PAGE  
4
Andrea Karn

English 679

Synthesis Paper 5



An ongoing debate is occurring over what to include in freshman composition courses, if indeed, they should exist at all. Should they focus on the correctness of writing with instructors teaching proper grammar and punctuation? Perhaps they should consist of student’s voices coming together in hopes of creating a student-based learning community in which they can then learn from one another. Or another option would be to use the course as a platform for a higher and more concentrated purpose, typically political agenda, and typically one of the instructors’ choosing. The debate is occurring over what form of freshman composition will ultimately provide the most benefits for the students without being a political platform for instructors. 

At some point in a student’s English education, the constructs of the language must be at least somewhat mastered. Currently, at most institutions, these tedious lessons are given at several points throughout one’s academic career: middle, secondary, and college or university levels. However, many university instructors feel that such instruction should be left behind for secondary teachers to solidify the components into the students, and including, and perhaps even focusing, their beginning English courses on such material deems them remedial, which is not the anticipated goal of one of the first and most recognized courses at an institute of higher learning. 

The difficulty lies in determining what it means to be educated and is further broken down into what it means to be educated in each area of specialty. These definitions are in constant flux and are almost never agreed upon. While some believe that writing skills are simply a transcription tool that is to be mastered before a student 

moves on, many believe that writing is an essential educational lesson that is imperative to continual learning through transmitting and gaining knowledge. Whatever is decided upon must occur soon, for the negative effects of perceived remedial classes are far-reaching. As Mike Rose discusses in “The Language of Exclusion”:

Furthermore, the notion of remediation, carrying with it as it does the etymological wisps and traces of disease, serves to exclude from the academic community those who are so labeled. They sit in scholastic quarantine until their disease can be diagnosed and remedied (559).

With the constantly changing definition of education, and indeed higher learning, perhaps some level of such trite skills has always been focused on at the university level, but the standards are just changing as to what should be included. 

Taking the composition course a step further is focusing on the complexity and innate knowledge that students bring into the classroom. As Maxine Hairston discusses in “Diversity, Ideology, and Teaching Writing”, students should learn to view writing as a tool that is to be utilized in an effort to learn, think, and communicate, with nothing more and nothing less covered. The ways to achieve this are simple. Initially, the instructor must make it known to students that everyone views their own individual reality through a different lens, so it is okay to bring completely different ideas in the learning environment. Secondly, instructors should decenter the classroom experience and allow students to choose their own topics for the most part. Another step is to allow students to share their unique perspectives in hopes that they will begin to not only see the complex 

amalgamation of the different cultures, but also see common human threads. Finally, and most importantly, according to Hairston, the instructor should only be an agent for intellectual understanding and change, never a transmitter. This student-centered 
classroom can have beneficial effects that will extend beyond the walls of the class, for if such an undertaking is successful, the ability to see and appreciate uniqueness and diverging opinions will be immensely beneficial to the student. 

A third alternative for a freshman composition course is a cultural studies basis. This consists of “social communication, the production of common sense, the determination of popular discourses and practices in ordinary life” (George and Trimbur. 76). This course would have the basis of the previously mentioned class, but would add to this with a central theme, most likely selected by the instructor, that the class would focus on. For example, they could study racism or sexism, or any number of controversial and debated topics. In this setting, students would be asked to forgo the traditional dominant ideologies they have been presented with, and instead learn from a wide variety of sources (media, work sites, city streets, etc.) that could be seen as cultural sites that are a basis for learning. They would also be abandoning the traditional transmitter/receiver mode of learning, and while disrupting the privileged voice that carries down information to those seeking it, they would begin to see each reading and learning experience as something that is unique to them. Cultures and diversities are anticipated and expected to meet and clash, and the best learning would ensue when this did occur. If carried out well and the students are receptive, the benefits of this form would be immense, for the 

students are looking to the school and community with new, most likely appreciate, eyes, and perhaps, are envisioning ways to improve their surroundings. 

The question of what form of pedagogy to use in freshman composition courses is difficult. Should instructors focus on the traditional structures of correctness, the merging 
of student’s perspectives, or the developing of critical thinking? Which method will benefit the student, but not necessarily the instructor, the most?

