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A basic, pragmatic rhetoric that focuses on the
purposes and processes of writing, rather than on
skills-based drills. The connection between read-
ing and writing is established and illustrated by
an abundance of examples from 35 students and
100 professional writers. Assignments after every
point of content guide students in applying it
immediately to their own writing, and several
assignments per chapter call for collaboration
and for small-group discussion. Students are
shown how to maintain a “double-entry journal”
and a “grammar log” throughout the course to
help them recognize the features of effective writ-
ing, and how to diagnose and avoid their per-
sonal troublespots. Fifteen revision worksheets
guide students through the writing process and
help them assess their purpose, ideas, organiza-
tion, and tone.

Paperbound. 416 pages (probable)

Publication: January 1990

Instructor’s Manual available
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AN INDUCTIVE APPROACH TO
WRITING

THOMAS E. TYNER,

Kings River Community College

This developmental rhetoric takes an inductive
approach to learning how to write effectively.
Through guided reading activities, collaboration
in small groups, and provocative writing assign-
ments—including journal keeping and essay
projects—students learn to discern the elements
of good writing, express their ideas effectively,
assess their own work critically, and learn from
their mistakes. An extensive editing Handbook —
complete with exercises and instruction in gram-
mar, punctuation, and spelling—and 23 complete
readings and 12 sample paragraphs from profes-
sional writers help students discover how to be
better writers.

Paperbound. 320 pages

Publication: January 1990
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This developmental vocabulary text teaches—and
reteaches—well over 300 word parts and¢some
700 words. Thorough coverage of word elements
(roots, prefixes, and suffixes)—and the words
created from those elements—gives students a
foundation for building their vocabulary further
on their own. An extensive set of exercises—
approximately 40 in each of the 68 sequences—
allows students to practice using their new
vocabulary in a variety of contexts; answers to
the odd-numbered exercise sequences are pro-
vided at the back of the book.

Paperbound. 266 pages

November 1989

Instructor’s Manual available

Writing for College and Career

Fourth Edition

ANDREW W. HART and JAMES A.
REINKING, both of Ferris State University
Writing for College and Career (formerly titled
Writing for Career-Education Students) provides a
clear, step-by-step introduction to the essentials
of practical writing. The text covers standard
composition assignments, specialized rhetorical
patterns, and forms of professional communica-
tion; oral presentations, including the use of
visual aids; and the job-search process. Abun-
dant examples of both student and professional
writing and a Handbook of grammar, usage,
punctuation, and mechanics (with exercises)
provide students with a foundation on which to
build their skills. New to this edition are
expanded coverage of the memorandum, more
extensive treatment of computers and word proc-
essing, and a unit on avoiding sexist language (in
the Handbook section).

Paperbound. 536 pages (probable)

Publication: January 1990

Instructor’s Manual available

To request an examination copy of any of these titles, please
call us at our toll free number 1-800-446-8923, or write us
on your college letterhead specifying your course title, pres-
ent text, and approximate enrollment. Send your request to
the above address.
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CALL FOR ARTICLES

We welcome manuscripts of 10-20 pages on topics related to basic
writing, broadly interpreted.

Manuscripts will be refereed anonymously. We require four copies of
a manuscript. To assure impartial review, give author information and a
biographical note for publication on the cover page only. One copy of
each manuscript not accepted for publication will be returned to the
author, if we receive sufficient stamps (no meter strips) clipped to a
self-addressed envelope. We require the new MLA style (MLA Handbook
for Writers of Research Papers, 1984). For further guidance, send a
stamped letter-size, self-addressed envelope for our one-page style sheet.

All manuscripts must focus clearly on basic writing and must add
substantively to the existing literature. We seek manuscripts that are
original, stimulating, well-grounded in theory, and clearly related to
practice. Work that reiterates what is known or work previously
published will not be considered.

We invite authors to write about matters such as the social, psychological,
and cultural implications of literacy; rhetoric; discourse theory; cognitive
theory; grammar; linguistics, including text analysis, error descriptions, and
cohesion studies; English as a second language; and assessment and evalu-
ation. We publish observational studies as well as theoretical discussions on
relationships between basic writing and reading, or the study of literature, or
speech, or listening; cross-disciplinary insights for basic writing from psy-
chology, sociology, anthropology, journalism, biology, or art; the uses and
misuses of technology for basic writing; and the like.

The term ‘“basic writer” is used with wide diversity today, sometimes
referring to a student from a highly oral tradition with little experience in
writing academic discourse, and sometimes referring to a student whose
academic writing is fluent but otherwise deficient. To help readers, therefore,
authors should describe clearly the student population which they are dis-
cussing.

