“Freshman Composition: What Is This Shit?”

from College English, October 1976

   “YOU KNOW, WE REQUIRE even the tenured faculty to teach two sections of composition,” the chairman informed me when I interviewed for the job.  He was hesitant, reluctant with the information, expecting a cough or a sputter or at least a moment of silence.  I’m sure he was surprised when I told him I enjoyed teaching comp, thought it one of the more useful things I’d done for the past four years, and had for that reason turned down an opportunity to be relieved of teaching duties while dissertating.  His response was commingled relief and suspicion: a young Ph.D. who likes to teach comp—our pigeon.  But what a strange bird!

   Six years in a program more traditional than that I knew as a graduate assistant, six years of wrestling with my own writing and others’, six years in the pits, and the man sings a different tune.  I trade comp for intro to lit., for graduate methods, for western world lit., for the survey, for anything I can trade it for.  I wriggle out of summer teaching when it involves comp  I vote clandestinely to drop the comp requirement and hope to god all next year’s freshmen CLEP out of the course.  There are, no doubt, several reasons for this newfound antipathy: simple boredom, the back-to-basics movement of the seventies, an academic atmosphere poisoned by department cuts, diminishing enrollments of students with diminishing enthusiasm, frozen salaries.  But my reaction derives largely from the relatively recent realization that nobody—from students to faculty to the New York publishers who support real books with revenues from comp handbooks and readers—nobody considers freshman comp to have much of anything to do with good writing.  It is an exercise to be performed with a minimum of pain and a maximum of A’s, salary, and profits.  Writing as a useful and enjoyable art is dead.  No nevermind—as long as the grades, the jobs, the profits continue, nobody seems particularly upset.

   I also should be content with all of this, because out of it I get my fair share of royalties, publications, and a salary which, despite a few lean years, is still a decent wage.  If I would sit down and keep silent, I could be a chairperson, maybe even a deanperson, in two years, in ten.  But here’s the thing:  I like to write and I like to read good writing.  And I think writing can be, indeed should be enjoyable as well as useful, and that utility should be defined in the broadest, not the narrowest, of terms.  So I come with these preconceptions to the bad joke that is freshman comp, and find myself led inevitably to the question raised last year in Las Vegas by a convention of prostitutes of another sort: What is this shit?

   And I am pretty much stuck for an answer.

   Everyone seems to realize that the writing going on in English 101 is somehow different from the writing that goes on out there in the real world.  Most comp teachers will, in fact, grant you this unblushingly.  The stuff printed in Harper’s or the Atlantic?  Entertainment (although, I object, it inevitably argues or informs as well).  The Kiplinger Letter?  Business shorthand.  Legal briefs, government reports, the daily newspaper, the Rolling Stone?  Tush, mere jargon, journalism, popular writing, certainly not the stuff to be taught in the college classroom!  What sort of writing, then, is cultivated in that one-third to one-half of the country’s eligible population which passes each year through our comp classes?  One answer is offered by a teacher of comp, in one Big Ten school who, in reviewing a book of mine, wrote “Anyone who thinks freshman composition will help a student in his job is sadly mistaken.  The best we can hope to do is teach him a style he will find useful in more advanced courses in his major.”  His views are seconded by many of my colleagues in English: we teach the kind of writing used in bio and psych and poly sci papers, a style to see the student through his undergraduate career and into the Yale Law School.  Nothing less, and surely nothing more. 

   I reject this view of freshman comp for a couple of reasons.  First, even if it were true, I refuse to view writing (and myself) as so limited in utility and so irrelevant in art as this view makes us.  Second, it’s not true.  My colleagues in other departments, I have discovered, really don’t consider the style I teach in English 101 useful in their courses.  They know that a biology report, a psychology case study, a business paper, a journalism assignment don’t look very much like what gets produced in English 101.  They know that I’m teaching an essentially English style, a proto-PMLA style, that is neither popular nor useful in any broad sense of the term.  Students know this too:  they know you’ll best learn French by going to Paris, and you’ll best learn to write a psych paper in Psychology 110.  Upon entering comp class they turn on their freshman comp style, shuffle their feet, maneuver for their A’s, and keep quiet.  Freshman comp is not the handmaiden it is so often made out to be.  

