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From the Chair 

With Thanksgiving approaching as I write this, 
it seems fitting that I would have a lot of heart-
felt thanks to give in this issue. Having read 
feedback from participants, I think the 2017 
TYCA-PNW/PNWCA Joint Conference was a 
success, thanks to the engagement, hard 
work, and thoughtfulness of our members and 
organizers. So, thank you to everyone who 
participated last month. Presenters are pas-
sionate about their teaching and learning com-
munities, and attendees brought critical ques-
tions and insights to all of the sessions I had 
the opportunity to take in.  

The TYCA-PNW Regional Executive Commit-
tee is thankful for our conference keynote 
speaker, Professor Christie Toth from the Uni-
versity of Utah, who urged us all to “stay prick-
ly,” productively prickly so that we can push 
our institutions to be even stronger moving 
forward. Knowing that faculty across our re-
gion are working to implement the ideas we 
shared in Tacoma reaffirms my optimism for 
our students and our profession, despite the 
many obstacles we articulate. Let’s not settle 
where changes are needed.  

Thank you to everyone who provided feed-
back on this year’s conference. Members said 
that they found our theme of “Resist/Persist: 
Teaching and Tutoring College Writers for 
Justice, Safety, and Progress” to be an im-
portant framework for our topics and discus-
sions this year, that they valued 
“contemplating the topics of equity, politics, 
and, of course, composition.” Many respond-
ents said they would be integrating ideas 
from presentations into their courses and 
departments. I want to encourage present-
ers to follow up on their work, perhaps 
proposing topics at the national NCTE and 
CCCC conferences next year. Such vital 
conversations should continue.  

Of course, there will be changes to our 
conference moving forward. Each site 
offers unique challenges, and budgets 
vary from year to year. The most con-
sistent suggestions we received were to 
improve lunch offerings, and to provide 

more time for the keynote speaker’s presenta-
tion. Duly noted. We’d love to provide a full 
spread for Saturday’s lunch next year, but it 
may depend on how much change we can find 
between the cushions, so to speak.  

Conferences like ours give us a chance to 
meet so many wonderful and brilliant people 
from around the country. Attendance reached 
174 this year, with 91 PNWCA (faculty/WPA 
and student consultants combined) and 83 
TYCA-PNW members coming together in Oc-
tober. This exceeded the planning commit-
tee’s goal based on previous conferences, 
and we aim to have even more faculty (and 
student tutors) in attendance next year. I hope 
our members along the I-5 corridor will make 
the trek across the high desert to next year’s 
conference. (Location TBA soon!) 

I want to thank the 2017 conference planning 
committee specifically. These folks worked 
tirelessly all year to make the conference hap-
pen. For most of us on the committee, this 
was our first time planning a conference. 
There was certainly a learning curve. We’re 
fortunate that our TYCA-PNW Treasurer Kris 
Fink (Portland Community College) provided 
much-needed experience as registrar/
treasurer for the conference. Rebecca Disrud 
(UW-Tacoma) steered us with patience and 
foresight, and Jacob Martens (UW-Tacoma) 
was the diligent taskmaster who made sure 
every piece was in place throughout the plan-
ning process. Sandra Gruberg (Central Wash-
ington) assembled a fantastic PNWCA pro-
gram. We look forward to working with PNW-
CA President Amanda Hill (Cornish) and their 
members again next year. 
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every piece was in place throughout the planning process. San-
dra Gruberg (Central Washington) assembled a fantastic PNWCA 
program. We look forward to working with PNWCA President 
Amanda Hill (Cornish) and their members again next year. 

On another note, I want to thank our outgoing webtender, Tim 
Roe (Spokane Community College), and welcome our new 
webtender, Jean Mittelstaedt (Chemeketa Community College). 
Tim helped rescue our website from crisis and has been a valued 
member of TYCA-PNW for years. Jean brings a great deal of 
technical and classroom experience to the executive committee, 
so we’re confident this will be a smooth transition.  

Finally, thanks, again, to each of you for all you do for your cam-
pus community and for our organization. May 2018 bring you 
health, happiness, and continued persistence.  

