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Writing the 

First Year,  

Where Your  

World is the 

Text 

 

Instructor: Dan Curtis-Cummins  

 

Email: dcc123@sfsu.edu  

 

 

Course Meets by Zoom 2x week. 

104.26 meets Mon/Wed at 12:30-1:45 all year 

ZOOM LINK: Dan's Virtual Classroom and Office Hrs 104.41 meets Tues/Thu at 12:30-1:45 all year 

password: profdan   104.71 meets Tues/Thu at 2:00-3:15 all year  

 

Office Hours: Monday-Thursday 10am-11am   

   

Welcome!   

Dear Students,  

Wow, what an exciting - and challenging - time to be alive! Last Spring, our way of life 

was turned upside down by the global coronavirus pandemic, which also exposed some realities 

of ‘our way of life’ that collectively, we could not accept any longer. While the Black Lives Matter 

Movement for racial justice, peace, and a redistribution of police funding is unique to our period 

of history, it is also a culmination of lots of historical work, at least in part through academia: 

through conversations, books, artwork, sociological studies, ethnographic interviews, cinematic 

documentation, and knowledge that was produced, at least in part, in radically progressive 

academic settings. Which is where my radically progressive goals as your writing teacher come in, 

 

mailto:dcc123@sfsu.edu
https://sfsu.zoom.us/j/6590299557?pwd=K2o3bEtpMlFhcVdrSlpKRndieG9DZz09


to help you connect your reading and writing to whatever you think is important in the world, 

starting with your personal experience and who you are as a person.  

I firmly believe that academic reading and writing experiences are meaningful only if we 

can make personal meaning from them, by making connections to our own past knowledge and 

experience, and asking questions to generate new knowledge that has particularly special 

meaning for us in the present. Therefore, this class really is all about you: about how you 

represent yourself and your identity; what issues are important to you and your experience; 

ultimately how you create an academic identity that is driven by your curiosity and values and 

will prepare you for meaningful participation in the world.  

College is a place of possibility and mind expansion, and this English class is no different. 

To illustrate… 

 

...Our Main Themes This Year Will Be: 

● Tapping into multiple learning styles and multiple intelligences 

● Unlearning traditional rules of writing that constrain creativity 

● ‘Co-teaching the class’ in various ways; breaking down power dynamics 

● Exploring new ways of “reading” and making connections 

● Critically examining the power dynamics of standard white English 

● Experimenting with different forms of English, or different languages in your 

writing  

● Learning the value of peer review and collaborative revision 

● Actively participating in your own Labor-based Contract Grading 

 

Critical Active Pedagogy (CAP) Principles 

By actively involving you in your learning in the above ways, I am practicing a 

“pedagogy,” or way of teaching, that will empower you to advocate for yourself, make 

intentional and original choices as readers and writers, and get the most out of your experience 

at SF State and the culture we collectively create here. In fact, this is an EXCO-ENG pilot course, 

meaning after this class, I highly encourage you to take your knowledge, experience, and curiosity to 

teach your own course, on any topic relevant to you, through the Experimental College at SFSU!  

 

Through the primary teaching methods of “Critical Active Pedagogy” based on the work of 

Paulo Freire, we will teach and learn from each other in the following ways:  

 

● Investing in the ‘ethos’ or spirit of the course by collaborating on our Shared Values 

on Day 2 of the Course 



● Regularly contributing your thoughts, experience, stories, and personal knowledge to 

class discussions. THREE MAIN WAYS TO INTERACT DURING CLASS:  

○ Share your thoughts “in person” (with camera on or off).  

○ Interact in small groups and together writing in Shared Google Slides or 

Discussion Forums on iLearn during and/or after class 

○ Participate in “reading conversations” and shared annotations with myself, 

your peers, and authors by annotating with Perusall 

 

● Building habits to ask questions that help us understand each other and the material 

better, or to challenge the class to expand our thinking 

● Working together in Book Clubs and other small group projects, set your own learning 

goals, and share your new knowledge with each other and the rest of the class 

● Teaching the class in one group teaching project per semester 

● Collaborating to negotiate rubric guidelines and feedback standards for all major 

projects  

● Helping each other through Eli Review to peer review, make revision plans, and revise 

your writing in order to grow as writers. 

