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The Freshman at Composition

JOSEPHINE MILES t

At the first meeting of an English [A
class, in February 1948, I asked the
thirty students to write a half-hour
essay on their home town. [ did not
discuss the problem except to say that
by an essay I meant a brief and unified
exposition which would make clear to
the reader the student’'s town as he saw
1t.

The following paper on Pittsburgh
represents the work of two-thirds of the
class.

I

It has often been said that if Pittsburgh,
New York, and perhaps two or three other cities
were bombed until their industry was rendered
useless that the United States would be power-
less and at the supreme will of the enemy. Such
a statement is possibly very true.

My home town is Pitesburgh, Pennsylvania,
and I take great pride in the fact that Pittsburgh
is my hometown. The great steel industry gave
my family a very comfortable living. I was
able to develop in the city in a way that I had
pride in my town. Pittsburgh—a city of about
700,000—seemed to me a small town where I
had interest in the surroundings and events in
every part of the city.

Pittsburgh is not merely a memory of smoke
and soot to me, but more as a place that recalls
memories of gay and colorful times. Picnic
grounds, city parks, zoos, and even the smoke
stacks of other cities will never have the appeal
to my eyes as those of Pittsburgh.

* * »

The reader will note that each sepa-
rate paragraph makes a separate point,
the first about the vulnerability and im-
portance of large cities, the second about
the familiar comfort of Pittsburgh as a
town to grow up in, the third about the
memory of good times despite smoke
and soot. In no way do these three
points make a whole. The student has
taken no responsible point of view; he
has not thought of the city as a whole;
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he has not thought of his essay as a
unit.

This lack of responsibility, charac-
teristic of most of the members of the
class, seems to me the central serious
problem in the teaching of composition.
Matters of sentence and paragraph
structure, of agreement, reference, and
transition, all seem to me subordinate
to, and indeed dependent upon, the
matter of the student’s responsibility
for his own guiding ideas. Sentence-
making is predication, and to predicate
is to assert an idea, selecting and treat-
ing facts from a point of view. Para-
graph-making is the development of
such ideas and the relationship between
them. Composition involves an indi-
vidual responsibility of thought. The
student from Pittsburgh does not com-
pose.

The best single summary one could
make of this essay would say that
though Pittsburgh is important as an
industrial center it is also pleasant as a
home: but this statement does not really
reflect the student’s intentions. When,
at the next meeting, I asked each stu-
dent to write one sentence summarizing
his essay, this student wrote, ‘‘My
home town is one of the greatest steel
centers in the world situated around the
point where the two rivers join to form
the Ohio.” Most other sentences were
equally far from their essays and equally
unuseful as even possible ideas for de-
velopment. It seemed to me therefore
that the students had almost no con-
cept of the problems involved in stating
and developing an idea, the central
process in wrting exposition.

Subordinately, the unease in putting
words together may be noted as typical.
The first confusion of thats, the repeti-
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tion of “home town,” the difficulties in
the ‘I was to develop’ sentence and the
“surroundings and events'’ sentence, the
misused as, show that the lack of or-
ganization in thought makes for a diffi-
culty in phrasing as well. The student
was probably trying to write as simply
as possible, yet the chaos of his thought
made even simplicity of sentence struc-
ture impossible.

The next paper, on Boulder, is typi-
cal of a smaller group.

IT

Boulder Colorado is a city of fifteen thousand
people.  The University of Colorado is located
there and most of the city’s activities and func-
tions are closely related to the college. The col-
lege is actually the main industry of Boulder,
and without the schoo! the town would have
little life.

During the summer months many tourists
stop or pass through Boulder. It is one of the
gateways to the Rocky Mountains which are a
great tourist attraction. The town is built on
the edge of the great plains with its back to the
rising range of the Rockies. Within a few
minutes of Boulder you can be high in the
mountains or far out in the flat plains.

In winter months skiing and ice skating are
the main attractions. Hundreds of students and
local citizens flock to the frozen lakes or to one
of the many ski runs.

