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Introduction 
 

Students making the leap from high school to college should know that something different will 

be expected of them, and this difference manifests itself no more clearly than in college writing. 

Superb resources for advice are virtually unlimited – from the cerebral Rudolph Flesch with A 

New Guide to Better Writing to the very funny Richard Lederer and Anguished English. 

Hundreds more await, some of them quite good, some of them so tedious they would bore the 

gray off an elephant. Many of them talk down to college students as if they were children. Far 

too many of them pursue a political agenda which gets in the way of the intended message.  

 Good and bad, enlightening and dull, books on how to write are ubiquitous, and so too are 

popular magazine and professional journal articles on the subject. But something is missing: Too 

few students entering college understand why they are required to write. Without some insight 

into this key question, students too often have no more understanding of the purpose of an 

education than they did in high school.  

 The difference is that in high school it didn’t seem to matter. Many graduate simply by 

showing up. Output (production) is not sufficiently tied to reward (graduation with a diploma) at 

too many American high schools. In college it’s different. The student who takes too long to 

grasp this concept will be left behind. Some never do grasp it. Failing to make an adequate 

transition from high school to college, they either drop out or stumble along, eventually 

managing to eke out a degree but not an education.  

 The big secret is that the first year of college is not Grade 13. 

 

How They Differ 

 

Over eight years, informal polling of my introductory English students has produced remarkably 

consistent responses. Leaving out the two ends of the bell curve – the high achievers and the 

chronic slackers – the typical urban public high school student learns that he can coast through 

simply by showing up and not giving the teacher a hard time. With 150 students, the teacher 

cannot easily be blamed for this attitude. A sleeping student is a quiet student (unless he’s 

snoring, of course).  

 What we can pin on teachers is an attitude that theirs is the only opinion that counts, that 

students should not challenge their pronouncements but should accept them without question. 

Academic “success” results from the rote memorization of dates and facts followed by dutiful 

regurgitation on a multiple-choice/ true-false test, graded by a machine. 

 Students are not encouraged to challenge their teachers’ assumptions. Teachers are rarely 

called upon to defend their positions or explain their biases. The least secure among them easily 

become defensive when a student tries to make a challenging argument. Some consider this an 

act of disrespect. 

 Most importantly, students are not learning how to think critically, the necessary ingredient 

of problem-solving.   

 And so, the average high school student, wanting to graduate and get on with life, perhaps 

go to college, travels the path of least resistance. He sits there quietly, non-threatening, takes the 

tests and regurgitates everything the teacher has said into a sort of academic barf bag. 

 And then he gets to college and is confused when the professor tries to undo those four years 

of high school. Speak up. Ask questions. Challenge the professor’s assumptions and those of 

classmates as well. How do you know this? What is your basis for making that claim? Can you 
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elaborate on this? What are the implications? What is the opposing viewpoint? Why is this 

important? How will this help me become a better business leader (nurse, computer engineer, 

rock star, actuary, tattoo artist, etc)? Can you imagine asking that question in high school English 

class? 

 

Why We Write 

 

Fairly or unfairly, we are judged by how we write and how we speak. Job interview outcomes 

are determined not only by what we say but how we say it. Bad grammar or fractured syntax can 

bring an interview to a halt so fast that the prospect literally doesn’t know what happened. The 

fact is, our business and professional relationships – even our friendships – are determined in 

part by how we communicate.  

 That is the practical, get-a-job purpose of effective writing. But we have more reasons for 

taking our writing to a higher plane. For writing is a process of discovery – of new ideas, and of 

self.  

 “Why do I write?” wonders the author Earnest Gaines. “Oh, maybe to find out who I am” 

(Literary Visions segment 1).  

 “When we discover what we have said we discover who we are,” says Donald M. Murray 

(7) in Learning by Teaching.  

 To Murray, writing is a journey whose destination is unknown to us when we begin. That’s 

the exciting part of writing. Novelists typically do this. Many will say they don’t know how their 

story will end. They let the characters drive the action. The same can – and should – be true of 

non-fictional essay writing. If we knew before ever putting down a word how our essay will end 

and exactly what we will have to say in it, the process would be no more exciting than painting a 

fence. Learning comes when we allow our research and our own analysis to lead us. Sometimes 

we will begin with a thesis that states X and get well into our research when we discover the 

truth is Y – and we have to change our thesis. This is real learning, the real purpose of a liberal 

education.  

 “I do not sit down at my desk to put into verse something that is already clear in my mind,” 

the late English Poet Laureate Cecil-Day Lewis once explained (qtd by Murray 4). “If it were 

clear in my mind, I should have no incentive or need to write about it, for I am an explorer . . . 

We do not write in order to be understood, we write in order to understand.”  

 Here, Lewis is rather diplomatically telling us he isn’t writing for us. He’s writing for 

himself.  

 And you should too. For sure, you have to please the professor to get a decent grade, but a 

decent grade should be only one of your objectives. If you write in order to understand, the grade 

will take care of itself. Writing is a journey. Only you can determine how exciting the journey 

will be.  
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