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Objectives of Peer Review Course Portfolio 

 
In the Fall of 2002, the twenty-two students in English 150-057 at the University of 
Nebraska-Lincoln produced a portfolio which documented their intellectual work, 
primarily taking the form of drafts, revisions, and responses accumulated in producing 
18-20 polished pages of prose and reading three published texts�Tobias Wolff�s This 
Boy�s Life, Julia Alvarez�s Something to Declare, and Natalie Goldberg�s Wild Mind.  
The four questions I included on the syllabus and around which I have thematically 
organized the class, drawn from the departmental goals for English 150, the three texts, 
and my experience with the kinds of topics about which students often choose to write, 
are: 
 

• In what ways do community and family influence identity? 
• In what ways does a larger cultural context influence community, family and 

identity? 
• How is language, including writing, involved in our understanding of the 

communities and cultures around us? 
• In what ways can writing be a medium for thinking about community, family 

and identity? 
 
By creating this course portfolio, I am hoping to see in what ways these questions are 
taken up by students in the course, in what ways the questions are revised, and in what 
ways the setup of the course is adapted to the specific student population of this class.  
This adaptation, in particular, is a necessary aspect of a course that I wish to understand 
more fully, tracing how students articulated their own goals within the larger goals of the 
course.  Secondly, I am interested in understanding in what ways this rhetorical emphasis 
I put on a first-year composition course is interpreted and enacted by students.  What 
ways do they find to generate writing, revise ideas and texts, choose genres and/or make 
rhetorical decisions, like organization and style?  What strategies might I better employ to 
help them?  Thirdly, I am interested in whether students use their writing to do �critical� 
work as critical educators define it. One pedagogical goal is for students to find uses 
outside the classroom for the texts and/or to use their writing to critically re-interpret 
culture, society, politics, class, race, and gender. 
 
For readers of this portfolio, I am interested in: 
• Do these goals seem compatible with each other?  Why or why not?  
• Does this course challenge your previous notions of the purposes/goals of a writing 

course?   
• And, what is your response to my interpretation of my student�s work?  Is there 

evidence of students using writing as a way to think about and revise ideas as well as 
to develop a facility with composing good prose? 

 
 

 



 4

Description of the Course 
 
English 150 is a course about reading and writing in local contexts, about entering into 
critiques and analyses of community, family and identity in order to explore the ways in 
which writing can function not only as a medium for beginning to critically engage in the 
world around us but also as a medium to study the process of that thinking.  Ultimately, 
this course is about the study of texts:   student writing, published books and essays, the 
class itself, the world around us, and the self. 
 
Departmental Objectives.  The departmental objectives for this course emphasize 
�extended practice in writing� that will �serve [students] personally, professionally, and 
academically� and �help students use writing as a form of thinking.�  In addition, 
students should �see all language acts (writing, reading, speaking and listening) . . . as 
supporting each other in any particular social, rhetorical context.�  Lastly, the objectives 
point to the importance of helping �students develop critical self-awareness.�  I interpret 
these objectives as emphasizing the rhetorical nature of writing, the deliberate 
composition choices that writers make, the ideologies inherent in language, and close 
attention to process and text�both published and students� own texts.  
 
Specific course goals.  I hope for my students, upon completing this course, to construct a 
portfolio documenting their intellectual work in the class.  Included in that course work is 
drafting, revising and editing texts; responding orally and in writing to published and 
student writing; and engaging in whole class and small group discussions.  I hope for my 
students to begin to consider writing as a discipline, as a medium for thinking about and 
critically engaging with the world as well as�not only as�a set of practices they can 
call upon as they craft future academic, personal, and professional texts.  Because I ask 
my students to think about themes and do not assign topics, I hope to engage them from 
the very start of the writing process in the act of making choices and rhetorical 
considerations of audience, purpose, style, organization, grammar, and genre.  I 
emphasize revision as the act of re-thinking and re-seeing a text, as manipulating the 
ideas, contexts and representations inside a text. I hope that these students understand 
they are situated individuals who can become conscious users of language and texts, can 
learn to consider alternative (and often unfamiliar) perspectives on culture, language, 
religion, sexuality, education, gender, race and any other issue important to a democratic 
society.  Not only do I hope students leave with an arsenal of reading and writing skills 
for any text and assignment they might encounter in the university, but I also hope for 
them to have constructed a significant text of their own�the writing portfolio�in which 
they have collected, reflected and analyzed their own work. 
 
