
Writing Diagnostic  
 
Each student in a 101, 102, or Honors course for Composition is asked to complete a writing diagnostic 

on the first day of class so that the instructor can determine that the student has been correctly placed into 

the course. You will have approximately 20 minutes to complete the diagnostic.  This piece of writing 

will not count towards your grade in the course.  
 
Directions: Please read the following excerpt from Carl Sagan’s Cosmos. As described on the official 

Wikipedia page for Cosmos, “One of Sagan's main purposes for the book…was to explain complex 

scientific ideas to anyone interested in learning.” 

 

After reading the excerpt, compose responses which address the following prompts, keeping in mind that 

you do not need to connect your responses.  

 
1. What is the main argument of this specific excerpt? In other words, what is Sagan 

communicating in the text at hand?  

 

2. How do the ideas in this excerpt fit in with your own knowledge, beliefs, or experiences? As 

you draw connections, please cite at least one direct quote from the excerpt. 

 

[][][] 

 

When our genes could not store all the information necessary for survival, we slowly invented 

them. But then the time came, perhaps ten thousand years ago, when we needed to know more than could 

conveniently be contained in brains. So we learned to stockpile enormous quantities of information 

outside our bodies. We are the only species on the planet, so far as we know, to have invented a 

communal memory stored neither in our genes nor in our brains. The warehouse of that memory is called 

the library. 

A book is made from a tree. It is an assemblage of flat, flexible parts (still called “leaves”) 

imprinted with dark pigmented squiggles. One glance at it and you hear the voice of another person – 

perhaps someone dead for thousands of years. Across the millennia, the author is speaking, clearly and 

silently, inside your head, directly to you. Writing is perhaps the greatest of human inventions, binding 

together people, citizens of different epochs, who never knew one another. Books break the shackles of 

time, proof that humans can work magic (232). 

[][][] 

 

[Source] 

Sagan, Carl. Cosmos. Ballantine Books, 1980.  


