
College Composition
Revisited

The Right Type of Write Hype

Iil' Geraltl F. Colvin

here 's  no doubt  about  i t
any  l onge r ,  "  un i ve rs i t y
teacher Phyl l is  Zagano

declared almost a decade ago.
"The art of writ ing in America has
declined precipitously in the past
l5  years." '  And,  she went  on,  the
alarming point about this dete-
rioration is not so much the
impoverished grammar, spell ing,
punctuation, and diction lying
everywhere in  ru ins,  as i t  is
the amazing inabil ity of college
students to shape even one co-
herent paragraph!
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A chorus of similar condemna-
tions had already captured the
public eye in a 1915 Newsweek
cover s tory:  " l f  your  chi ldren are
attending college, the chances are
that when they graduate they wil l
be unable to write ordinary, expos-
itory English with any real degree
of  s t ructure and luc id i ty . "  An-
other crit ic grumbled that the
"officials at graduate schools of
law, business and journalism re-
port gloomily that the products of
even the best colleges have failed to
master the skil ls of effective writ-
ten communication so crucial to
their f ields."'

In 1982 Middleton surmised that
the "writ ing" problem started, at
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least in part, with the great interest
in l inguistics. Linguistics deals
primarily with the spoken word, as
opposed to the wr i t ten word.  "Un-

lor tunate ly .  some l inguists  went
overboard and made the outra-
geous claim that written language
isn ' t  language.  Only spoken lan-
guage counts."  And the Nat ional
Counci l  o f  Teachers of  Engl ish
(NCTE) ,  obse rved  M idd le ton ,
qu i ck l y  p romo ted  the  assumpt ions
that :

l .  Language changes constant ly .
2.  Change is  normal .
3.  Spoken language is  the lan-

guage.
4.  Correctness rests upon usage.
5.  Al l  usage is  re lat ive.

Well! Since language changes
and the wr i t ten language isn ' t
really the language, the upper
echelons o l '  NCTE cr ied Eureka!
the study of English as a discipline
isn ' t  real ly  necessary.  In  fact ,  such
study cr ipples creat iv i ty .  And
worse yet, it 's elit ist! "The con-
spicuously predictable result has
been mi l l ions of  young Amer icans
who can' t  wr i te , "  compla ined
Middleton.  "Since they can' t  'put

i t  i n  w r i t i n g , ' t h e y  k n o w  o n l y
vaguely what  they th ink,  and thei r
th ink ing is  l imi ted largely to feel -
ing,  scheming,  and remember ing
w h a t ' s  b e e n  ' c o m i n g  d o w n '
la te ly .  '  '  r

A more current note in Today's
Education reminds us that college
programs for  teaching wr i t ing are
only as good as their teachers.
"Unfortunately, few colleges focus
adequately on the ins and outs
of teaching writ ing. Teachers-
particularly elementary teachers
-need a stronger grounding in
language and literature. "o A recent
survey reveals that undergraduate
offerings in English are comprised
of  a meager 16.9 percent  wr i t ing
courses,  5.3 percent  language
studies, and a whopping 77.8 per-
cent l i terature courses.t

What Does a Degree
Mean, Anyway?

The professional l i terature of
the 1960s clearly forecast the de-
cline in college performance. Dres-
sel bitterly raised a triad of
compla ints against  Amer ican col -
leges and univers i t ies:  ( l )  The only
th ing a student  gets out  of  co l lege
for  cer ta in is  h imsel f .  (2)  One can
be sure a person has had a college
educat ion only by examining h is
certif ied transcript. And (3), a bac-
calaureate degree merely indicates
that  the person has "put  in  t ime"
on  a  co l l ege  o r  un i ve rs i t y  campus .
He recal led John Gardner 's  b i t ing
observat ion that  " the extensive
statements of  object ives in  col lege
catalogs have had . . as l itt le im-
pact  on the achievements of  most
colleges and universit ies as the
chapla in 's  prayers have on the con-
duct  of  business in  the Uni ted
States Senate."u

At  the same t ime,  Glaser  was
arguing that college grades were
not  real ly  c lear  ev idence of  what  a
student  knew or  could do. '  Too
many teachers,  he said,  graded on
the curve,  which merely  descr ibed
the re lat ive order ing of  s tudents
wi th respect  to  a g iven c lass per-
formance. Such grading proce-
dures provided l i t t le  or  no guid-
ance as to the degree of proficiency
in terms of  exact ly  what  s tudents
could do. Glaser urged the devel-
opment and use of criterion-refer-
enced grading methods depending
on an established stsndard of
subject-matter competence. Only
then could educators talk mean-
ingfully regarding the competence
of  an indiv idual  s tudent .