We particularly encourage a variety of manuscripts: speculative discus-
sions which venture fresh interpretations; essays which draw heavily on
student writing as supportive evidence for new observations; research re-
ports, written in nontechnical language, which offer observations previously
unknown or unsubstantiated; collaborative writings which provocatively de-
bate more than one side of a central controversy; and teaching logs which
trace the development of original insights.

Starting with the 1986 issue, a ‘“Mina P. Shaughnessy Writing Award”
will be given to the author of the best JBW article every four issues (two
years). The prize is $500.00, courtesy of an anonymous donor. The winner,
to be selected by a jury of three scholars/teachers not on our editorial board,
will be announced in our pages and elsewhere.



EDITORS’ COLUMN

We are delighted to report that the copious flow of manuscripts,
mentioned in this space in the last issue, continues unabated. Topics
related to the teaching of writing to non-native speakers of English
appear to be particularly popular, so much so that we welcome the
advent of a new journal—also published by The City University of
New York—focused on this area. An announcement and call for
papers for CUNY ESL appears elsewhere in this issue.

There is one aspect of the wealth of submissions that we feel we
must comment on. This is the tendency towards ever more pages
given over to statistical tables and graphs. Although quantitative
documentation is certainly necessary in some instances, we have to
admit to an uneasiness about evidence and arguments that cannot
be expressed in direct, simple English prose. JBW is, above all, a
journal of writing, and the texture as well as the content of the
articles it presents should reflect that fact.

If there is a theme to this issue, it is that many researchers and
practitioners within the field of basic writing are returning to topics
generally considered outside the scope of the “new paradigms” that
have emerged in recent years. Thus this issue contains articles on
handwriting, acquainting basic writing students with library
resources, and approaching ESL literacy through literature. Another
theme to emerge is the strengthened view of writing instruction as a
complex of interrelated activities and not as a list of isolated skills.

In the first article, Linda Meeker describes the steps taken over
the past four years at Ball State University to reshape its
developmental writing program as an integration of listening,
speaking, reading, thinking, and writing, with an accompanying
shift in the public perception of the program through changes made
in the titles, course and catalogue descriptions, text selections, and
syllabi.

Following Linda Meeker, Jacqueline Costello argues for the
reading and writing of narratives, along with the sharing of



freewritten responses to and questions about narratives, as a useful
way for ESL composition students to work on reading comprehen-
sion, rhetoric, and relevant grammatical structures, while they are
also developing analytic skills necessary for other college courses.

In the third article, Donald McAndrew studies differences in the
overall fluency and syntactic structures of fast and slow handwrit-
ers. Fast handwriters are able to bring more moments of attention
and engagement to their writing, which emerges more richly
modified and syntactically complex. Slower handwriters have less
time for such opportunities. The study ends with some speculations
about the effects of scribal fluency on composing, both for
traditional college students and for basic writers.

Making a fundamental distinction between the rhetorical and
syntactical strengths of ESL writing students, Barbara Kroll
discusses the implications of considering these two components in
making more careful placement decisions. She goes on to suggest a
curriculum based on improving these particular writing skills.

Boyd Koehler and Kathryn Swanson present the results of a
three-year study in new methods of teaching fundamentals of
bibliographic instruction to basic writing students. The principal
elements of the plan include active collaboration between a
librarian and an English professor; working in small groups of
similar abilities; individualized instruction; a Library Hunt Exercise
preceding a hands-on approach to library materials; using an online
computerized library catalog; and in-depth feedback sessions.

In the final article, Kyle Perkins and Sheila Brutten show that for
both native and non-native language users, the teaching of writing is
best approached as a holistic entity with the focus on meaning,
function, and purpose, and not as a set of separate skills.

Bill Bernhardt and Peter Miller



Linda Hanson Meeker

PRAGMATIC POLITICS:
USING ASSESSMENT TOOLS
TO (RE)SHAPE A
CURRICULUM

In 1963 Braddock, Lloyd-Jones, and Schoer concluded that
teaching formal grammar had no effect on the quality of their
students’ writing. Hillocks in 1986 reported in his meta-analysis
that subsequent research urges a stronger conclusion, that there is a
negative correlation between teaching formal grammar and improv-
ing students’ writing skills. Yet 25 years after Braddock, Lloyd-
Jones, and Schoer’s study, Trimmer’s survey reveals that many basic
writing programs still place inordinate emphasis upon discrete
grammar instruction. Not all the teachers who insist on teaching
formal grammar as the bedrock of writing skills are uninformed or
unaware of the research, however; many are teaching in programs
that employ competency testing in grammatical skills. The very
presence of such a test at the conclusion of a course implies that the
skills it presumes to test are important and that instruction time
should be devoted to such skills. Coordinators and directors of such
basic writing programs can at best appear ambivalent when we
endorse grammar-skills workbooks as texts, uphold grammar

Linda Meeker, coordinator of the Basic Writing Program at Ball State University, is a
member of the graduate faculty in Composition and Rhetoric, and assistant chair of
the English Department. She has used computers in her writing classrooms since
1981, regularly examining computers’ impact on students’ writing, their composing
behavior, and the classroom environment, aided in part by grants from Digital
Equipment Corporation and AT&T. She and Barbara Weaver are codirectors for one
of the fifteen sites participating in the National Project on Computers and College
Writing.

