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Spring 2016 Graduate Student Instructor End-of-Term Reflection and Evaluation 

 
Instructor: Katya Gorecki 
 
Course title: Writing 101: Science Fiction, Science Fact  
 
 
GRADUATE STUDENT INSTRUCTOR REFLECTION: 
 
1. Describe one or two memorable moments from your experience teaching this 
semester and convey why they were memorable. 

Although not localized to a particular instance, I appreciated moments in which students 
integrated their own interests and knowledge into the course, largely unprompted. My discussions of 
course texts, which tended to be fairly unstructured and open, invited students to bring up topics 
that were often not on my agenda that produced some of the most thoughtful interactions. One 
student, for example, independently produced an interpretation of Katherine MacLean’s “The 
Diploids”	  around race that she offered in class that forced other students to engage with the text in 
ways that were beyond the original discussion (centered around scientific discourse) and that they 
had not previously considered. Another memorable instance was, surprisingly, on the last day of 
class during a discussion of the recent Twitter debate between astrophysicist Neil deGrasse Tyson 
and rapper B.o.B. on flat Eartherism. The ensuing debate on whether it was the responsibility of non-
scientist (or science communicator) public speakers to be scientifically accurate was surprisingly 
heated, and was largely informed by one student’s opposition to much of the rest of the class based 
on his knowledge of rap culture. His effective critique of the position of several other students 
actually lead him to, essentially, teach the class for a few minutes about the recent history of rap and 
was especially gratifying because in the beginning of the semester he was typically reluctant to 
participate in large discussions. 

 
2. Reflect on what you thought were the strengths of your work teaching this 
semester.  
-I felt like I was fairly good at managing and leading discussions of course texts. Students generally 
had thoughtful insights, particularly when we looked at specific passages (such as the opening of The 
Diploids.) It was not as helpful to ask students to select their own passages (either on the spot in 
class or to come prepared with a passage they wanted to talk about) primarily because they picked 
passages they liked rather than ones that were useful for close reading. 
 
-I thought that using Prezi presentations for writing instruction was more effective than handouts 
both because I was able to use them to direct the flow of the lecture itself and because it was easier 
to gauge student engagement and understanding as we went. Students seemed more apt to ask 
questions and actually process the material when they were forced to slow down.  
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September 14, 2012 

 

African-American History Search Committee 

American University 

4400 Massachusetts Avenue, NW 

Battelle Tompkins Room 137 

Washington, D.C. 2001 

Dear Members of the Search Committee: 

This letter is in response to your job ad for a tenure-track assistant professor in African-American 

History at American University. Currently, I am a Lecturing Fellow and Associate Director in the 

Thompson Writing Program, a highly selective interdisciplinary postdoctoral fellowship at Duke 

University. I received my doctorate in African American, U.S., and Latino history from Duke in 2008. 

With my record of scholarship, teaching, service, and administration in interdisciplinary contexts, I would 

be an excellent fit for this position. I hope to have the chance to demonstrate that in the coming months. 

My first book, Power to the Poor: Black-Brown Coalition and the Fight for Economic Justice, 1960-1974, 

will be published by the University of North Carolina Press in late February 2013. The inaugural volume 

in the series Justice, Power, and Politics, my book engages debates in civil rights, African American, Latino, 

and modern U.S. history. It argues that while poverty provided the greatest potential for multiracial 

coalition between African American and Mexican American activists in the 1960s and 1970s, similar 

histories of oppression were not enough to sustain collaboration. Blacks and Mexican Americans routinely 

viewed their poverty differently and had overlapping yet distinct solutions to address it. Thus, their 

relationship proved neither wholly collaborative nor competitive. Rather, meaningful coalition grew out of 

moments of multiracial conflict, while attempts at collaboration often reinforced black and Mexican 

American identities. Most broadly, this book reveals that coalitional politics and race-based identity 

politics in this era were not antithetical, but mutually reinforcing. The book also reveals complex origins 

of the Chicano movement and modern identity politics, undermines the black-white binary that persists 

in much of U.S. historical scholarship, and complicates the Wlong civil rights movementX by suggesting a 

fundamental shift in activism in the mid-1970s. I have published on several of these topics, including a 

national prize-winning article on media framing of multiracial collaboration in a civil rights context. 

