. 

I am going to explain the title of this paper how this class has changed me. Mrs. Eiland, 

you have been my inspiration. I am serious. You have hearing impairment; yet, you are going to 

get your doctoral degree. The way I see it, I am slacking in my simple math class. I need to step 

it up; I had been kidding myself. It is completely ridiculous that I am slacking. If someone like 

you, who has been born with a disability, can get to be the person you want to be, you are 

achieving your dreams. I wish that I could have the motivation that you have; it would literally 

be the greatest thing. I still cannot get over your dedication. Since I have been in this class, I can 

truly say that you are my role model. I know it sounds cheesy and cliché, but you are from an 
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educational standpoint. I have made up my mind to try harder and put forth all of my effort 

because of you! You are an inspiration! I know we had that weekly writing assignment this past 

week about sitting down and writing routinely or being inspired. Well, Mrs. Eiland, you are my 

inspiration for writing. If it were not for you, I would not be writing this right now. I would not 

be expressing myself right now. I would not have been able to express my feelings on paper, and 

I would not have been to express my thoughts, just because I would not have had the motivation 

to do it without you. You gave me my inspiration as a writer.  

…..Today, I have been expressing myself, and I acknowledge such extension of these 

feelings about my life. I have learned a lot about myself in this class, not only about writing but 

also about expressing myself. I have learned that I can express myself to the fullest through 

writing. I stress that I have always loved writing, but I never did it. I just never took the time to 

do it. Therefore, this class has changed my life.  

One last thing I wanted to throw in, and this hits home with me personally. The reason I 

could not make it to class last Thursday was because my Maw maw passed away. I was 

heartbroken. I did not get to see her often lately…..Since her passing, I did not know how to feel. 

I do not know if it was because I did not get to see her until four months ago. You have to know 

what I did. I wrote. I wrote about all of the things that I could remember her doing and how kind 

she was. The only reason I did this was because of you, Mrs. Eiland. You truly showed me how to 

express myself and how to reveal my emotions on paper; that way, I could connect with myself 

on an even better level of understanding. If it weren’t for you and all you have done, I do not 

think I would have enjoyed my freshman year of college nearly as much. You definitely taught me 

a lot. You taught me more than any of my other classes; you taught me how to express myself and 

how to show others like you. I appreciate what you do, and yes I do go by Clay. I have been 
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doing a personal research goal of my own to see if other peers notice that I am called by two 

different names. I go by Robert in my history class as well; it is actually my first name, but Clay 

is the name I go by. (R. C. Diamond, personal communication, October 2, 2014) 

*** 

Reflection on Vignette Five: Responsiveness 

I think writing is definitely beneficial to one’s learning.  

Writing never stops, because our minds never stop thinking;  

and there is always something on our minds that we want or have to say 

(Layla Burmite, personal communication, October 27, 2015) 

 

Clay’s final essay brought tears to my eyes as I took a deep breath to absorb his nine-

page essay. He grasped what I hoped to see in any student’s writing. He took what I had been 

teaching and applied into his life. His essay encapsulated what I have learned about 

responsiveness, which was to bring to life the teacher-student interaction (Moore, 1989). I felt 

gratified from Clay’s essayed response to my attempts in redefining the college experience by 

constructing a student-centered learning environment (Barr & Tagg, 1995; Fink, 2013; Freire, 

1993; Paulsen & Feldman, 2007; Weimer, 2013).  Interacting with students by having them 

respond to writing prompts and my subsequent responding to their writings created a classroom 

culture where students felt they could trust my caring for their learning (Chickering & Gamson, 

1999; Fink, 2013).  

Writing prompts nurture the responsiveness between students and the teacher, which was 

me. While Noonan (2013) uses prompts in interviews to get participants talking, I used prompts 

to get students started writing. I viewed writing prompts as providing direction for students to 

respond through writing. Writing prompts provided an idea, a starting place, to motivate students 

to think. Writing prompts needed to be spontaneous somehow to sharpen students’ thinking 

skills. When students felt encouraged and safe, their writings revealed surprising, confidential 
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things that demonstrated their need to be heard, to be listened to (Schlossberg, 1989). Reading 

their writings helped me feel connected to the students, and I felt more motivated to respond by 

commenting on their writings with encouragement and suggestions in their future goals, might it 

be educational, career, or life.  

As for Clay ending his essay stating that he went by the name Clay, not Robert, further 

emphasized the importance of connecting with each student by knowing their name. “Students 

benefit from interactions with faculty members who know and validate students” (Lundberg, 

2014, p. 81). Additionally, I believed “frequent student interaction with faculty was the strongest 

predictor of learning…” (p. 88). My colleague and fellow orientation instructor, Laura Swann, 

concurred by saying that the writing prompts were also useful for participation points and taking 

attendance.  

The reason Clay ended on such a note about his name was because in earlier writings he 

submitted, he wrote “Robert” on some and “Clay” on others. In one of my comments on his 

writings, I asked him which name he went by. His ending statement proved Schlossberg’s (1989) 

marginality versus mattering theory that students desire to be noticed, and I was glad that I made 

the effort to learn students’ names by reading over their shoulders while they were writing in 

class. My effort to learn students’ names paralleled to the following statement:  

As part of this [GRASP] program, we observed successful faculty learned and used 

students’ names and engaged students in the course material. Faculty did not wait for 

students to act; rather, they offered students multiple opportunities to engage in class—

thus increasing their learning and retention. (Perez, McShannon, & Hynes, 2015, p. 384) 

  

The more I read students’ writings, the more I came to understand their individualistic needs and 

expectations as students and future employees. When students recognized my efforts, they 

responded more and positively to my teaching. Their responsiveness to my teaching built my 

confidence.  
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Having confidence is encouraged according to Alice, a participant and a new academic in 

Sadler’s (2013) study on the role of self-confidence in learning to teach in higher education, who 

explains how her confidence takes root once she got started teaching:  

If you’ve never taught them before you don’t know how they’re going to react to your 

teaching style, because I like to do a lot of hands on exercises…And that sort of makes 

you a bit nervous as to whether that’s going to work. But once you’ve taught them, they 

get a feel for you, you get a feel for them, then that makes you more confident in teaching 

them. (p. 161)  

 

It took confidence that I asked students for their input in the final weekly reflection posting. It 

was not just the final weekly final posting, because I provided ample prior opportunities for 

students to respond. Students knew that I welcomed their opinions and that I allowed for them to 

be forthcoming and even gripe about having to write. Adelaide Ruby Crystal was upfront and 

honest about writing by venting on how could she be “expected to jump right into a meaningless 

prompt with no time to think it over” (personal communication, March 1, 2015). She could not 

see how the writing prompts would help her build up to write a longer paper, and she did not care 

to respond to topics that did not interest her.  

Adelaide Ruby’s words echoed those who did not want to make the effort to write, but 

wrote anyway—albeit to complain. Regardless, I still saw their negative writing as writing all the 

same. The more they used their energy to complain through writing, the more likely they would 

realize how writing was not a death sentence, dreadful, or something to be afraid of.  

 Not only did these students get to vent about writing, other students responded to my 

teaching style by sharing how they overcame their fears such as coming to class. Students 

acknowledged that they at first dreaded coming to my class, but they learned quickly that a good 

grade should be earned and gradually came to embrace writing prompts as worthy of hard work. 

On top of their willingness to work hard to earn an A, they responded to my comments on their 
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writings. They stated how my feedback gave them confidence. One student, Ivory Waiscote, 

shared her discouraging story of how in high school, she was accused by her teacher in front of 

the class of being incapable of writing the paper on Martin Luther King Junior that she stayed up 

late the night before to write. It was not until in my class that Ivory regained the courage to write. 

My heart ached whenever I read how and why a student had lost courage to write or decided to 

stop writing. Such discouragement and also bad writing experiences spurred me to respond to my 

students’ need to feel okay about their writing again, to see writing not as something shameful or 

scary.    

I wanted to know if my giving prompts helped improve or change students’ perceptions 

of writing for the better. I did not want to just stand in front of the students and tell them to 

complete assignments online; rather, I yearned to lead students to take ownership of their 

learning through using a construct that would not fail to produce results. When I shared how I 

taught my orientation classes with my peer Laura Swann, she agreed by responding how students 

needed more practice in their writing. She could tell from her own experiences teaching 

orientation that…  

from emails to discussion posts, it is clear that students need guidance and instruction on 

how to form complete thoughts and clearly communicate statements and questions. Even 

if their grammar and writing are not perfect, it is still valuable for students to understand 

how to effectively communicate a thought/statement/question in writing. (L. Swann, 

personal communication, November 9, 2015) 

 

Laura believed that providing constructive feedback on students’ writings would strengthen 

students’ writing self-efficacy (Jones, 2008). She could see how such feedback would help 

students make quicker progress in their learning and thinking skills, which were valuable in the 

workforce. Her affirming statements proved the effectiveness of how I prompt responsiveness 

from the students, who in turn in their writing, prompted me to respond with specific, 
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constructive feedback. Students needed to understand how to improve in their writing, and I took 

the time to determine how to word my comments to guide them in their efforts to apply the 

content they were learning and also to write better. This instructor-student interaction (Moore, 

1989) was why I chose to teach in person, rather than online because I thrived on such 

responsiveness. Students’ responding to my teaching motivated me to keep using writing 

prompts.  