© Journal of Basic Writing, Vol. 9, No. 1, 1990



competency testing, and simultaneously urge teachers to place
grammar instruction in the context of writing instruction. If we are
ever to create a positive public and legislative perception of basic
writing courses—as developmental rather than remedial; as a
complex integration of listening, speaking, reading, thinking, and
writing skills rather than as a simplistic parceling of grammar,
sentence construction, and paragraph construction—we must
reshape the public messages we send. Primary among those
messages are assessment tools: course title and catalog descriptions,
program descriptions, text selection, and even the leanest syllabi
will reflect the values inherent in a program’s assessment tools.

Old Program

When I became Coordinator of the Basic Writing Program at Ball
State University in the Fall of 1985, I inherited a smoothly running
program. The approximately 1100 students we were serving each
year (27% of the incoming class) were identified by SAT (Scholastic
Aptitude Test) verbal scores of 360 or below, TSWE (Test of
Standard Written English) scores of 36 or below, or ACT (American
College Test) English scores of 15 or below. The course itself, ENG
099, was publicly described in The Writing Program, a booklet
containing syllabi, departmental placement and grading standards,
information about tutoring and manuscript preparation, and sample
student essays for all four courses included in the General Studies
Writing Program. The published syllabus described ENG 099,
Fundamentals of English Composition, as “a remedial course in
expected, basic competencies in writing, designed to prepare
students to do the college level work required of them in ENG 103
and subsequent courses both in the English Department and at Ball
State University in general.” It focused on ‘“‘the fundamentals of
English Composition, with special attention to the problems of
grammar and mechanics.” Requirements for course credit included
three ““C” level essays written in class at the end of the quarter and
competency level scores on spelling and language skills tests.
Although the specific course objective was “to improve the
students’ writing abilities so that they will be successful in ENG
103" (success being defined as earning the required minimum grade
of C), a description of the course content appeared weighted toward
grammar and mechanics (9 items listed) and sentence construction
(5 items listed). “Paragraph construction” and ‘“‘theme writing”
warranted but a single listing each, although a separate listing of
requirements did include a diagnostic and final theme, four short
papers (frequently interpreted as single paragraphs of 150-200



words), and three regular themes (300 words) as well as the pre- and
post-language skills tests and pre- and post-spelling tests. The
required texts were either the departmental favorite, Fawcett and
Sandburg’s Evergreen: A Guide to Basic Writing, which concentrates
on paragraph development through rhetorical modes, or Sieben and
Anthony’s Composition Five: Skills for Writing which, although
trying to integrate reading and writing, conveys by 2 to 1 bulk the
message that grammar, mechanics, and spelling are more important
than the reading skills and writing instruction offered in each
chapter.

By assuming responsibility for the program, I was assuming
responsibility for the message that instruction in basic skills
constituted instruction in basic writing, and that made me
uncomfortable. As a teacher in the program, I had not shouldered
such responsibilities. When I had reluctantly walked back into a
basic writing classroom in 1979 after avoiding such teaching
assignments for six years, I was determined that I would make a
significant difference in my basic writers’ proficiency with
language—not the demonstrable difference that our testing of
discrete subskills could reveal but the difference that is gauged by a
writer’s ability to respond effectively to a variety of writing tasks in
a variety of contexts. Even a class limited to 18 students (currently
15) would inundate me with paper and demands for time if I
individualized their instruction the way I did for occasional weak
students in my regular classes. Yet I would not forego journals, or
the graduated writing assignments that prompted students to
discover a variety of writing contexts, or written responses to their
peers’ writing, or the production of texts that exceeded the lengths
required by the program and suggested by our textbooks. My
classroom was process-driven. I could not in good conscience spend
time on formal grammar instruction with students for whom such
an approach to writing had not been successful. There was little
reason to assume that in just one more term these students would
magically integrate the declarative knowledge necessary for gram-
mar and the procedural knowledge of sentence combining and
construction necessary for writing if the two were taught separately
to prepare students for exams. So, as I devised and borrowed
methods for handling the paper load, I relegated any grammar
instruction that was not related to individual students’ writing to
recommended but optional CAI (Computer Assisted Instruction)
grammar modules on our university mainframe computer. And
aside from one class discussion about the linguistic patterns evident
in the errors students had made on the spelling pretest, I made
spelling improvement the students’ responsibility as well.? My



students’ scores on the posttests for spelling and language skills did
not drop off as I had feared they might; the spelling scores, in fact,
improved so that I rarely had students earning scores below 90. I
became comfortable with my compromise with the stated objectives
for the course; but when I assumed responsibility for the program, I
could no longer sanction the discrepancy.

