


two objections to the proposed course on
other grounds. My first objection is in-
structional; the second is ethical.

First, as a professor who has spent
more than 20 years teaching writing, and
as a specialist in writing theory, I think
the proposed course is unsound from an
instructional point of view. I say this
because I believe the primary purpose of
a required college writing course is to
teach students to write. In order to do
that it should:

1. Show students how to use writing
to explore ideas. Through writing they
can find out what they think and put
their ideas into a form that allows those
ideas to be tested and examined.

2. Show students how to develop and
refine their ideas through writing a series
of drafts and revisions.

3. Help students to become confident
writers who know how to express their
ideas logically and clearly in a way that
commands attention and respect.

Well taught, a freshman writing course
becomes an introduction into the es-
sence of a university education: learning
how tothink critically and articulate ideas
clearly and logically.

For several reasons, I do not believe a
freshman writing course that requires
students to write about controversial
social issues will achieve these goals.

First, all my experience as a writing
teacher convinces me that students de-
velop best as writers when they can
write about something they care about
and want to know more about. Only
then, I believe, will they be motivated to
invest real effort in their work. Few
students will do their best when they are
compelled to write on a topic that they
feelis politically charged and about which
they feel uninformed, no matter how
thought-provoking the instructor pre-
sumes that topic to be.

Intellectual growth and diversity in a
writing course comes from each student's
investigating and writing about a topic
that is congenial to him or her, sharing
that writing with others, and being ex-
posed to other people's ideas in the pro-
cess. Over the years my students have
written about growing up in a family of
migrant workers, sexism in advertising,
coming to terms with homosexuality.
corruption on the tennis circuit, the ex-
perience of being a Vietnamese refugee,
child abuse, Navajo culture, children's
television, yoga, the economics of college
football — the list of their interests is
long and varied. As they write about
them, they develop their individual
knowledge and expertise, but they also
learn about each other.

I also know that young people de-
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velop best as writers when teachers are
able to create a low-risk environment
thatencourages students to take chances.
We know from research that novice writ-
ers can virtually freeze in the writing
classroom when they see it as an ex-
tremely high-risk situation. Apprehen-
sive about their grades in this new col-
lege situation, they nervously test their
teachers to see what they are supposed
to say and will venture opinions only
timidly. They will be particularly reluc-
tant to express their opinions in a politi-
cal environment, especially if they think
they are picking up signals that their
instructors might not agree with their
views. Under these circumstances, the
creative impulses will fade, and students

. will not think critically or write honestly.

The content of English 306
is seen as a fundamental issue which
raises again the question of academic
freedom and responsibility.

Finally, I think few writing instruc-
tors, especially graduate students, have
the sociological or psychological training
to qualify as experts who understand
and can talk knowledgeably about the
complex and difficult issues of racism
and sexism in our society. Since one
criterion for a first-class university is that
its courses are taught by qualified schol-
ars in a field, a university can offer legiti-
mate courses on these problems only if
they are taught responsibly and effec-
tively by faculty members trained in so-
ciology. psychology, history, women's
studies, or cultural anthropology. That
criterion would certainly not be met in
the more than 100 sections of the pro-
posed freshman writing course that
would be taught principally by graduate
students in English.

My second objection to turning a re-
quired freshman writing course into one
of racism and sexism, or any other com-
plex and controversial social issue, is an
ethical one.

For one thing, I believe that to do so
seriously encroaches on the academic
freedom of those who must take the
course and those who must teach it.
Mandating political content for a course
that students must pass in order to
graduate severely limits their freedom of
expression, and to say that the proposed
content is not political would be naive —
I think even the proponents of the course
would grant that. The teachers areequally
restricted, especially if they're graduate
students. If they feel unqualified to teach

the material, or believe— as many trained
and experienced graduate students do at
Texas — that the prescribed curriculum
will work against their students’learning
to write, they must still conform to the
syllabus even if it goes against their pro-
fessional judgment and their personal
feelings.

Second, I believe the proposed course
will work to subvert students' integrity
at the very beginning of their college
careers. When they are forced to writeon
controversial topics in a high-risk situa-
tion, rather than explore and test out
their own ideas, they will opt for survival
over honesty. They will give the instructor
back what they think he or she wants to
hear, and if they are rewarded for doing
so, they will learn a chilling lesson in the
first semester of college. Hypocrisy pays.
Don't try to think for yourself.

Granted, it's difficult for any instruc-
tor, faculty, or graduate student to keep
his or her politics out of the classroom.
We're only human. But just as we would
not allow professors to use their class-
rooms to proselytize for their religious
opinions, so we should not allow anyone
to use university courses to promote a
political agenda. Students arrive at a uni-
versity not as empty vessels to be filled
with the faculty's opinions, but as intel-
ligent and inquiring people who bring
their own knowledge and opinions and
who want to expand, question, and test
what they know inarich and challenging
intellectual environment. It is our com-
mitment as faculty to create such an
environment. In order to do that, we
must respect our students’ minds and
give them the tools of inquiry, including
writing, that will allow them to educate
themselves in the free market of ideas
and theories that is the university. We
continually need toremind ourselves that
we teach not to give students our truths,
but to make it possible for them to dis-
cover their own.

Political activity and controversial
opinions swirl around all new students
as soon as they set foot on campus at any
major university, and they have every
chance to become active in any causes
they choose. They're hardly deprived of
stimulus or a chance to express them-
selves. They canalso choose from abroad
range of courses on all cultures and phi-
losophies once they get beyond required
courses. But when we use required
freshman courses to force students to
engage with complex social issues on
which they are uninformed and with
which they may not be mature enough to
cope honestly, we stifle rather than fos-
ter the very critical abilities that we pro-
fess to value. A
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