Travis Margoni 
Yakima Valley Community College 

“Summer Lake & Diablo Mountain WSA”  by Bureau of Land Management CC BY 2.0 
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Improving 

Students’ 

Critical 

Thinking 

Skills 

Teresa Thonney 
Columbia Basin College 

“The Bird Dance Steps” by Marty Bond. CC BY 2.0 

For a recent assessment study on my campus, a colleague and I 

invited faculty members to define critical thinking in their disci-

plines. Not surprisingly, all of the respondents (representing 21 

disciplines) said they consider teaching students to think critically 

to be important. They even identified many of the same skills in 

their definitions of critical thinking, including applying knowledge 

to new situations, challenging assumptions, and considering dif-

ferent viewpoints. 

Why, then, if critical thinking is valued and taught across disci-

plines, aren’t students better critical thinkers? One reason is that 

before entering college, most students have not done much criti-

cal thinking in school. They are accustomed to receiving 

knowledge, memorizing it, and repeating it back to the instructor. 

A more obvious reason is that thinking critically is hard work, and 

even for students willing to do the work, critical thinking gains oc-

cur slowly.  

But critical thinking skills can be developed over time, and instruc-

tors can encourage that development in their students. In this 

article, I summarize some of what the critical thinking research 

says about fostering critical thinking in the classroom. Specifically, 

I summarize five ways to get students to engage with and think 

about course material.  

Teach Students How to Take Notes. As disciplinary ex-

perts, we sometimes forget how challenging it can be to 

take notes in a field new to us. Students must process 

information, distinguish important ideas from supporting details, 

produce new text (their notes), all while receiving additional new 

information (Piolat, Olive, & Kellogg, 2005). Even experienced 

students can struggle when taking notes about unfamiliar sub-

jects, as Sheila Tobias (1993) observed when she asked college 

professors and graduate students to become students in fields 

different than their own. One non-science professor, for example, 

listening to lectures on “waves in elastic media,” found that deter-

mining what is important and what is not is difficult when you have 

no previous knowledge in the field. Similarly, science and engi-

neering professors found lectures in English literature unstruc-

tured and difficult to follow.  

Unfamiliarity with the subject is one reason many students take 

incomplete and inaccurate notes (Kobayashi, 2006; Baker & Lom-

bardi, 1985). Given this reality, it can be tempting to provide stu-

dents with detailed notes or outlines in PowerPoint slides. This 

way we know students have complete and accurate information. 

However, when students copy what others have written, the 

“encoding” that occurs when composing their own notes is lost, 

and they are less likely to remember information they did not rec-

ord in their own way (Kiewra, Benton, & Lewis, 1987; King, 1992; 

Kobayashi, 2006). In one study set in psychology classes, for 

example, some course concepts were presented in prepared 

slides, which students copied verbatim. Other concepts were ex-

plained in lectures, and students were directed to summarize the 

information and add their own examples. On exams, students 

scored significantly higher on the questions about concepts they 

had written about using their own words, and eight weeks later, 

students had retained more of the information they had summa-

rized (Gingerich et al., 2014).  

To help students learn to summarize when taking notes, Erickson, 

Peters, and Strommer (2006) recommend stopping occasionally 

and asking students to rewrite the notes they’ve taken as if writing 

to a friend. Instructors might also stop early in the term to display 

notes they have written to illustrate how to condense information 

and organize main ideas. Other ways to help students take good 

notes include pausing to let students formulate questions, embed-

ding organization cues into lectures, providing visual reinforce-

ment of key terms or concepts, and signaling that an idea is im-

1. 
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notes include pausing to let students formulate questions, embed-

ding organization cues into lectures, providing visual reinforce-

ment of key terms or concepts, and signaling that an idea is im-

portant (by repeating, writing key words on the board, or telling 

students an idea is “important”). PowerPoint slides are useful for 

displaying examples or illustrations, but when we provide students 

with detailed outlines of lecture material we miss an opportunity to 

promote understanding and retention.   

Promote Thinking in the Classroom. Asking students to 

summarize lectures is one way to encourage thinking dur-

ing class. Additional ways include asking students to prac-

tice a new skill (such as paraphrasing or quoting), write in re-

sponse to questions that require analysis, or explain what they’ve 

read to a partner. Working in pairs or small groups is a particularly 

effective way to get students engaged and produces greater 

learning gains than working individually (Johnson, Johnson, & 

Stanne, 2000). In their book Collaborative Learning Techniques, 

Barkley, Major, and Cross (2014) describe 35 collaborative learn-

ing activities that can be adapted for many classrooms. One activ-

ity for history courses, for instance, involves asking students to 

arrange events chronologically and identify the cause/effect rela-

tionships that helped them infer the chronology. This activity could 

be adapted to composition courses by asking students to arrange 

several drafts of a paper in the order they were composed and 

identify how they determined the correct order.  