Working with the basic writing faculty, I sought first to shift their
attitudes toward the course and their basic writers. The basic
writing faculty at Ball State University are a select group of
experienced writing teachers whose flexibility in responding to
individual students’ differences initially recommended them for
basic writing assignments. But the remedial, basic skills image so
long associated with the course and inherent in the course
description and assessment procedures proved difficult to shatter.
Interfering, too, were vestiges of Ball State’s infamous “limiter
system” of grading writing (a single ““serious” error limited an essay
grade to a C in a regular writing class, 2 to a D, 3 to an F). In faculty
workshops we discussed the relationship between the competency
requirements and the stated objectives, tinkering with the stated
objectives so as to emphasize a whole-process approach to writing.
Without immediately altering the assessment tools, I wanted the
individual faculty members themselves to recognize that their
considered judgments were the final measure of a student’s writing
proficiency and potential for success in ENG 103. By consensus we
raised the cutoff scores required to certify competency in spelling
and language skills to convey the message to students that we were
looking for more than minimum competency, but simultaneously I
was encouraging faculty not to teach to the tests, not to dictate
spelling words each week, not to spend time teaching formal
grammar. We altered our criteria for selecting textbooks, eliminating
first the spiral bound or tear-sheet workbooks that reinforced
instruction in discrete subskills, then the texts with reams of blank
pages to be filled in a linear writing sequence. The available
textbooks, however, while responding to the terms basic writer and
developmental rather than remedial, still reflected a basic skills
mentality. Clearly, the smoothly running program contained a
number of incompatible demands on teachers and students alike.
The program had to be redefined.

The Climate for Change

The climate in which I sought to alter the program was
determined by legislative demands at the least for accountability
and at most for the elimination of remedial courses at the university



level,2 a dean and a provost whose orientations were quantitative,
and a program with a successful track record: for ten years our
graduates had been averaging a C+ in ENG 103, a full half-grade
higher than students placing initially in this first of two required
writing courses. That track record, projected into the future, could
satisfy demands for accountability. So why tamper with success?
Because the basic writing teachers who were committed to
empowering their students, to providing academic outsiders the
tools for succeeding in an academic community, found themselves
serving a schizophrenic master: public perception of the course
allowed them some flexibility in writing instruction, but it
demanded instruction in grammar and spelling. Pedagogically, the
formal grammar instruction was unsound. Publicly, we were
perceived as teaching students to produce correct texts. Politically,
then, we needed quantitative data both to demonstrate the
irrelevance of formal grammar instruction to writing improvement
and assessment, and to shift the public perception of the course
from “remedial” (only one step more enlightened than ‘“bonehead
English”) to ‘“‘developmental,” not different in type from our
required writing courses. The course did not belong in the profile of
“remedial” courses the legislature was seeking to eliminate from
university level education. Our public messages had to change.

The fullest public message was the course description in The
Writing Program pamphlet that each student was required to
purchase. The stated goal of the course was to teach students to
write. If we were to consider the description to be articulation of
what it means to teach students to write, the lists of grammatical
and mechanical teaching objectives suggested it meant providing
students instruction that would lead them to master discrete skills.
By contrast, I saw teaching students to write as encompassing full
composing processes; Flower and Hayes’ and Sondra Perl’s work
had made apparent the complexity of our task. Our goal was to
enable students to understand their own composing processes and
thereby take ownership of their texts, to generate text marked by
both focus and amplitude, to see and act on what Shaughnessy calls
the “intelligence” of their mistakes, and to revise and edit
effectively to demonstrate awareness of audience and purpose. The
conflict was aggravated by our assessment practices: the diagnostic
and final testing in language skills and spelling encouraged both
students and instructor to see those skills as independent from the
skills necessary to revise and edit the essays composed during the
term.

The competency tests I inherited were established to satisfy two
goals: to assess competency in the skills areas tested, and to predict



success in the subsequent courses, ENG 103 and 104, both of which
require a grade of C for credit. The second goal, however, contains
inherent questions about the first and about the assumptions
underlying the selection of skill areas to be tested. The very
assessment process sends messages to students and faculty about
the relative importance of the skills being tested and about the
emphasis to be placed on those skills during the term. The language
skills tests required recognition, identification, and correction of
errors in grammar and mechanics; the spelling tests required
students to master 100 of the most frequently misspelled words in
English. Inevitably, the assessment process prompted instructors to
“teach to the test,” in our case by providing units on grammar and
spelling discrete from the writing units.