As in any small town you soon know prac-
tically everyone you meet. It is hard to realize
the value of many friends and the feeling of
being known which is hard to obtain in a larger
city,

* % %

This is a little more smoothly writ-
ten. It has, moreover, a good useful
central idea in its first paragraph, the
second sentence; and such a helpful be-
ginning is relatively rare. Yet the de-
velopment of this idea again shows no
responsibility of point of view or plan.
The second paragraph tends to under-
mine the first by its emphasis on the
importance of tourists. Perhaps a con-
trast between winter and summer char-
acteristics is intended, but the point of
contrast is never stated or made clear in

relation to first or last paragraphs. The
concluding idea of friendliness is again
a new and unassociated one. In phras-
ing, the difficulties though present are
milder; the whole essay, like a half-
dozen others, sounds fairly easy and
pleasant: yet it is merely a series of
scraps of thought.

Fifteen - thousand people im-
portance of the University . . . location
and tourist attraction . . . winter sports
. .. friendliness, these are all bits from
a commercial folder. They do not repre-
sent a habit of thought. They do not
represent a sense of composition. They
indicate neither the awareness of com-
munity which Social Studies aim for,
nor the awareness of technical skills
which the study of English as a tool
would make plain; they show indeed by
their very confusion the need for greater
integration of methods.

The reader may wonder whether
there was no adequate paper among the
thirty, no essay which did simply de-
velop an idea- about the character of a
town. This one on Oakland comes
closest to adequacy, I think, though it
makes troubling omissions. - At least it
takes an attitude, a negative one about
size and interrelation, and develops the
idea of dependence through three clear
paragraphs to a fairly summary con-
clusion.

11

Oakland is my home town although it is
more a fairly large city than a town. Its chief
characteristic seems to be that it covers a large
area and thus makes transportation very difficult.

The city is apt to depend upon San Fran-
cisco, its neighbors, rather than to have a more
or less independent existence as do other similar
cities. Many Oakland residents work across the
bay, and Oakland is known as San Francisco’s
bedroom.

Just as occupational activities are concen-
trated in the other city, so are cultural matters
considered almost second class in Oakland. The
Oakland Symphony orchestra is not the equal
of the San Francisco Symphony orchestra; the
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museums and art galleries and the theatre are
slighted in Oakland. Thus, what goes on in
Oakland must be considered in the light of its
proximity to a larger and more important city.

Industry in my home town is growing, in
fact, growth is everywhere, and the city holds
more promise at the moment than it does actual
accomplishment. The port promises to become
very important in the future. Army and navy
installations should play an important part in
this development. Oakland is the western ter-
minus of the railroads, and will not be by-
passed by expanding industry for this reason.

My home town then is this. It is a large city,
but it 1s not like similar cities because of its
relation to other cities of the bay area. It is one
of a network of towns and citics which have
grown up around San Francisco bay.

ok ok

This was the only paper which
seemed conscious of the problem of ex-
position: the need to make a statement,
to develop and substantiate it through
the selection and arrangement of perti-
nent detail, and to reconsider it finally
in the summary of detail. The fact that
the author of this paper is the one who
in six weeks of practice has managed to
progress to C and B grades would ind;i-
cate that the first-day exercise had some
representative merit. The fact that he
is the only one is not, I hope, representa-
tive of freshman classes as a whole. My
1 A section may be this time an especially
unfortunate one. Even so, its members
come from all parts of the country,
from all sorts of teaching systems, from
Berkeley, Oakland, Piedmont, San
Francisco, Los Angeles. as well as Pitts-
burgh, Pennsylvania; and it is the more
surprising that all the difficulties center
at the same focus; at the making and
developing of statement.