UNL demographics.  The students at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln are 
predominantly of European-American heritage, middle class, and from Nebraska or the 
surrounding Midwestern states (Iowa, Kansas, and South Dakota).  In this particular 
class, that demographic held true.  There were seven men, fifteen women, and two 
students of self-declared Asian- and Mexican-American descent, both women.  As this 
was a learning community�which means most of the students lived on the same dorm 
hall and attended several classes together�all students were entering freshmen.  Three 



 5

students indicated they were from outside the usual region from which the university 
draws its students.  Overall, this class represented a �typical� UNL demographic. 
 

Teaching Methods 
 
Course materials.  The primary texts for this class were students own writing and three 
published texts:  Tobias Wolff�s This Boy�s Life (TBL), the first text read; Julia Alvarez�s 
Something to Declare (STD), the second text read; and Natalie Goldberg�s Wild Mind 
(WM), excerpts read throughout the semester.  I chose the first two of these from the 
recommended departmental reading list because each draws differently upon the themes 
of language, education, community, family, identity, culture, ethnicity and gender.  I 
expected students to read, respond, discuss and reflect on these books�their subject 
matter, their rhetorical construction, and students� own responses.  The third book is the 
class �rhetoric� (also on the recommended list) which I use to help students 1) write 
continually throughout the semester, 2) study Goldberg�s philosophy of writing which 
emphasizes �first thoughts� and not �censoring� during drafting, and 3) generate material 
that can be used for drafts.  As the semester progresses and students begin choosing drafts 
to revise and polish, these texts become central to the work of the class.  Students refer to 
them in class discussion, revise them in workshops, and bring them to peer groups and 
conferences.  These texts have purposes outside of class�gifts for family members, use 
in other classes, speeches, etc.�and also become the basis for their writing portfolios, 
which is the �text� for which they receive a single grade, their only grade in the course. 
 
Course organization.  Since this class met twice a week, Tuesdays were organized 
around reading published texts, and Thursdays were organized around student writing 
projects.  Discussions on Tuesdays began with short freewrites on prompts emerging 
from the reading.  Because a priority for me is that many student voices are heard and 
that all the conversational turns do not issue from the teacher, I turn to strategies (such as 
�Round Robin� discussions, asking each student to share one thought/question from the 
reading) that encourage as many voices as possible.  Small groups are also a useful 
strategy.  Throughout an extended discussion of a text (it can take 6-7 weeks to read a 
250-300 page book), conversations overlap and themes recur.  Often I, and students, will 
bring in relevant quotes, research, stories, or media representations to augment those 
themes, connecting the work inside the class with our lives outside the class.  On 
Thursdays, class alternated between peer writing groups one week, in which students 
brought 3-4 pages of draft material with an author�s note, and the next week in writing 
workshops, on such topics as writing with detail, rhetorically considering organization, 
and revision.  These workshops moved back and forth between silent moments of 
writing, periods of questions/answers, and time for students to reflect�both in writing 
and orally�on their experiences with these writing techniques as well as their 
applicability to the students� specific texts. 
 
Course activities.  The methods, then, most often employed are whole class discussion, 
in-class writing, various small group activities, and workshops.  Students wrote 5-6 pages 
per week and read approximately 40-50 pages per week.  These activities facilitate the 
goals of the class because they provide multiple entrypoints for students to engage with 
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the work of the class as a whole and to reconsider their own, individual work.  If one of 
the primary goals of this class is to encourage students to critically think about their own 
lives, communities and texts, then students need examples of how that work might be 
imagined as well as opportunities to practice.  In addition, I believe it is important that 
they have different kinds of opportunities to find a critical behavior to which they are 
drawn�be it writing, on informal texts or polished ones, or conversation, in small groups 
or large.  As I do not believe�and numerous studies have shown�that lectures from the 
instructor or decontextualized skills testing increase a student�s facility with writing 
quality prose, I use the above-described teaching methods to have students generate their 
own writing as the primary basis for their study of style, organization, genre, grammar, 
etc.  These methods also encourage many different kinds of conversations, allowing 
students a variety of opportunities to discuss, contextualize and articulate their study of 
writing.  The single evaluative moment is the final course portfolio in which students 
collect, reflect on, and analyze their work, writing a course narrative describing their 
work, specifically the process of finishing 18-20 polished pages of prose. 
 

