Oral History Questions—Answers by Kristin Bivens of Harold Washington College in Chicago

Opening
-- Tell me about your work teaching writing?  Where did you start your career?  Where have you taught.
I teach writing at Harold Washington College in Chicago.  It’s a two-year city college located in downtown Chicago.  I started my teaching career at Western Illinois University as a full-time faculty member in 2004 and I stayed there until the end of the spring semester 2006.  I teach Comp I, Comp II, Lit and Film, and I will teach Comp II for science majors in the fall, which is a hybrid course, too.  
-- How did you get into your current career?  
Luckily, professional decisions have come very easy for me.  I earned a teaching assistantship in grad school, and I thought, hey, I think I can do this (with some guidance)!  

Grad school
-- Where did you do your graduate work?
I did my graduate work at Western Illinois University.  I earned an MA in English Language and Literature in 2003.    
-- What were you goals for your career and life in graduate school?  How did those change over time?  
Personally, my grad school years were socially very, very enjoyable.  I was able to manage my time to excel as a student, but thrive as the social butterfly I have always been.  In grad school, I just wanted to learn.  I wanted to learn as much as I could.  I don’t think I could have articulated what my professional goals were in grad school.  I was young, inexperienced, but in the midst of many different experiences.    
-- Did you have any significant mentors or influences in graduate school?
My mentor was the Director of the Writing Program, Alice Robertson.  She was an excellent teacher and a good friend.  She influenced me greatly, but mostly she was supportive and encouraging.  I had another influence.  I will not name her, but she told me to transfer graduate programs after the end of my first semester.  She told me I was too good for this program.  After I decided to stay, she told me to remember this: “you will get out of your education whatever you put into it.”  I have never forgotten this piece of advice.  I pass it along, every semester, to my students who, sometimes, feel stigmatized by being at a two-year institution.   
-- What is your favorite memory from grad school?  What’s your least favorite?
My favorite memory from grad school was meeting my favorite poet, Evan Boland.  My un-named influence above knew of my passion for Boland’s poetry and prose, so when she was on campus for a reading, she asked me if I would drive her from campus to her hotel.  I was in awe, but Boland wasn’t what I expected.  She was sincere when she answered my star struck, inexperienced questions about her writing.   I also experienced a broken engagement in grad school.  During this time, Alice Robertson reminded me who I was and why I was there.  My work really did thrive, and I used it as a way to move through my sadness and disappointment.  I learned a lesson here: you can be passionate about your profession, about your romantic relationships, about your life, but the passion and effort you exert into your scholarship, research, and/or courses will be returned to you.  
-- What advice about the profession do you wish you have followed from mentors or colleagues?  What is some advice (about the profession) that you're glad you ignored?
The women you look up to; the women you work with; the women around you have been there.  You’re probably not experiencing something that hasn’t been discussed, dreaded, or divined.  Talk with these women.  I have saved thousands on therapy (probably) because of the advice my female counterparts and professors have imparted me with!  

Current Professional Life and Career Paths
-- Tell me about how you decided what jobs to apply to or what positions to accept?
I applied for the position I am currently at because I wanted to be in an urban environment, surrounded by culture and a variety of individuals with different experiences from me.  I wanted to teach.  I wanted to be challenged in the classroom in a way that I hadn’t been before.  I wanted to make sure I made the right career decision to teach.  I have.  :  )
-- Who are you professionally indebted to? That is, who has offered you mentorship, guidance, encouragement or inspiration as a scholar?
Professionally, I feel indebted to Alice Robertson.  I have felt, for a long time, she provided me with guidance that has set me on the path I am currently, and happily, on.  As a feminist scholar, she has always been someone I could look up to.  She doesn’t come to the Cs anymore in order to free up funding for those in the tenure process.  How admirable is that?  I have made many decisions, especially while working with interns from De Paul, to follow her lead.  To support young women who are entering our profession.    
-- How would you characterize your relationship with your coworkers? Your institution?
I wish I had more time to spend with my colleagues.  Teaching can be very isolating, especially while I was in the tenure process.  I have had to reach out to my colleagues outside of school hours to maintain relationships with them.  It hasn’t been easy, especially as my workload has, seemingly, perpetually increased.  My relationship with my institution is mostly agreeable.  I feel supported by colleagues, by my department chairs, by the administration.  It’s a good feeling.  
-- How do you divide your time between teaching, research, and service? Why do you divide your time in this manner?
I really don’t think about how I divide my time.  It seems that it’s a third, a third, a third for teaching, research, and service on some days, but not on others.  I am tenured, now.  I am an assistant professor.  It seems as though I could now solely focus on my teaching, but my colleagues encourage me to consistently delve into new research projects!  
-- What courses do you teach?  
I teach Comp I, Comp II, Lit and Film, and I will teach a Comp II for science majors.  I am also the writing specialist for an Undergraduate Research Collaborative (supported by the National Science Foundation) for students in chemistry, biology, and science.  Once, I thought about dabbling in a College Success Course I helped to design, but I decided against it.  
-- What pedagogical approach(es) do you use in your teaching?
The main pedagogical approach I use is empowerment via personal responsibility (and civic engagement).  Once, I taught a Comp I course with a service learning emphasis, which was funded by a grant.  It was a wonderfully themed course based on post-Katrina Gulf Coast, but it was extremely difficult for students to complete the service learning component.  Now, I focus on personal responsibility; and, I still use the post-Katrina Gulf Coast themed Comp I course I designed.  
-- What's your philosophy of teaching?
Seems to change.  I will leave it at that, right now.  My philosophy of teaching isn’t static, and it is changing right now.    
-- What role do you like to assume with your students? Why?
I would like to take a facilitator’s role, but I feel like a drill sergeant most of the time, constantly enforcing consequences to poor decisions (late work, tardiness, etc.).  
-- What service responsibilities  do you have?   
I serve as a faculty advisor for a student club.  I have thought about running for Faculty Council, but I am designing a course right now, so I would like to focus on my teaching before I extend into the realm of service any more than I already am.  
-- Are you an administrator? If so, tell me about that work?
No, but I feel as though I am heading in that direction.  I am not sure how I feel about this.  I have discussed it with my husband, who is in HR, but it seems as though the decision may be made for me.  
-- Do you have time for research? If so, describe your research.   
Not today.  (Maybe tomorrow . . .)  :  )  
-- What is the most valuable aspect of your career? The least valuable?
The most valuable aspect of my career is opportunities for professional development and discussion.  The least valuable, without a doubt, is dealing with “Chicago paperwork.”  Ugh.  I can not even describe how often my forms, requisitions, and requests are “lost” or “never received.”  It’s is frustrating beyond belief.  

