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Theory and Practice Abstract

Engaging Pedagoguery: Foucault in the Composition Classroom

My paper takes up composition pedagogy at the secondary and post-secondary level, reflecting on the constraints imposed by the college composition classroom on the uses of writing. Many of us make a living teaching students how to write. The composition classroom, therefore, is the principal site where for us “the relationship between material conditions and artistic or intellectual work” emerges. We have both been shaped and shaped ourselves as scholars through experiences as writers and readers in classrooms, but as instructors and thinkers, we are often critical of the institutional constraints of the classroom setting. The paper uses Foucault and Volosinov along with composition theorists Geoffrey Sirc and John Clifford to probe similarities between California’s educational and correctional systems. By conceiving of the writing instructor as a state-sponsored disciplinarian, it would elucidate how material life works with ideology to establish the binaries we negotiate as writing instructors in the academy: careerism versus critical thinking, grading versus learning, instruction versus scholarly research, corrosive cynicism versus generative pragmatism. I draw on my experience using alternative modes of instruction as a high school teacher to demonstrate the failures and inspirations that arise when composition theories are aired before students insufficiently “disciplined” to accommodate their seamless application. Examining differences and similarities in student-school relationships between secondary and post-secondary institutions, I argue for deflating the value of composition’s currency, “writing proficiency.” The paper would lay out the conditions for establishing a barter economy of oral exchange, one that values craftsmanship and makes the classroom a communal workshop dedicated not to fashioning license plates but to licensing political engagement, however unfashionable.