Analysis of Student Learning 
 
In this analysis of student learning, I am specifically focusing on two assignments:  
reading responses and drafting/revising essays.  I selected four course portfolios (with the 
students� written permission) that demonstrated to me that these students used reading 
responses and their writing (they all chose to write at least one personal essay) to meet 
the goals of the course.  All four students received As on their final portfolios; indeed, the 
lowest grade in the course was a B-.  I specifically designed the class so that students 
would be receiving constant response on their writing, that they would meet individually 
with me to set goals to work toward the grade they wanted to receive, that they turned in 
a midterm portfolio as a �dry run� for the final, and that their reflective course narrative 
explained how they worked to these grades.  Many students can spend 8-10 weeks (or 
more) on 1-2 essays, truly experiencing writing as a process as well as producing 
finished, edited essays.  It is rarely in such a class design that a student cannot achieve a 
grade in the A-B range�unless there are excessive absences, poor quality of work, or 
missing work.  This class, as a whole, was highly motivated. 
 
The four sample portfolios�from Jeff, Pam, Allison, and Jennifer (names have been 
changed as students requested)�are examined individually for how each student took up 
the class goals through 1) writing essays and 2) responding to reading.  (Note:  the only 
exception is when I discuss Allison�s portfolio; I concentrate exclusively on her reading 
responses and her reflective letter.)  I also quote excerpts from their reflective letters to 
show each student�s sense of their overall experience and learning in this course. 
 
Jeff�s Portfolio.   
 
As per my goals to have students deliberately compose texts through the combination of 
critical and rhetorical consideration, I urged Jeff to step out of the five-paragraph form 
with which he was familiar and try another entrypoint into writing and his ideas.  Jeff�s 
third essay became the project he pursued the rest of the course, a project he developed 
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and on which he had something at stake.  A grade was at stake, certainly, since he had 
only received a B- at midterm, but also a significant experience from his life.  In his final 
portfolio reflective letter, he writes,  
 

My first two drafts were a struggle.  I was writing about too broad of 
topics . . . I was writing in more of an informative and traditional way.  Put 
bluntly, they were pretty boring.  I came to the realization that it would be 
easier to write about one personal experience and run with it . . . I stepped 
out of my conservative writing style and did something new . . . All I did 
was take my topic and put it down in the order I saw it . . .While reading 
my first drafts I realized I wasn�t writing with my audience in mind . . . 
Keeping a paper interesting and exciting to the end is a very hard skill to 
master.  I think I am making a good step in at least recognizing that. 

 
And along the way, he began connecting his writing with a critical understanding of what 
he was doing.  �By using these writing skills,� he says in the same letter, �you can look at 
things through words and hopefully see things from a different point of view.  When you 
are able to write from different perspectives and write about how others think of things 
you will become a more empathetic and open-minded person.�   
 
Analysis of Jeff�s essay.  In Jeff�s first essay, called �Communication,� he started with 
this sentence:  �Our world has many different ways of communicating with each other.�  
He emphasizes honest communication, good communication, body language and in the 
conclusion says, �Communication is vital to our world.�  In contrast to this five-
paragraph recipe, Jeff�s third essay, entitled �Measuring Success,� begins, � �You 
brought them back, you guys brought them back�.  I can remember my coach saying this 
after we ended our season at the state tournament.�  This lead is the entrypoint into Jeff�s 
reflections as a high school basketball player on a team led by an abusive coach.  The 
sections of the essay include:  �The Trio of Trees,� describing three important and 
influential teammates; �The Game,� a game at a state tournament Jeff�s senior year, 
�Sophomore Year,� key experiences he had as a sophomore on this team, �The 
Scapegoats,� teammates�including Jeff�who caught the coach�s abuse most 
frequently; �The coach�; and �The beginning of the season,� Jeff�s senior year leading to 
the state tournament.  Through such organization, Jeff shows that he is considering ideas 
and making connections between memories, not just relying on the conventional 
organization of chronological �plot� to tell a story.  He starts with three players with a 
positive influence on him, describes the year things begin to go badly, and shines the 
light on himself, choosing an identity��scapegoat��to understand a favorite sport that 
has become a hellish experience; next, he finally describes this coach, a tension 
throughout the essay because it is a key element in his experience, yet he resists letting 
the coach take center stage.  Throughout this essay, Jeff�s emphasis is the team and their 
responses to the contexts the coach created.  Finally, Jeff returns to the point at which he 
started�the last season he played and his reflections on the last game, an ending which 
he had earned by moving through the people and moments which have brought him to 
that point. 
 



