Dear English and Writing Students,

Let me take this opportunity to introduce myself to you.  As your instructor, I want to tell you a little about myself, about how I feel about education in general, and about my goals for the class.  Also, I’m curious to learn more about you and about what your expectations for the class are.

I grew up in Seattle, but I’ve lived in Eugene since 1992.  I first moved there to attend graduate school in English literature.  I received my Ph.D. in 1998.  My dissertation was about the way people use narratives to help give meaning to their experience of time, so I’m interested in the way we all tell and listen to stories to make sense of our lives.  I’ve been married since 1993—to the same woman even.  We first met as undergraduates at the University of Washington.  June 2nd, 2004, we were blessed by the birth of our first child, our daughter Zoe.  Our second daughter, Phoebe, arrived on the scene March 15th 2008.  (By the way, I should mention that my baldness is a result of having alopecia universalis, a non-communicable condition that makes all my hair fall out.)

I’ve been teaching composition and literature courses since 1993, while in graduate school and since then.  I’ve been teaching at Linn-Benton Community College since 1999:  Writing 115, 121, and 122.  I also started teaching at Lane Community College in 2008.  One thing I enjoy about teaching at a community college is that, for the most part, students are more motivated to achieve their goals and they bring with them a greater variety of life and work experiences upon which to draw in their writing than many students at the university.

Sometimes I have to laugh that I’m teaching writing because writing was not my best subject in school.  Throughout high school and well into college, it was a subject that I really struggled with.  I think it takes a long time for someone to develop her or his own unique writing “voice,” which is not just a simple transcription of one’s speaking voice.  Writing is a different kind of class because it involves more of a “know-how” type of knowledge, rather than a “know-that” type.  In most classes, the course content is some definite set of information or way of solving problems that is reproduced on exams.  In writing, on the other hand, although we will learn some about the “content” of writing, one demonstrates mastery of the material through one’s performance in writing essays.  This means that one can be a good writer without actually knowing much about the subject—or knowing it in a more intuitive way.  Also, unlike other school subjects, writing is unique in being more “recursive.”  What I mean by that is that often, as one moves through an academic quarter, one builds on course material progressively:  there are a definite set of steps to learn, and in order to get to step three one needs to have already mastered steps one and two.  In my opinion writing is not like that, though, because with writing one is always already in all places at once simultaneously.  For me, writing rarely starts at the beginning and moves steadily to the end; rather, it is often more of a chaotic, zigzagging process.


I became a writing teacher because my real passion is reading.  (There are not many other jobs where one gets paid to read!)  I enjoy reading all types of subject matters:  philosophy, economics, history, comparative religion, but most especially “literature.”  Some of my favorite writers include Franz Kafka, Emily Dickinson, Marcel Proust, Ursula LeGuin, Denis Diderot, and Salman Rushdie.  What I find special about literature is that there’s something about it that exceeds a purely monetary value.  One can’t really “get it,” like a loaf of Wonder Bread at the grocery store.  Literature has a unique capacity to interrupt our self-assured view of the world by shattering our horizon of the same as it asks us to attend to what is wholly other.  Instead of seeing the literary tradition as sealed off in the past as sacred (a dusty museum full of dead white men), I understand it as a contemporary force field of open-ended and on-going questioning.  

As a teacher, I have to say upfront that I don’t see education in a strictly hierarchical, top-down way.  I have as much to learn from you as you do from me.  I’m not convinced that anyone can teach you how to write.  Yes, I will be assigning you a grade and have chosen the reading and writing assignments for the class, but I’m primarily interested in setting up a dialogue with students.  Hence, many of my comments on your papers will be marginal comments and questions that occur to me as I’m reading them.  I do try to give constructive feedback on how to improve your writing, but in the long run it will help you to become your own best editor rather than relying on someone else “catching mistakes.”  (Do you know the saying “Give a man a fish and he eats for the day; teach the man to fish and he eats a lifetime”?)  Likewise, in class discussions, I don’t see my job as offering definitive judgments on the readings, but instead trying to open up the readings to different kinds of questions.  I hope you will learn to enjoy asking your own questions of the material.  So the quality of class discussions relies on what you bring to the class just as much as what I bring.

If a writing class could be summed up in one word, then for me it would be inquiry.  The purpose of the class is to initiate what might well be a life-long process of rigorous, but at the same time, playful questioning of the world at large.  My main goal in this term is to help you to develop your own reading, writing, and thinking abilities.  I look forward to working with you.

Welcome to the class,


David Bockoven