Students’ scores on their language skills tests, however,
frequently were inconsistent with their essay grades, placing
instructors in a dilemma about giving the students credit for the
course. Our policy ultimately was to rely upon the students’ essay
grades and performance during the term to determine whether the
student would succeed in ENG 103; but by making the cutoff score
on the language skills test flexible, we essentially undermined the
stated requirements and sent out an ambivalent message to both
faculty and students. To resolve those problems, I began to look at
the data we had and the internal and external expectations for the
course.

Data for approximately ten years indicated significant correla-
tions for both spelling scores and essay grades with subsequent
course grades; language skills test scores showed no such
correlation. The data suggested our competency testing components
were not actually measuring competencies required in subsequent
courses. Requiring competency testing that bore no relation to
success in subsequent courses could only have a negative impact on
instruction in ENG 099, on the students’ expectations as they
progressed into ENG 103 and 104, and residually on their
assumptions about the writing competency exam they would face as
juniors or seniors.

The politics of accountability, however, both at the institutional
and at the state legislative levels, made dropping the language skills
tests a dangerous proposition; our competency testing must yield
easily quantifiable results. Like the IRS, administrators and
legislators must see the numbers. Despite the weight of research on
formal grammar instruction,® my own experience and classroom
research, and studies of assessment practice,t I could not
immediately abandon the objective testing. Changing the form and
emphasis of the tests, then, appeared to be an alternative that could



reduce the amount of formal grammar instruction in the classroom
and yet provide the program with an assessment tool that would
satisfy both the need for program accountability and for a more
relevant measure of students’ ability to use the language with
conventional accuracy.

To provide justification for altering the language skills tests, we
had the precedent set by the Educational Testing Service when they
scrapped a model similar to ours a number of years ago (Diederich,
Measuring Growth). But the models used by the TSWE suggest that
students can at least recognize where an error is located and can
recognize appropriate corrections from multiple choice options. To
determine, then, whether any part of our test format was valid and
worth retaining, first we needed to evaluate the two components of
the test, recognition and correction, which measured students’
ability to identify errors with terminology and then to correct errors.
Looking separately at the two skills measured on our language skills
test, I questioned whether either component of our language skills
test, recognition or correction, would correlate significantly with
subsequent course grades. I assumed that we would find no
significant correlation between identification of errors and subse-
quent course grades, but I was less sure about correlations between
editing ability and subsequent course grades.

Competency Criteria Study

With support during the latter stages from The Center for
Teaching and Learning and from the acting Dean of Sciences and
Humanities, I began gathering data. The subjects of this study were
students enrolled in the basic writing course, ENG 099, from
Autumn 1985 to Spring 1987. The two-and-a-half years’ accumula-
tion of data in this study included students’ SAT verbal and math
scores, TSWE scores, high school rank, scores on pre- and post-
spelling and language skills tests, final three essay grades (used as a
single average for the analysis), grades in ENG 099 and the
subsequent ENG 103 course, and language skills test scores divided
into recognition and correction components. In addition to
providing us the predictive value of SAT and TSWE scores and high
school rank for placement, the analysis allowed us to examine
earlier correlations between performance on spelling and essays and
subsequent course grades, and to judge formal grammar instruction
separately from instruction in revision and editing on the language
skills test.



Results

I used two methods, multiple correlation models and regression
tests, to examine the data with SPSS-X, a statistical analysis
program available from Digital Equipment Corporation for their
VAX computers. My goal was to determine the degree of correlation
between the individual competency components and students’ ENG
103 grades; in other words, I wanted to know how accurately
students’ scores on the language skills and spelling tests and their
grades on their final three papers in ENG 099 would predict their
final grade in ENG 103.

First, to examine the various components’ contributions to an
accurate prediction and to keep from inflating the probability of
error, I created four different multiple correlation models. Since
previous data had indicated that the essay average score and the
spelling posttest score show a significant correlation with ENG 103
grades, I entered those two variables in the first equation with the
dependent variable of ENG 103 grades. I added the language skills
test score in the second equation, and the recognition and correction
subscores of the language skills test in the fourth equation. The third
equation included all the variables but the language skills test score.
As the earlier data suggested, the essay average score correlated
most significantly (see Figure 1). In other words, ENG 099 essay
grades can predict ENG 103 grades; we cannot, however, claim such
predictive value for scores on the other competency components.

In the second method, regression tests using backward elimina-
tion revealed that recognition of errors (identifying errors with
terminology) had least relevance to success in ENG 103. Remaining
variables contributing least to the model were removed by SPSS-X
in the following order: spelling posttest, language skills test (both
recognition and correction components), and correction of errors
(see Figure 2). The language skills tests explained so little of the
variance in ENG 103 grades as to be negligible in effect as a
predictor of students’ success. In fact, the set of skills represented by
the recognition and correction subscores was negatively related to
students’ success in ENG 103 (see Beta columns, Figures 1 & 2).
Most of our basic writing faculty had been devoting at least twelve
hours of instruction each quarter to a set of skills that proved to
have no predictive worth to the program.