 8

In �The Scapegoats� section, Jeff reveals the level of specificity with which he is 
analyzing his memory and experience�personally, politically, and socially.  To describe 
the scapegoats, he says, �I would say us three, the three slow, white, fundamental kids got 
the [b]runt of all the negative comments.  We were all well behaved kids who loved to 
play and wanted to please the coach.�  Jeff analyzes the character of one of the three as 
�oldest child trying to please syndrome� in his efforts not only to understand how exactly 
these three became the coach�s scapegoats but also for the purpose of clearly conveying 
this character to readers.  He next analyzes the second scapegoat and himself:  �Then 
there was me . . . I had been the first freshman ever to be moved up to varsity level but 
my position on the team would definitely change.  Along with many others on the team I 
had learned to accept my role.� 
 
In this small section, an exemplar for the rest of the essay, I interpret Jeff to be handling 
some fairly intricate threads.  He�s chosen a role, identity and theme (scapegoat) as a lens 
through which to interpret this experience.  I do not think he fully develops the theme, but 
the fact that he took it up at all revealed to me the intellectual quality of his reflections 
and writing.  At this point in the essay, he is simultaneously 1) extending the context the 
coach created for this team, 2) characterizing three specific team members, 3) bringing up 
a theme for the essay, 4) choosing an identity for himself, and 5) advancing the idea of 
the essay as a whole:  how one measures success.  This is the kind of quality and level of 
work�rhetorically and critically�I expect from and hope to see happen in student 
writing. 
 
Analysis of reading response.  In his reading responses, Jeff shifted from an analysis of 
primary characters to the writer�s rhetorical choices, especially when he read STD, 
demonstrating his growing understanding of how and why writers compose texts.  In one 
response, he observes, �I am beginning to notice [Alvarez�s] trend of bringing language 
into her story to explain her roles in society . . . I like how she always shows where she 
stands with language.�  Then, later, he adds, �I am beginning to like this book a lot more 
because I am beginning to at least come up with ideas for her writing like this.  So far I 
feel like she is trying to make sense of her actions in her life and what or why influenced 
her to do them.  This is making me reflect on my own life.�  While agreeing with Jeff, I 
also wrote marginal comments in the general vein of �how� was he coming to these 
conclusions, trying to get him to specifically articulate the kinds of connections he was 
making.  Jeff takes this up in the next reading response, one that is tentative and general 
until the second page, evidence of him feeling his way into a new and unfamiliar way of 
writing/thinking:  �This whole sequence of events made me realize and agree with her on 
her thoughts that everyone is different and all stories are different.�  Then, he gives 
reasons for this:   
 

The way she showed her uncles disagreeing on stories and saying things 
like �no this is what happened� showed that you can�t make everyone 
happy and sometimes you need to write for yourself and get your views 
out there because that is what matters.  I need to take note of this and work 
on expanding on views of mine that mean a lot to me . . . It is important to 
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see things from everyone�s point of view and try to understand it because 
we are all in different situations and have different feelings and outlooks. 

 
From this point on, Jeff continued his study of Alvarez as character, as writer, and as 
crafter of this specific text, a study similar to the one he was beginning with himself and 
his writing. 
 
Pam�s Portfolio.  
 
Pam displays a wonderful rhetorical savvy in her writing, but she does not yet couple that 
with a conscious critical awareness of her content.  Hers is an example of a student 
writing well to meet a requirement yet not using that writing to learn about her topic even 
though she does pay rigorous attention to the process of composing a text.  Her writing is 
astonishingly detailed, and the characters in her essays are precisely drawn, foibles and 
flaws intact.  But, there is no sense that she is using words to interrogate the how and why 
of the situations and people about which she writes.  I think one explanation is found in 
her reflective letter for her final portfolio when she discusses dredging Alvarez�s book for 
writing techniques:   
 

Alvarez wrote different sections that didn�t go in chronological order . . . I 
worked for that effect in my second paper.  This novel also gave me a look 
into the life and mind of a writer.  I have always wanted to be a writer . . . 
I admired how much background work she put into her writing.  At times 
in her novel, I got bored hearing about her struggles as a writer, but her 
last section about where she gets her inspiration really inspired me. 

 
In essence, Pam was using this class to learn how to be a �great writer,� an artist, and she 
saw as superfluous anything that did not teach her more about that artistic endeavor.  I 
did not understand this at the time, when I could have intervened by discovering 
influential writers in her experience, previous writing experiences, future ambitions and 
helped her link the goals of the class more specifically to her goals for the writing she 
was doing.  This experience reinforces to me that it is the students who come to a clear 
(or at least a beginning) articulation of their goals for the class and their work are the 
students who begin to do significant rhetorical and critical work. 
 
