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“SOUNDS LIKE TRUTH AND FEELS LIKE COURAGE”:
TEACHING VULNERABILITY
Sarah Gompers

Teaching a senior seminar on creative nonfiction led Sarah Gompers to consider how she
might help her students understand the concept of writing with vulnerability.

ON STAGE NEXT: ROOKIE TEACHER TAKES A RISK

Joshua Hamilton

A teacher’s willingness to perform an autobiographical spoken word poem in his
classroom provided an important model for students as they composed and shared their
own slam-style poems.

“MY LIFE, MY STORIES”: READING, WRITING, AND BELONGING

IN THE ESL CLASSROOM

Holly Genova and Mary Amanda Stewart

Collaborating to develop a curriculum for English learners, a teacher and a teacher
educator focused on creating a sense of belonging, both in the United States and in the
classroom.
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AND LATINX STORYTELLERS
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(RE)WRITING REALITY: USING SCIENCE FICTION TO ANALYZE THE WORLD
S. R. Toliver and Keith Miller

When a student in a community-based writing program asked to write science fiction,
rather than a personal essay, he prompted the staff to expand the scope of the program’s
curriculum.

“CONVERSATIONS WITH MYSELF”: LITERACY AS A CONSCIOUS

TOOL OF HEALING

Phillip Wilder

Writing autobiographical dialogues about difficult moments from the past helped Phillip
Wilder's sophomores reframe and reimagine those moments.
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VOICE AND EXPERIENCE: FORMING COUNTER-NARRATIVES
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COMPOSING THE FUTURE: YOUNG ADULT LITERATURE
AND SPECULATIVE AUTOBIOGRAPHY
James R. Gilligan

Teacher educator James R. Gilligan developed a set of autobiographical assignments
based on characters in YA lit that invite students to “flash-forward" in their lives, imagining
the future.
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Amy Price Azano
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Jonathan Burton
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Bearing Witness: Oral Storytelling in the Classroom

CHRISTINE GENTRY
NYU Steinhardt Teacher Residency Program
cgentry@nyu.edu

Teachers aren’t generally drawn to the profession
by the promise of great money, fame, and power.
(I mean, those people might exist, but they become
disappointed very quickly.) Every teacher I've ever
met chose teaching because they care about students.

We all want students to feel supported and suc-
cessful, but we must also concern ourselves with
things like covering massive amounts of content,
meeting state standards, and preparing students for
high-stakes tests and exams. With the best of inten-
tions, we gather all the information we can about stu-
dents’ academic lives. We track their grades and their
participation in class. We collect data from forma-
tive and summative assessments and use those data
to inform our instruction. We create “early warning
indicator” spreadsheets that track how many classes
students are failing, how many absences they have,
how many demerits, dean sends, etcetera.

I’'m not saying these arent good practices or that
they have no place in schools. I'm just trying to tell
you that I once sat in a meeting to decide if a shy,
struggling student needed special education services,
and abour a week later, that student arrived at school
wearing sandbags strapped around his wrists. He had
them hidden under a long-sleeved T-shirt. He walked
over to another student and started viciously beat-
ing him. He knew the sandbags would make him hit
harder. It turns out the student he attacked had been
bullying him every day after school for months, and
none of us knew. Because, too often, school empha-
sizes the academic over the personal.

In my early years of teaching, I worked at a pub-
lic high school in Boston that required me to assign
ten novels and twelve literary analysis essays a year.
Setting aside the time to really get to know my stu-
dents did not feel like an option. So, I introduced
journaling, with prompts connected to the content,
because there was time for that, and my students
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and I started building relationships on the page. As
they became more comfortable sharing those entries
aloud, they started building relationships with each
other as well. Then, in my third year of teaching,
I was asked to teach a creative writing class where stu-
dents crafted personal narratives, and I got to witness
the power of that process turbo-charged. I saw stu-
dents working harder than I'd ever seen them work,
producing better-written products than T'd ever
seen them produce, and my relationships with them
started deepening in ways I'd never experienced.

The more I got to know my students, the harder
they worked for me, the better they behaved. It was
almost as if | were making deposits into some kind
of interpersonal connection bank and then writing
and cashing checks to get students to achieve what
I knew they were capable of, behaviorally and aca-
demically. I was banking on relationships! Whart I've
come to understand is that relationships are the cur-
rency of instruction. Students work harder for the
teachers they love—and you can’t love someone you
don’t know.

I can hear you saying, “What are you asking me
to do? There’s so much to cover! My students come
in to my class behind!” Or, as a school board member
once said to me, “Relationships dont close oppor-
tunity gaps.” But I believe that they can, and I also
believe that promoting test performance goals over
things such as interaction and mutual respect can
cause damaging withdrawals from that interpersonal
connection bank. If that account gets overdrawn,
you risk losing students’ motivation and engage-
ment, negatively affecting your teaching and their
learning. After all, if there is no personal connection
to school (or, worse, no motivation to even go to
school), what good will dozens of essay assignments
do? And yes, absolutely, academics are important.
I'm not suggesting we sacrifice the academic for the