● Negotiating with classmates and myself to agree on the terms of the contract, and at 

the end of the semester, you will have the chance to negotiate your own grade. 

Negotiate What? 

To pursue the course theme of “Finding your Voice” in critical ways, one kind of 

‘negotiation’ of voice involves raising questions and having a collective conversation about the 

value of standard white English. Standard white English can both limit our writing and our voices, 

but also provide a structure and meet audience expectations in certain situations, which involves 

writers in various internal negotiations. A second kind of negotiation that this conversation prompts 

is in regards to how I will grade your writing. Therefore, combining questions about standard 

English with principles of Critical Active Pedagogy, let’s discuss the second striking feature of our 

course: the grading contract.  

Another of the ways I plan to engage you in your own learning is by negotiating terms of 

a labor-based grading contract with you as a class. By using a grading contract, I am involving you 

in a movement for equity and fairness in Composition Studies, rejecting the traditional, subjective 

and sometimes oppressive ways that academic writing is graded in school.   



The Rationale Behind the Labor-based Grading Contract 

There are many reasons the labor-based grading contract makes sense, and they all boil 

down to benefits for you, the students. All of us come to reading and writing courses with different 

backgrounds and relationships with the English language, and on top of that different teachers 

and professors have judged and graded your work subjectively based on their relationship to the 

‘standard.’ The most drastic change you will probably experience in this class, responding directly 

to the changes in the academic ‘culture’ of Composition (Inoue 2015), is that your written work will 

not be graded in the traditional sense.   

As a teacher and a person, I am always trying to find better ways, or as Freire says, to 

be part of that “human practice or work [that] transforms the world” (11). I believe the 

labor-based grading contract gives everyone a more fair chance to grow as readers and writers, 

by honoring the labor involved and allowing writers to take risks and try new ways of writing, for 

new and different audiences, perhaps -- without fear of getting a bad grade. No matter who you 

are or what your relationship with the English language is, the labor-based contract takes the 

pressure out of learning by removing any animosity, guesswork, or gaming from the grading 

process. 

Being Open-minded With my Teaching; Always Looking 

for New, Better Ways... 

Therefore, I invite you to participate in this ongoing teacher-scholar-activist research on contract 

grading based on labor, your “human practice and work” in this class, and your self-reflection 

and assessment.  Essentially, your course grade will be determined by the amount of labor you put 

into this class, your self-discipline, goals, and academic habits you build, and your revision processes. 

The part we will really have to contemplate, to unlearn, is that no part of your grade will be 

related to my judgment of your writing style or language. What do you think of this so far? 

The ‘Contract’  Must Involve You 

The question above is rhetorical as much as it is direct; although I have a responsibility to you to 

provide a structured learning environment and awesome projects that will involve you in new 

experiences at SFSU, the labor-based grading contract and the classroom culture it supports 

requires participation and input from you. You will have the chance to negotiate the terms of the 

contract as a class twice during the semester. 



Pre-negotiated Contract 

Grade  # of Absences/ 

Non-participation 

# of “Nice Start, 

but…” (Partial 

complete Learning 

Activities) 

# of Late Learning 

Activities 

(past 48 hours = 

Ignored/or makeup) 

# of Ignored 

Learning 

Activities 

# of Major Projects 

Completed 

A  2 or less  0  0  0  5+ 

B  4 or less  3  5  1  5 

C  6 or less  6  8  3 or less  4 

NC  8+  5+  7+  3+  3 or less 

 

TERMS 

1. Absences/Non-Participation can only be made up for absences that are excused PRIOR 

to class by emailing Dan; participation is made up with short writing prompt. 

2. “Partial Complete Learning Activities” are any in-class or at-home activities, reading 

annotations, group projects, or essays that you do not complete in the spirit of growth 

and community that we establish as a class. 