Why the Decline
in Writing Skil ls?

Numerous explanations have
been put forward for the sorry
state of writ ing among college
students. Ralph Tyler scored the

widespread use of the telephone
and the great amount of t ime spent
viewing television.' Alston Chase
blamed i t  on modern re lat iv ism.n
Like Middleron af ter  h im,  Shei ls
named "st ructura l  l inguist ics"  and
an excessive emphasis on ora l  com-
municat ion as the pr imary v i l -
la ins. 'u  Zagano,  on the other  hand,
assigned causation to as many as
six  d i f ferent  factors:  society,  tech-
nology,  parent ing,  schools,  co l -
leges,  and tests."

A preponderence of  the pub-
l ished b lame, however,  was leveled
at  co l lege teachers of  Engl ish,  and
much of  th is  by Engl ish teachers
themselves!  Lyons,  who had
taught  univers i ty  Engl ish in  three
di f ferent  s tates,  noted,  "Amer ican

students are not  learn ing to wr i te
because nobody bothers to teach
them how. "

Teaching students to read,  wr i te ,
and  th ink ,  he  added ,  i s  j us t  no t
what  Amer ican h igher  educat ion is
all about today. He argued that
Engl ish professors have paid
almost  no at tent ion at  a l l  to  the
need for  l i terate wr i t ing.  In  fact ,
only  against  thei r  wi l l  can they be
made to teach l reshman composi-
t ion.  "The business of  the Amer-
ican English department is not the
teaching of  l i teracy,"  he stated,  " i t

is  the worship of  l i terature."  And
the "h igher"  up the academic lad-
der the English teacher goes, said
Lyons,  the more l ike ly  i t  is  that  any
interest  he or  she may express in
teaching a writ ing course, espe-
cially to freshmen, wil l be inter-
preted as a sign of intellectual
in fer ior i ty .  "The teachers who
count themselves among the com-
pany of the very elect look with
condescension upon lowly teachers
o1 '  bas i c  w r i t i ng  sk i l l s . " ' '

The Educational Testing Service
(ETS) issued a report focusing not
just on the writ ing crisis, but on
the roots of that crisis. One of the
major obstacles to effective writ ing
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programs, ETS concluded, was the
fact that

many Engl ish teachers are i l l -equipped to
teach wr i t ing and feel  uncomfortable doing
so.  Many programs that  prepare Engl ish
teachers concentrate heavi ly  on l i terature
and give short  shr i f t  to wr i t ing.  There is
even less emphasis on the teaching of
wr i t ing,  a ski l l  that- l ike wr i t ing i tsel f -can
bc learned only through pract ice. ' r

The Response of the
English Professionals

All of this crit icism was not lost
on the NCTE, and in 1979 i t  pub-
lished a set of revised standards
that defined writ ing as "the proc-
ess of selecting, combining, ar-
ranging, and developing ideas in
effective sentences, paragraphs,
and, often, longer units of dis-
course." The most pertinent ingre-
d ients o l  e f fect ive wr i t ing were
identif ied as: method of develop-
ment, tone, form, purpose, and
audience. "Learning to write and
to wr i te  increasingly  wel l , "  NCTE
continued, "involves developing
increasing skil l  and sensitivity
in selecting from and combining
these variables to shape particuiar
messages. It also involves learn-
ing to conform to conventions of
the pr inted language appropr iate
to the age of the writer and to
the form, purpose, and tone of
the message." The council pro-
claimed that:

l .  Wr i t ing inst ruct ion should be
a substantial and clearly identif ied
part of an integrated English lan-
guage arts curriculum.

2. Students should be provided
writing experience in many forms
(e.g. ,  essays,  notes,  summaries,
poems, letters, stories, reports,
scripts, journals).