I followed up on our conversation by emailing Laura if she would consider incorporating 

writing prompts. Laura replied she would be glad to know what topics I use for the writing 

prompts, because she now headed the orientation program and would be making curricular 

changes (Weimer, 2013). She was willing to incorporate writing prompts into the new 

orientation curriculum. From her response, I hoped that the new orientation curriculum would 

benefit from adopting my pedagogical content knowledge by using writing prompts to garner 

responsiveness from future students. I desired for Laura, other orientation instructors, and also 

other college faculty to see how writing prompts help encourage responsiveness within teacher-

student interaction (Moore, 1989).  

Précis 

After exhausting the five thematic vignette findings of individualism within diversity, 

variability, persistence, competence, and responsiveness, I saw how students perceived writing 

as a mirror. Some students did not want to look at themselves; nevertheless, they looked at the 

mirror (writing) anyway to make sure their hair was in place (ideas and thoughts) and nothing 

was between their teeth (grammatical errors). They wrote, because they wanted to receive 

feedback and also to feel they mattered. Whenever I responded to their writings with 

encouraging comments and constructive feedback, I gained motivation and confidence as a 
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college teacher. My persistence in giving writing prompts garnered more responsiveness, which 

aided in my identifying with each student’s individualism within diversity. Students’ 

observations about how well I taught them affirmed that I was viewed as competent to teach. To 

further validate my being qualified as a college teacher, many students collectively echoed how 

the way I taught orientation, which was the writing prompts, was effective to the point where 

they could easily grasp what they should be learning.  
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CHAPTER VI:  

DISCUSSION 

The purpose in a man’s heart is like deep water,  

But a man of understanding will draw it out.  

~Proverbs 20:5 

 

College faculty development is the focus of my autoethnographic study. I am sharing 

how I developed my pedagogical content knowledge through writing over time. In my 

meandering into college teaching, I faced complexities and challenges—especially as differently-

abled due to my hearing impairment. Being differently-abled had only strengthened my resolve 

to figure out a pedagogical strategy to become and survive as a college teacher. Through that 

resolve along with past experiences, I chose to give writing prompts from the first day of 

teaching. To this day, I still believe in giving writing prompts. The pedagogical benefits had been 

challenging yet rewarding, and I took delight in seeing students benefit as well. Therefore, I took 

the autoethnographic approach of sharing my pedagogical content knowledge to contribute to the 

college faculty development literature.  

My providing a vicarious experience as a differently-abled college teacher, along with 

developing pedagogical content knowledge through writing over time, serves to fill the gap in 

the college faculty literature. College faculty, administrators, and students will benefit from 

having the sense of being there in order to better understand the complexities and challenges of 

becoming college faculty. Aspiring and established college teachers need more examples to aid 

in their own pedagogical development.  
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To provide a background to my pedagogical content knowledge, I took autoethnographic 

license to put together a triune-layered literature review with the third layer focusing on areas of 

my pedagogical content knowledge. The first layer focuses on college faculty development, with 

the following second layer on the gap in the literature and theoretical framework. I believe that 

having a third layer to research college readiness in the area of writing, faculty perceptions on 

writing practice, writing anxiety, and feedback will aid in better scholarly understanding of how I 

developed my pedagogical content knowledge as well as the research questions I posed in my 

study.  

The overarching question being what is it about developing pedagogical content 

knowledge through writing that makes it possible for me to become a college instructor has been 

explored through autoethnographic vignettes and reflections ending with narrative and thematic 

analysis approaches. By establishing pedagogical content knowledge through writing over time, I 

desired to provide ideas for other college faculty for developing their own pedagogical content 

knowledge, to help further the scholarship of teaching (Saldaña, 2015; Shulman, 1986, 1987). I 

chose autoethnography to share my journey of becoming a college teacher through writing in the 

face of working through complexities and challenges, especially with my being differently-abled. 

Thus, “writing autoethnography is a method of inquiry, to be sure, but it is simultaneously a 

method of relating” (Poulos, 2013, p. 475). I attempted to relate with others, including college 

faculty, by constructing a kaleidoscopic lens in the development chapter titled “See the Writing” 

Kaleidoscopic Lens to help the reader visualize how my past experiences developed my teaching 

philosophy centering on writing prompts. I concurred with Foltz and Griffin (1996) that:  

Writing ethnography is cultural construction, not cultural reporting. Thus ethnographic 

writing is ‘always a construction of the self as well as the other’…since all knowledge is 

socially constructed, the researcher, as the instrument of data collection and 

interpretation, plays a central role in creating this knowledge. (p. 302) 
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Through doing this autoethnography, I constructed a kaleidoscopic lens to symbolize my 

creating the knowledge, which is the development of my pedagogical content knowledge through 

writing as to share my journey of becoming a college teacher as contribution to college faculty 

development literature. Within the kaleidoscopic lens were vignettes of my past experiences that 

helped shape who I am as a college teacher. Not only did I construct a kaleidoscopic lens on the 

development of my pedagogical content knowledge through writing, I also shared through 

thematic vignettes the five findings stemming from my teaching experiences.  

The five thematic vignette findings, including individualism within diversity, variability, 

persistence, competence, and responsiveness, revealed how much I had learned from examining 

my college teaching experience and also that I socially constructed how my pedagogical content 

knowledge works. This is a journey worthy to be shared, to give hope and inspiration for other 

college faculty to have the confidence to make a difference by simply having pedagogical 

content knowledge. Furthermore, I frame this discussion chapter into four sections representing 

each of the guiding research questions, where I address each question with a discussion of what I 

learned. I then follow up these questions with recommendations for future research and also for 

practice.  

Addressing Supporting Research Question #1 

No one after lighting a lamp covers it with a jar or puts it under a bed,  

but puts it on a stand, so that those who enter may see the light.  

For nothing is hidden that will not be made manifest,  

nor is anything secret that will not be known and come to light.  

~Luke 8:16-17 

 

 How did my prior experiences shape who I am as a teacher?  Reflexivity (Saldaña, 2015) 

allowed me to heuristically remember how I meandered into college teaching by plunging into 

memories that shaped who I am as a college teacher. In my attempts in directing others to see my 
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viewpoint of how I became a college teacher, I thought creatively (Saldaña) by constructing a 

virtual kaleidoscopic lens on the development of my pedagogical content knowledge through 

writing. This kaleidoscopic lens epitomized the “self [as] a subject to look into and a lens to look 

through to gain an understanding of a societal culture” (Duckart, 2005 paraphrased by Chang 

2008, p. 49).  Not only did I share personal factors, but I also included cultural factors such as 

how I interacted with others stemmed from deep, strong roots of family and hardheadedness. 

Chang stated that we autoethnographers are to “treat autobiographical data with critical, 

analytical, and interpretive eyes to detect cultural undertones;” otherwise, it would be a “mere 

self-exposure…writing at the level of descriptive autobiography or memoir” (p. 51).  

Yet Noonan’s (2013) article supports my claim that early experiences do affect a teaching 

career. Noonan in her narrative inquiry “decided to investigate how critical incidents and 

learning during the early stages of a career lead to greater expertise in the profession” (p. 111). 

She includes Meyer and Land’s (2003/2005) threshold concepts. “When learners experience a 

threshold crossing, they journey to a new place, moving through a past a previously locked door. 

The threshold represents the entry point to future learning” (p. 112).   

 To develop pedagogical content knowledge is not simple on its own. There were building 

blocks that strengthened what I experienced and understood. I relied on what I knew from past 

experiences (Considine, Mihalik, Mogi-Hein, Penick-Parks, & Van Auken, 2014) by going with 

what works for my learning and also from observing my peers, colleagues, and professors. 

Teachers from my past experiences influenced the development of my pedagogical content 

knowledge (Yariv & Maskit, 2014). It was due to their influence, especially constructive 

criticism, that I experienced an epiphany (Denzin, 2014) that birthed the pedagogical idea of 
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writing prompts. Additionally, it was their encouragement and belief in me as their student that I 

could dare imagine myself as a college teacher (Wulff, 1993).  