3.  “Late Learning Activities” are any at-home activities, reading annotations, group 

projects, or essays completed after the due date, but within 48 hours of the due date. 

Please email Dan if you complete Late work. 

4. “Ignored Learning Activities” are any Late activities not completed within 48 hours of the 

due date. You can “Make up” Ignored Learning Activities with Extra credit. 

5. “Make-up Work”: Late and/or Ignored activities can be made up on an individual basis 

by agreeing with Dan to complete an independent project or teach a lesson to the class.  

6. To earn an A, which shows evidence of self-directed learning and personal motivation to 

improve and grow, you will meet the guidelines for a B AND agree with Dan to complete 

an additional independent project OR teach a lesson of your choice to the class. 

7. You get to decide your own grade in the course- and justify it in our Final conference 

based on our negotiated contract above. Therefore, don’t do half the work and think you 

will still get a B, unless you do the equivalent labor through independent extra projects 

(negotiated with Dan) instead. 

 

A Note from our theorist, Asao B. Inoue: 

“The default grade, then, for the course is a ‘B.’  In a nutshell, if you do all that is asked of you in the 

manner and spirit it is [negotiated], if you work through the processes we establish and the work we 



assign ourselves during the semester, then you’ll get a ‘B.’ If you miss class, turn in assignments late, 

or forget to do assignments, etc., your grade will be lower” (Inoue 332; emphases added by me).     

 

(No) Final Note on Course Grades… 

Therefore, although I will still have the ‘final say’ in your course grade, you should know exactly 

what to expect for a B. In essence, your “B” will be based on: 

● The completion of most reading and writing assignments, discussions, and group projects; 

and contribution to the overall classroom culture “in the manner and spirit it [is] asked” 

(Inoue 332), or rather, negotiated. 

● Your weekly labor journal and self-assessment at the end of the semester 

● Our mid-semester and end-of-semester conference (two required Office Hours visits to 

discuss your labor in the course) 

● Mutual trust, honesty, and respect for each other as professionals with negotiated goals. If 

you feel something is unfair or want to discuss make-up work, let’s talk! 

 

Weekly Labor Journal  

An important habit we will develop is reflection, primarily through your Weekly Labor 

Journal. The Labor Journal will help you reflect on your habits, time management, breakthroughs, 

challenges, and feelings about your reading and writing. The Labor Journal will also give us a 

chance to communicate, for you to tell me anything you think I should know about your labor, and 

to help me assess how well you are progressing, what areas we need to practice more, and 

where you may be especially engaged or stimulated positively by your learning. I will set aside 

time in class to start your Labor Journals each week. 

Major Course Projects 

Fall Semester 

1. “The Writing Project”  

2. “Purpose Project #1” 

3. The Reading Project in Book Clubs 

4. Group Teaching Project with Book Clubs 

5. “Digital Portfolio” and Self-Assessment Letter  

Spring Semester 

6. The Visual Reading Project  

7. Purpose Project #2  

8. Inquiry Project Choice(s) 

9. Group Teach-in on a topic of your choice related to major 

10. “Spring Portfolio Prompt” and Self-Assessment Letter  

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1KQQfL2PoXdbjwYoiTWnNetl4K98-q-ojPuQSsSXNsso/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1I77v7kvy1sImo82L0zSYTDhDw1vDk8HvxNFHCqFDdh0/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1PEgHBeE1HWOYdGe9rkgj8trZlxYLiQFs1V9hb-UzPns/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/11R711tkmR_aTv_r85CZupf3hir-xwjvyALlaWVOj6Pg/edit?usp=sharing


Learning and Teaching Technology  

In order to learn, grow, and prepare better with technology, (and save paper and money), we 

will use: 

● www.hypothes.is to read and annotate on-screen, and in groups;   

○ Intro to hypothes.is activity from Day 1 here... 

● Google Docs/Slides to write all essays/projects. Store in Google Drive. 

○ instructions on SHARING and collaborating online with googledocs 

● Eli Review to grow as writers by giving and receiving peer feedback. 

