An Open Letier on Composition

I haven't been here very long, and so my competence to address the
question of the way we teach composition may be in doubt; but I don't mean ,
to present myself as an authority on the subject. I have/becn teaching :
composition, though, since I began teaching five years ago, and during that
time I have acquired certain convictions which I venture to obtrude on the
Dopartment's sttention in the hope of making s useful contribution te our
current debate. The proposal with which 1 conclude is, to be sure, pro-
vizional, and perhaps Iimpracticable in its presenit fomm; but the questicn
whether it should be implemented precedes, I think, questiens how.

If our training as readers, critics, and scholers has meant anything
at all, it has meant precisely that we have learned to discriminate between
good writing and bad, and between great writing snd that which is merely
good. We know how powerfully language acts in sheping our conceptions of
our universe and our selves, we kmow--or think we know--something sbout the
woans by which it does so; and we have learned, in turn, how by shaping
language as best we can to our own ends, we may constyue snd reconstruct
our selves and our world. We know, too, that the vary concept of tradition
which hes such power for (or uver) us impiies that thess matters are
transmissible.

Literature is in one way or another central to our lives--if it
weren't, none of us would be here now. I will venturs to sar that virtually
all of us begsn to read before we began to write, and that writing took om
significance and acquired value in our minds as a conseguence of our reading
--that we came to care about the quality of our own writing because we
wanted to respond adequately to the quality and the chelienge of the novels
and plays snd poess we had read. If this is the case--if it is falr for me
te generalize thus from my own experience--then how can we expect our students
to develop n similar sense of vesponsibility and obligstion to their own
uses of language when we deliberately and programmatically invert the
structure of their experiencs of language?

For that is what we do. We require that our students enroll first
in E306--a course in which writing is implicitly conceived as an activity
conducted under laboratory conditions, with no context beyond that which it
cen itself provide (which isn't much of a zomtext [ur people who have never
thought about language)--before we will risk allowing them contact with
litorature; and we follow that with & course whose syiisbus sxplicitly
waAYnS us against being “tempted to make (it) a litersture course"--although
its titie Is "Literature and Composition'--ms if litersturs wers somehow
dangerous, evil, malignant.

It seems to me that the "freshman composition-and-staffing-complex,”
as Joe Moldsnhsuer has called it, has become an issue of “centrzl" concern
{Joe's word again) to the Departwent right now 1ot because we have too many
students who can't write--although there are too many studsnts, and most of
them don't write very well--but because as a Department we treat writing as
2 ®merginsl concern, ws push it into a special compartmemt called “composition."
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%1 thevebe crsate two camps, one comprised of “literaturs peeple” jike
myself, many of whom feel, snd all too aften sct on the feeling, thst
"composition” as it is presently conceived is entirely subordinate to
their own concerns, the other comprised of "composition pecple” who feel--
ofven rightly--that Yliterature peoplie’ ar¢ not only ignorant of what

they do but openly contemptuous as well. And so esch group fights for
control, fights to protect itself against the incursions of the other

into its territory, because in distinguishing the tesching of composition,
of writing, from everything else we do, we divorce it from our central
concerns, wiich is to say that we have divorced it from ourcelves. In
doing that, we encourage our colleagues in othey deperiments to continue
te think of writing as an area of speciz! concern only for the English
Depariment, an unupleassnt but unfortunste .y necessary adjunct to their
real business which they would prefer to iecave to us., What is Worse, we
sncourage our students to think that way as well, we encourage them to
beiieve that working hard &t one's writliag is something one does in one or
two courses in one departument. Worst of sll, we spcourags ourselves to
think that way: we complain about teaching lower-division reurnes as if
they weren't real courses somehow--and then #2 wonder why we have so
faw majors.

All of us, "literature people" and “compositien people’ alike, need
to acknowledge that we teach composition all the tims, although we do it in
different ways; we give to the temn an emrhesis more or less explicit,
deperding upon the interests of the instructor, the intent of the course,
the knowledge and abilities of ths students. That is precisely as it
should be, for to teach literature iz to discuss the meuns by which scome
of the greatest artifacts of our culture have been produced, te show how
they have been made and why, snd to demonstrate in the very act of doing
so--by virtue of the fact that we continue to discuss certsin texts while
sliowing others to fall by the way--their continuing vitality and signifi-
cance Lo our own sense of that culture as it is presently constituted.

If these things have ceased to matter for s, what possible difference
cap, it make that our students can't write?

it seems to me thav the huge number of freshmen passing through our
hands each semester constitutes z gold mine from which ws ought to be abls
te fill our upper-division courscs and our wajor easily. It seems to me,

too, thet we can do that if only we will stop thinking of our lower-division
courses as Vservice courses,' a tera whivh inevitabiy comes to iwply “service
1 the intevest of somseone else,” i.¢., servitude. e have #ilowed the
University community (or our sease of it} io contiol and shape the content

of our lewer-division and especialiy owr freshmen offerings to an extent

that would make the faculty of any other depsrtwsni on CAampus STEge a coub.