To illustrate activistsZ complex interactions, my book uses a wide range of sources to examine 

several high-profile attempts at coalition, most notably Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.Zs last crusade, the Poor 

PeopleZs Campaign of 1968. Formed to demand the governmentZs rededication to the War on Poverty, 

the campaign captured the imagination of activists but also highlighted the distinct demands blacks and 

Mexican Americans brought to the campaign. Similar differences emerged within the coalition to support 

the farm worker grape boycotts; New Mexican land rights leader Reies TijerinaZs alliances with black 

power adherents; and the first WRainbow CoalitionX led by Black Panther Fred Hampton in Chicago. In 

painting a nuanced portrait, I utilize FBI files, mainstream and underground periodicals, and manuscript 

collections such as the papers of King, Tijerina, the Highlander school, and the National Welfare Rights 

Organization. As an oral historian and former journalist, I also draw on more than sixty oral histories. 

The next book project will build on the first and should fit well with the departmentZs clear 

strengths in urban, political, and public history. But it is far more than a sequel. Focusing on Chicago, 
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-I also found individual meetings with students to be particularly fruitful for both them and myself. I 
was able to tailor advice and instruction to the particular issues in their paper drafts and we would 
often collaborate in producing plans for revision and/or editing short sections of the paper as models 
for independent revision. 
 

3. What have you learned about teaching this semester that you hope to 
apply/transfer to courses you teach in subsequent semesters? 
-I feel that I could have integrated the material better. Balancing the literature and the writing 
portions of the class often felt like I was doing two things half-way rather than being able to focus. 
I’m not sure that students had sufficient preparation to discuss literature with the necessary depth to 
produce good disciplinary papers because the amount of reading needed would have conflicted 
with the writing emphasis of the course and so I found assessment difficult on macro-level issues like 
claims and argument. I probably would spend more time in the beginning of the course teaching 
essays as models rather than fiction for analysis, particularly since most of my students were not 
interested in the literary portions of my course I’m not sure that it served either of my students or 
myself to spend more time on the skills of English as a discipline.  
 
-I’ve also found that students seem to find extensive revision frustrating. I’m finding with my final 
paper students seem to respond negatively to having a relatively short assignment (~8 pages) and a 
month to work on it with several workshops in class.  
 
-I probably would stay away from interdisciplinary topics for a class like this, it was too much to cover 
and the amount of reading I could assign was inadequate for the subject. 
 
-I would have also been more formal and strict, especially in the beginning of the semester. My 
casualness as an instructor was initially productive, it seemed to enable discussion and debate, 
however in the last few weeks students have been pretty disrespectful and unengaged in the class 
and perhaps a less informal classroom environment would have prevented this. 

 
TWP EVALUATION: 

You did great work as a teacher of Writing 101, Katya. I appreciate the care you put into 
designing your course; creating a feasible schedule, determining a manageable reading load, and 
crafting an effective sequence of assignments are arduous tasks, and you were very thoughtful about 
your approach. I think it is wonderful that you recognized this semester that a more laid-back 
approach to classroom management may have set the wrong tone for your students and created a 
dynamic that ultimately wasn’t productive. I hope you use the insight you’ve gained from this 
experience to reflect on how you want to interact with students and model respectful exchanges in 
the classroom and what kind of teaching persona you want to cultivate. One of the best bits of 
advice about classroom management I received when I began teaching was that it is much easier to 
start out strict and loosen up once you’ve got a better read on your students than it is to start out 
laid back and become strict later. As you gain more experience and continue to develop your own 
teaching persona, you will find an approach that is comfortable for you and allows you to foster the 
kind of learning environment you want in the classroom. 
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It has been a pleasure working with you this semester! Thank you for your honest reflections 
on teaching, your insight into your students’ needs, and your contribution to the Thompson Writing 
Program and to the GSI team. 

Best wishes for your teaching and writing in the future. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
 
 
 

Lindsey Smith       Denise Comer 
Associate Director, First-Year Writing   Director, First-Year Writing 
lindsey.w.smith@duke.edu     comerd@duke.edu 
 