    Neither is it enjoyable, as we all know.  In some places, however, writing is enjoyable:  Harper’s, Atlantic, Rolling Stone, the New Yorker, and Ramparts.  I assume the people who pay good money to buy and read these magazines find the writing contained therein either informative (useful) or enjoyable—or, more likely, both.  Here is a possibility to be considered: would we not be truer to our discipline (writing, not lit. crit.) and our students if we aimed more consciously at this general, non-academic, “popular” expository style, and left the other disciplines (including lit. crit.) to teach their own styles?  Would not the quality of freshman writing improve immeasurably if we changed models?  Would not our students be more enthusiastic imitating some of those magazines than they are imitating the sample papers found in most comp handbooks and readers?

   Now you may argue that I’m talking about an old split here, that between popular writing and scholarly writing, and you’ll say that freshman comp never has taught popular writing.  And I’m going to answer “rubbish.”  The fact is that we regularly use carefully selected popular writing—very carefully, I might add—collected and reprinted in freshman readers in an attempt to con our students into thinking that embryonic PMLA is embryonic Esquire.  Note where the selections in Decker’s Patterns of Exposition come from (note also how they’re edited!).  Or come at it from another direction: Macmillan publishes a little handbook by two fellows names Strunk and White.  You’ve never heard of Strunk, but you’ve heard of E. B. White because you read his stuff in the New Yorker.  In the preface to the revised edition of Elements of Style, White recalls Strunk, his class, his book:

   At the close of the first World War, when I was a student at Cornell, I took a course called English 8.  My professor was William Strunk, Jr.  A textbook required for the course was a slim volume called The Elements of Style, whose author was the professor himself.  The year was 1919.  The book was known on the campus in those days as “the little book,” with the stress on the word “little.”  It had been privately printed by the author. . . .   In its original form, it was a forty-three page summation of the case for cleanliness, accuracy, and brevity in the use of English.  Today, fifty-two years later, its vigor is unimpaired, and for sheer pith I think it probably sets a record that is not likely to be broken.  Even after I got through tampering with it, it was still a tiny thing, a barely tarnished gem.  Seven rules of usage, eleven principles of composition, a few matters of form, and a list of words and expressions commonly misused—that was the sum and substance of professor Strunk’s work.  Somewhat audaciously, and in an attempt to give my publisher his money’s worth, I added a chapter called “An Approach to Style,” setting forth my own prejudices, my notions of error, my articles of faith.  This chapter (Chapter V) is addressed particularly to those who feel that English prose composition is not only a necessary skill but a sensible pursuit as well—a way to spend one’s days.  I think professor Strunk would not object to that.

For E. B. White, freshman comp at Cornell was a revelation—and a meal ticket.  In English 8 he learned a style of writing he could use in writing for the New Yorker.  But look how it was done:  seven rules of usage, eleven principles of composition, a few matters of form.  Very, very few freshman comp instructors these days would be willing to turn their students loose with seven rules and eleven principles.

   The problem is that something happened between 1919 and the present.  For one thing, you find people in college these days you wouldn’t have found there in 1919.  Marginal students, the traditionalists say, who need more rules, more principles, and more forms than did E. B. White.  I’m not sure this is necessarily true: the past four or five decades have witnessed a remarkable increase in exposure of the general public to communication—verbal and otherwise—by an assortment of media.  Assaulted hourly by radio, television, and the Rolling Stone, today’s students wallow in words to an extent unimaginable in 1919.  But styles have come along, and the writing to which freshmen have been exposed so extensively is not, by and large, the writing we take as models for English 101.  Thus the need for radical reteaching, with all the handbooks, rhetorics, grammars, rules, principles, and matters of form.  Esquire and the Rolling Stone are much further from today’s English 101 than the New Yorker was from William Strunk’s English 8.

   Just what Strunk or the average comp teacher of 1919 thought he was teaching I am not sure, but I can venture some guesses.  The beginning of this century was a remarkably practical age, and a moment at which departments of literature had just recently broken free of classical philology for an all-too-brief uninhibited romp through modern languages and literatures.  Early issues of PMLA, as the MLA was fighting for respectability, displayed a radicalism we do not associate with the journal today.  I sense in the style of writing found in many turn-of-the-century journals a practical cleanness that reflects both the age in general and a semiconscious reaction against the Ciceronian rhetoric of departments of Classics.  Even though the mid-twenties, PMLA (and I use the journal here to represent English scholarly prose) exhibited what I would consider a (relatively) clean, largely acceptable style:

Meanwhile, under the spell of Luther’s word the drama sacrum grew with mighty vigor.  Indeed, Luther’s remarks would seem to have been received (although certainly not conceived) as almost an injunction to write plays.  There is significance in the fact that the Reformer who had written a play, Rebhun, Greff, and others, would often urge the reader to sit down and do likewise.  The assumption apparently was that whoever could do so was morally obliged to try.  The school-teachers, of course, were expected to write school-plays, whether they felt like it or not.1 
Would this prose find publication today?  I wonder.  Would it get written today?  I think not, for scholarly style has ascended some:  we’d settle for nothing less than two footnotes per page (more in the review of criticism), elaborate convolutions of style, fifty-dollar words, and density, density, density.

   But while the scholarly model has become increasingly self-conscious and rhetorically muscle-bound, the popular model has loosened up, progressing from the informal essay through new journalism and the radical journalism of the sixties to Hunter Thompson’s “gonzo journalism.”  Through all this, our expectations for English 101 have risen with the scholarly model:  as the graduate curriculum patterns most undergraduate English programs, the English lit crit paper sets the standard for English 101 writing.  (It’s no accident that most comp handbooks take their footnoting and bibliography forms from the MLA Stylesheet or that the Harbrace Handbook features a term paper on the “Rhyme of the Ancient Mariner.”)  This, of course, is not surprising, since freshman comp is of, by, and for the comp teachers, most of whom are really lit crit professionals, trained in Ph. D. programs, their minds comfortable in the confines of a stylesheet designed for publication in PMLA, JEGP and the Chaucer Review; or by graduate assistants under the lion’s paw of such professionals.  These folk may listen to radio, or watch television, read Atlantic or Harper’s for relaxation.  They may even rebel in the depths of their souls.  But when they come to the nitty gritty, the subjects and stylistic models they wave in front of students are invariably 1970 vintage (English) scholarly prose or something very close to it.  Thus handbooks and the professors who order them combine to bury whatever might be left of the notion that English prose composition is “not only a necessary skill but a sensible pursuit as well—a way to spend one’s days.”

   Just how divorced from reality college comp is can be discovered by comparing an essay in any professional journal with expository writing in any one of the magazines I’ve been talking about.  It won’t take you long to discover why Atlantic can pay a hundred bucks a page while College Composition and Communication (where the teachers of freshman comp publish) pays in contributors’ copies.  Take a few articles from Atlantic or Rolling Stone or (if you want really argumentative or expository writing) Ramparts or the Kiplinger Letter, and read them over.  You’ll enjoy it. And you may learn something to boot.  Then think about what you want in a student essay: an outline (most of my colleagues require students to submit outline with paper), thesis sentences in each paragraph (again, many students are required to underline their thesis sentences), proper mechanics and grammar (I know kids who are flunked for one CF or FRAG), and—if the piece is that form of exposition known as the term or library paper—footnotes and bibliography.  Now look back at what you’ve just read.  You will note first a conspicuous absence of footnotes and bibliography, with a concomitant lack of concern with all that silliness that goes with footnoting.  Next you may notice a horrifying absence of transitions and thesis sentences.  Finally, if you look closely, you will find sentence fragments by the handful, split infinitives across the board, numerous vague pronoun references, regular use of I and you, casual comma usage, occasional slang or profanity.  As concrete examples I offer these passages, gleaned in a stray half-hour from very randomly chosen current periodicals: 

 I still remember where I was when I heard that murderers Caril Anne Fugate and Charles Starkweather were “on the loose” in our town.  It was one of those moments suspended permanently in time—like the day my father heard the news about Pearl Harbor on the car radio as he crossed a certain bridge south of town.  Or the day FDR died.  Or the day, a generation later, when I froze before a bar-room TV set listening to details of a report that Kennedy had been shot.  Talk about news.  

