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Valuation and the Political Economics of Assessment

Social views of literacy, which see students as developing writers who are continually learning to use language with greater control and subtlety, and that value the languages that students bring with them into higher education, now form the philosophical background of scholarly discourse in Rhetoric and Composition.  However, this social view continues to have limited currency in pedagogy as an actual material practice in first-year writing programs across the U.S., where a functionalist view of writing that emphasizes so called “basic skills” persists.  This persistence results from a number of integrated factors that characterize the political economy of first-year composition, including: heavy reliance on an exploited pool of teaching labor that turns over at a high rate and has limited expertise in rhetoric and composition; and objectivist assessments used for gatekeeping, sorting and program accountability that focus on “basic,” measurable skills.  This presentation will draw on my work with an assessment model my colleague, Lil Brannon, and I initiated in 2009.  The assessment incorporated substantial qualitative elements and was designed to open up questions of valuation with writing faculty and others who have relationships with the writing program.  While the presentation will use valuation in the assessment as its starting point, it broadens the scope of inquiry to include relationships between literacy, power, agency and the terms of work of teachers and students. Changing functionalist concepts of literacy requires inquiry into our understandings of what writing is for and who is profiting from the model of literacy we are enacting. At stake are the autonomy, authority, creative latitude and educational and rhetorical possibilities of teachers and students.
