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FIRST-YEAR COMPOSITION SHOULD 
BE SKIPPED 

Paul G. Cook

Whenever my dean cajoles me into attending our monthly 
8:00am recruitment events for high school students, parents often 
ask me, “So, what does s/he [here they will nod in the general 
direction of their student] need to do to ‘skip’ freshman comp?” 

I get it. These are anxious and expensive times. And if a college 
degree is just another product, as many believe, then it’s damn 
near one’s duty as an American to scrutinize every facet of the 
investment and save valuable credit hours whenever possible. But 
as the director of a writing program, I know the positive impact a 
ZHOO�FUDIWHG�IUHVKPDQ�FRPSRVLWLRQ�FRXUVH�FDQ�KDYH�RQ�D�ÀUVW�\HDU�
VWXGHQW·V�FROOHJH�FDUHHU��DQG�LW�EXJV�PH�WKDW�ÀUVW�\HDU�FRPSRVLWLRQ�
�)<&��JHWV�OXPSHG�LQ�DV�MXVW�DQRWKHU�DGG�RQ�WR�DQ�DOUHDG\�SULFH\�
purchase. 
6WDWH� OHJLVODWRUV� DQG� SROLF\PDNHUV�� LQ� WKHLU� HŲRUWV� WR� PDNH�

KLJKHU�HGXFDWLRQ�IDVWHU�DQG�PRUH�ÁH[LEOH��DUH�EXV\�WRXWLQJ�022&V�
�PDVVLYH�RSHQ�RQOLQH�FRXUVHV��DQG�GXDO�HQUROOPHQW�SURJUDPV�WKDW�
allow students to take FYC in high school as an alternative to 
WKH�WUDGLWLRQDO�WZR�VHPHVWHU��WZR�FRXUVH�VHTXHQFH��0RVW�LQVWLWX-
WLRQV�RŲHU�LQFRPLQJ�VWXGHQWV�D�ZD\�WR�VNLS�RU�WHVW�RXW�RI�)<&�LI�
they perform well enough on a placement exam. These exams are 
XVXDOO\�WLPHG��VXSHUÀFLDO�LQ�WKHLU�DVVXPSWLRQV�DERXW�ZULWLQJ��DQG�
not considered an accurate measure of students’ writing abilities, 
according to a great deal of research that examines how we assess 
WKH�HŲHFWLYHQHVV�RU�VXFFHVV�RI�VWXGHQW�ZULWLQJ�

Rather than indulging anxieties about having to take FYC, I try 
to explain to parents and students how useful the course can be for 
all incoming college students, regardless of majors or career plans. 
%XW�,·P�ÀJKWLQJ�D�WRXJK�EDWWOH�DW�WKLV�SRLQW��(YHU\RQH�KDV�KHDUG�RI�
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that kid down the street who skipped freshmen comp, or took it 
in high school or online, or tested out, or something else. So natu-
UDOO\��\RX�KDYH�WKLV�VHGXFWLYH�LGHD�ÁRDWLQJ�DURXQG�WKDW�E\�DYRLGLQJ�
FYC, one is somehow beating the house. 

Second, writing is a curious and ancient technology. Our famil-
iarity with writing and with the many important tasks it performs—
from texting to Twitter—leads people to assume that writing is a 
basic skill they’ve already learned if not mastered. Most of us don’t 
KDYH�WKH�VDPH�PLVSODFHG�FRQÀGHQFH�ZKHQ�LW�FRPHV�WR�FROOHJH�DOJH-
bra. Then there’s the simple fact that a four-year college degree 
is just too expensive. A degree of some kind is now essential for 
most upwardly mobile Americans. According to Bloomberg Business, 
tuition has pole-vaulted some 1,225% since the 1970s, a rate that 
has vastly outpaced other essential costs like food and even health-
care. Given the high cost of a four-year degree, it makes sense that 
parents and students—nearly 70% of whom will pay for school by 
taking out some sort of student loan—are looking for any opportu-
nity to save a few bucks. All of this is to say that even though it may 
be a tempting one, for the majority of incoming college students, 
skipping FYC is a bad idea. 