The elimination of the spelling score in Step 2 (see Figure 2)
puzzled me. Since the previous ten years of data had consistently
demonstrated a significant correlation between the spelling score
and ENG 103 grades, despite shifts in the cutoff score, I examined
the degree of improvement between pre- and posttests on spelling

10



FIGURE 1

MULTIPLE CORRELATION

Dependent variable: ENG 103 grade

YVARIABLES Bete SigT
Equation 1: Essay Averoage .135906 .0000%
(Signif F = .0000)+ Spelling Post 034140 2964
(constant) 0000
Equation 2: Language Skills 033360 .3393
(Signif F = .0000)+ ‘ Spelling Post 027329 4159
Essay Average 125323 .0003*
(constant) 0001
Equation 3: Correction -.012230 9248
(Signif F =. 0001)+ Spelling Post 036449 2682
Essay Average 140575  .0000*%
Recognition -.029509 68191
(constent) 0000
Equation 4: Language Skills 050458 .1712
(Signif F =. 0001)+ Recognition -.003776 9769
Spelling Post 026438 .4326
Essey Average 127458  .0003*
Correction -.050784 7017
(constant) 0001

*|ndicates significant correlation.
+Indicates that the equation itself is significent.
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FIGURE 2
REGRESSION TESTS, BACKWARD ELIMINATION

YARIABLE REMOVED  YARIABLES Bete SigT
Step 1: Recognition Language Skills 050612 .1652
(Signif F = .0000)+ Spelling Post 026358 4324
Essay Average 127559  .0002%
Correction -.054500 .1042
(constant) 0001
Step 2: Spelling Post Language Skills 056570 .1128
(Signif F = .0000)+ Essay Average 132322 .0001*
Correction -.054968 .1011
(constant) .0000
Step 3: Language Skills Essay Average .150891  .0000*
(Signif F = .0000)+ Correction -039345 2198
(constant) 0000
Step 4: Correction Essay Average 144843  .0000*
(Signif F = .0000)+ (constant) 0000

*Indicates significant correlation.
+Indicates that the model itself is significant.

and found it to correlate with the ENG 103 grades. In other words,
the degree of improvement basic writers demonstrated in mastering
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the list of 100 words is one of the predictors of their success in the
subsequent writing course.

The analysis, then, provided us two conclusions important for
assessment: it validated the earlier correlations noted between
performance on spelling and essays and subsequent course grades;
and it confirmed that there was no significant correlation between
the language skills testing and subsequent course grades. These
findings concur with the conclusions Hillocks reaches on the
relationship between teaching formal grammar and teaching
writing.

Effects

The timing for this study was fortuitous since our recent switch
to semesters created an atmosphere for positive, cooperative change.
As a result of this study, an earlier study proposing a five-step
formula using TSWE scores and high school class rank for placing
students in Writing Program courses was approved by the
department and, with additional impact studies, is university policy
for students matriculating in Fall 1989 and thereafter; course
objectives have been redefined and published in The Writing
Program pamphlet; text choices reflect the new objectives; new
assessment tools are in place; and through in-service workshops and
informal consultations with basic writing faculty I am already
seeing efforts to reduce the negative effects of isolated grammar
instruction.

New Course

To strengthen the credibility of our Basic Writing Program, we
are relying not only on the data we can present but also on
published material that shapes the perception of the course as an
integral, respectable component of the Writing Program. In The
Writing Program pamphlet, the course content description now
recognizes grammar and mechanics as “editing skills” within the
writing process, and the stated objective of the course, “to improve
the students’ writing abilities so that they will be successful in ENG
103,” has been expanded to articulate criteria for judgment that
parallel those for ENG 103 and 104:

In this course students should
a. begin to acquire habits of accuracy and clarity in
composing sentences and paragraphs
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b. understand and practice the organizational concepts
of focus and development in writing essays

c. understand and practice the narrative, descriptive,
expository, and persuasive forms of writing

d. demonstrate understanding of the integration of
reading and writing processes

e. understand and practice informal methods of re-
search

f. develop editing skills regarding grammar, mechan-
ics, and English usage appropriate to various
contexts

The criteria that the basic writing faculty developed to select
texts in the Spring of 1988 even more clearly mark a departure from
teaching discrete subsets of skills. To be selected, texts had to
demonstrate “‘an integration of reading and writing processes, with
specific attention to audience”; treat writing as a “‘goal-directed
process,” rhetorical “modes as generative strategies and organiza-
tional aids,” and ‘‘grammar as part of the revising and editing
process, not as an end in itself”; include suggestions for “informal
research”’; and as ‘“‘desirable but not essential,” include instruction
on word processing. The three texts chosen and reaffirmed for
1989-90 were Anson and Wilcox’s Writing in Context, McCleary’s
Writing All the Way, and Tyner’s Writing Voyage. For the first time,
an optional reader was selected as well, Presley and Prinsky’s The
World of Work.