Teach Students How to Read in the Discipline. Reading is 

another way students obtain new information, but reading 

textbooks in a discipline like literature differs dramatically 

from reading textbooks in biology or mathematics, and students 

don’t always know how to adjust their reading methods (Tobias, 

1993). We can help students by showing them how to read the 

texts we assign. 

One particularly useful technique is annotating texts by summariz-

ing ideas in the margins. When students annotate in this way, 

they translate ideas into their own words, which requires them to 

both comprehend what they’ve read and determine what infor-

mation warrants summarizing. In addition, summarizing helps 

students remember what they’ve read (Brown, Roediger, & 

McDaniel, 2014). (For the same reasons, annotating notes is a 

better study technique than re-reading or memorizing notes.) De-

spite the benefits of annotating, most students prefer to underline 

or highlight or make no marks at all while reading. Instructors can 

encourage annotating by demonstrating how to annotate a text or 

showing one of the available YouTube videos illustrating the pro-

cess. Instructors can also talk about the benefits of annotating. 

One study students may find interesting was conducted by Simp-

son and Nist (1990). Students in developmental classes were 

either taught to annotate the assigned texts (from history, psychol-

ogy, and sociology) or taught to preview and generate questions 

and answers about the texts. Students who annotated performed 

significantly better on the three course exams than did students in 

the preview/questions group, and they reported spending less 

time studying for the exams. No matter how many times we re-

mind students of the value of annotating, however, the only way to 

get some students to annotate is by requiring it until annotating 

becomes a habit.  

Show Students How to Think Like Experts in the Disci-

pline. We can all identify specific skills students struggle 

with in our courses. For these trouble spots, explanations 

are often insufficient; students need to see how an expert would 

accomplish the task. There are many skills we can model for stu-

dents, including how to evaluate claims and sources, how to make 

inferences and predictions while reading, and how to revise an ill-

structured sentence. After seeing a process modeled, students 

need practice and feedback.  

Each of us no doubt has classroom exercises for modeling specif-

ic skills, and we work with colleagues willing to share how they 

demonstrate new skills to their students. One of my colleagues, 

for example, distributes a stack of journal articles in class when 

teaching bibliography format. Students work with these examples 

to learn how to find the details they need to create citations. Pub-

lished examples of classroom activities are also easy to find. 

Ardizzone, Breithaupt, and Gutjahr (2004), for instance, describe 

how they model how to write a poem and how to recognize sym-

bolic language for creative writing and literature students. Through 

modeling, the authors note, students “observe that their professor 

actually makes choices instead of merely presenting a solu-

tion” (p. 55).  

Believe in Students’ Capabilities and Assess What Mat-

ters. When Lisa Tsui (2001) conducted interviews and 

class observations at two colleges, each with low admis-

sion standards, she determined that a “prerequisite” to critical 

thinking gains is that instructors challenge students to think criti-

cally. While this may seem obvious, it is not always easy when 

working with students unprepared for college-level reading and 

writing. It’s easier to simply give students the information they 

need and require them to learn (i.e., memorize) the material. This 

is what Tsui found faculty members did at the college that saw low 

critical thinking gains among students. Because instructors didn’t 

believe students had the basic skills needed for higher-level think-

ing, they tended to use a traditional “transmission of knowledge” 

teaching style. Conversely, students at the other college had high 

critical thinking gains. At that college, faculty members across 

disciplines assign reading and writing. Coursework is rigorous, but 

instructors believe students are capable of rising to the challenge. 

In addition, team-teaching, student cohorts, and seminars are 

common, as are opportunities for faculty members to learn from 

each other about how to help unprepared students become better 

critical thinkers.  

 If we want students to understand that we value application of 

knowledge over accumulation of information, that we value quality 

of thinking more than “the right answer,” and that we value read-

ing (comprehension) skills over memorization skills, our evalua-

tion methods should reflect these values. We develop critical 

thinking skills when we give students open-ended tasks and “real  

2. 
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“Bridge” by Goran Fazil, College of Western Idaho 

thinking skills when we give students open-ended tasks and “real 

world” problems; when we ask students to write to “real” audienc-

es or conduct original research; and when we give students as-

signments that cannot be completed by just parroting back what 

they hear in lectures or class discussion.  

