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INTRODUCTION

The articles published in "Basic Writing and Social Science Research Part
I" return to the theme of JBW's inaugural issue—the|problem of persistent
error in writing: its sources, its effects on readers and writers, and stra-
tegies for addressing it. |

The first article, a monograph-length study by Mary Epes, presents the
results of her study of the sources of persistent errors, in highly motivated
adult basic writers, in a variety of places: in nonstandard dialect, in low
reading comprehension, in various cognitive, perceptual, and linguistic
processes which underlie writing. She concludes ﬁhat the relationship
between nonstandard dialect and error is even stronger and more compli-
cated than basic writing teachers may have assumed.|When composing and
cognitive skills are on the same level, nonstandard dialect speakers are
likely to produce many more errors than standard dialect speakers. Furth-
ermore, differences in reading comprehension skills do not account for
differences in the numbers or types of errors. Indeeb, there is no correla-
tion whatsoever between reading comprehension skills and errors; excep-
tionally good readers can be very error-prone writers. Finally, nonstandard
dialect patterns account entirely for incorrect wholeiword verb forms (she
have, they was) and hypercorrections (she droved)—mlro of the most stigma-
tized types of errors—and for a substantial portion of omitted inflections.
In the light of these findings, Epes concludes that basic skills courses
aimed at improving reading comprehension and writing fluency will not
significantly affect the student’s ability to perceive errors in his writing and
that direct instruction in the grammar of standard English is, for the non-
standard dialect student, necessary. As a way to handle the necessary
instruction in grammar without exacerbating the student’s insecurity about
writing, she suggests separating composing and éncoding problems in
instruction and separating composing from editing for correctness in the
student’s writing process. She concludes, in addition, that tests of writing
skill must provide enough extra time for basic writers to edit their work.

Looking into the works of cognitive psychologists, Marilyn Goldberg
attempts to discover why students and teachers err—why students fail to
learn information and concepts to which they are rgpeatedly exposed, and
why teachers have so much trouble structuring instruction more
effectively. She finds in Piaget’s concepts of assimilation and accommoda-
tion an explanation of the importance of achieving a close fit between the
student’s prior knowledge and the new informalion to be presented.
Polanyi’s concepts of focal knowledge (consciously operating perception)
and subsidiary knowledge (the knowledge bas_é that informs focal
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