By examining my meandering path into becoming a college teacher, I could not do 

writing as inquiry without storytelling in form of tales and memories. To write is to reflect what I 

understood and also what I did not understand. I wrote to seek what my subconscious was hiding 

from me. I devoted a whole chapter to comb through my memories of how my teaching 

philosophy revolving around use of writing prompts had developed. The following example gave 

me the inspiration to create a development chapter (Creswell, 2013) titled “See the Writing” 

Kaleidoscopic Lens. Dr. Gilchrist (2012) has adopted a stream-of-conscious style to her six-

month interpretive biography study on Juan Estrella and his illiteracy. She shared her own 

experiences to correlate with that of Juan’s in order to give an essence of what it is like to be in 

Juan’s shoes as a late-teenaged Hispanic in a predominately white populated area in Alabama 

who does not know how to read.  

Dr. Gilchrist shared in her researcher positionality chapter that she does not want to be 

conventional in her qualitative research methods, but instead to take an innovative approach to 

share her biographical story of Juan as “Juan of a kind rather than Juan of many.” Her 

willingness to step outside of the settling-in normalcy of more traditional, conservative 

qualitative research bolstered my courage to go beyond and see how I could write my own 

research on college faculty development in a way that provided an inside look at what writing 

prompts meant to me as a differently-abled college teacher and also how my pedagogical content 

knowledge benefitted the students in my orientation classes. The starting place to understand 

why and how my pedagogical content knowledge developed began with my past experiences that 

shaped me into the instructor I am today. Doing an autoethnography made it possible for my 
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creating a development chapter to provide my own perspectives about writing prompts to parallel 

with my teaching experience in the findings chapter.  

 Through my past experiences, I retrospectively saw how my growth through writing 

merged with fortuitous opportunities of first year experience and orientation programs, equipping 

me as an aspiring college teacher. As I rummaged through my memories and artifacts, I saw the 

growth in my writing that helped me prepare for college teaching. It was as if writing and first 

year experience/orientation programs chose me. Autoethnographically constructing the 

kaleidoscopic lens aided in my seeing how I pulled together what I knew and experienced 

through writing into developing pedagogical content knowledge. Writing paved my path into 

becoming a college teacher. After gaining content knowledge through first year 

experience/orientation programs, I felt confident to take on the challenge (Sadler, 2013) and 

complexities of college teaching. The next guiding research question delves deeper into my 

retrospection about the development of my pedagogical content knowledge through using 

writing prompts. 

Addressing Supporting Research Question #2 

I want Sarah’s ideas, not your mother’s ideas.  

~Dr. McKelly 

 

How did I develop pedagogical content knowledge through writing?  The 

autoethnographic vignettes allowed me to take a step back and critically examine influences that 

shaped my teaching philosophy into pedagogical content knowledge, along with heeding my 

students’ and peers’ viewpoints. Such methodology reveals how an orientation class can be more 

than a collegiate introductory course by being constructed as a productive learning environment 

in which first year students are intrinsically motivated (Sullivan, 2012) to write to learn.  
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The way I developed pedagogical content knowledge through writing was tightly 

entwined with past experiences and also under tutelage of several professors including Drs. 

McKelly, Troy, and York. After what I learned from my professors, how could I not share with 

others how to take advantage of writing for learning. On my path into college teaching, writing 

was what propelled me into where I was, a differently-abled freshman orientation instructor 

using writing prompts. I embraced writing through its taxing, thought-provoking, vulnerable 

openness as my most effective learning experience. Writing assisted in my grasping what I was 

learning and still am learning. Writing helped me remember, to retain the content by thinking 

how to integrate and apply what I was learning. Writing instilled within me awareness of myself 

and also of others. Writing helped me care more about what I was learning, and writing prompts 

served me well with the learning process. Therefore, I desired to instill within students this 

student-focused learning experience (Austin, 2002; Barr & Tagg, 1995; King, 1993; Weimer, 

2013) through writing.  

When I served as research assistant to President Culverhouse and subsequently met Beryl 

Odom, who provided me the opportunity to teach orientation, I knew I needed a teaching 

philosophy, a teaching strategy—to overcome the obstacles that came with being hearing 

impaired. Writing helped me see possibilities in overcoming obstacles. I wanted my students and 

colleagues to benefit from what took me years to learn and figure out, which were writing 

prompts. Writing prompts helped me form my pedagogical content knowledge.  

How do I interpret pedagogical content knowledge? In my own interpretation after 

having read through related literature that having pedagogical content knowledge means I have 

knowledge about the way I teach; that I know how I can help any kind of student understand and 

apply the content.  
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I did not simply walk into a classroom and follow a textbook, reading the information out 

loud, and the students take notes for a quiz or exam. On the contrary, I was prepared before 

walking into the classroom. To effectively teach meant to prepare a strategy designed to engage 

students to learn, rather than for them to be bored and zone out while I fumbled around reading 

the textbook. Having a strategy meant to have a certain pedagogical technique, or threshold 

concept (Zepke, 2013), designed to guide students in their learning not just in classes I taught, 

but also in other classes and life in general. The way I taught derived from my past experiences 

and teaching experience. There was no separating my using writing prompts from what I knew. 

My pedagogical technique was using the writing prompts. The writing prompts were only part of 

my pedagogical content knowledge.  

As a threshold concept, the writing prompts do not have to be restricted/limited to my or 

any other orientation classroom, but instead can be transferable across academic disciplines. 

Writing prompts are transferable due to their being created/worded to fit the content being 

learned. Wilcox and Leger (2013) demonstrate how threshold concepts serve as gateways to 

“open up new and previously inaccessible ways of thinking and practicing” (p. 1). Adopting 

Hutchings and Shulman’s viewpoint on scholarship of teaching, I saw writing prompts as an 

integral tool to help students grasp the content they were learning:  

The scholarship of teaching can also make a place for ‘what’ questions—questions in 

which the task is not to ‘prove’ but to describe and understand an important phenomenon 

more fully; what does it look like when a student begins to think with a concept rather 

than simply about it?” (Hutchings & Shulman, 2004, p. 152) 

 

With writing prompts as a threshold concept, students are allowed to “experience a transformed 

internal view of the subject matter and can then move on” (p. 2). Thus, they seek to “identify 

threshold concepts in postsecondary teaching. This will lead to a better understanding of what is 

involved in learning to teach” (p. 4). (Wilcox & Leger, 2013) 
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It was not just about using writing prompts to teach students; I knew the content I was 

teaching. Since academia consistently added new content to their fields, I did not want my 

students to feel bogged down; hence, I saw to it that writing prompts alleviate the need to know 

everything taught in the orientation classroom. The writing prompts assisted in my “managing 

the class” (Yariv and Maskit, 2014, p. 93). In contrast to Sadler’s (2013) assertion for the 

correlation between confidence and content and pedagogical knowledge—with “content 

knowledge [appearing] to predominate” (p. 163), I believed in using writing prompts as 

significant for taking away the urgent need to know everything. 

Nevertheless, the content of orientation classes I taught included introducing 

expectations, responsibilities, and even enjoyment as a college student, coaching how to use the 

Blackboard (a learning management system), and guiding career exploration and preparation. 

The content fueled how I worded the writing prompts for students to responsively and 

reflectively write. In Brackenbury’s (2012) support of Fink’s six-component taxonomy, he states 

how “content is not forgotten or ignored in learner-centered teaching. Rather, it is placed within 

a larger context by using content to motivate learning” (p. 15).  

How I worded the writing prompts was not just fueled by content, but also context. The 

context meant the students who enrolled in my orientation classes and the environment of the 

classroom. While the orientation class was designed to usher in first year students, the 

demographics of students sitting in my classroom were vastly diverse, as noted in the first 

finding focusing on individualism within diversity. There were traditional freshman students 

freshly graduated from high school, grandfathers and grandmothers returning to school after 

having retired, single mothers, students with disabilities, returning adults looking for a career 

change, and international students still grappling with English as a second language and learning 
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to live in the American (or should I say, specifically Deep South) culture. I flexibly reached out 

to each individual student no matter what educational endeavor and skills. I saw using writing 

prompts as the most effective pedagogical way to interact with each student and for each student 

to actively participate within my teaching environment. I acknowledged the environment of the 

classroom as part of a two-year public community college in northeastern Alabama, whose 

mission focuses on open enrollment, workforce development, and community involvement. Part 

of my teaching competence was to adhere to this mission (Austin & McDaniels, 2006; Whitfield 

& Hickerson, 2013) in order to carry out my pedagogical content knowledge.  

Situated within such a classroom culture enriched with diversity, I reached deep inside 

my own experiences to better understand individual students’ thought processes while reading 

their writings. Exploring my past and teaching experiences enabled me to acknowledge the 

motivation behind my decision for developing pedagogical content knowledge (Hernández, 

Sancho, Creus, & Montané, 2010). Also in their earlier study, Miron and Mevorach (2014) 

assumed “that [the view of participants as experienced teachers] what makes a good professor 

derives from two sources: their teaching experiences and their learning experiences” (p. 82). 