Not that the local press hadn’t covered Caril and Charlie.  They had.  I’d read all about the young couple—she fourteen years old, he nineteen.  Belly down on our new rose-beige wall-to-wall carpet, elbows grinding in the nylon tufts, I read how they were wanted for maybe killing Caril’s mother, her stepfather, her little half sister.  But what did that mean?  Only another family squabble.  Why, just the week before, belly on the same carpet, eyes on the same daily, I’d read all about that nice Mr. Williams, a shoe repairman over in Beatrice, Nebraska, only forty miles south of our town.  Mr. Williams shot his wife, two daughters, and one son, killed them as they slept, then ran down to the basement and blew his head off.  With a 16-guage shotgun.  Who would have thought it?  And I read, the same day, a report about that despondent housewife up in Hibbing, Minnesota, who killed herself and her three kids because she was going bananas.  Small wonder.  Hibbing—what can you do in a place like that except count stars of a clear night?2

DAN RATHER: [In this speech] he gave to this moment a touch of class; more than that, a touch of majesty touching that nerve in most people that says to their brain: we revere the Presidency, we respect the president; the republic and the country come first.
 Let me interject something here, if I might, Dan.  You’re probably our expert on Nixon, having had a good many sharp exchanges with him since that time you were allowed the unique honor of a one-on-one interview.  I remember especially that moment a few months back at the newspaper publishers’ convention.  Nothing short of electrifying, you standing there trading barbs with the President of the United States. . . . 

   In point of fact, this reporter (a circumspect way of saying “I” which I borrow from our colleague Eric Sevareid) saw the speech as totally unregenerate, the last of a long series of aggressions.  What he was saying (and I could almost hear it in that unexorcized voice that appears in the tape transcripts) was clear: “All right, you assholes, I’m leaving now.   You know why?  Because a bunch of pricks I trusted—St. Clair, Haig, and all my Republican bug-out ‘friends’ in the House—turned on me at the last minute, lost their nerve, cut and ran.  If they hadn’t I’d have been here until they carried me out feet first, and even then you’d have heard my fingernails scrabbling on the woodwork and wallpaper.  If you think I’m going to admit anything here, you’ve got another think coming.  I am the President.  However they remember me, the people will remember all of you who ganged up on me—members of the press take note—as turncoats and bullies.  This isn’t over yet.  So (expletive deleted) all of you.”3

   Just who called the shots is the key to the whole Lennon case.  Lennon is in court trying to show that Marks was not allowed to exercise the discretion of his office, therefore depriving Lennon of U. S. constitutional rights of due process (which he has even though he isn’t a U. S. citizen).  If there had been no interference, Lennon argues, he might have been allowed to stay on the ground that he is an artist.  Or on the ground that he headed a large corporation.  Or, more likely, he might have been granted what is called “non-priority” status, meaning he could have stayed for “humanitarian” reasons just like the 118 aliens his attorney says have been allowed to stay even though they have far worse narcotics records than a pot charge.  But Marks was never allowed to consider those possibilities, Lennon claims.  He was only allowed to throw Lennon out.4

   Obviously business will require a huge supple of new capital.  To expand and modernize its plant and equipment.  To create more jobs.  To develop energy sources.  To build millions of homes.  To rejuvenate our aging transportation system.  To modernize our industrial capability.

   Gov’t will have to help industry .  .  .  through changes in tax laws, for one thing, to encourage companies to plow more money into expansion and to spur people to invest more.  Much arguing over this proposition before anything significant is done, but Congress is waking up to it.  Unions, too .  .  .  seeing that this is the way to get what its members want.

   Such tax aids as these:  More realistic rules on depreciation, so companies can recover the costs of plant and equipment more quickly.  Perhaps a larger investment tax credit.  Also lower corporate tax rate.  Possibly an end to double taxation of stock dividends .  .  . controversial.  Plus other easing.  But to reiterate, these will have to be FOUGHT for.  Congress will have to be convinced that they will create the needed jobs and not merely produce more profits.  When the unions become convinced Congress will also swing over.  .  .and union leaders are already softening.

   This won’t be easy, this harmony of aims by gov’t and business .  .  . plenty of rough spots, ups & downs.  But in the long run it will be done.  The politicians will be forced to recognize that jobs are an investment, and that a ton of private money is going to be required to provide them.5

   I doubt any of these pieces would fare very well in a freshman comp course, although they all argue, inform, or explain in addition to entertaining.  I could even see a couple of them making very interesting sociology or poly sci or business papers.  This, in fact, is what they are:  poly. sci. and business papers that expert writers received good money for writing, and readers paid good money to read.  Money—not grades—being the nation’s most accepted expression of approval, you can see who has the best of it: them or us.  Or students who imitate them or those who listen to us.