Conclusion 

Each term, we encounter students who have below-college-level 

skills in reading, writing, or math—students who need reasoning 

skills to succeed in college, to achieve their career goals, and to 

become contributing members of society. We can foster critical 

thinking gains in students by showing them how to think critically 

and by repeatedly challenging them to think critically in our clas-

ses and assignments.  
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Office Hour 
 
I am trying, my writing student spits at me, 

not knowing trying is not an active verb, 

though it still means exasperation, straining 

as it were, to the limit. 

 And she is. 

Sentences that aren’t. Tenses wrong: “Yesterday 

sucks. Today sucked, too.” I see her forehead  

folded like a fan as she tries 

to find her way through these words that look 

like a dense forest. She can’t tell a noun  

from an adjective. 

 On her self-evaluation of the last paper 

she titled “Sel-Yourself,” she wrote: 

“I said yesterday sucks, but you said it should be 

sucked and add mor spesfics. Well, I don’t no 

any of them. They don’t live in my nayborhood.” 

 Now we are meeting in my office. 

I have to pass this stupid class, 

but you are trying to fail me. I’m trying my hardest,  

and I deserve a good grade for trying so hard. 

 We go over the essay criteria again: 

You need a clear purpose and thesis statement. 

Evaluation. And specifics, details. 

You can’t just write that abortion is wicked. 

She puts her hands over her ears. 

 I tell you what, Addie, let’s look at  

what specifics mean. For instance, 

what makes abortion wicked?  

Addie, how is it wicked? 

 Well, the Lord says not to kill. 

And that’s in the Bible, right? So you could use 

that for a quote. That will help your reader  

understand better.  

 And it hurts. Your insides heave like an earthquake. 

That’s a great simile and description. 

How do you know this? Her head is down. I know now, 

but I go on for the sake of the paper:  You need to let  

your reader see this and then you need  

to show why abortion in some cases might be good 

or use some quotes from people who favor abortion. 

 She looks up. Addie, let’s work on the essay 

another day. Her forehead unclenches. Would you be 

willing to go with me to the counselor’s office 

to talk to her about some things? The counseling 

is free.  

 I’m trying my best, teacher. 

I know, Addie, I’m trying, too. 

Diagramming 
 
My fifth grade teacher taught us to diagram 
sentences. Now I diagram news reports to make sense 
of the homemade bomb that leaves a man half  
of himself, though the wheelchair doubles his weight. 
 
One of the bomb maker’s teachers is still at work 
in his bomb-making classroom with its dozen 
students and hundreds of pipes and fuses. 
In the elementary arithmetic class across town 
 
children learn two plus two and the mystery 
of subtraction. They memorize a poem or two. 
Consider trajectories–two paths that diverge,  
curves that hollow, and orbits that tie together  
 
the killer’s hardened old shoes with the bomb maker.  
That was yesterday. Today the young are trying 
out their new words while the dead poets  
are both dead and not dead. All words are new 
 
in a different context. The bomb maker’s teacher 
may love an idea more than children. 
There is no one who can, with certainty, diagram 
a bomb maker’s mind or the number of dead. 

 

Poems by Susan Landgraf 

Highline College 

“Fog and Frost” by Bonnie  CC BY 2.0 
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Lisa Ede Teaching Excellence Award 

Call for Nominations 

• Do you have a colleague you regularly consult when you’re vexed? 

• Does someone in your department bubble up with ideas and approaches to working with students? 

• Do you know a teacher who works quietly behind the scenes to help students in subtle ways? 

• Do you know an adjunct who’s full of energy, ideas, and diligence and whose paygrade doesn’t 
measure up to his or her value? 

If you answered yes to any of these, then please nominate that colleague for the Lisa Ede Teaching award. 
The $500 award is lovely, and the plaque is priceless.  

Submission deadline: July 15th, 2018 

To submit nominations, please complete a nomination form available here or on the PNW-TYCA 
webpage. The nomination form asks for contact information as well as information about the nominee re-
garding his or her teaching, service, and scholarship. Award criteria are noted on the PNW-TYCA webpage: 
http://www.tyca-pnw.org/lisaede 

Plum Rains 

 

Sky darkens mid-morning to night. 