Subsequently, I used my own experiences as a student and also as a college teacher to entwine 

with students’ writings to discern their learning needs. Writing prompts encouraged 

responsiveness from students, and I reciprocated responsiveness by giving encouragement and 

acknowledgement on their writings. I not only responded with positive, I was also specific in my 

praise and constructive criticism to guide students in a forward-moving direction in their learning 

(Agius & Wilkerson, 2014; Busse, 2013; Harran, 2011; Hyland, 2013; Simkin, Crews, & Groves, 

2012).  
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Having pedagogical content knowledge enhances self-understanding and also cultural 

awareness, which helps strengthen interconnecting collaboration to address college faculty 

development. The next guiding research question probes how I determined to teach an 

orientation class using writing prompts. Trying not to be overconfident about my ability to teach 

(Whitfield & Hickerson, 2013), I reached out to peers for their input. Additionally, I discuss how 

the trials and errors led me to hone my pedagogical content knowledge all the while paying 

attention to what the students were saying in their writings.  

Addressing Supporting Research Question #3 

I do believe these prompts are very helpful to how I write my papers now.  

I was stressed over an essay that I had to turn in last week and I took a minute, relaxed and 

remembered how easily easy it is for me to just write down my thoughts like I do in here. 

 I have to honestly thank you. I feel more confident in my writing skills__and my mental 

capabilities. So I find it easier to think about what I am writing and how to word out my 

thoughts. I have two english classes and writing essays are almost a breeze now. I feel like I have 

more freedom in my writing and my thoughts flow together.  

This, so far, has been an amazing experience. 

 (Fancy Simetite, ad verbatim personal communication, September 22, 2015) 

 

How does my pedagogical content knowledge determine my classroom decisions?  Jones, 

Taylor, and Coward (2013) share how self-efficacy and being qualified is integral to being 

respected for their achievements as college faculty. This article propelled me to reach out to 

college teachers who were differently-abled and yet encourage other college teachers to believe 

in us who have a disability. I desired to dispel the perception that because of my hearing 

impairment, I could not teach. As I scrutinized the relevance in my own teaching for the 

orientation course, I drew upon my pedagogical content knowledge to tie together what I knew 

and understood (Calkins & Seidler, 2011).  

In making pedagogical decisions, I desired for students to know how to use new 

knowledge they learned in Orientation 101 such as using the Blackboard and career exploration 

and preparation (Bausmith & Barry, 2011). Writing prompts were also a new knowledge they 
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could continue using in subsequent classes and also for the workplace. Rather than just learning 

new information, they needed to understand how to apply this foundational knowledge with 

“triarchic thinking of critical, creative, and practical thinking skills” (Sternberg, 1989). I not only 

strove for the students to learn how to apply the foundational knowledge, I also worked to make 

sure they know how to integrate the knowledge, to be able to connect the knowledge to other 

classes, to the workplace, and also life in general (Fink, 2013). I felt most satisfied in my 

teaching capability when I could see how students apprehended the interconnectedness of what 

they were learning. Once they saw the interconnectedness of their learning, I could see their 

growing awareness of their own self and also others, which helped alleviate the sense of isolation 

that Kuh (2007), Tinto (1993), and Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) advise against in terms of 

student retention and engagement. Plus, I wanted to be part of “individual faculty and staff at the 

community colleges were cited by students as the primary reason for their success [such as] 

student confidence [and] honing students’ academic skills” (Lundberg, 2014, p. 80). I also 

wanted students to regard my class as one that they looked forward attending, where they knew 

they could be free in releasing whatever was on their minds through writing.  

I knew my pedagogical content knowledge was effective when the students took what 

they learned about themselves by caring more about what they were learning. While I defined 

learning goals from each type of the significant learning based on Fink’s (2013) taxonomy, I also 

created a learning experience for students. With my pedagogical content knowledge, I used an 

integrated course design where I implemented learning goals, along with educative assessment 

and feedback (Fink, 2013).  

Therefore, advocating the pedagogical method of writing prompts as tangible meant that 

significant learning was my way of creating a learning experience for students as part of my 
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pedagogical content knowledge (Shulman, 1986, 1987). I involved students in their own learning 

process, assisting them in seeing how writing prompts actually benefitted them. Writing was a 

significant learning tool, a threshold concept (Meyer & Land, 2003; Wilcox & Leger, 2013; 

Zepke, 2013), that students could keep and use long after finishing my orientation class; I wanted 

my students to see how writing helped them handle the ever-growing knowledge available to 

them in the future.  

On the other hand, I recalled one particular student, Rusty Spinel, sitting in my 

classroom, acquiescing to do the writing in response to the prompts and work on the Blackboard 

assignments. While I conceded he was a good student in terms of respect and behavior, I worried 

that due to his multiple absences he did not benefit from the long term effects of writing prompts. 

From his own handwriting, along with typed words, Rusty gave off the vibe of not believing in 

the writing prompts as overly helpful. The ambivalence towards writing sharply rang through his 

own words where he wrote about how writing was difficult because he did not believe he had 

anything productive to say.  

Rusty’s writing served as a reminder that I would come across students who missed the 

purpose of writing prompts, who did not understand what I was trying to teach them. Thus, I 

must be realistic and accept that there would always be students who would not understand or 

even accept writing prompts as beneficial to their learning. Rusty had taught me the importance 

of relating with the student, rather than insisting on the student understanding or accepting my 

pedagogical decisions.  

From Miron and Mevorach’s (2014) study, I gleaned that the ninety particpants, who 

were experienced teachers, “attached primary importance to the relationship established between 

the professor and the students: a good listener, sensitive to students’ needs, respectful of 
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students’ opinions and rights, and a person who relates to students as equal human beings” (pp. 

84-85) above the other two thematic findings of method of instruction and knowledge. Still, the 

writing prompts being the method of instruction afforded me to develop the relationship with 

students and also share the knowledge as well. The next and final guiding question serves to 

confront the matter of whether my pedagogical decisions were good ones or not.  

Addressing Supporting Research Question #4 

Now this is definatley a good idea.  

You seem to have the intention of prodding our minds  

to find a way to improve how you teach your students.  

This is a clever method obviously. 

 If you need to know something go directly to the source.  

(Alexandrite Sardonyx, ad verbatim personal communication, October 20, 2015) 

 

How do I know if my pedagogical decisions were good ones? Calkins and Seidler’s 

(2011) study made me pay closer attention to the relevance of the orientation course and also the 

importance of its relevance due to the “changes in demographics, funding, and paradigmatic shift 

in higher education” to learner-centered education (p. 215). As I considered the implications of 

my teaching, I focused more on the relevance rather than an easy A for the orientation course. In 

my desire to make an impact as a college teacher, I agreed with Bhatti (2012) who stated that: 

the generalization from the empirical literature that good teaching has been characterized 

in three ways. First is defining good teaching as being student-centered and involving 

innovative pedagogical approaches. The second is defining it in terms of possessing a set 

of perquisite skills. Third is defining it as having extended awareness about students’ 

needs and expectations. (p. 45)  

 

Students were, as I saw it, the indicator of good college teaching. Student Alexandrite Sardonyx 

said it perfectly that if I needed or wanted “to know something, go directly to the source,” which 

were the students (personal communication, October 20, 2015). How would I ever know if my 

pedagogical decisions were good ones if I did not go to my students and ask? They were the ones 

experiencing what I socially constructed, the writing prompts. They were the ones who 
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underwent the weekly routine of responding to writing prompts. They were the ones who I 

watched grow in their writing over the course of ten weeks. Their writings were what I looked 

forward to reading each week, so I would know how to guide them in their learning.  

 While I determined how to guide students in their learning, students taught me to look 

beyond first impressions and even diversity and to immerse into their writings for the 

individualistic nuances that revealed who they were as individuals. My pedagogical content 

knowledge did embrace diversity by being adjustable to fit any diverse learning needs; still, it 

was my pedagogical content knowledge that allowed me to plunge deeper than the surface of 

diversity to get to know each student and his or her individualistic views, beliefs, and thoughts. 

Gaining better insight of students through their writings including individualistic nuances led to 

my growth as a college teacher. Through embracing individualism within diversity, I grew in 

better understanding of how I was teaching. By having better understanding, I grew in humility 

as I realized that I needed to be more flexible in giving writing prompts. Variability in writing 

prompts allowed me to continue in my persistence in ensuring that students were experiencing a 

quality learning environment. Whenever students expressed their dissatisfaction in my 

classroom, especially towards writing prompts, I paid attention. I paid attention because students 

were a mirror of my competence as a college teacher. To be competent, I needed to have a 

strategy, a construct, that would help me guide students to learn the content. Having pedagogical 

content knowledge that made an impact on learning and also was dynamic contributed to my 

competence.  