Here’s why that idea needs to die: Writing and language are 
OLNH�VFUHHQV�EHWZHHQ�KXPDQV�DQG�ZKDW�ZH��FDQ��NQRZ�DERXW�WKH�
world around us. Even that which we perceive as cold, hard facts 
DUH�XOWLPDWHO\�ÀOWHUHG�WKURXJK�WKH�ZRUGV�DQG�V\PEROV�ZH�XVH�WR�
make sense of…well, everything. Thus, the process of learning to 
write is a matter of broader intellectual development and surviv-
al-gear-for-living. Writing, in other words, embraces much more 
than relaying a preset message to a reader. As students learn how 
to approach the written word—how to read it, yes, but also how to 
read the many voices, ideas, moods, circumstances, and rhythms 
WKDW� LQÁXHQFHG� DQG� VKDSHG� WKH� ZRUGV� RQ� WKH� SDJH³WKH\� EHJLQ�
to understand how language is an essential tool for learning and 
H[SORUDWLRQ��)<&�LV�XQLTXHO\�TXDOLÀHG�WR�SURYLGH�WKLV�H[SHULHQFH�
for several reasons.
6WXGHQWV�LQ�)<&��ZKHWKHU�LQ�IDFH�WR�IDFH��I�I��RU�RQOLQH�VHFWLRQV��

EHQHÀW�IURP�WKH�LQWHUDFWLRQV�WKH\�KDYH�ZLWK�RWKHU�ZULWHUV��WH[WV��
and their teachers. College writing teachers consider it an article 
of faith and a hard-won point of research that texts, meaning, and 
knowledge are created through the complex social intersections 
that occur among humans. In other words, meaning does not exist 
outside of texts and language; even the words and symbols we use 
to express meaning—like the ones you’re reading now—only mean 
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�RU�VLJQLI\��E\�YLUWXH�RI�WKHLU�GLŲHUHQFH�IURP�RWKHU�ZRUGV�RQ�WKH�
page and from the virtual universe of words that might have been 
chosen but weren’t. Meaning, many in rhetoric and composition 
EHOLHYH��LV�DQ�HŲHFW�RI�ODQJXDJH��D�E\�SURGXFW��VR�WR�VSHDN��UDWKHU�
than something that exists before or somehow outside of language 
and what we call the rhetorical situation: reader, writer, purpose, 
medium, genre, and context.       

According to reams of scholarship, rhetorical training is critical 
WR�VWXGHQWV·�JURZLQJ�DZDUHQHVV�RI�WKHLU�UHDGHUV��DXGLHQFH���WKHLU�
DELOLW\�WR�UHDG�VLWXDWLRQV��FRQWH[W��JHQUH�PHGLXP��DQG�SXUSRVH���
and their developing identities as social and political beings (writ-
HUV���,Q�SUDFWLFDO�WHUPV��SRVVHVVLQJ�WKLV�FDSDFLW\�WR�GR�WKLQJV�ZLWK�
words means that a student can transfer the skills they’ve devel-
oped for one scenario—say, responding to an argument using 
HYLGHQFH� RU� HYHQ� TXHVWLRQLQJ� WKH� DVVXPSWLRQV� EHKLQG� WKH� DUJX-
PHQW�LWVHOI³WR�RWKHU�UKHWRULFDO�VLWXDWLRQV�DQG�FRXUVHV�WKDW�UHTXLUH�
similar skills. Researchers who study this phenomenon, such as 
Linda S. Bergmann and Janet Zepernick, call this concept transfer, 
for obvious reasons. 

This awareness of the essential social-ness of language is height-
ened through the training FYC students receive in the persuasive 
DQG�SXUSRVHIXO�XVHV�RI�ODQJXDJH��)<&�LV�W\SLFDOO\�D�VWXGHQW·V�ÀUVW�
encounter with the ancient human practice known as rhetoric, the 
original being-together-through-language art of how to be persua-
sive using words, symbols, and gestures. From the Greeks onward, 
UKHWRULF�KDV�EHHQ�FHQWUDO�WR�KXPDQ�DŲDLUV��,QGHHG��XQWLO�WKH���th 

century, rhetoric dominated formal education in Europe and the 
United States; now, it’s found mainly in graduate programs in rhet-
oric and composition studies, speech communication, and in FYC. 