Sheets of rain raise Shanghai streets 

into rivers, bicyclists shrouded 

by red and blue plastic capes churning  

the current. The air is humid, a blanket 

scented with magnolias. 

 

One student told me his school 

scores were poor. His father beat him. 

His days stretched longer 

than the Chang Jiang and his thoughts 

flooded with silt, mud-brown 

like the swirling current. 

 

In the classroom, my students bend 

over their examinations, black ink 

bleeding into the pages. 

The Poet Who Was Afraid                 
 

...these days I lose and lose...  
Richard Blessing 

 
Words were lost birds. 
They hovered 
between thought and paper: 
"t"s couldn't carry  
their crosses, "o"s deflated. 
 
Fingers tap tap tapped 
like his cane 
across the floor for direction. 
Habits caught like lint 
in the waiting time. 
 
Some memories sprung 
like hundred-year-old angiosperms 
that bloomed over self-pity.  
Love catted in,  
chose his lap. 
 
In that winter landscape  
he wrote: 
 

what we have, 
 

bald and unglossed, 
 

is only what we are. 
 

Voting Box 

 

It has a mouth that opens.  

Thousands of names drop in. Over time 

millions. Counted by machines 

that can’t be biased. Won’t get 

the numbers wrong. But before the box 

there are the board rooms, behind- 

closed-door meetings, money transfers 

slipped palm to palm, deals sealed. 

Before the voting box, broken deals, 

new plans branded, bartered, boxed.  

Pedestals toppled. Like ants  

the citizens trail, casting their vote. 

“PC280059” by Paul Pitman CC BY 2.0 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1-RyO-XRprG8qMJkPosr3SdeoTyLAl5eK2-AJH5JZu3A/viewform?edit_requested=true
http://www.tyca-pnw.org/lisaede
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Pacific View 

Call for Submissions 

Submissions for the following sections will be considered for the next 
issue: 

• Practical Matters, which gives specific classroom activities 
• Student Talk, providing a student’s perspective on learning 
• Professional Development, ideas on developing self and/or oth-

ers (new section) 
• Intersections, addressing thoughts on theory and/or philosophy of 

teaching (formerly Guest Spotlight) 
• Creative Outlet, a spot where colleagues can exhibit their creative 

side (replacing Poetry to include a broader spectrum of the cool 
things we do) 

• Interactions, addressing articles in the previous issue (new sec-
tion) 

 
Submissions can be short or long (but not dissertation long) and sent 
electronically to ryanwitt@cwidaho.cc in an attached document form 
(preferably Word). Be sure to include your school affiliation along with 
your name, address, phone, and email.  

Because of the variety of genres, we will accept an abstract or full 
piece for review. Abstracts are not required, particularly for smaller 
pieces. 

Abstract deadline: Sept. 20th; Full piece deadline: October 15th; We 
will notify abstract submissions of their status no later than Sept. 30th 

“Freezle” by Mark Harris  CC BY 2.0 

Pacific View is published twice a year, fall/winter and spring/summer, by TYCA–PNW Association, an affiliate of NCTE. Pacific 
View is an online only publication. All rights and title reserved, but feel free to share contents with colleagues.  

Editors: Ryan Witt (ryanwitt@cwidaho.cc) College of Western Idaho, MS 2000, P.O. Box 3010, Nampa, ID 83653 and  
Andrea Ascuena (andreaascuena@cwidaho.cc) College of Western Idaho, MS 2000, P.O. Box 3010, Nampa, ID 83653  

TYCA-PNW Membership Information 

Membership is usually paid for via conference registration, but people who want to join or renew their 

membership and do not plan to attend the conference may do so by mail or electronically. An electronic 

form and payment option will be available soon at http://tyca-pnw.org/.  

Mail membership should include Name, Home Address, College affiliation, Telephone, Email, Website (if 

applicable), and membership status to NCTE. Checks can be made payable to TYCA-PNW. One-year 

membership is $20 for full-time faculty, $10 for students, part-time & retired faculty 

Laura May 
Writing Center Director, Grandview Campus, L110D 
Yakima Valley Community College  
P.O. Box 22520  
Yakima,  WA 98907-2520 
 

http://tyca-pnw.org/