Students’ responses to writing prompts gave me satisfaction and motivation, along with 

competence, where I promptly gave feedback to let them know their thoughts, opinions, and 

views written into words did matter (Schlossberg, 1989). In their final postings, students 
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expressed how they appreciated receiving feedback from me. Tashmarine Diopside admitted to 

the growing ease of coming up with words and expressing thoughts. Due to my encouraging 

comments, Tashmarine felt reassured that he was on the right track in his writing.  

On the other hand, Aquamarine Still was still stubborn in holding on to her initial 

impression on writing. She still refused to stop not liking writing, because she self-admitted that 

she put a lot of pressure on herself wanting to do things perfectly including writing. However, 

Aquamarine conceded that despite her continued dislike of writing, she now saw writing prompts 

aided in decreasing her writing anxiety. Like Tashmarine, Aquamarine valued the constructive 

encouragement that my comments gave.  

Students like Tashmarine Diopside and Aquamarine Still who wrote to let me know their 

appreciation in receiving feedback on their writings fortified my desire to continue reaching out 

to them, ensuring their learning. With such responsiveness from students, I knew with certainty 

that my pedagogical content knowledge worked, that writing prompts were the right, solid 

foundation for my pedagogical methods.  

To more emphatically acknowledge how good my pedagogical decisions were, I taught 

students a construct that they could continue using beyond my orientation classroom. Phil Candy 

(1991) perfectly captures what I was trying to say at this point with one word: autodidaxy, which 

he defined as “knowing how to learn what needs to be learned in life” (cited in Fink, 2013, p. 

60). In other words, I did not proverbially provide students fish for one meal; I proverbially 

taught them how to fish for life. Giving writing prompts allowed me to interact with students, 

learning more about them while gaining “new insights in [my] role, which in turn gave [me] 

confidence to not always be ‘doing it for students’” (Sadler, 2013, p. 161). I was blessed with a 

glimpse in the future as to how my pedagogical decisions did work when I crossed paths with a 
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former student from the previous semester. Emerald Platinum was working on her chemistry 

homework when I went to the campus library. I greeted her by inquiring how she was doing in 

her new classes.  

*** 

“Emerald! Hi!” I exclaim as I find myself sitting next to my former student who is staring 

at the computer screen in front of her with a deep look of concentration. She has a spread of 

papers situated around her keyboard.  

“Hi, Mrs. Eiland.” She turns and smiles.  

“How are you doing this semester? What classes are you taking now?” 

“Good. Thank you. Right now I am taking chemistry, math, and English.”  

“That’s good, Emerald.” I enthuse. She smiles. I then impulsively ask her. “Umm, I am 

wondering if you do not mind my asking what you think about the writing prompts and that if 

they still help.”  

“Oh yes. I still write.” She responds without hesitation. “You know, I was homeschooled 

and doing those writing prompts helped me learn better.” 

“For real? I am glad to hear that.” I feel a spark inside me as I smile at her.  

*** 

Emerald Platinum’s willingness to let me know that she continued to learn through giving herself 

writing prompts validated my pedagogical decisions, that I achieved what I hoped to be—an 

effective college teacher, albeit a differently-abled one. I looked back through her writings from 

the previous semester to get an insight on what she thought about writing prompts while still in 

my classroom. Emerald’s words resonated with what she told me. She saw writing prompts as 

useful and challenging for her learning. Being homeschooled, she credited the writing prompts 
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for waking her up to see how writing was important for learning and communicating. Before my 

class, she was not certain how or where to start writing. Through my proofreading comments and 

suggestions, Emerald understood that writing college-level papers required practice. She ended 

her last posting on the note that although my class was a short one, she learned plenty thanks to 

the writing prompts I gave.  

Emerald’s writings, along with verbal affirmation, soothed my wonderings about whether 

I did make good pedagogical decisions or not. Apart from students including Emerald, I also 

looked to peers in the name of scholarship of teaching (Hutchings & Shulman, 2004) to open up 

my pedagogical content knowledge for discussion. Having peer evaluation (Miron & Mevorach, 

2014) through form of dyadic interviews provides me the integral insight into the effectiveness 

of my pedagogical content knowledge, which helped me determine if my pedagogical decisions 

were good ones. It took confidence to ask my colleagues, especially those also teaching 

orientation, to critique my pedagogical content knowledge for its effectiveness (Maxwell, 

Vincent, & Ball, 2011). While opening up my pedagogical content knowledge, I aimed for others 

to know how writing prompts can be transferable to other teaching environments and also how it 

was a good idea to have a pedagogical content knowledge that incorporates writing practice.   

I am glad that when I started teaching orientation that I followed my instinct by figuring 

out that I needed to have a pedagogical strategy, which I now understand as pedagogical content 

knowledge (Shulman, 1986, 1987) with additions of Otto and Everett’s (2013) context 

knowledge and Zepke’s (2013) threshold concepts. I am thankful that my meandering journey 

into college teaching has been paved with many stepping stones of writing, along with first year 

experience and orientation programs. I am even more grateful that I experienced the epiphany of 

how I could turn writing from a dreaded experience into an all-encompassing weapon against 
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writing anxiety and miscommunication. Not only did I see writing as my life-saving weapon, but 

also that I saw how I could teach through writing by giving prompts.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

 After answering the guiding research questions through narrative and thematic analyses 

of how I came into college teaching and also to explore my teaching experience, I discovered 

more angles to pursue, to better understand how my pedagogical content knowledge works. One 

angle is that I saw the need to do a further study in examining the progression of students’ 

writing over the course of the ten-week class in areas of learning the content, thinking, and 

writing skills. I would like to further examine how students grow in their writing over the course, 

and how their potential growth determines the effectiveness of my pedagogical content 

knowledge. Pragmatic qualitative research may be the right, practical research approach to study 

the progression in students’ writing.   

Another angle can be about the fifth finding, responsiveness, which may be explored 

further within the parameters of student engagement. Responsiveness, as I discovered, is crucial 

for students to be motivated in their learning the content, and the writing prompts significantly 

helped with the instructor-student interaction (Moore, 1989). Phenomenology may be a good 

research approach to pursue responsiveness on a deeper level. Or, if there is time allowed, 

grounded theory approach may be more ideal to come up with a theory on responsiveness.  

Responsiveness can be like mutual learning. Ergo, I may focus on mutual learning 

between students and me as their teacher, which can be done either autoethnographically or duo-

ethnographically. This mutual learning can be perused through the first finding of individualism 

within diversity and use Paulo Freire’s problem-posing education or Mikhail Bahktin’s 

addressivity as the possible theoretical framework.  
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 As for peer dyadic interviews, I would like to focus more on understanding and 

supporting the scholarship of teaching and perhaps faculty socialization within college faculty 

development. I would like to see an examination on how to open up my pedagogical content 

knowledge for peers to learn, apply, and then give input in the name of scholarship of teaching.   

 Learning from students and peers aside, I also saw future research on how to give writing 

prompts online to keep up with the changing landscape of higher education technologically-wise. 

Even though I still prefer to teach in person, I must acknowledge that higher education should be 

in position to provide educational opportunities in multiple formats for students to learn the 

content. Therefore, I see the need to hone my pedagogical content knowledge to take on the 

challenge of teaching solely online. This research idea can be constructed with a participatory 

action research approach (Krajewski & Schwartz, 2014) or even autoethnography again.  

 Apart from doing a study on giving prompts online, I recommend an ethnographic study 

on giving writing prompts in a different academic setting such as English, psychology, or 

history. I believe that writing prompts as a pedagogical method is transferable in any academic 

setting. Other college teachers can create their own writing prompts in form of words, quotes, 

passages, images, or tangible items to foster writing practice.  

 Another recommendation for future research is to seek more input from students. Inspired 

by Jade Millenium’s request for one-on-one meetings to discuss certain writing prompts, I 

acknowledge the need to sit down with students one-on-one to go over their writings. Perhaps 

these one-on-one meetings will give me better insight about my being a college teacher. This 

topic may be conducted autoethnographically with Fink’s (2013) taxonomy on significant 

learning or Schlossberg’s (1989) theory of marginality and mattering as the theoretical 

framework.   
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Recommendations for Practice 

 Heeding Bain’s (2004) strong recommendation that college teachers never quit learning, I 

believe that my pedagogical content knowledge allows college teachers to keep learning. Giving 

writing prompts and reading what students wrote in response to the writing prompts foster the 

learning that college teachers need. That way, college teachers will know specific areas they 

need to improve upon. Ergo, the recommendation for practice is for aspiring and established 

college teachers to be more proactive in their development as college faculty. College teachers, 

no matter where they are in their career paths, should initiate developing or honing their 

pedagogical content knowledge that implements student writing practice. I recommend for 

writing prompts to be included in their pedagogical content knowledge.  Aspiring and established 

college teachers to give writing prompts as part of their pedagogical content knowledge who 

incorporate writing prompts in the classroom will receive simultaneous feedback from students 

on their teaching, furthering their college faculty development.  

