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TRACING ERRORS TO THEIR SOURCES: A STUDY OF
THE ENCODING PROCESSES OF ADULT BASIC WRITERS

To select approaches which will be predictably effective in reducing
errors in writing, it is clearly important for teachers to know why their stu-
dents make specific errors. Mina Shaughnessy, of course, was driven by
this insight as she probed for the roots of students’ problems with the
written language; and the patterns of error which she found in her large
sample of basic writing texts have certainly convinced us that error is not
random. But precisely how specific errors relate to specific sources of error
for specific writers remains a complicated question, as a number of investi-
gations have shown. Bartholomae has found that errors that look identical
on the page can have very different causes, depending on the writer,! and
recent studies in reading suggest that the presumed correlation between
spelling errors and deficient reading skills does not hold up in individual
cases.?

My own early interest in the question had been focused almost
exclusively on dialect influence, that is, the ways in which oral language
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