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What Should Colleges Teach? Part 3

I write a third column on the teaching of writing in colleges and universities because
three important questions posed by a large number of posters remain unanswered: (1)
Isn’t the mastery of forms something that should be taught in high school or earlier? (2)
Isn’t extensive reading the key to learning how to write? (3) What would a composition
course based on the method I urge look like?

Questions (1) and (2) can be answered briefly. Question (3) is, as they say, a work in
progress.
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By all the evidence, high schools and middle schools are not teaching writing skills in an
effective way, if they are teaching them at all. The exception seems to be Catholic schools.
More than a few commentators remembered with a mixture of fondness and pain the
instruction they received at the hands of severe nuns. And I have found that those
students in my classes who do have a grasp of the craft of writing are graduates of
parochial schools. (I note parenthetically that in many archdioceses such schools are
being closed, not a good omen for those who prize writing.)

I cannot see, however, why a failure of secondary education relieves college teachers of a
responsibility to make up the deficit. Quite the reverse. It is because our students come to
us unable to write clean English sentences that we are obligated to supply what they did
not receive from their previous teachers. No doubt this obligation constitutes a burden on
an already overworked labor force, but (and this is one of those times a cliché can acquire
renewed force), somebody has to do it.

The question of the relationship of reading and learning to write is more complicated.
Classical rhetoricians preached the virtue of imitation; students were presented with
sentences from the work of great authors and asked to reproduce their form with a
different content. I like this exercise because its emphasis is so obviously formal.

But what about just doing a lot of reading and hoping that by passing your eyes over
many pages you will learn how to write through osmosis? I’m not so sure. If to wide
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reading were added daily dinner-table discussions of the sophistication and wit found in
many 18th and 19th century novels, I might be more sanguine. And if your experience
with words were also to include training in public speaking and debate (itself a matter of
becoming practiced in forms), I might say, O.K., you probably don’t need a form-based
composition course. Unfortunately, however, reading is not the favorite pastime of
today’s youth and debate societies don’t have the cachet they once did; so my insistence
that a narrowly focused writing course be required for everyone stands.

How does one teach such a course? What texts can one use? How does one effect the
passage from sentences to larger prose units? “How do you determine whether and in
what ways [this] approach improves . . . students’ writing,” asks James Gee. My answers
to these questions are provisional. I’m still trying to work them out.

I have reached some conclusions. First, you must clear your mind of the orthodoxies that
have taken hold in the composition world. The main orthodoxy is nicely encapsulated in
this resolution adopted in 1974 by the Conference on College Composition and
Communication: “We affirm the students’ right to their own patterns and varieties of
language — the dialects of their nurture or whatever dialects in which they find their own
identity and style.”

Of course, as a matter of law students have the right to any dialect they choose to deploy
(although in some small cities where the “English Only” movement has succeeded in the
ballot box, linguistic rights have been curtailed). The issue is whether students accorded
this right will prosper in a society where norms of speech and writing are enforced not by
law but by institutional decorums. If you’re about to be fired because your memos reflect
your “own identity and style,” citing the CCC resolution is not going to do you any good.

Behind the resolution is a theoretical argument. Linguistic forms, it is said, are not
God-given; they are the conventional products of social/cultural habit and therefore none
of them is naturally superior or uniquely “correct.” It follows (according to this argument)
that any claim of correctness is political, a matter of power not of right. “If we teach
standardized, handbook grammar as if it is the only ‘correct’ form of grammar, we are
teaching in cooperation with a discriminatory power system” (Patricia A. Dunn and
Kenneth Lindblom, English Journal, January, 2003).

Statements like this one issue from the mistake of importing a sociological/political
analysis of a craft into the teaching of it. It may be true that the standard language is an
instrument of power and a device for protecting the status quo, but that very truth is a
reason for teaching it to students who are being prepared for entry into the world as it
now is rather than the world as it might be in some utopian imagination — all dialects
equal, all habit of speech and writing equally rewarded.

You’re not going to be able to change the world if you are not equipped with the tools that
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speak to its present condition. You don’t strike a blow against a power structure by
making yourself vulnerable to its prejudices. Even as an exercise in political strategy,
“having conversations with students about linguistic systems and democratic values”
(V.F. Kinloch, “Revisiting the Promise of Students’ Right to Their Own Language,” CCC
57:1, September 2005) strikes me as an unlikely lever for bringing about change; as a
strategy for teaching writing, it is a disaster.

And if students infected with the facile egalitarianism of soft multiculturalism declare, “I
have a right to my own language,” reply, “Yes , you do, and I am not here to take that
language from you; I’m here to teach you another one.” (Who could object to learning a
second language?) And then get on with it.