3.  Students should pract ice
writ ing for a variety of audiences
in order to learn that their ap-
proaches must vary, depending on
their audiences.

4. Class time should be devoted
to all aspects of the writ ing proc-

ess: generating ideas, drafting,
revising, and editing.

5. All students should receive
instruction in both (a) developing
and expressing ideas and (b) using
the conventions of edited Ameri-
can Ensl ish.

6.  The support ing sk i l ls  of
edited American English (such as
spell ing, handwriting, punctua-
t ion,  and grammat ica l  usage)
should be developed primarily
through writ ing experience rather
than through re lated exerc ises.

7.  The evaluat ion of  an indiv id-
ua l  s tuden t ' s  g row lh  i n  w r i t i ng
should (a) be based on complete
pieces of writ ing; (b) reflect not
only emphasis on conventional
usage, mechanics, and spell ing,
but  a lso in formed judgments

about clarity and content; and (c)
include regular responses to indi-
v idual  p ieces of  s tudent  wr i t ing
and periodic assignments that
char t  growth over  t ime. 'o

What Have Been the Results?

Those were bracing, meaty proc-
lamations from NCTE in 1979.
Did they set in motion a revolution
in English content and methodol-
ogy across American collegedom?

A 1983 survey of 45 college de-
par tments throughout  the U.S.A.
and Canada asked what specific
courses should be required of
future wr i t ing teachers. ' '  The
faculty selected, in order, "Clas-

s ica l  Rhetor ic"  (81 percent) ,
"General Linguistics" (73 per-
cent), and "Theoretical Analysis of
Written Discourse" (57.5 percent).

Not one writing course was among
the 13 selections, and certoinly
no significant number of foculty
wrote one in. "The underlying
assumption of both the survey
and the respondents seems clear,"
observes Kearns. '(-ong can teach
writing without taking a course in
wr i t inq.  "  'u

In fact, a review of 263 college
and university catalogs by Burhans
reveals that the traditional fresh-
man composition course in basi-
cally all the writ ing that most
students must take. A full 20 per-
cent of the undergraduate institu-
t ions requi red no wr i t ing courses
whatever, and 54 percent offered
students a variety of ways to get
credi t  for  requi red wr i t ing courses
by other  means,  i .e . ,  prof ic iency,
CEEB, CLEP, and chal lenge tests.
Even for English majors, English
education majors, and other edu-
cat ion majors,  only  l5  percent ,  30
percent, and 6 percent of schools,
respectively, required extra or
advanced writ ing courses. Burhans
exolains that

most Engl ish departments pr ide themselves
on their  large percentage of  PhDs, and
Engl ish PhDs are mainly degrees in l i terary
cr i t ic ism and scholarship,  wi th miniscule
at tent ion to wr i t ing or  the teaching of
wr i t ing and even less to reading. ' '

The conclusion here is obvious:
College writ ing courses, programs,
and descriptions are usually de-
fined and approved by people with
the barest of professional training
-or experience-in the subject of
wr i t ins!

Where to Now?

Students learn to paint by actu-
ally using paint and brushes; to
play musical instruments by prac-
ticing, to dance through exercising
and practicing, to act by perform-
ing, and to improve their hitt ing by
engaging in batting practice. In the
performance disciplines, theory,
crit icism, and stylistic history are
learned first by doing. Students are
not required merely to recall what
they know about perspective,
rhythm, dance, inflections, or
bunting. In the performance dis-
ciplines-and English is one of
them-performing is the most
essential way of knowing. We

(To puge 39)
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(Continued frlm page 22)

should not. dare not. ask our stu-
dents to understand lilerary prod-
ucls while remaining ignorant of
the process through which they
were created.

In order lor English teachers to
manage e l ' l 'ect ive reform, s ta les
K e a r n s ,  h i m s e l f  a n  E n g l i s h
teacher, they need to make a three-
fold commitment: to graduate
good writers, to develop per-
formance-centered curricula, and
to practice what they teach. To
achieve these objectives English
teachers must  be wi l l ing to e l im-
inate tests in which teachers do the
writing and students fi l l  in the
blanks. They must combat the im-
pression that good form is inde-
pendent of good content.