Plans, Choices, and Challenges
-- Tell me about an unconventional choice you made in your career and why it paid off or why it didn't.
I’m not sure, yet.  
-- How do you balance your personal life w/ your professional life?
I try to leave work at work.  I try not to grade or work at home.  I go to a coffee shop, so when I am home, I am home.  It’s happening in stages—my time management and balance between my professional and persona life.  I am a newlywed.  Thankfully, I am already tenured, and he didn’t have to experience but half of that process.  I am working on it.  Rubrics are my best friend, most days.  I work hard while on campus.  I try not to work on the weekends, unless absolutely necessary.  My husband is very understanding, but I feel as though it’s going to be an entirely different game when we have children.  I think the word “no” will be used much more often.  
-- Who do you consider as part of your family? How has your academic career affected your family life? 
My blood family is two hundred miles away.  My husband is my family in Chicago, along with my urban family. My urban family is fantastic, and it is composed of friends who are professionals—they offer interesting insights into my profession.  I suppose I will have to wait to more fully answer this question until I have children, though!  
-- What plans have you or did you put on hold to pursue your career?
I didn’t put any plans on hold.  I did pursue tenure with an MA, so I suppose I have put the PhD on hold, but I am doing what I want to do, teaching who I want to teach, and I am tenured.  I don’t know if the PhD is the necessity that I once thought it was.  A colleague once said to me, “. . . be careful when you decide to pursue a PhD—some people just want you to validate their own decisions.”  A week later, though, and consistently since then, she has encouraged be to pursue a PhD!  Huh?  This has been a little perplexing!
-- Have you since realized some of these goals? If so, how and why did you do so?
Too early to tell.  Check again with me in five, ten years!  
-- What new plans have been made possible by your choice of career?
This summer, I will spend sixty-four days abroad on a honeymoon with my husband.  Because of my career choice, I will be able to enjoy these sixty-four days of honeymooning with my husband!  If I were in a different career, I do no think I would be able to do this.  The flexibility of schedule from my profession is a definite perk!
-- In what ways has personal satisfaction motivated your professional choices?
I taught at Western, but I really do feel like I teach at Harold Washington College.  I feel satisfied in my career.  When I doubt my career choice, which happens several times an academic year, I re-read e-mails, notes, and letters from former students.  
-- "When you look back on your career thus far, what has been the most difficult challenge you faced?" (Ballif ,Davis, and Mountford 323)
The most difficult challenge I have faced is the decision to pursue a PhD.  I am decidedly undecided on this!  
-- "If you were able to begin your career all over again, what would you do differently?" (Ballif, Davis, and Mountford 323)
I am completely satisfied with the decisions I have made.  I do not think I would do anything differently.  

Final Thoughts and Advice to Others
-- "In the interests of helping other women in our field, please tell us about a problem that was especially surprising and/or difficult for you to handle. What did you do to respond to it (if at all)? If you did respond, what happened?" (Ballif, Davis, and Mountford 323)
Contrapower harassment is difficult for me to handle.  I still struggle with some of my male students.  I have policies.  I have to constantly remind myself that I do not need the stress from students who harass, and I must enforce the policies I have put into place in my classroom.  I responded by discussing it with my colleagues, both at my institution and at the Cs.  I researched it.  I listened.  I have “spread the word” through faculty development workshops and the like.  I realized that it’s not necessarily a personal issue for me, although it feels that way, but a social problem.    
-- "If you were to give one piece of advice to a woman about to begin a career in rhetoric and composition, what would it be?" (Ballif, Davis, and Mountford 323)
Be prepared to work!  Talk, talk, talk; write, write, write—look to those with more experience than you!  Your female counterparts have been there.  Learn the systems you teach in.  And, remember: learning is a confusing process for all.  Be prepared to be confused and confounded.  It may last for semesters, but talk to your colleagues—their experience and their willingness to share their experiences is unmatched and priceless.  