Students in FYC also receive one-on-one coaching that they are 
not likely to get in other classes. FYC is often one of the few courses 
that a student can count on to be small—almost always 25 students 
or fewer—compared to the massive lecture halls or online courses 
that characterize one’s early college years, especially at larger 
universities. FYC teachers get to know their students by name, 
lead discussions, coach students on writing-projects-in-progress, 
and provide crucial support both in the classroom and in one-on-
one conferences. Together, students evaluate texts and explore the 
many facets of meaning and meaning-making. Crucially, they are 
SURYLGHG�DGHTXDWH�WLPH�DQG�VSDFH�WR�GR�VR��)RU�WKHVH�UHDVRQV�DQG�
more, research shows that FYC encourages student engagement 
DQG�KHOSV�UHWDLQ�VWXGHQWV�GXULQJ�DQG�DIWHU�WKHLU�ÀUVW�\HDU��
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)<&�SURYLGHV�D�VSDFH�LQ�WKH�DOO�LPSRUWDQW�ÀUVW�\HDU�IRU�VWXGHQWV�
WR�QXUWXUH�WKH�KDELWV�QHFHVVDU\�IRU�HŲHFWLYH�ZULWLQJ��UHVHDUFK��DQG�
LQTXLU\� LQWR� FRPSOH[� SUREOHPV� DQG� TXHVWLRQV�� 'DWD� IURP� ODUJH�
scale research studies such as the Stanford Study of Writing and the 
1DWLRQDO�6XUYH\�RI�6WXGHQW�(QJDJHPHQW��166(��LQGLFDWH�WKDW�WKH�
ways of writing students practice in FYC—analyzing, synthesizing, 
integrating contradictory ideas from multiple sources—promote 
deep learning, which enables students to integrate what they are 
learning with what they already know. As we’ve discussed, writing 
is closely connected to exploration, to putting down on paper and 
seeing the limits of what we know. Writing in FYC allows students 
to expand those limits by relentlessly pushing back against the 
stubborn boundaries between the known and the new. 

Students can—and often do—use their FYC experience to 
engage theretofore untapped interests and passions, thus unlocking 
possibilities for futures they perhaps were not even aware existed. 
FYC allows students to break out of their educational molds. They 
FDQ��DQG�VRPHWLPHV�GR��IDLO�WKH�FRXUVH�DOWRJHWKHU��$QG�WKLV��WRR��
can be a good thing. 

 Several forces conspire against the continued success of FYC: 
decades of waning funding for higher education, bad ideas about 
ZULWLQJ�DQG�KRZ�LW�ZRUNV��DQG�XQHWKLFDOO\�VRXUFHG��ÁH[LEOH�ODERU��
Recently, it has become something of an academic bloodsport 
to poke at FYC’s relevance and what it can do. But FYC courses 
VXFFHHG� LQ� MRJJLQJ�ÀUVW�\HDU�VWXGHQWV�RXW�RI� WKHLU�FRPIRUW�]RQHV�
and into the complex, messy realm of texts, meaning, intent, revi-
VLRQ� �OLWHUDOO\� ´WR� VHH� DJDLQµ��� DQG� XOWLPDWHO\� otherness. As John 
'XŲ\�ZULWHV��´7R�PDNH�D�FODLP�LQ�DQ�DUJXPHQW�LV�WR�SURSRVH�D�UHOD-
tionship between others and ourselves.” When students seriously 
consider ideas, values, and opinions that they themselves do not 
VKDUH��WKH\�OHDUQ�KRZ�WR��DV�'XŲ\�SXWV�LW��´VDFULÀFH�WKH�FRQVROD-
tions of certainty and expose themselves to the doubts and contra-
GLFWLRQV�WKDW�DGKHUH�WR�HYHU\�ZRUWKZKLOH�TXHVWLRQ�µ�(YHQ�ZLWK�LWV�
SULPDU\�IRFXV�RQ�ZULWLQJ�HŲHFWLYHO\�DQG�OHDUQLQJ�KRZ�WR�HQWHU�DQ�
ongoing conversation, somewhat ironically, FYC’s greatest gift to 
students may be that it teaches them how to listen.

