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ENWR 1510
Serves 97.5% of UVA students

Discussion-based seminar

Inquiry-focused pedagogical model



Writing About Labor
Fall 2023, two sections of 18 students each.

Goals:

• Practice college-level writing

• Understand UVA’s labor history

• Investigate the relationship between 
language and politics



Militant
Terrorist



Community-engaged pedagogy
Writing About Housing Equity

Writing About Food Justice

Writing Democracy: A Publication Project with Algerian Writers

Personal Writing/Political Activism

Global Advocacy, Democracy, and Public Narrative

Race, Place, and History at UVA



UVA’s labor history 
(abridged)
1943: Walkout of Black workers at UVA 
Hospital results in higher wages

1944: Work stoppage threat results in 
eight-hour workday

1945: Workers formally organize with State, 
County, and Municipal Workers of America as 
Local 550 of the SCMWA-CIO



UVA’s labor history 
(abridged)
May 1945: Local 550 recruits 80% of UVA 
Hospital’s Black workforce

January 1946: Virginia General Assembly 
bans state officers and agencies from 
recognizing public employee unions





Writing About Labor
How to engage meaningfully with 75 years of 
labor law

➔ Community-engaged pedagogy
Working with stakeholders for whom 
this project would have some tangible 
use

➔ Primary-source research
Searching for documents to fill “archival 
silences”

➔ Recursive writing practices
Encouraging students to reflect on their 
own learning process



Community-engaged 
pedagogy 

Establishing relationships with other 
labor groups in the area (past and 
present)

➔ Graduate Labor Union

➔ Staff Union of UVA

➔



→  May 2021, General Assembly 
passed legislation allowing for public 
entities (cities, counties, towns, school 
systems) to participate in collective 
bargaining if those entities choose to 
do so

→  October 2022, Charlottesville City 

Council voted unanimously to pass a 
collective bargaining ordinance for its 
workers

➔ Graduate Labor Union

➔ Staff Union of UVA

➔



Primary sources 

Visiting UVA’s Special Collections 
Library, and gaining fluency in UVA’s 
digital and print archival holdings 



Primary sources 

Visiting UVA’s Special Collections 
Library, and gaining fluency in UVA’s 
digital and print archival holdings 



Recursive writing 
practices

Reflecting on the writing process 
during and after assignments using 
multimodal activities



Navigating the “maze-like passageways of old records, manuscripts, and original 
sources.”



“I used to think archived papers were merely old and grossly written handbooks 

that people used as diaries in the past, but they are more than just yellowed pages; 
they are like the university’s attic, storing the skeletons of its history. I felt like a 
spy as I came across old documents and odd objects.”



“At the beginning of the journey, I would imagine this history as a queue: different 
unions in different periods come onto the stage, and perform their own stories as 
they leave. Now, I see it more like a stack: the coming-up unions build on top of the 
previous unions’ stories, and together push us high to the place we stand right 
now.”





The end?
➔ We’ll be sharing some of my students’ 

research and writing in an exhibition in 
the Lower Gallery of the Special 
Collections Library from March to June 
of this year!

➔ The open-access book will also include 
an account of some students who have 
continued working with me after the 
course ended, as well as some of our 
Community Curatorial Partners from 
UCW-VA, GLU, SUUVA, and ATU
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