I have an idea about the reasons for
this difficulty, and I am not sure of its
truth, but I shall propose it tentatively.
It is that a sort of inert materialism, a
sort of trust in data as data, uninter-
preted, and a counter mistrust of hu-
man thought, has led Americans to

teach facts rather than ideas and accumu-
lation rather than composition. When
I ask students what sort of practice in
writing they have had in high school,
they say they have written ‘‘descrip-
tions'' or “‘reports,”’ and when I ask by
what principles these were organized,
they look blank. When they bring me
high school exercises at which they felt
themselves successful, I find that they
are indeed well organized, and always
chronologically, as in the description of
a trip, or a brief biography in the style
of the encyclopedia; yet the students
have copied, and have not consciously
been aware of this chronological order
or what use it was or to what purpose
they were putting it. And of other
logical orders, like implication, alterna-
tion, exemplification, they seem un-
aware,

It may be that we are so unaware
ourselves of how to choose, how to co-
ordinate and subordinate, how to gen-
eralize and exemplify, above all how
to compose, that we cannot teach a
younger generation. We may be, as the
scientists have suggested to us, the vic-
tims of sheer uninterpreted data, as
meaningless as can be. If so, if we have
no attitudes for our facts, we shall have
no predicates for our subjects, no themes
for our essays, no points for our re-
marks, no responsibilities for our ac-
tions.

But I think the teachers of composi-
tion are the very ones who need not be
so lost. They know that the subject is
what the predicate makes it, and that
the theme is what its development
makes it. They know that the human
mind can take a consistent responsi-
bility for what it has to say. They
know that the selection and arrange-
ment of materials to a purpose, a pur-
pose weighed and evaluated, is as serious
a task as can be conceived of.
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Writing Sample
TONY
Session |

w2

All men can not be consider equal in America base on financial situations.! Because

their are men born in rich families that will never have to worry about any financial -diffuel
~the

diffuliculties.? And then they're are / another type of amessicans that are born to a poor

may

famidly.® And This is the type of Americans that will / alway have some kind of finanical
diffuliculty.* Espeical today teday thein new york The way tll('nl: city has fallen -hes—fallen

working
into fin—debt.® It has become such a big crisis for the peeple-people, in the  If the
with the the ds-

working man is able to find a job, espeicaly for / eity a city The way -the—way city / fin—
sitionu is set up now, stHe'll problely lose the job a whole lot faster than what he got it.
When he loses his job he'll - have even more fin—difficulity.? And then he'll be force to
got to the city for some fini—assi—." So right here you can see that all men in America
are not create equal in the fin—sense®
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were easily and comfortably one with their audience, as though
they were members of the academy, or historians or anthropol-
ogists or economists; they have to invent the university by as-
sembling and mimicking its language, finding some compromise
between idiosyncracy, a personal history, and the requirements
of convention, the history of a discipline. They must learn to
speak our language. Or they must dare to speak it, or to carry
off the bluff, since speaking and writing will most certainly be
required long before the skill is “learned.” And this, understand-
ably, causes problems.

Let me look quickly at an example. Here is an essay written
by a college freshman, a basic writer:

In the past time I thought that an incident was creative was
when [ had to make a clay model of the earth, but not of
the classical or your everyday model of the earth which
consists of the two cores, Lthe mantle and the crust. I thought
of these things in a dimension of which it would be unique,
but easy to comprehend. Of course, your materials to work
with were basic and limited at the same time, but thought
help to put this limit into a right attitude or frame of mind
to work with the clay.

In the beginning of the clay model, 1 had to research and
learn the different dimensions of the earth (in magnitude,
quantity, state of matter, etc.) After this, | learned how to
put this into the clay and come up with something different
than any other person in my class at the time. In my opinion,
color coordination and shape was the key to my creativity
of the clay model of the earth.

Creativity is the venture of the mind at work with the
mechanics relay to the limbs from the cranium, which stores
and triggers this action. It can be a burst of energy released
al a precise time a thought is being transmitted. This can
cause a frenzy of the human body, but it depends of the
characteristics of the individual and how they can relay the
message clearly enough through mechanics of the body to us
as an observer. Then we must determine if it is creative or
a learned process varied by the individuals thought process.
Creativily is indeed a tool which has to exist, or our world
will not succeed into the fulure and progress like it should.

[ am continually impressed by the patience and good will of
our students. This student was writing a placement essay during
freshman orientalion. (The problem set to him was, “Describe a

5
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