Analysis of reading response.  In one reading, Pam focuses on the topics about which 
Alvarez writes, comparing them to her own choices:   
 

She writes about everything from the hardships of the dictatorship in the 
Dominican Republic to the various types of fabric a seamstress uses.  I 
think that it takes a great deal of writing talent to be able to write so many 
different types of things so well.  Although I can make some comparisons 
between Alvarez�s writing process and my own, this is a major difference 
between us.  I always write the same type of thing, usually longer papers 
about a character�s life of my own life. 
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In margin comments, I reminded Pam that Alvarez, too, did this kind of writing.  And 
there is some nice comparison/contrast being done between Alvarez�s text and the ones 
Pam is composing.  Pam even says that �it is important to become active with what you 
are writing and explore it so that your project will have more depth to it� in this response, 
yet this did not materialize as fully in her own writing. 
 
Analysis of essay.  I can see, now, how this essay, Pam�s first and entitled �An 
Unbreakable Bond,� has, at every corner, the potential for Pam to consider and reflect on 
children being subject to parents, on the culture of school, and on the few recourses 
allowed to young people to express dissenting opinions.  Yet this piece remained a 
beautiful, critically unreflective story.  This essay is the story of Pam�s best friend 
moving away and in response both girls planning to run away on a school field trip; at the 
last moment, they get back on the school bus and accept the situation.  Pam starts the 
piece by writing,  
 

I remember the exact moment when my best friend Rachel told me that 
her family was moving to Valentine, Nebraska.  We were sitting on top of 
the monkey bars at our elementary school�s playground.  The day was 
exceptionally hot for September, and Rachel and I were wearing our 
matching jean shorts.  It had been one of those everyday type of days, 
where you don�t expect anything out of the ordinary to happen.  
Everything had been normal until we started talking as we hung upside 
down from the bars. 

 
Pam manages, wonderfully, to show the close relationship between these two girls 
(matching jean shorts), characterize them as children (talking upside down on monkey 
bars), and set up the tension that resonates throughout the ten-page essay (ordinary life 
was about to get decidedly un-ordinary). 
 
As Pam spends half a semester working on this essay, I can see that she tells a story�and 
tells it well�and then polishes the presentation of that story.  In my responses, I have 
suggestions to help her do that, but I also suggest that she �try thinking about the themes 
that are emerging�childhood, loss, change, the �best friend�� as she revised.  This kind 
of writing/thinking didn�t mesh well with Pam�s idea of what a good essay should do.  In 
her margin notes on my responses, she �translates� my suggestions into her own 
language, claiming them, in effect.  When I write, �Because you�re writing so well about 
the relationship between these two little girls, I, as a reader, really begin wishing that we 
could see them more clearly,� Pam translates this as �Go back and add detailed 
descriptions of us.�  However when I suggest she study the emerging themes, Pam only 
underlines this sentence; there is no translation.  The technique of translating my 
suggestions is one she employs with all the responses; what she doesn�t translate is what 
she doesn�t revise/reconsider.  In this particular response, it could possible be because I 
didn�t point to a specific place in the essay for her to think about the themes; indeed, I 
was suggesting that she go outside the essay to do this thinking:  �try writing about just 
those ideas and see if you generate any material that works with the essay you�re 
writing.�  Clearly, for Pam, the essay itself was the scope of the thinking.  I violated her 
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sense of what she should be doing�or at the very least, confused that sense�by asking 
her to do generative writing �unconnected� with the essay. 
 
One place I could have point to is about three-quarters through the essay.  Pam writes, 
�We looked at each other with a look of panic because we knew this was it.  We either 
had to run away now or wait until Mrs. Stanley found us in the doorway.  Without having 
to say anything, we both knew that our escape ended there. . . . Did we change our minds 
. . .?  Were we just too afraid to go through with it?  Did we finally just accept the fact 
that she was moving?�  Pam also, briefly, answers these questions, saying it was probably 
a combination of all three.  Yet, in this paragraph, there is a wonderful opportunity to 
think about why such a drastic action as running away was all these children felt recourse 
to, why silence was inevitable (neither discussed it with parents), how children learn to 
grieve, etc.  Pam wrote a wonderful essay and earned an �A� on her overall portfolio.  
But the intellectual work of considering her experience and writing socially and critically 
was work she did not fully take up, although I suspect she did consider it �around the 
edges� when she began comparing her writing to Alvarez�s.   
 
Allison�s portfolio.   
 