 Moreover, I also suggest pushing for a gradual progression in students’ learning 

experience by teaching them to create their own writing prompts. In one of the last weekly 

reflection postings, I asked students for prompt ideas. For future research, I will actually use 

students’ prompt ideas. The following are a few examples:  

 "What is your moment of greatest joy, or sorrow, or shame, or pride, or insight?" (H. 

Turquoise, personal communication, March 16, 2015) 

 Do you believe Honor and Victory are compatible goals? Explain. (T. Diopside, personal 

communication, October 21, 2015) 

 Why is education important to you? (R. Csarite, personal communication, 21 October 

2015) 
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 I feel you should use things that is going on in the world today like laws...seeing do we 

agree or disagree with it and why so. (C. Garnet, personal communication, October 23, 

2015) 

These prompt ideas are examples, and I recommend for other college faculty to realize the 

benefits of having pedagogical content knowledge that allow for learning from students such as 

creating writing prompts.  

Therefore, college teachers need to be actively seeking ways to improve their pedagogical 

methods and they should have college faculty development opportunities. Higher education 

should be in position to provide such opportunities. While needing to better understand college 

faculty development needs, higher education is in a position to encourage more initiative from 

college faculty to develop and hone pedagogical content knowledge and also to encourage more 

writing practice in any academic setting. Moreover, higher education should encourage college 

teachers to share their pedagogical content knowledge for scholarship of teaching, to address the 

issues of college readiness in the area of writing.  

Précis 

Student Amethyst Carter described her learning experience from responding to writing 

prompts: “Putting everything together and making it a masterpiece is what I learned from this 

class. I took everything that ran through my mind and wrote it on paper” (personal 

communication, October 12, 2015). Amethyst’s profound view of writing prompts as putting 

together a masterpiece parallels to how I pulled together my past experiences and teaching 

experiences into a kaleidoscopic lens on how I developed my pedagogical content knowledge 

through writing over time. Reaching back in the past the memories helped address one research 

question, one of the four open-ended, guiding questions serving to ponder the overarching 
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question being what is it about developing pedagogical content knowledge through writing that 

makes it possible for my becoming a college instructor. The next question, which is about how I 

developed pedagogical content knowledge through writing, has been addressed. My meandering 

into college teaching, as I looked back, might not be typical journey of becoming a college 

teacher (Cruz & Sholder, 2013); nevertheless, I chose to blend together what I learned, 

understood, and knew about writing and also first year experience/orientation programs to 

construct a pedagogical content knowledge that worked. As for the third guiding question, it is 

pedagogical content knowledge where I provided a construct for students to take to further their 

learning beyond my orientation classroom. And finally, the last question has been addressed with 

my looking to students and peers to determine if my pedagogical decisions were good ones. 

Overall, my constructive interpretation of my early experiences and teaching experience led to 

socially constructing pedagogical content knowledge through writing to share with other college 

faculty and to contribute to college faculty development literature. The ideas I have for future 

research and practice reveal how my pedagogical content knowledge does show promise in 

receiving results.  
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CHAPTER VII: 

CONCLUSION 

As iron sharpens iron, so one man sharpens another 

~Proverbs 27:23 

 

 Before I conclude sharing how I meandered into college teaching, I am encouraging 

higher education, college faculty, and students to recognize my efforts in the name of scholarship 

of teaching. I autoethnographically constructed a kaleidoscopic lens to provide insight on how I 

developed my pedagogical content knowledge through writing over time. I also shared five 

findings derived from my teaching experience in form of thematic vignettes including 

individualism within diversity, variability, persistence, competence, and responsiveness. 

Throughout the study, I described how I dealt with complexities and challenges of becoming and 

being a college teacher, albeit a differently-abled college teacher. In the examination of my 

pedagogical content knowledge, I looked to students and peers for their input in order to 

understand myself better as a college teacher. The limitations and implications of this study will 

be discussed next.  

Limitations 

 Although my pedagogical content knowledge is flexible in terms of creating writing 

prompts in any form including words, quotes, and images, there is the limitation of time it takes 

to read through student writings. It is not just enough to read student writings; commenting on 

student writings is necessary for instructor-student interaction (Moore, 1989) to foster 

responsiveness and individualism within diversity. Persistence in giving writing prompts is a 
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challenge all by itself, yet it exudes competence. Additionally, I only taught two orientation 

classes per term, which allowed me sufficient time to read through student writings and give 

constructive feedback each week in a timely manner. Therefore, other college faculty may not 

have the time to read through student writings weekly, especially if they teach a full course load. 

Additionally, it is already difficult to write, let alone teaching through writing.  

Implications 

The implications of this study are important for college faculty development, where 

having pedagogical content knowledge is not just recommended but also necessary. This study 

reveals the importance of having pedagogical content knowledge that fosters writing practice to 

address college readiness in the area of writing. Higher education should continue addressing 

college faculty development efforts by ensuring aspiring and established college teachers to be 

more proactive in their development. Yet higher education should gain better understanding 

about the complexities and challenges in becoming and being college faculty while addressing 

college faculty development needs. Higher education should also require college teachers to 

incorporate writing practice to address college readiness in the area of writing.   

College faculty should benefit from my providing a virtual kaleidoscope lens on the 

development of my pedagogical content knowledge through writing over time. By vicariously 

experiencing my teaching experience as a freshman orientation teacher using writing prompts, 

college teachers should gain better understanding on how to develop or hone their pedagogical 

content knowledge. They also should gain better understanding how my pedagogical content 

knowledge encourages the relating to students and learning from them. Incorporating writing 

prompts in the classroom should result in simultaneous feedback from students. Students are the 

source when determining the effectiveness of pedagogical content knowledge.  
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Open-ended Closing Remarks 

 My meandering path as a college teacher does not end here. I concur with Bain (2004) 

that I should never stop learning as a college teacher. However, having pedagogical content 

knowledge provides structure and consistency in my college teaching experience. As I continue 

on my meandering path as a college teacher, wherever that may be and in whatever higher 

education setting that may be, I will always use writing prompts as part of my pedagogical 

content knowledge. Writing prompts are my secret weapon to overcome obstacles that come with 

being hearing impaired and also to face challenges and complexities as a college teacher, albeit a 

differently-abled one, and Eli Aventurine backs up my theory saying that:  

I don't have any ideas as to better your class. Man you was poetry in motion, I loved it, 

and appreciate it. Very professional, cordial, stern, yet, down to earth, and assisting in 

any way that you could. Hopefully, my life experiences, and testimomies, have enlighten 

you, and you have manage to come up with your on ideas in reference to your Class. That 

is my token of appreciation and love for the class. And its evident that a person of your 

intellect has acquired a savor for reading and writing to better understand a person, and 

more profound than students may perceive you to be. (E. Aventurine, ad verbatim 

personal communication, October 28, 2015) 

 

Writing prompts allowed me to know my students; moreover, students like Eli 

Aventurine, Javier Hessonite, Ty Chrysoprase, Jade Millenium, Henry Turquoise, Emerald 

Platinum, and Robert Clay Diamond taught me so much. Writing prompts afforded me to have 

the valuable instructor-student interaction that helped me hone my pedagogical content 

knowledge. If I pushed students to write, and they ended up appreciating my efforts in making 

them learn through writing, then I am now pushing other college faculty to be proactive in their 

development, to make use of my pedagogical content knowledge to know their own students.  
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AFTERWORD 

 While I was defending my dissertation, I was asked by my committee in different ways 

why could I not own my being hearing impaired or even being differently-abled and go with it 

with gusto in my autoethnography. For some reason, I felt something I could not describe while I 

listened to their encouraging comments to set a precedent with my dissertation by having an 

unusual literature gap of being a differently-abled college teacher rather than focusing on my 

becoming a college teacher. My committee pointed out that any person who reads my 

dissertation cannot but help be aware of this tension. Therefore, my chair, Dr. Major suggested 

that I write this afterword to address this tension.  

 There is tension, indeed. While I was struggling to address this tension, I recalled reading 

Randy Pausch’s (2008) Last Lecture for Dr. Hardy’s college and university teaching class. 

Pausch used the term “head fake” in his last lecture when he confessed that he agreed to do the 

last lecture as a way of leaving a legacy behind for his children when he passes away due to 

terminal cancer. I wonder if I subconsciously used a “head fake” for doing this autoethnographic 

dissertation to share the underlying reasons why I chose to focus on my own teaching experience 

using writing prompts. I confess how I did not care to focus overmuch on my hearing 

impairment and how I came to prefer doing a dissertation on my teaching experience using 

writing prompts.  

