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About a week ago, after reaching the conclusion of our never-ending book project, Grammar to 
Enhance and Enrich Student Writing, my colleague Constance Weaver and I found ourselves 
writing the following words for our preface: “The teaching of grammar should be positive, 
productive, and practical … ” 
 
Of course, this statement of purpose isn’t focused on issues of grammar. And, truthfully, I’m not 
even a really much a grammarian – in fact, after completing the final editing of this book I hope 
to avoid using the term ‘adverbial’ for the foreseeable future. The latter part of the statement, 
however – positive, productive, and practical -- is intensely relevant in this piece. When I reflect 
on my teaching, scholarship, and service, I realize that my work as a scholar and teacher can be 
summed up as an attempt to apply these three traits in different contexts.   
 
These terms, positive, productive, and practical, are not completely unproblematic. Here is how I 
define them for my professional work: 

o Positive: In the current political and social climate we work in, it can be easy to fall into 
fatalism. I want to encourage an attitude of success and professional optimism. 
Productive: I work to make sure that all experiences, both in class time and in 
professional activities, give teachers and students the tools that can help them make 
changes that benefit our profession, our students, and our institutions. 

o Practical: My work is defined by the act of doing. I want all my professional 
experiences, teaching, service, and scholarship, to be immediately applicable in 
professional settings. 

 
I try to reflect these goals in all my professional activities: 

o In teaching, I work to help my students enter the profession of English education as 
positive, well versed, and experienced teachers of writing and literacy. For example, in 
my ‘Teaching Writing the Secondary School’ course, we always follow a model that 
moves students from broad-strokes of pedagogy, immerses them in positive practices and 
theories, and practices those theories in the safe confines of our classroom. Then, we 
experience those practices and theories in real settings. Each semester, we conclude with 
an outreach program in which my students ‘take over’ local classrooms for a week and 
teach a writing project, experiencing the practical realities of bringing theory into practice 
and then reflecting on it.  

 
This semester, we are dedicating our class to the development of a special project, WMU 
Writing Day, in which we are going to host 100-150 local high school and middle school 
students and their teachers on campus for a day of writing, revising, and publishing. The 
key element is not only found in the act of running the event, but in the reflection, 
analysis, and presentation that will occur afterwards in our final class sessions. We are 
applying, in a practical setting, all the positive and productive ideas we examined in 
class. I hope that this will make positive change for the university as well, and create a 
program that will become an annual outreach event.  

 
o These ideals guide all aspects of my professional service, particularly at the university 

and college-level. Last year, I took over the WMU Basic Writing program; I saw the 
program as being drastically under-resourced, not only in terms of finances and physical 
resources, but even more so in intellectual energy and ownership. For years, the program 
had languished. Not a single faculty member had more than a passing investment in the 
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program; there was no one to advocate for the long-term health of the program. The 
pedagogy was poorly theorized and unarticulated, and the students, and teachers in the 
program, all part-time faculty or graduate and undergraduate students, were being poorly 
served, at best. I saw a way to make positive change by applying my own knowledge, 
skills, and energy to the program. We’ve drastically improved the program since then, 
modifying and improving the pedagogy and course structure, enlisting direct support 
from other parts of the university, and introducing a ‘best practice’ environment to a 
setting where none previously existed.  I’m applying my skills in a positive setting where 
I worked to make change – practical change – in an area of the university that needed it.  

 
o My scholarship is also marked by these traits. My colleague Karen Vocke jokingly tells 

me that I only write when I’m angry. This is some truth to this statement, although not as 
much as Karen would have others believe. I write to solve problems. And I write to 
propose solutions. For example, years ago, I wrote my first major article in English 
Education, a critique of teaching narratives in English Journal. Why? In short, I was 
concerned. In a student-teaching seminar I was leading, several of my teachers were 
talking about how some English Journal articles, all ‘success stories,’ made them feel 
inadequate. One commented, sadly, that the articles had ‘good ideas,’ but his students 
weren’t smart enough to understand how to do the work – transferring his struggles onto 
his students and labeling them ‘dumb.’ Thus, I saw a problem; it made me a bit 
frustrated. I wanted to help fix it. Hence, I wrote. I wanted to give teachers and teacher 
educators a way to critique such articles and then translate that critique to their new 
teachers.  

 
This has been a trait that has carried me throughout all my scholarship. My first book, But 
Will it Work with REAL Students? Scenarios for Teaching Secondary English Language 
Arts, developed because I saw a need for a more student-centered English education text. 
I talked to a group of my students, and we brainstormed some ideas. The result: a text 
written, based on positive and productive theories of teaching English language arts, but 
written in a practical format for students.   
 
Over the past few years a few other things have concerned me -- the treatment and 
mentoring of new teachers, misapplication of computer technologies, missed 
opportunities for collaboration between composition programs and English educators, 
poor teaching of grammar, disconnect between various levels of writing teachers, a deep  
need for the development of a community of writing teacher educators to share ideas and 
build community, among a few others. The result: a lot of presentations, some articles, 
and a couple of books. Hopefully, my work has made some positive, practical, and 
productive change for teachers, teacher educators, and composition scholars.  

 
I’m not sure if I’ve articulated it appropriately, but I hope that readers will see that my work 
follows a trend, regardless of the context. Am I a do-gooder? Probably. A collaborator? 
Absolutely, without question. An angry reformer? I don’t think so, but my friend Karen may have 
a different opinion on that point. 
 
In any case, my work follows a similar pattern: a desire to be a positive and productive member 
of an academic community. I want to help, to apply, to make change, find issues, propose 
solutions, and put them into practice – in the classroom, in my communities, and within the world 
of scholarly discourse – to be positive, productive, and practical.  
 