Analysis of reflective letter.  Not only did Allison and I have an actual, though minor, 
conflict, in front of the whole class (where we disagreed about the interpretation of a 
passage during a discussion facilitation that Allison�s group was leading; it was soon 
resolved), but we also philosophically disagreed on the focus of a writing class.  From 
Allison�s continued resistance to my emphasis on process, I understood that for many 
students, process is not the focus no matter how much attention I draw to it.  Yet, Allison 
balanced her desire for quickly and well-written essays with my insistence on a portfolio 
documenting her learning and process.  Students like Allison have perfected the 
techniques to generate good products even when a teacher like me changes the rules by 
starting with freewrites instead of outlines; these students have learned to evoke 
secondary survival skills:  do what the teacher says.  I see evidence of this balancing 
conflict in her final reflective letter.  Allison wrote such cryptic sentences as 1) 
�Unfortunately, because of our short time frame, the polished pieces are not polished to 
the best of their ability but are polished to the best of my ability given the short time-
frame of the semester,� 2) �Of course I could not incorporate every story into my 
[second] paper because of the short time period given, but I put in there what I thought 
was important,� and 3) �My portfolio is organized in a way that I thought was proper.�  I 
see in these statements a clash between the expectations of the class, Allison�s own 
writing topics (one of which she described as the most personal she�d ever written), and 
some sense of what it means to be a writer she brought with her to the class.  All of her 
essays were dutifully revised and cleanly polished, meeting all the requirements.  Yet, I 
am sure that this class was not as useful to her as it could have been if we had been able 
to negotiate her goals with those of the class. 
 
Analysis of reading response.  For Allison, reading responses were perfunctory:   
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I didn�t really enjoy doing reading responses.  I did learn more about the 
books than I would have if it wasn�t for them though because I actually 
had to pay attention to what I was reading . . . At first I wrote letters to the 
authors . . .Soon after I would take a single quote from the reading and 
respond to that. 

 
I see in this another survival technique�fulfill the assignment even when there�s no 
engagement.  I also see an implicit critique of the books�why are we reading these, what 
do they matter?  Yet, in a response to STD,, where Alvarez reflects on her struggles as a 
writer, Allison uses the response to do less guarded reflection:   
 

While reading the book, aside from my complaining that all Alvarez does 
is whine about her life and how hard it was, I really learned a lot.  I 
learned that it doesn�t take much to be a good writer; you just have to be 
brave enough to try.  I learned that if I stop thinking so much about what 
I�m writing and just write, if I am brave enough and willing enough to find 
out if I am a writer, I am a writer. 

 
From this emerges our differences on process and product.  In the class discussion over 
this same material from Alvarez, I asked the class what was more important, process or 
product?  Some emphasized both, some clearly voted process, and about five, including 
Allison, adamantly voted for product.  Allison explained that it was because this is what 
people see, this is what is assessed.  Others in the class carried the rebuttal, that it is in the 
process where you can see what you learn.  However, in that moment of insight into 
Allison�s motives in the class, I understood that she wanted to learn to be a �writer� and 
evidence of writing lay in a finished product; when she figured out my emphasis on 
process, she evoked her set of survival skills, waiting me out. 
 
Jennifer�s portfolio. 
 
One of the most striking elements of Jennifer�s portfolio is the copious reading notes she 
took�thirty-nine pages. Another element that is evidence of her high quality and careful 
work is her first essay and the way in which she teased apart the different threads of 
family, community and memory, coming to a more fully informed critical understanding 
of why she was shaping this piece the way she was.  In her lengthy reflective letter, 
Jennifer is still thinking about future revisions as well as reflecting on past decisions:  
�When I sat down and read through my drafts this weekend I was upset because I hated 
my writing.  I went back through my workshop papers and the paper you wrote on being 
in band [draft material I brought to model peer response] and I did not even know where 
to begin on my mess.  So I worked on the draft about small towns . . . Something else I 
just realized was that I have a little detail on my house but I think I need to do a one-inch 
picture frame [writing technique we used in class] on it.  Or would that be too much?�   
 
Analysis of essay.  The draft where I see the most evidence of Jennifer critically engaging 
with the conversations surrounding STD and TBL and her own text is entitled �Small 
Towns.� My encouragement and direction in responses had this general tenor:  
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�Eventually, Jennifer, you�ll want to start studying the memories that you�ve written.  
What are you learning from this writing?  Are you learning about yourself?  About your 
life in this place?  About life as a whole?�  Her essay is a blend of nostalgia and 
reflection on the harsh realities of farm life.  She begins her essay with a specific and 
detailed focus on a physical place:   
 