Still, I acknowledge that I would not be who I am or be where I am today if it were not 

for my hearing impairment. It was my hearing impairment that strengthened my stubbornness (as 
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I wrote about my hardheadedness in the development chapter) as an individual and to be viewed 

as normal. I wanted to be respected as a person first before being viewed as someone with a 

disability. When Dr. Major brought up the term “differently-abled,” I felt in my bones that it was 

the perfect term to use in sharing my pedagogical content knowledge. Throughout my 

dissertation, I used the term “hearing impairment” specifically to address the obstacles that only 

a hearing impaired person could experience and attempt to overcome; whereas, I used the term 

“differently-abled” to address the complexities and challenges as a college teacher. As a college 

teacher sharing teaching experiences with other college faculty, I purposefully used “differently-

abled” to prove myself as competent. Yes, I am hearing impaired. Now we got that fact covered, 

let us not focus on that and instead concentrate on what I can do as a college teacher was the 

blunt, underlying message I was trying to send through this dissertation.  

Before my dissertation defense, I read through my dissertation that I had worked on since 

2014 and jotted down highlights to put together a PowerPoint for my presentation. This prep 

work forced me to realize my own changing intentions over time for using writing prompts. My 

original intent for writing prompts was selfish, where I determined how to alleviate 

communication barriers with students due to my being hearing impaired. Once I started teaching 

and had students respond to the writing prompts, my intent for writing prompts was no longer 

selfish. From reading their writing, I became motivated to make sure the writing prompts benefit 

the students. At this point, I had moved forward from viewing myself as hearing impaired to 

being differently-abled as a college teacher when I focused more on making sure students were 

learning in my classroom. By the time I started my dissertation journey, I was ready to share how 

writing prompts helped me as a college teacher. My intent for writing prompts changed from 

motivated to educated, where I desired to share my pedagogical content knowledge (PCK) for 
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the sake of scholarship of teaching. I saw the importance of sharing my PCK in order to educate 

others how writing prompts were effective in promoting college readiness, improvement of 

writing skills, and student-centered learning.  

Therefore, I conducted an autoethnography focusing on the development of my 

pedagogical content knowledge through writing and also my teaching experience using writing 

prompts. My decision to be bold and creative by inserting a development chapter enabled me to 

share my biases and why I was adamant about focusing more on my teaching experience using 

writing prompts to compensate for limited instructor-student interaction (Moore, 1989) due to 

my hearing impairment—rather than doing research on hearing impaired individuals, including 

being a hearing impaired college teacher, in higher education (Boutin, 2008).  
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APPENDIX A: 
 

STRUCTURED QUESTIONS PROMPTS ON POWERPOINT 

In-Class Writing Exercise 

 

 There will be two or three writing exercises every time we meet as a class 

 These writing exercises will account for 250 points of the entire class grade 

 Always bring paper and pen (NO PENCIL!) 

 When you are given a prompt, you are to start writing whatever comes to your mind and do 

not stop until I call out “stop” 

 If you stop, I will come over and tell you to keep writing 

 

Week Session I 
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Week Session II 

 

         
 

 

 

Week Session III 

 

Library Orientation no writing prompts during this class session 

 

 

Week Session IV 
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Week Session V: Mid-point of the ten-week course 

 

         

         
 

Week Session VI: Career Exploration/Preparation Workshop, Part One 
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Session VII: Career Exploration/Preparation Workshop, Part Two 
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Session VIII: Career Exploration Essay writing begins, First Draft 
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Session IX: Career Exploration Essay writing continues, Second Draft 

 

        

        
 

Session X: Career Exploration Essay writing ends, Third and Final Draft 
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APPENDIX B: 

STRUCTURED QUESTIONS WEEKLY REFLECTION POSTINGS ON BLACKBOARD 

 

 Go to the “Weekly Reflection Posting” tab and click on the current week’s topic.  

 Read and follow directions carefully.  

 Click on “create thread” to start typing, then submit when finished.  

 Again, make sure you type certain or more sentences as instructed.  

 

Week I-a: Practice Reflection Posting 

Let's give this a try. What you are to do with this weekly reflective posting and also every 

weekly reflection posting after this: You read this reflection posting I typed up, pay attention to 

the directions by following them as you type your own response. 

To create your own posting, click on "create thread" button and start typing in the message box. 

And make sure to click "submit" button when you finish (otherwise it will not show up). 

PROMPT: Type at least seven sentences sharing what you think when you see the tree 

pictured in the PowerPoint. What does the tree mean to you? (Be creative in your 

response).  
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Week I-b: What is the point of learning?  

In light of having read your initial perspectives about writing, I would like to respond at large by 

giving you this prompt in form of a rhetorical question:  

If you are not challenged, motivated, or inspired to learn, what is the point of learning?  

(Write at least eight sentences; Happy typing!) 

 

Week II: How to get started writing… 

 I have read Peter Elbow's Writing Without Teachers book, and the following passage seems 

interesting. 

Please read the passage and share what your thoughts and opinions in twelve or more sentences. 

Happy typing! 

"Next time you write, notice how often you stop yourself from writing down something 

you were going to write down. Or else cross it out after it's written. 'Naturally,' you say, 

'it wasn't any good.' But think for a moment about the occasions when you spoke well. 

Seldom was it because you first got the beginning just right. Usually it was a matter of a 

halting or even garbled beginning, but you kept going and your speech finally became 

coherent and even powerful. There is a lesson here for writing: trying to get the 

beginning just right is a formula for failure--and probably a secret tactic to make 

yourself give up writing. Make some words, whatever they are, and then grab hold of that 

line and reel in as hard as you can. Afterwards, you can throw away lousy beginnings 

and make new ones. This is the quickest way to get into good writing" (Elbow, 1998, p. 

6).  

 

 

 

Week III: Figuring out your learning style 

Please do the following three online learning style surveys. (Remember, have fun while doing 

these -- there are no right or wrong answers, because you are doing these for yourself) 

 http://www.engr.ncsu.edu/learningstyles/ilsweb.html (Index of Learning Styles 

Questionnaire developed by Felder and Solomon (1991) at North Carolina State 
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University--when you finish this questionnaire, please look at learning style 

descriptions to understand your results better) 

 http://www.howtostudy.org/resources_skill.php?id=5 and do the following two:  

 Jung Typology Test (once you finish doing this test, click on "YOU" box 

and read the description of your four-letter type, COPY 

this results webpage and PASTE onto blank Word Document. Save this 

document under your four letters and go to ORI Assignments to attach 

this saved document to Online Personality Assessment Assignment link 

for a grade) 

 The Vark Questionnaire 

Once you finish these three online surveys, type at least twenty sentences about the results, 

whether you do agree or not, and what learning style(s) you think you most likely have?  

Again, have fun and enjoy figuring out the best way you can possibly learn new information.  

 

Week IV: Parable of the Mayonnaise Jar 

Go to “ORI Assignments” and click on “The Parable of the Mayonnaise Jar” to open and 

read.  

Then return here to type up at least twenty sentences (the more sentences, the better) what 

you have learned from this story in your own words. 

 

Week V: Mid-point of the ten-week Orientation 101 course 

 

Prompt #1: It is now the fifth week of this semester, and you finally found your routine. Describe 

how it is different from the beginning of the semester when you did not know anything. Type up 

a paragraph of at least twelve sentences. The more sentences, the better. 

 

Prompt #2: Type out a quote, saying, or a line from your favorite song, movie, book, or life in 

general. Share why and what is it about this sentence/phrase that means something to you. Type 

at least twelve or more sentences.  
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Week VI: Writing Routine 

 

Silvia (2007), in his book How to Write a Lot, advocates that a regular routine or at least a 

scheduled time for writing is better than waiting to be inspired or waiting for that big block of 

time (weekend, holiday, or spring break) to write. Below are two quotations that support Silvia’s 

stance on scheduled writing as productive.  

 

“Successful professional writers, regardless of whether they’re writing novels, 

nonfiction, poetry, or drama, are prolific because they write regularly, usually every day. 

They reject the idea that they must be in the mood to write” (Silvia, 2007, p. 27). 

 

“Serious writers write, inspired or not. Over time they discover that routine is a better 

friend to them than inspiration” (Keyes, 2003, p. 49).  

 

Regarding the papers you are writing or will soon write for other classes, along with any other 

type of writing assignment, how do you perceive the weekly writing practice in this class help 

you get into a writing routine?  

 

Does the weekly writing routine help with your learning?  Type at least twenty-five sentences or 

more.  

 

 

 

Week VII: Feedback 

 

Feedback can be construed as positive or negative depending on the recipient; yet feedback is 

given to provide constructive guidance for improvement, to learn better.  

 

In your own perspective, tell me how feedback does or does not help you with your learning.  

 

Additionally, which form of writing exercise (prompts, weekly reflection postings, essay) makes 

you learn more? 