Further Reading
For a short, timely discussion of what FYC can do for students 

that also considers the ethical dimensions of the teaching of writing, 
VHH� -RKQ�'XŲ\·V� DUWLFOH� ´9LUWXRXV�$UJXPHQWVµ� �,QVLGH+LJKHU(G�
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FRP���$QG� IRU�D�ERRN�WKDW·V�HTXDO�SDUWV�DUW�KLVWRU\��JDOOHU\� WRXU��
DQG�KHDG�WULS��FKHFN�RXW�*HRŲUH\�6LUF·V�LFRQRFODVWLF�VWDWHPHQW�RI�
composition’s untapped creative potentials in English Composition as 
a Happening �8WDK�6WDWH�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV��

In a somewhat more traditional vein, Robert J. Connors’s 
Composition-Rhetoric: Backgrounds, Theory, and Pedagogy (University 
RI� 3LWWVEXUJK� 3UHVV�� LV� D�PRGHUQ� FODVVLF� DPRQJ� VWDQGDUG� KLVWR-
ries of FYC; the book’s introductory chapter alone provides a 
wide-angle focus on the history of writing instruction in American 
colleges and universities going back to the 18th century. For a 
somewhat more theoretical take on FYC’s history and fortunes, 
David Russell’s chapter “Institutionalizing English: Rhetoric on 
the Boundaries” in Disciplining English: Alternative Histories, Critical 
Perspectives��6WDWH�8QLYHUVLW\�RI�1HZ�<RUN�3UHVV��LV�WHUULÀF�RQ�WKH�
tangled political and curricular histories that continue to bind FYC 
to English departments at most U.S. institutions. James Slevin’s 
edited collection Introducing English: Essays in the Intellectual Work of 
Composition� �8QLYHUVLW\�RI�3LWWVEXUJK�3UHVV�� LV�DQ�H[FHOOHQW�RYHU-
view of the disciplinary politics of composition and FYC (see espe-
FLDOO\�&KDSWHU�����
&RQVLGHUHG�E\�PDQ\� LQ� WKH�ÀHOG�WR�EH�RQH�RI� WKH�PRUH�WUHQ-

chant and politicized statements on the university-as-social-insti-
WXWLRQ� WR� DSSHDU� LQ� WKH� ODVW�GHFDGH��0DUF�%RXVTXHW·V������ERRN�
How the University Works: Higher Education and the Low-Wage Nation 
�1HZ�<RUN�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV��WDNHV�RQ�VXFK�VDFUHG�FRZV�DV�VWXGHQW�
employment, WPA “bosses,” and FYC’s complicity in the adjuncti-
ÀFDWLRQ�RI�KLJKHU�HG��VHH�HVSHFLDOO\�&KDSWHU�����%XW�LI�\RX�UHDG�RQH�
book in the course of your life about the university-as-idea and its 
role in contemporary Western societies, the late Bill Readings’s The 
University in Ruins� �+DUYDUG�8QLYHUVLW\� 3UHVV�� LV� KDQGV�GRZQ� WKH�
one you should read. 

Sharon Crowley and Debra Hawhee’s Ancient Rhetorics for 
Contemporary Students��3HDUVRQ��LV�D�K\EULG�UKHWRULF�WH[WERRN�KLVWR-
ry-of-rhetoric tome that’s been around for about as long as the 
*XWHQEHUJ�%LEOH��QRW�UHDOO\��REYLRXVO\���DQG�LW�FRQWDLQV�HYHU\WKLQJ�
from artfully written histories of rhetorical theory to end-of-chapter 
H[HUFLVHV��VRPH�RI�ZKLFK�GDWH�EDFN�WR�WKH�DQFLHQW�*UHHNV��UHDOO\����
For a much shorter, article-length articulation of how classical 
rhetorical principles can be adapted for today’s undergraduates, 
David Fleming’s “Rhetoric as a Course of Study” (College English��
RŲHUV�D�FXUULFXODU�EOXHSULQW�WKDW�LV�XVHIXO�IRU�LPSOHPHQWLQJ�VRPH�
of the ideas explored in this short chapter. 
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