Haab

Frank Newman

My mosL embarrassing and discemforting moment In the classroom came
the day that a freshman chemistry student at the Universicy of Mie a

wrote an "A" paper en an in-class impreomptu assipnment. [ had tausht
Haab tlie preceding semester, and te no avail. W he did not write "p"

papers, he wrote "F's." On the final examination for tha
-

he wrote his uswal "F" compositisn onee again. He
weakest in stress situations. Or, at least, so it to me. In any
case, Haab had lfailed his first semester of freshman English and would
have to repeat the course. We followed the practice at that time that
no student coulé fail freshman English unless a second reader certified
that the student's final examination essay really was a "D" or "F."
Haab's second reader found his final paper even more of an "F'" than 1
myself had.
In those days we did not yet have the computer te sort registrations
for the next semester and then disgorge students upon us. Bub reither
did we identify which faculty members would teach edch of the seventy-—
five sections of freshman English that we then offered. It was, T
discovered to my shocked disbelief, our mutual destiny that Haab and T
sheuld confront each other again the second semester of his freshman
vear. 0On the first day of class I offered him the option of changing
sections and trying his chances with another instructor. He declined the
affer, feeling, I suppose, that if he had to undergo his torture, he
might as well stick with the evil he already knew. We ssctled into our
previous pattern of ovut—cf-class "D" papers, papers that were laconic,
short oo ideas, wholly uncenvinecing both te Easb and to me. No one
could have been more apolopetic than Hazb was. He falt that the deficiency
was whelly his, that he could not write, had nothing to sdv, and eminently
deserved the grades he &arr“d. Anéd so we precesded fo the fiith week of
he semester wnen an in-cle romptu occurred in those dayvs so that
we could be sure that the iting the napcrs-wufqid class
was really writing them. We trusted v C reason
d
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that if the impromptu matehed the stu ent’s outside work, he had wrigten
the outside work.

It was at this point in my teaching carser (1 was about four vears
inte it) that I was first struek by the notion that since T did not have

only English concentrators in my classes perhaps it might be desirable
to pffer that mixture of chemistry, physics, econofics, sociology, art
and architecture, psycholegy, and nen-Englisgh concentrating students in
general a range of topies te choese from that would allew them to write
an a topic from their ocwn field. Among myv ten topiecs was "Exvlain the
benzene ring. I did not know much about the ben: 3
knew ef ibs existence zad had been reading macx;rrund wiitks
and chemistry and several other areas arcane to me but net,
te believe, to wy students. If my soureces were rvighu, laab
teen able to produce thr=e paragraphs on the benzene '
To my delight, as the class settled dowa to
was whkiting. To my great surprige, at the half h
writing. At the eénd ol the hour he was Tevérighly
whatever it was he had besn producing.
I did not rush te read what he had produced. laab's papers were
net the kind to encourage a young instructor to stay on in the profession.




Nor were they the kind to encourage him to get on with the grading of a
set of papers as a whole. When I came to Haab's paper, however, I found
not his usual crabbed two-thirds of a page but a full sight pages. L
also found that his eight pages explained the benzene ring more clearly
and fully than the popularized text 1 had been reading, that he had
included four exceedingly detailed diagrams of atomic structures for the
benzene ring and significant derivatives and modifications of it, and
that in his own subject he wrote fully developed paragraphs and no
sentence fragments. He even used subordinate clauses. The paper was 4
clear "A" paper.

Poor devil! On an otherwise excellent record he had an "F" fer
First cemester freshman English because I had not been clever enough
ever to have given him a topic to write about, about which he knew
anything. T had failed him; he had not failed me. 1 simply had noet
discovered what he was prepared te write about and built on that.