My favorite place to be is in a six bedroom house out in the country.  It is 
a large blue house six miles from a little town called Roseland.  When you 
drive in the driveway, you will see chickens pecking their way around the 
yard and most likely a brown chocolate lab chasing cats.  There is a big 
red barn with trim and a big fence around it that used to hold pigs but now 
is just an empty lot.  This barn is the home of rabbits, chickens, ducks, cats 
and probably a few other creatures I do not want to know about.  The barn 
smells of dirt and hay.  There are a bundle of straw bales around with 
chicken feathers on them and matted spots where the chickens have been 
sitting.  On the top level, there are just old things that are in storage and an 
occasional litter of kittens, too.  To the north of the barn is the chicken 
house.  It is a little white building with big windows in the front side.  It 
has a place for the chickens to lay their eggs and a big wooden object that 
they sit on at night to sleep.  I cannot remember what it is called for sure. 

 
Here, she shows herself to be well-versed in this place but also honest (not remembering 
the term for the roost); the farm is changed, failing (empty pig lot) but still important (so 
many details about her favorite place); she invites the reader in (by using �you�) and tries 
to stand back from her familiarity (coming up the driveway like a visitor) and straddling 
the insider/outsider perspective.  It is a complicated and yet an �easy� (as in one of �ease�) 
entry into an essay about the celebration of and recognition of the dangers of�political, 
economic, social, and physical�living on a rural, Nebraska farm.  She describes floods, 
going to sale barns, riding a combine, losing electricity and summer days playing at the 
pond.  Throughout the essay, Jennifer blends these different tones together�a mirror for 
how they are blended in actual farm life and effective rhetorical strategy.   
 
And at the end, not entirely gracefully handled but important critically, she compares this 
wealth of memory with her two months experience in Lincoln; she is looking forward to 
returning home, but it is not a naïve, romanticized return.  Her father has lost his job, the 
family is pinched for money, and the small town is no longer the same now that she has 
big city experiences.  Her move at the end of the essay, then, is to take up an identity and 
cultural location.  She is not just saying that she loves, remembers and misses the farm.  
She is saying that when �all is said and done the place that I will cherish the most are the 
days yet to come, out on the farm� (emphasis added).  This is a future cherishing, a 
deliberate choice of where to live, accepting the identities, dangers, and experiences that 
come with it. 
 
Analysis of reading response.  This kind of critical work is more explicitly stated in her 
reading responses.  Early in the semester, my comments often included, �Keep thinking 
about the why and how of your responses.�  As the semester progressed, she did just that.  
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Questions�and more importantly, tentative answers�began to appear as she responded 
to Alvarez�s text:  �I wonder if we [Americans] really make foreign people feel this way.  
I see foreign girls that I think are very pretty but they might see themselves differently� 
and �I wonder if people lose the values and customs which they have grown up around 
because they want to be more American� and �Julia also talked about putting yourself 
into your work . . . On Thanksgiving I went home and I went down to that bridge where 
my tires used to get stuck.  From that bridge I could see the whole farm . . .instantly ideas 
began to flow.�  As Jennifer begins to make connections between her own work and her 
interpretation of the texts we read, she brings a critical perspective to bear on both. 
 
Overview of Jeff�s, Pam�s, Allison�s, and Jennifer�s Portfolios 
 
Each of these four students is unique and yet typical for this class.  All four did all the 
assigned work, produced well-written essays, completed the reading, and put together 
�A� portfolios.  In varying ways, they also used their writing to consider new ideas, 
revise ideas previously held, and consider the rhetorical choices writers make in 
composing texts.  They were part of a class which involved lively discussions and regular 
attendance.  And this close study of their work has enabled me to see where my 
pedagogical aims and methods fell short, what worked, and what revisions I will make in 
future classes as I continue to refine the goals I have for students in English 150. 
 

Planned Changes 
 
I am focusing on three specific changes that I will implement�have already begun to 
implement�in my English 150 and other writing classes.  I plan to build in specific time 
for students to negotiate and reflect on the goals they have for their writing, do closer and 
more specific readings of students� texts-in-process, and articulate more clearly my 
pedagogical framework of the class. 
 
Negotiating student goals.  I observed in Jeff�s and Jennifer�s portfolios that they were 
able to meet (and exceed) the course requirements while Pam and Allison either avoided 
some of the objectives or performed they because they �had� to.  While I am not naive 
enough to think that there is a foolproof pedagogy or course design, one of the reasons I 
think this occurred is because both Jeff and Jennifer were able to tell me, fairly early in 
the semester, what they wanted to write and why.  I would like to give more of my 
students the opportunity to combine their interests and goals with the course 
requirements.  To that end, I have built in time for students to meet with me individually 
(at least once per semester), and I directly ask them what they would like to have 
completed, done, made, thought about, etc. by the end of the class.  Then, as I read, 
respond to and evaluate their writing, I make sure that I comment in some way on those 
individual goals.  Not only does this generally result in students being more motivated in 
their writing, but it also allows both of us to track their progress toward their goals, an 
important part of being able to provide evidence of their learning, a course requirement. 
 
