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Curricula Penetrati 

“What would it mean to develop curricula that acknowledge our students’ unique 

social identities, not as problems, but rather as profound sources of knowledge 

that could help us illuminate aspects of our shared world…?”  (Compano 16). 

 Gerald Campano’s book Immigrant Students and Literacy discusses his career of 

teaching immigrant students, including learning of their life stories and how these stories play a 

part in his classroom. His main issue does not involve problems in his classroom, but the 

academic performance of the educational institution that directs his classroom. Breaking away 

from the idealistic hegemony of education, he asks: How can we create an educational 

environment in which all children and young adults feel empowered to critically reflect and 

draw upon the realities of their lives?  

 Unpacking this question begins with realizing that this process stands on a major 

principle: “enabling students to recognize that they too possess valuable knowledge to bring to 

bear upon their educational development” (Campano 16). The instructor in a classroom can 

know of student knowledge through student writing. One of the best outputs for this writing lies 

in the personal narrative essay. 

 With identity being a recent buzz word in education, the personal narrative essay has 

become the locus of many writing projects in composition classrooms. It stands as a foundation 

for initiating the process of helping students discover who they are. Most every entry-level 

composition class teaches this essay…and the gist of it has been more on utilization of vivid 

description and even grammar rather than on the value of the story itself. 

 In my discussions with other composition instructors, I found that vivid description 

indeed was the focus, the main focus. Students who did not feel creative acted as if this 

assignment bored them because of its tedious writing, almost as much as grammar usage. 

Personally, I struggled teaching this essay as it seemed “passive.” 

I began to get new insight into the value of this essay as I observed a Critical Inquiry 

class. This class was not working on the narrative essay specifically, but the instructor taught 

students to recognize personal experiences that supported their argumentative thesis. I found 

that his group activities in class helped students brainstorm about past experiences in their lives. 

As they shared individual stories with the class, they became animated, excited, and detailed 



when telling those stories. In the back of my mind, I knew this was going somewhere, but did 

not realize the unique direction in which it would continue. 

One of the composition training sessions with Dr. Wittman discussed the narrative 

essay. He explained that this essay on its own was nice and worthy, but empowerment came to 

students when they wrestled with their narrative story and struggled to apply it to a life issue, 

answering the proverbial question: “So what?” The extra step of identifying the social issue 

embedded in the personal narrative helped students not only grasp another piece of their 

heritage, but understand better, yes, their identity. Community in a classroom situation then 

developed as students peer reviewed one another’s papers and made connections to one another 

through shared experiences. 

With students exploring their own life’s experiences on the written page through 

curricula that acknowledges students’ unique social identities, they unite their personal world 

and their educational world.  They may enjoy adding vivid description to their essays and 

appropriate grammar because the story is real for them. When applied, these essays help 

students work through social issues that they may not have realized were in the forefront of their 

lives. Their knowledge becomes a shared knowledge in the world of their classroom as they 

review each others’ work and make connections with one another through shared experiences. 

What would it mean to develop this kind of curricula? Student empowerment that penetrates 

into society. 

  

 

 