I quote from the preface to the mosi recent syllsbus fox E307: ‘

Literature and Composition is one of two courses which will
Beet the requirements of a second semester of freshmas English
for all students in Arts and Sciences {pew Liberal &rts) and
for many students elseshere in the niversity. he sourse should
therefore satisfy the aeeds of 2 variety of students end the
wishes of a variety of colleagues,

Given our trairing and imtere: -, some of us may be tenpted
to mzke English 307C (new E307} & literature course, limiting the
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Writing aszigments either to explication...or to records of
significant encounters between the student's psyche and the lic-
2rature he reads. But theve is no douby that our colleagues in
other depuruments ave less interested than we in literary essays,
particularly literary essays sbout literature, and les: concerned
than some of us tha? the student find his own voice and discover
his trus self. They think of wril ng primavily as commmication
--somebody soying sowething that someone cise will went to hesr
and will be able 1o understand, From their students they eqpect
significant content correctly axpressed, with 2 sminimen of empty
genezalizaiion and unzupporred assercion. Por the rest, they
hope for some competence in the comson chores like note~teking,
answeying oxewinatlon questions, digging informstion out of the
library and writing it up in readable ters papers,

Recognizing our obligaticns te the University commni vy
should keep us fvom overemphasizing the litersture componea: of
the course....(Syilsbus for English 307, 1878, p. i)

Wnat does it wesn for an Bnglish department to Maveremphasize®
Iitersture? I8 litersturs not “primarily" a fora of “commmication--
romebody saying something that scmcone else will want to hear znd wit] be
abie to anderstend™? By whose ztandards is the “content” of a "Yiterary
essay ubout lirevature' not "significant™? Are we bound to accept those
standards? I3 that veally what's involved in "recogunizing our ohligarions
te the Caiverzity comeunity"?

In what othe partment af this o oversity does the faculty desimm
COUREES in an aviempl Lo Ysatisfy. . .needs...and...wishes” that members of
other departments ave themselves unwilling or unable to sstisfy, sccording
te terms imaposed by those ather departments? To do that, end to sssume--
23 the statement 1've quotsd does assuse--that our studenls won't or can’
igarn what they need to leam--i.e., to think, cleariy, carefully, logica
with precision sad {msgination snd 3 crivical sense; and to ¥rite accordin
=¥ regding wnd wriving abeout literarure is to wndermine not only the natu:c
of sur own enterprise {for that is what happens wien we accept the engineer's

valuetion of vhat we doi, but, on a iarger scale, the very cvncepé of 8
3
g

Coliege of Libevsl Arts. Por the existence of such a coilage, if it be

sowething mere than a purely adwinistrative expedient, is predicsted on

the beiitef that such sublects as history, literature, philcsopny, snd so on

gre of central lmportance to what is called "education,! that they provide
L i1 of intellectual treining which is applicsble scress a

broad range of disciplines, in iiberal arts, in palitics, In business, in

the hard sciences., ¥hat are we sshamed of?

This iz, afeer all, an Erglish Department: [ see no reason to ha
timid ahout <het we do. Like uther departments on campus, we shoujd fasd
free te design vur freshman courses as we oo fit, and each of us should
feel free to do so.  If thet means that there sre as many different -
23 there are instvuctors for them, we needn't weriy: 3t's the bookstor
job to see that texts sre available., I would stil] be possibie, 1
say that in order for 2 course tu count as a composition course, evory
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stodent geist produce 8 given wuwber of papers (or pages) during the tewm,
that esch assignment sust be so designed as to demand the use of a differont
rhetorical strategy, and that at least one of those papers must requirs

that students spend time in the library not mersly "digging vp Inforsatior
snd writing 10 up in recadable” form but actually thinking avout it, weighing
iv, Bssessing its value and significance within AR exskxcxtiy stated,

fively gresped intellectusl context.®

Tt may be that as a result of such a change in our progrem, othey
deparements in Liberal Arts and elsewhere would come to feel "that the';

negds wWere {3i being well served, but I see neithing wiong an thal: periaps
they would ne forced, in that event, to assume their proper share of 2l
buwrden, to develop a series of courses servipg not oniy to introduce

i
students to & given field but alse to address the specific vhetorical wod
e'sC“&m&IOﬁxcal problems encountered by that fietd., (This is vo insint
hat what counts an “evidence” in history differs sharply
GE: “M?xdewve‘ in literary studies, and that that in turp d
cantly from what counts as "evidence' in v Ling o L6
in & biclogy lasboratory, and so on.) These
properly aidressed, it may be, by specicis
perin fl,n,

Such courses do exist at sther institutions: at Middlebury loliege,
fnr instance, they are known as Foundation Courses, and have proved =
ful &s composition courses and &¢ introducticons 16 the special ﬂr*ﬂnfs Ll

zrns of the various disciplines; they have slso proven effective in

attvacting majors. Each student is reguirad to faks several such coursas
in order to assure that he oar she is made aware of diffevent disciplines i
different problems  dealt with by each one, and the methods by whick ead
tiscipline delines and sddresses its particular conceras.

Such a proposal will mot pecessarily 'wolve’ the €reshman eouposition
and staffing problews with which we sre now faced, bul it w8y comiribule
toward a2 solution, If we cun persuade other departments {with the Dean's
: ta offer “foundation courses” like those [Mve described, and i we cas
ftuce & College-wide (or University-wide} roquirewsnt that esch *Tndﬁﬂf
8 st least two such COUTSEes during his or her freshmans and sophomor

5 in order te gualify for upper-divisiocn standing, we may be alile tu
gt thie sheer numbers F students we f?ce each semester, and may {harebd
iminate the desperate sera amble for add’<icnal etaff ia which we have obeen
i 10 engage during the p&ﬁt severai years. ¥We have nothing to lese, T
, by cuch an effort, and cverything to gain: we free cuvselves Lo
fhe sort of course in which we are interestad and for which we have
trained, which for some of us wikl wean a course corceived and t?t*h,
fowmurd: gs E30% and B307 zre now conceived and taught; we pul ourselves
‘ar better position to intevest ouy students im the varicus things we
in their caresrs, and se to attract them te our advanced courses and
jor: we free ourselves {vom our impossible situstion &s the only
wm campus which conceives its identity so i
i from without.,  And we g » the prebiem of o
ality it deserves without sacridicing to i¢ our uth&r iﬂt@€€515
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*We could still require thay AI's 2 liow ¥ gurrent syliabus,
aniess veariant pyopecls sre anppioved the FEPC,