Closer reading of student texts.  Through the process of reading and closely studying 
student essays, I found numerous connections, strategies and techniques students 
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employed that I was only dimly aware of when I read those pieces originally (like Jeff�s 
complicated work in �The Scapegoats� section and Allison�s way of surviving the class).  
I have decided to change my reading and response process.  Usually, I read and respond 
to approximately fifty essays in a 2-3 day time frame; I plan to stretch that out by reading 
a few essays a day (still shooting for a week�s turn-around), building this into my office 
hours.  I believe this will allow me more opportunities to closely consider the good work 
my students are doing. 
 
Making my pedagogy visible.  Because I was fearful of explicitly �imposing� an ideology 
on my students, I did not always explain why I responded to texts the way I did; however, 
I was still implicitly imposing that pedagogical framework, and because it was invisible, 
it was not up for negotiation.  One of the changes I have already implemented is to 
explain to my studnets my theory of response, especially that I am asking them to see 
revision as opportunities to re-think and re-see ideas, organization, story, experience, etc., 
not just a time to �fix� a draft.  Along these lines, I have also built into my classes, at 
midterm, a day when students and I discuss the way the class works and how it might be 
revised to work better.  So far, students have requested and received more peer group 
time, a re-organization of Blackboard discussion boards, and different reading material. 
 

Summary and Overall Assessment of Portfolio Process 
 
Through this process of studying my own class, writing memos, meeting with the other 
graduate teaching assistant participants and the director, and revising my reflections into 
this portfolio, I have learned, first and foremost, how to pay better attention to the 
moment-to-moment work that students and myself do to meet the course objectives.  I am 
learning to create specific goals for each day of class and to build in more time for 
reflection and revision, to continually tailor a class to the specific individuals enrolled. I 
have learned how to intervene in those moments, to let students know how and why I�m 
reading their work and to ask them what they would like to do.  I find that I take more 
extensive notes during conferences and ask students more questions, instead of assuming 
that I am interpreting their ideas correctly, even something as simple as making sure we 
define the term �revision� similarly.   
 
I have learned that the unspoken goals are still present in the classroom.  Jennifer�s 
writing in particular reveals to me how I put pressure on student writing to not only be 
�good� prose but to be read critically, i.e., read with an eye to the ways in which the 
world, communities, people, gender, etc. are represented and discussed.  I hope for 
students to be able to gain agency through their writing, to use it as a space to interrogate 
ideas and do social critique.  Yet, I have not always communicated this pedagogical aim.  
This portfolio process shoed me the imbalance between what I say I expect from students 
and what I actually expect.  I believe this imbalance came as a result of me negotiating 
my pedagogical philosophy with the �Aims and Scope� objectives for the course; this 
course portfolio helped me work out some of those inconsistencies   
 
And lastly, I am learning how much of this course portfolio process was augmented and 
stimulated by conversations with and reading the work of my fellow teachers.  Much of 
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my re-thinking of my course was catalyzed by reading and responding to material from 
other teachers� portfolios-in-process as well as getting response to my own portfolio.  As 
a group, we are all interested in asking our students to do writing that doesn�t just meet 
the requirement for producing standard academic texts but writing that requires students 
to employ critical thinking.  One of the plans my colleagues and I have already 
implemented for our work on this project is a panel presentation, which has been 
accepted at the 2003 NCTE conference.  Overall, I am glad to have had this opportunity 
to study my teaching, my students� work, and be involved in conversations with my 
colleagues about the scholarly work of teaching. 
 
 

Appendices 
 
1.  English 150-057 Course Syllabus 
2. Teaching Philosophy  
3. UNL English Department �Aim and Scope� statement 
4. English 150-057 Portfolio Guidelines 
5. Excerpts from student Portfolios 
6. Jeff�s portfolio (excerpt from �Measuring Success�; a reading response) 
7. Pam�s portfolio (a reading response; teacher response to a draft of �An 

Unbreakable Bond�; excerpt from �An Unbreakable Bond�) 
8. Allison�s portfolio (excerpt from reflective letter in final portfolio; a reading 

response) 
9. Jennifer�s portfolio (excerpt from �Small Towns�; a reading response; a 

second reading response) 
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