 

 

 

Week VIII: Learning as your own responsibility 

 

Bain (2012) wrote What the Best College Students Do to figure out what makes these students 

successful in college. The following passage sums up what he has discovered in his research:  

 

“It takes enormous courage and dedication to take control of your own education and 

achieve the goals. Yet it is probably the only approach that makes any sense of the 

college experience, and certainly the one most likely to bring you self-satisfaction. No 

one can guarantee your long-term success in any sense of that word, but you can equip 
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yourself with the skills for lifelong learning and adaptability, no matter what surprises 

the future has in store for you” (Bain, 2012, p. 259) 

 

Referring to the above passage, do you perceive learning as your own responsibility?  

 

And do you see writing as useful for your learning that you will continue to use writing to learn?  

 

 

 

Week IX: The difference between writing and typing 

 

Type up at least twenty sentences discussing the differences between using paper & pen and the 

keyboard when it comes to writing. Which one is easier?  

 

 

 

Week IX: Your input about ORI 

 

What topics do you wish that had been covered in ORI that would have benefitted you in other 

classes? 

 

What areas that have been covered in ORI that you think will stay with you for the rest of your 

college career?  

 

I have put ORI on a fast pace, because I wanted you to learn how to think quicker with practice 

(writing prompts). Tell me how this fast pace helps or not help you with your learning. 

 

I am always looking for improvement in my teaching Orientation 101. Will you give me some 

ideas or thoughts?  

 

 

 

Week X: Last perspectives on writing  

 

What do you think of the writing exercises (responding to the prompts)?  

 

Have they helped? Why or why not? 

  

Do you perceive writing as beneficial for your learning?  

 

Let me know how my proofreading your paper and giving you suggested corrections and 

comments do help you or not help you.  

 

(Optional) Create a prompt that I can use for next orientation class I teach. Be creative. Give me 

a prompt that you believe will inspire other students to write.  
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APPENDIX C: 

SEMI/UNSTRUCTURED QUESTIONS PEER DYADIC INTERVIEWS 

 

These interviews will be semi-structured or unstructured  

and will be conducted more like conversations  

either in person or via email 

to gain outside perspective about  

my using writing prompts for my teaching experience 

 

 

 

 

 Do students need more practice with their writing?  

 

 

 Are students benefitting from writing prompts? (Or will they benefit?) 

 

 

 How will the students benefit from writing prompts?  

 

 

 How can you tell my using the writing prompts help with my teaching?  

 

 

 Are you willing to give the writing prompts a try?  
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APPENDIX D: 

LETTER GRANTING APPROVAL FOR HUMAN SUBJECTS RESEARCH 
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APPENDIX E: 

IRB-APPROVED INFORMATION SHEET FOR STUDENTS 
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APPENDIX F: 

IRB-APPROVED INFORMED CONSENT FORM FOR PEERS 
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APPENDIX G: 

FULL DESCRIPTION OF “SEE THE WRITING” KALEIDOSCOPIC LENS DESIGN 

 

 

 

 

Figure AD.1:  Equation of creating kaleidoscopic lens design 
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Figure AD.2:  Close-up of the “See the Writing” Kaleidoscope Design 

 

I created this kaleidoscopic lens design by using the Savin-Baden & Major (2013) 

research lens model as the foundation. The research lens provides a formulaic summary of how I 

conduct an autoethnography on developing pedagogical content knowledge through writing over 

time. Thus, I determined how to creatively represent each level within the research lens model.  

 

The first level, which is the pointed end at the bottom, represents social constructionism in form 

of a green triangle, overlaid with a heart and cross.  

 

The second level shows the three-circle Venn diagram (Otto & Everett, 2013) of Lee S. 

Shulman’s (1986, 1987) construct, pedagogical content knowledge (PCK), serving as the 

theoretical framework.  
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The third level represents the phenomenon of the study—my teaching experience using writing 

prompts. There are two green triangles, one represents my teaching experience and the other 

represents the writing prompts.  

 

The fourth level serves as the research approach, and that is autoethnography. The green oval 

with a red heart overlaid with a cross looks like an eye, in reference to Carolyn Ellis’ (2004) The 

Ethnographic I.  

 

The last four levels show dotted lines weaving around to demonstrate multiple ways of collecting 

data: memories, journal writing, ethnographic fieldnotes, students’ writings, and peer dyadic 

interviews. There are three individuals, in different coloring of circular heads (diversity, 

background) and triangular clothing (referring back to the three-circle PCK venn diagram). 

There are diamonds scattered throughout these last four levels—these diamonds stem from 

Glesne’s (2011) description of being both a miner and traveler.   

 

The last level is colored in green as to emphasize my view being the lens of the study. Green is 

my favorite color. Yet the background of all other levels is light purple. The purple represents the 

pedagogical content knowledge, from having combined content knowledge, pedagogical 

knowledge, and context knowledge (Otto & Everett, 2013; Zepke, 2013) and also purple is my 

birth color (referring to the amethyst as my birthstone).  
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The dotted lines tie together to a most central point at the end of the last level. This illustrates 

tying up the research by bringing the research together into a conclusion after sharing how I 

developed my pedagogical content knowledge through writing over time.  

 

There are three crosses. One lays on top of the red heart in the first level of social 

constructionism. The second heart, again on another red heart, is located in the fourth level of 

research method, the autoethnography. The third cross is placed underneath the intersection of 

dotted lines. These three crosses represent ethics (where my faith also contributes to my 

scholarly obligation) that are carefully determined from the beginning to the end.   

 

The number three being my favorite number is purposefully incorporated throughout this 

kaleidoscopic design to represent me, along with my favorite color of dark green and birth color 

of amethyst purple.  

 

When I shared this “see the writing” kaleidoscopic design with some peers while I discuss my 

research, they were intrigued by the intricacy of all elements that represent my autoethnography. 

While they were distracted by admiring the design, I enunciated each level before describing 

why I feel the need to create such a design. Why I felt the need to incorporate the kaleidoscope to 

illustrate my dissertation.  

 “You see I created this kaleidoscope design to help the reader see through my eyes, 

through my experiences of how I come to the idea of using writing prompts. This kaleidoscopic 

design symbolizes a lens that the reader can see through and understand my perspective. This is 
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to metaphorically give the reader my lens to see how the writing prompts work as my teaching 

philosophy, as my pedagogical content knowledge.  

“So when you see through my lens, you gain the understanding how family, faith, love, 

creativity, writing, reading, the state of Alabama, both Auburn and University of Alabama, 

orientation, first year students, and community college all factor into developing the way I 

approach to teaching. How I learned to interact with students. How I learned to provide a 

learning experience for students.  

“When you look through this See the Writing kaleidoscopic lens, you are seeing what I 

am seeing about writing.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure AD.3  Sarah Elizabeth Eiland, See the Writing kaleidoscopic lens, 2015 
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APPENDIX H: 

ORIENTATION 101 PROGRAM’S READING ASSIGNMENT  

 

Parable of the Mayonnaise Jar 

 

When things in your life seem almost too much to handle and 24 hours in a day is not enough, 

remember the mayonnaise jar and 2 cups of coffee. 

 

A professor stood before his philosophy class with several items in front of him.  When the class 

began, wordlessly, he picked up a very large empty mayonnaise jar and proceeded to fill it with 

golf balls.  He then asked the students if the jar was full.  They agreed that it was. 

 

The professor then picked up a box of pebbles and poured them into the jar.  He shook the jar 

lightly. The pebbles rolled into the open areas between the golf balls.  He then asked the students 

again if the jar was full.  Once more they agreed it was. 

 

The professor next picked up a box of sand and poured it into the jar.  Of course, the sand filled 

up everything else.  He asked one more time if the jar was full, and the students responded with a 

unanimous “Yes.” 

 

The professor then produced two cups of coffee from under the table and poured the entire 

contents into the jar, effectively filling the empty space between the sand, the pebbles, and the 

golf balls. 

 

The students laughed. 

 

“Now,” said the professor, as the laughter subsided, “I want you to recognize that this jar 

represents your life.  The golf balls are the important things—God, family, children, health, 

friends, and favorite passions—things that if everything else was lost and only they remained, 

your life would still be full. 

 

The pebbles are the other things that matter like your job, house, and car. 

 

The sand is everything else—the small stuff. 

 

The professor continued, “If you put the sand into the jar first, there is no room for the pebbles or 

the golf balls.  The same goes for life.  If you spend all your time and energy on the small stuff, 

you will never have room for the things that are important to you.” 
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“So,” he cautioned, “pay attention to the things that are critical to your happiness.  Play with 

your children; take time to get medical checkups; take your partner out to dinner; play another 18 

holes.  There will always be time to clean the house and fix the disposal.  Take care of the golf 

balls first—the things that really matter.  Set your priorities.  The rest is just sand.” 

 

One of the students raised her hand and inquired what the coffee represented. 

 

The professor smiled.  “I'm glad you asked.”  He elaborated.  “It just goes to show you that no 

matter how full your life may seem, there's always room for a couple of cups of coffee with a 

friend.” 

 

 


