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Melissa Michal Slocum—Teaching Statement
Goals for my students remain consistent: think critically about their worlds, write creatively, and communicate with engaging details. I arrange my curriculum with rigorous discussion, activities, writing, and revision, because through these combinations, I have seen consistent positive changes in students’ creative projects.
I have taught courses on composition, literature focused on underrepresented groups, and many types of creative writing. My methods, although varied based on course goals, utilize the importance of orality and its necessary implications on developing critical and creative thinking. Focusing on discussion, full class workshops, reading their writing out loud, and group work makes students formulate ideas out loud throughout the development and writing process. Their critical thinking has increased immensely when I’ve intensified orality. For example, as a first week project, I have students write a draft narrative on racism or stereotypes which they’ve experienced. They must be detailed and descriptive using their best observation skills and reporting of memory, including dialogue and character development. They then bring that draft to class, compare their stories with a few peers, then share with the whole class. We might discuss this openly as a class or within groups, depending on the class atmosphere that day or the make up of the students in that course. Through sharing and hearing others’ ideas about racism, students learn they’ve witnessed many moments of racism, when at first many students believe they have nothing to write about. This is especially necessary as I bring in sensitive works which utilize issues such as post-traumatic stress disorder, trauma, or Black Lives Matter activism. I base my decisions to bring in controversial topics on when it seems the class is ready. 
Readiness varies with each course and each set of students. Readings serve as foundations to such topics, first giving them background in the basics of the underrepresented groups. Often, the students themselves bring up the controversial issues from within those groups themselves. That is how I recognize that they are ready for the more difficult topics. They direct their readiness through their own dialogues. For example, after reading non-fiction works by Lois-Ann Yamanaka, who focuses on autism, and Gayle Pemberton, who writes on comparing black women’s lives in the 1960s to now through Hollywood imagery, students brought up the rights of other underrepresented groups. This led to discussions which were critical of current political debates, which did not get heated in the same way that politics might when simply discussing a news worthy moment from that week. The works gave them critical and creative distance by discussing both writing styles as well as critical issues. Students agreed that mapping the writing style helped them uncover the author’s intentions within issues where they had no backgrounds. They proceeded to critically break down how language and intent affect underrepresented groups and how their own language is imperative to them producing good, respectful writing.
By first discussing such issues orally, students develop the critical ideas necessary to then formulate creative responses about difficult topics. Once a week, I institute a few moments for students to talk about any topic. One student mentioned that he missed this time when we didn’t have time to talk. This is because the open discussion allowed students to both get to know one another, as well as share ideas about their writing, their struggles, or any current events which related to the class focus or theme.
I craft high-energy and fun exercises to gain student attention. They act out characters or re-write scenes from say Reservation Blues, a novel by Sherman Alexie which shows the depth of those communities on reservations, flipping stereotypes about American Indians. They might also mirror a paragraph from a critical article by Thomas King, an American Indian critic who uses stories to argue his points about misrepresentation of American Indian identity. They then connect to the characters or the theoretical lens by using another’s words to imagine their own versions. For fiction prompts, I have students write using first lines from favorite novels or movies. Or they might use a situation from their own life to write a scene which needs the same emotions or situations they’ve experienced. Doing this, they recognize when their experiences can enrich the writing, even if fiction or poetry or drama.
Revision activities at the start of the semester vary from reading their writing out loud to feedback from peers and I to going sentence by sentence. Giving them many ways to revise allows students to find their own revision process. It also gets them outside their comfort zone in what they may or may not try within their writing. I do this at the beginning so that by the end I no longer direct their writing, they have their own process and control. Sometimes students teach me their techniques as well. I created an activity where students cut up their scenes to switch the placement of their dialogue where needed. Cutting up scenes also allows them to see where they might be missing tension, or where they might need a character’s thoughts or body language rather than revealing everything in conversation.

My students see how they benefit from each other’s work, words, and cultural backgrounds. That means we have an atmosphere where there is no right or wrong answer when discussing texts, media, or cultural issues. The grey areas in-between are where students create the best work because they take ownership over their ideas. Praise of their development and insights keeps students motivated to learn and take risks. Students leave my classroom willing to go out and seek knowledge and continue writing because they know their words matter. 