   What, then, is to be done with freshman comp?  I suggest we change models to begin with, reform some bad habits to continue the reformation.  In teaching comp we first split “creative writing” from “exposition and argumentation,” isolate the virus in a separate and unequal course, and make it an elective.  As if all writing were not creative, as if even poly sci papers could not use some creativity.  This must cease.  So too must the “elevation” of certain subjects.  “All ideas are not equal in the academic world,” writes Bradley’s former director of composition.  One colleague likes “literary examples” in his handbook because they elevate students’ minds.  A graduate assistant is advised to set her freshmen to work on Addison and Steele in an exercise on annotation.  What’s going on here?  The transformation of comp writing into lit crit writing.

   Next we might back off rhetoric for a while.  In teaching comp we like to divide exposition into types:  classification and division, comparison and contrast, process (simple and complex), and so on.  Then we say to our students “Write a comparison and contrast essay.”  This is, of course, nonsense: no writer for the New Yorker ever sat down and said to himself, “Today I’m going to write a compare and contrast theme.”  Neither did Addison or Steele, and if we were writers instead of washout Ph. D.’s stuffed full of classical rhetoric for the modern student, we’d know that.  Geoffrey de Vinsauf wrote his treatises on rhetoric and composition; Geoffrey Chaucer gave therefor not a plucked hen, broke all (or most of) the rules, and produced thinks like the Nun’s Priest’s Tale, his treatise on the astrolabe, and a first rate translation of Boethius.

   And we might back off rules of punctuation and grammar a trifle: how important, in the last analysis, are comma faults and dangling modifiers, spelling and capitalization?  Neither Chaucer nor Shakespeare (or their scribes) could spell worth a damn, and nobody really cares.  We’d flunk Dryden, “the father of modern prose style,” for comma faults.

   Finally, perhaps most important, we might as well admit that good writing is as much a function of content as technique, and give the students something to say before fussing about how they say it.  In doing so, we might also gain some self-respect as craftsmen, some integrity as artists, and some broader notions of practicality and utility.

   All of this, however, is not very likely to happen.  It involves a change of personnel, not a change of program, and changes of personnel are difficult to come by.  “Students’ Right to Their Own Language” is a remarkable document.  I can’t buy it entirely, since I don’t find students’ language quite as inviolable as this document makes it.  After all, glory can’t be made to mean “there’s a nice knockdown argument for you!”  But this is an important milestone in that it might, for reasons outlined above, break the stranglehold surplus Ph. D.’s have on the nation’s comp programs.  So might James Klein’s “Self-Composition” (College English, Feb. 1974), the proposal of a writer, not a rhetorician.  Probably they will not, any more than did the experiments of Ken Macrorie and the VOICE project.  Because people who can’t write cannot be made to teach writing; people who do not talk, understand, or reverence any language other than high (English) academese will not accept compositions written in a foreign tongue, even though it were chiseled in stone, roman numeral XI before it, that they do.  What you’ve got to do is get the back-to-the-basics literary critics, the reader-wavin’ rhetoricians, the handbook-totin’ grammarians out of the comp programs .  .  . and you’ve got to get the writers into the comp programs.

   There’s the rub.  Good writers, after all, can make money writing; why would they trade the reverence, the independence, the wine and women and song of the writer’s life for the sterility of the average comp program, the bland campuses of the seventies, the hopeless irrationalities of professional educators, the low esteem in which teachers of college composition are held?  One possibility—a slender one, I admit—remains: those staffing the programs might experience a change of heart.  Not out of spiritual enlightenment, mind you, but out of self-interest.  For there comes a day when some kid in the crowd, unimpressed with what everybody else is saying, blurts out “Why, he had nothing on!”  And before you know it, the whole crowd has joined him and is shouting “he has nothing on!”  And in that dies irae something will get done, for unless it is noting will avail—not royalties or reassurances or requirements or tenure itself.  Respice finem. 

Footnotes

1 Joseph Gillet, “The German Dramatist and His Bible,” PMLA 34 (1919), 472.

2 Marilyn Coffey, “Badlands Revisited,” Atlantic Monthly, Dec. 1974, 70

3 Peter Collier, “CBS Declares a Honeymoon,” Ramparts, Oct. 1974, 46

4 Joe Treen, “Justice for a Beatle,” Rolling Stone, 175 (19 Dec. 1974), 16.

5 The Kiplinger Washington Letter, 3 July 1975, 3.