Most significant, however, is a redefinition of the course in terms
of our assessment tools:

Competency requirements reflect classroom emphasis on an
integrated writing process. Components for competency
assessment are given the following weight:
60% portfolio of three fully revised essays to be graded
by the classroom teacher and adjudged at the C
level or above.
25% a fifty-minute writing sample to be graded
holistically by at least two other ENG 099 faculty.
15% a 90% performance level on the final test in
spelling.
A student must achieve 75% to receive credit in ENG 099.

The portfolio requirement clearly articulates an endorsement of
the process-driven classroom. Guidelines for the basic writing
faculty expand that endorsement to include peer response and
collaborative writing as means of empowering student writers, of
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enabling them to take ownership of their own texts. Awareness of an
audience for their writing, of their roles as both writers and readers,
and of their own writing processes is integral to the course
objectives that we see matched by the portfolio component of
assessment. For the portfolio students are encouraged to select their
best writing based upon self-evaluation, peer evaluation, and
teacher response. Each portfolio includes not only the student’s
three fully revised essays but the drafts with comments by peers and
teacher. It is on the portfolio that the weight of competency
assessment rests; and it is with the classroom teacher that the final
assessment of a student’s writing competency remains.

The basic writing faculty do not function in a vacuum, however.
The vitality of the program emerges as we work with the writing
sample each term in a collaborative effort that is providing an
invaluable opportunity for faculty development. All faculty teach-
ing in the Basic Writing Program are involved in the one-day
grading sessions at the end of each term so no teacher reads papers
from his or her own students, and each benefits from hearing
colleagues’ judgments about proficiency levels.5 All papers receive
at least two readings; a third is warranted if raters disagree by more
than one point on a six-point scale. The results are not binding on
the teachers since the competency components are weighted, so the
faculty have a positive attitude toward the writing sample that they
convey to their students. Both can recognize that the variability in a
writer’s production of text means that no single measure of writing
could be used to certify competency. The training-and-grading
sessions not only ensure interjudge reliability in holistic scoring,
then, but they also reinforce whole-process instruction and
encourage program-consistent evaluation of the portfolios.

Faculty are involved as well in developing the topics for the
writing sample so that we draw on their experience and prompt
writing that is consistent with instruction. The format for the
writing prompts requires students to respond to a situation, evaluate
information, and act. They are provided a specific rhetorical
context, audience, and purpose in order to approximate real
rhetorical situations as closely as possible. Classroom preparation,
however, will already have included discussion about the aca-
demic, “real rhetorical situation” that Hoetker urges us to
acknowledge (387), so students will be fully aware of a primary
audience beyond their classroom. Despite Brossell’s findings that
prompts with “moderate information loads” produced essays with
““a higher mean score and a greater mean length than essays written”
in response to prompts with “low” or “high” information loads
(172), this first year we followed Odell’s guidelines and the example

15



of the National Assessment of Educational Progress: we provided
students the full rhetorical situation in the writing prompt. This
next year we anticipate studying the effects of various levels of
rhetorical “information load” in classroom writing sessions so that
we can better determine the optimum information load for our
writing sample prompt.

The spelling test remains among our assessment tools not as a
deterrent to credit but as a component of the evaluation over which
students can have control. Circumstances may work against their
satisfactorily passing the writing sample, but with an acceptable
portfolio and motivation to pass the spelling test, they can still earn
credit in the course.

The examination of our assessment criteria has prompted
fruitful, continuing program evaluation. Specifically, it has pro-
vided us information useful for our goal of creating more accurate
and relevant tools for competency assessment, tools that must
reflect the objectives of ENG 099, function reliably to place students
for success in ENG 103, provide data to satisfy the need for
institutional accountability, and begin to reshape the public
perception of the course itself.

Notes

1 See Kristine Anderson’s ‘“Using a Spelling Survey” for an effective
method of tying spelling to a whole writing process.

2 Between accountability and elimination of remedial courses was a
compromise position that recognized the state’s lack of a junior or
community college system and that yet would reduce the state’s investment
in remedial programs at the university level by designating a single
institution to provide such programs. Ball State University’s commitment to
provide advising and tutoring support in University College for students
who are underprepared or who have not declared a major would have made
Ball State the likely candidate for such designation and ensured
continuation of the Basic Writing Program. See Gail Stygall’s “Politics and
Proof in Basic Writing” for further discussion of the political climate
surrounding basic writing programs in the state of Indiana at the time of
this study. For an excellent perspective on the national political context for
basic writing programs, see Andrea Lunsford’s “Politics and Practices in
Basic Writing.”