Of course, I still haven’t explained how you get on with it. Not by consulting Strunk and
White’s “The Elements of Style,” a book cited favorably by more than a few posters. I
wouldn’t go as far as Randy Burgess does when he calls the famous little book “the
worst,” but I would say that it is unhelpful because its prescriptions presuppose the
knowledge most of our students don’t have. What good is it to be told, “Do not join
independent clauses with a comma,” if you don’t have the slightest idea of what a clause
is (and isn’t), never mind an “independent” one? And even if a beginning student were
provided with the definition of a clause, the definition itself would hang in mid-air like a
random piece of knowledge. It would be like being given a definition of a drop-kick in the
absence of any understanding of the game in which it could be deployed.

You have to start with a simple but deep understanding of the game, which for my
purposes is the game of writing sentences. So it makes sense to begin with the question,
What is a sentence anyway? My answer has two parts: (1) A sentence is an organization of
items in the world. (2) A sentence is a structure of logical relationships.

The second part tells you what kind of organization a sentence is, a logical one, and in
order to pinpoint what the components of that logic are, I put a simple sentence on the
table, something like “John hit the ball” or “Jane likes cake.” I spend an entire week on
sentences like these (which are easily comprehended by students of any background),
asking students to generate them, getting them to see the structure of relationships that
makes them all the same on a formal level, getting them to see that the motor of meaning
production is form, not content.

Once they see that — and it is an indispensable lesson — they are ready to explore,
generate and practice with the other forms that organize the world’s items in increasingly
complicated ways. Basically, there is only one thing to be learned, that a sentence is a
structure of logical relationships; everything else follows.

I have devised a number of exercises designed to reinforce and extend the basic insight.
These include (1) asking students to make a sentence out of a random list of words, and
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then explain what they did; (2) asking students to turn a three-word sentence like “Jane
likes cake” into a 100-word sentence without losing control of the basic structure and
then explain, word-by-word, clause-by-clause, what they did; (3) asking students to
replace the nonsense words in the first stanza of Lewis Carroll’s “Jabberwocky” with
ordinary English words in a way that makes coherent (if silly) sense, and then explain
what they did, and how they knew what kind of word to put into each “slot.” (The answer
is that even in the absence of sense or content, the stanza’s formal structure tells them
what to do and what not to do.)

Notice that the exercises always come in two parts. In the first part students are asked to
do something they can do easily. In the second part they are asked to analyze their own
performance. The second part is the hard one; it requires students to raise to a level of
analytical conscience the operations they must perform if they are to write sentences that
hang together.

In the final exercise, about which I’ve written before in this space, the class is divided into
groups of four or five and each group is asked to create its own language — complete with
a lexicon, and a grammar capable of conveying the distinctions (of number, tense, mood,
etc.) conveyed by English grammatical forms. At the end of the semester each group
presents a text in its language and teaches the class how to translate it into English, and
how to translate English sentences into sentences in the new language, to which the
group always gives a name and about which it is always fiercely proprietary.

To my knowledge, there are no textbooks that teach this method — Stephen reports,
“until you described it . . . I had never heard of such a course at any college” — although,
in some respects, Francis Christensen’s “generative rhetoric” of sentences, now
considered outmoded, comes close.

What I do is supplement the exercises described above with a standard grammar text
filled with the usual terminology, a terminology that will not seem impenetrable and
hostile to students who have been learning how language works at a level these texts
assume but do not explicate. My current favorites are Geraldine Woods’ “English
Grammar for Dummies” and Martha Kolln’s “Rhetorical Grammar: Grammatical Choice,
Rhetorical Effects.” I like the first because its examples are so fanciful (“Lochness loves
my singing”) that there is no danger of becoming interested in their content. I like the
second because of Kolln’s emphasis on how grammatical choices fulfill and/or disappoint
reader expectations.

I have also assigned J.L. Austin’s “How to Do Things With Words,” Richard Lanham’s “A
Handlist of Rhetorical Terms” and Lynne Truss’s “Eats, Shoots & Leaves,” and I have
flirted with using the Rhetorica Ad Herennium and parts of Quintilian and Seneca, if only
to show students how old the formal teaching of writing is.
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My course is entirely sentence-centered except for one exercise, when I put a sentence on
the board — usually something incredibly boring like, “The first year of college presents
many challenges” — and ask each student in turn to add a sentence while taking care to
look backward to the narrative that has already been developed and forward to the
sentences yet to be written by his or her colleagues.

At the end of the semester, I used to send my students into the class taught by Cathy
Birkenstein and Gerald Graff, whose excellent book “They Say / I Say” introduces
students to the forms of argument in a spirit entirely compatible with my focus on the
forms of sentences. (We have taught in each others’ classes.)

As to the question of whether this method improves writing, I can only cite local
successes in my classes and the anecdotal reports of former students who have employed
it in their own classes. I take heart from veteran composition teachers like Lynn Sams,
who says that after many years of experimentation, she has concluded that “the ability to
analyze sentences, to understand how the parts work together to convey desired meaning,
emphasis, and effect is . . . central to the writing process.” (“How to Teach Grammar,
Analytical Thinking and Writing; A Method that Works,” English Journal, January,
2003). Amen.
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