Tene’ xka’ansajnen. I take seriously each part of “xka’ansajnen,” the Yucatec Maya word for teacher: I am (“en”) a woman (“x”) who causes something (“saj”) to be learned (“ka’an”). Because I study the early literatures of the Americas from a comparative, hemispheric perspective, and because I am a great admirer of Mary Louise Pratt’s work in the field, it is probably not surprising that her theory of the contact zone (1992) informs my own approach to teaching. I believe that the classroom is a place for teachers and students to engage each other in critical and critically constructive discourse, revise our ideas based on challenging feedback, and develop a more nuanced set of arguments informed by the complexities of theoretical frames and lived experience. As a teacher, it is my job to capacitar (literally: to make capable) the students in my classes, to enable them to understand the analytical skills that they already have and to provide them with an opportunity to develop their competencies.

In my courses on American literature, my core teaching area, I encourage students to read widely and deeply across and within a variety of genres and chronologies (http://www.unc.edu/~ abigelow/english122.htm). This approach is designed to allow students to contribute to existing comparative frameworks, such as the décima musa/tenth muse study of Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz and Ann Bradstreet, and, more importantly, to suggest new modes of inquiry. For example, my final exam asks students to synthesize key themes from colonial-era texts to explain how contemporary writers like Toni Morrison and Marlon James rehabilitate those stories in their postcolonial retellings of slavery in the Americas. These types of comparisons, I believe, help students to understand and challenge the assumptions that inform their approach to the field and to appreciate the cultural and epistemological values that are contained within and produced by language. I therefore encourage students to read texts in their original languages, an approach that leads them to produce creative and dynamic comparisons of, for example, the representations of Moteczuma's temple in Francisco López de Gómara's Historia general and Fernando Alvaro Tezozómoc's Crónica mexicayotl. By expanding the boundaries of American literature, I ask students to examine the utility of the concept of the nation-state in questions of aesthetics and cultural productions. These discussions often lead us to evaluate national, hemispheric, and global models more broadly, demonstrated by student work on the multiple visions of utopia in Shakespeare's Tempest, and the circulation of Sahagún’s Florentine Codex within a Spanish viceroyalty that extended from the Americas to the Philippines.

Perhaps most importantly, this approach occasions different forms of collaboration in the classroom. For example, our unit on creation narratives concluded with Feliciano Sánchez Chan's Uk'péel wayak', a contemporary seven-poem dream sequence on the origin of creation. The piece was published in a bilingual Maya/Spanish edition, so the bilingual Spanish/English students in the class pointed out moments where my Maya/English translations did not match. Their observations helped guide our discussion, as I could then explain whether the discrepancy was due to a lack of accordance between the Maya and the Spanish, or whether I had poorly represented the idea in English. The English-speaking students then suggested phrases that sounded more natural, or better conserved the alliteration, word play, or meter of the original verse. We returned to these concepts of poetic devices in our readings of Emily Dickinson, Walt Whitman, and Langston Hughes. The comparative, multilingual approach exposed students to a set of texts that they might not have otherwise encountered, and it helped them to better understand more canonical English-language authors (see evaluations in appendix). Overall, it enabled different groups of students to bring their own skills into collaborative environment. Based on the students' engagement with the material, I applied for and received a FLAS grant in Summer 2011 to produce an English-language edition designed for classroom use.

I apply this approach to my teaching outside of the department, as well. For example, I collaborated with marketing professor Nicholas Didow and administrators from the Languages Across the Curriculum program and the Center for International Business Education to develop a 1-credit Spanish-language discussion section for Professor Didow’s 3-credit course on global marketing and the global economy. This course allowed students to appreciate the ways in which the same global platforms that are featured in case studies of well-known multinational corporations are also transforming the cultural, political, and economic landscapes of Latin American markets (http://www.unc.edu/~abigelow/spanish308.htm). By applying the core concepts from the main lecture to their localized study of Latin American cases, the students developed a more nuanced and informed understanding of the processes of globalization and they made important connections between concepts that are often taught under the purview of isolated disciplines, demonstrated by a sample student paper on the geopolitical and economic problems surrounding Bolivia's salida al mar.
In working with students to develop this broader conceptual framework in which to situate their own arguments, I ask students to support their interpretations in the same way that scholars do: with evidence from the text. Based on the material that we are working with, I pre-distribute discussion questions to guide students through particularly complex. At other times, I use handouts to bring coherence to a discussion as we transition from one author to another. I also use these materials to orient students to specific tasks, like creating arguable thesis statements about literary works (http://www.unc.edu/~abigelow/SanchezChan.doc), or to promote groupwork on a topic like introducing counterarguments into one’s own writing. In essence, I try to give students the tools that they need to ask and answer important questions, to challenge themselves, each other and me to engage in the complexities, resiliency, and beauty of the cultural geographies, stories, and peoples that we study and try to understand.