Zero Cost Course Materials (ZCCM) 

In addition to contract grading, another change I’ve recently made is to make our course texts 

available for free online, through our iLearn site. We will read the textbook and Course Reader 

developed by myself and colleague Jolie Goorjian, titled readingandwritingyour.world. 
Although this is a digitally-based, zero-cost course, you may consider printing the reading 

and annotating directly into the margins with a pen or pencil, especially if you are new to 

reading on screen. We will gradually work towards active online reading habits using hypothes.is 

to annotate. Download the extension or Bookmarklet to your browser at hypothes.is.  
 

Know Your Rights and Campus Resources  

● SFSU Statement on Title IX Sex & Gender Discrimination; resist gendered and sexual 

violence & rape culture! 

● The SAFE Place - (415) 338-2208; reporting and support for survivors of abuse. 

● SFSU Title IX Resources, including transgender resources and equity issues. 

● “The Safe Zone” alliance, program to support the LGBTQ community at SFSU 

● Disability Rights and Access Statement; Disability Programs & Resource Center 

● DREAM Resource Center - "undocugators" 

● See iLearn “Campus Resources for your Belonging and Success” for more. 

 

Health is Wealth 

● Counseling and Psychological Services CaPS -(415) 338-2208 

● Student Health (Medical) Services -(415) 338-1251 

http://www.hypothes.is/
https://docs.google.com/document/d/161V4HPk7-6m_v0QJYsNjJoIzGRzs-eUWfkvZj1J376Q/edit#heading=h.n5b94eezu2nl
https://www.google.com/docs/about/
https://www.google.com/drive/
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ayricm_bZyJYC-_329_yyqFwO1yBPf8Eaq_bWDckGhQ/edit?usp=sharing
https://app.elireview.com/
http://readingandwritingyour.world/
http://hypothes.is/
http://hypothes.is/
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https://titleix.sfsu.edu/
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● Mashouf Wellness (Recreation) Center 

● We will practice “mindfulness” and meditation at various points in the semester 

Academic Honesty and Ethics 

● Plagiarism is serious. Quote and cite your sources. Own your voice and be proud of your 

labor. For information, guidelines, and academic probation policies: 

http://lca.sfsu.edu/faculty/plagiarism-resources 

What You Are Supposed to Learn in ENG 104/105 

● CLICK HERE for Student Learning Outcomes for our course, and how they link to our 

activities and assignments. “Student Learning Outcomes” are the English Department’s 

goals for your learning. 

 

Click Here for iLearn Site/ Weekly Schedule 

Tutoring and Academic Support Center (TASC)   The 

most important thing you can remember in your first year is -- you are not alone!  Among other 

resources, including myself, the new tutoring center, TASC, is here to help you, even if that’s just to 

have a guided, focused place to study and write. They have tutors in all major subject areas. If 
you have a hard time focusing or ‘laboring’ efficiently, go to TASC once a week!  Visit 

https://ueap.sfsu.edu/tutoring for more information or to make an appointment. 

Office Hours, Course Final, and My Extra Support 

● Office Hours are Monday-Thursday 10:00-11:00  

● My virtual office link is https://sfsu.zoom.us/my/dan.cc 

● Additionally, part of our contract includes one mid-semester and one Finals Week 

Conference to discuss your labor in the course and your self-assessment; to avoid any 

guessing about the grade you can expect in the course based on your academic labor in 

the class. Use the Virtual Office Link for any scheduled conferences, and show up on time! 

● Your required Final for the course will take place in the Finals Week Conference, and will only 

involve discussing and reflecting on the projects you revised for your Portfolio. 

● The best way to reach me is by email, dcc123@sfsu.edu. 

https://member.campusrec.sfsu.edu/
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● I am genuinely here to support you in your journey through this class and SFSU more 

generally; let me know how I can help!  

 

 

Meet my cat. That’s Bruce.  And this is: 

“Discipline” by Dead Prez (2000) for a good reminder 

once in a while. Let’s have fun this semester! 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lVBYF1BAZz0