And f ina l ly ,  warns Kearns,
English faculty "must forgo the
comfor ts  of  specia l izat ion-of
teaching and evaluating only schol-
ar ly  or  in format ional  prose.
Writing poetry enhances scholarly
understanding and crit ical judg-

ment; exercising our scholarly and
crit ical faculties makes us better
poets." r8 There is  absolute ly  no
better way for college students to
assess the originality and worth of
their own literary creations!
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A Parting Caution

Writing as process, however, is
not the be-all-and-end-all of com-
position theory and practice. In
many quarters it has too often
been codified and oversimplif ied
into a set of laws and prescrip-
t ions,  wi th any var iat ion consid-
ered gross heresy. In other quarters
it has been reduced to unsystem-
at ic ,  open-ended wr i t ing d i rec-
t ions to " le t  the wr i ter  wr i te .  "

Consequent ly ,  in  too many c lass-
rooms,  Engl ish professors have
avoided sk i l ls  t ra in ing l ike the
plague.  "Not  only  d id some drop
teaching any usage but  they re-
fused to teach punctuat ion,  capi -
ta l izat ion,  [and]  spel l ing as wel l , "
laments Rodr igues.

At their  worst ,  wr i t ing process converts
acceptcd thc process at  i ts  most  shal low
level  and bel icved that  a l l  wc hacl  to do was

encourage students to wr i te and they would
automat ical ly  improve.  Thoroughly consid-
ered concepts,  such as peer review and jour-
nal  wr i t ing,  soon became catchwords.  oart
of  the aposrol ic  creed of  the process.

The latest research does not indi-
cate that we should throw out the
teaching of writ ing as a process.
Rather, it indicates that we should
temper the free-wheeling writ ing
process with structure, purpose,
and the recogni t ion that  s tudents
need to experience a wide variety
of  wr i t ing tasks-and where ap-
propr iate,  receive c lear ly  ident i f ied
ski l ls  t ra in ing!  Process approaches
to wr i t ing should cont inue to be
taught ,  but  in tegrated in to those
approaches should be other  tech-
niques such as models,  s imula-
t ions,  and inqui ry .  Rodr igues con-
c ludes:

The unfet tered wr i t ing process approach
has bcen just  as ar t i f ic ia l  as the t radi t ional

h igh school  research paper.  Wri t ing wi th-
out  st ructure accompl ished as l i t t le  as wr i t -
rng a mock structure.  What the newest
research is  te l l ing us to do is  f i rs t  to pay
at tent ion to the ways that  a var iety of
wr i ters do wr i te but  then to real ize that  their
students are not  mature,  professional
wr i ters.  They need structure,  they need
models to pract ice,  they need to improve
even mechanical  sk i l ls ,  and they st i l l  need
t ime to th ink through their  ideas,  to revise
them, and to wr i te for  real  audiences and
real  purposes.  Wri ters may improve by just
wr i t ing.  .  .  .  But  when teachers creare mean-
ingful  and structured contexts for  wr i t ing,
s tuden t s  r espond . ' '

Has col lege composi t ion come a
long way in the past decade? Yes
and no.  I t  depends par t ly  on each
col lege's  pol ic ies,  but  most  of
a l l ,  i t  depends on the indiv idual
Engl ish teacher.
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My Something To Do Reading Program
For Beginners

MY SOMETHING TO DO BOOK A is for beginning
readers, so lessons in reading and related concepts and
ski l ls from other language arts are given in 1 26 white
pages and a supplementary, easy-to-read 1 2-page picture
book, MY CAT BOOK. Special lessons in phonics are oiven
in the 96 pink pages. The 46 "star" pages contarn irany
interesting ways to help chi ldren develop a varietv of other
concepts and ski l ls.

Children are especial ly happy when they are directeo Io
one of the lour THINGS TO MAKE PAGES, for on these
pages are f igures to cut out, assemble with brass fasten-
ers, and have fun using.

Some phi losophies in teaching reading, phonics and
related language arts are given in the yel low section of rne
TEACHER'S EDITION. In the white and pink sections ob-
ject ives and strategies to use in each lesson are oiven
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