3 For reports of research and the continuing controversy over formal
grammar instruction and its alternatives, see Bartholomae; Bowden;
Connors; Daiker, Kerek, and Morenberg; DeBeaugrande; D’Eloia; Hartwell;
Hillocks “Responses” and “What Works”; Kahler; Loban; Maimon
‘“Measuring” and “Words Enough”’; Matsuhashi; Mellon “Issues”’; Mulcahy;
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Neuleib; O’Hare; Shaughnessy; R. H. White; Whitehead. For an especially
balanced and sensible approach to grammar instruction for writers, see
Neuleib and Brosnahan.

4 See Braddock; Brossell “Current Research”; Brown; Diederich Measur-
ing Growth and ‘‘Problems and Possibilities””; Godshalk, Swineford, and
Coffman; Lathrop; Mellon National Assessment; Presley; Thompson;
Edward M. White.

5See Jon Jonz, “Using Pooled Judgments,” for similar collaborative
assessment procedures.
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Jacqueline Costello

PROMOTING LITERACY
THROUGH LITERATURE:
READING AND WRITING IN
ESL COMPOSITION

As those teaching them soon discover, ESL composition courses
present a variety of challenges to students and instructors alike.
Non-native speakers need special schooling not only in grammar and
syntax but also in the cultural assumptions of the American
academy and in the rhetorical conventions of English discourse,
which often differ markedly from their native patterns of composi-
tion. Now that universities across the country have reinstated the
traditional requirements that were largely abandoned during the
turbulent seventies, we are confronted with yet another responsibil-
ity in ESL writing classes—to prepare these students for the often
alien concepts that structure the typical liberal arts course.

To provide our non-native speakers, who come from widely
divergent linguistic, cultural, and educational backgrounds, with
the tools necessary for meeting these liberal arts requirements, we
must design composition courses that combine reading, writing,
grammar, aspects of American culture, and methods for developing
the analytic skills expected in upper-level courses. As a number of
scholars have argued, making literary texts a component of the ESL
curriculum provides multiple opportunities for addressing these
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various concerns. Povey, and Marquardt observe that literary texts
offer both elegant examples of linguistic forms and insights into the
culture from which they spring. McKay explains that ‘“reading
necessitates the ability to interact with a text by decoding the
language and comprehending the concepts presented” (530), while
the exploration of literary texts not only “constitutes real content”
(Gajdusek, 229) but also acts as a stimulus for writing and
exposition (Spack, 1985). Moreover, discussion of a literary work
with readers from diverse backgrounds is a lesson in cultural
relativity that heightens cultural awareness and sensitivity (Mc-
Groarty & Galvin, 1985).

Despite the growing body of research attesting to the benefits of
incorporating literature into our ESL syllabi, literary texts have
apparently not enjoyed the resurgence of attention we might expect
(Gajdusek, 227). One explanation for this failure is that the ordinary
problems of reading literature are unavoidably compounded for ESL
students. There is, for example, the common tendency to translate a
work into their native language: I have seen whole pages of
textbooks covered with a word-by-word decoding that makes it
impossible for a student to sense overall meaning or to segment
passages into smaller units of specific information. Furthermore,
many of these students bring an understandable anxiety to their
reading assignments, and the cultural assumptions that dictate a
given piece may arouse unconscious resistance and hostility,
further impeding their comprehension. To take one such case, some
of my Asian students have had initial difficulty with Sherwood
Anderson’s “Unforgotten” (entitled “Discovery of a Father” in some
anthologized versions) because Anderson’s criticism of his father
made them profoundly uncomfortable: in their cultures, one would
not publicly express disapproval of one’s parent. Moreover, many
students from non-Western cultures are perplexed by the existential
quest for self that informs so much of our twentieth-century
literature. In their worlds, the self derives significance not in the
quest for an autonomy to be found in some nebulous realm beyond
the boundaries of culture but from its place in the group, and the
harmony of this group supersedes individual notions and needs.
Additionally, students from preindustrial nations may be pro-
foundly inhibited in their approach to literary interpretation
because, until recently, texts in their societies were exclusively
sacred documents (Osterloh, 78). Indeed, our insistence on
originality and analysis is perturbing to many homogeneous groups,
and our celebration of open-mindedness and relativistic thinking is
apt to collide with the values of a fundamentalist community
(Bizzell, 453).
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Linguistic and cultural handicaps notwithstanding, my own
experience has consistently demonstrated that literature is an
invaluable adjunct to ESL composition, especially when teaching
units are built on reading selections that are contemporary and
challenging. And as reading comprehension improves, so does
mastery of grammar, rhetoric, and Western culture. Students who
are reading literature must go beyond the simple gathering of
information from a piece of writing in the target language. They are
asked to analyze the literary selection not only for its content but
also for its aesthetic qualities and its relevance to their own lives.

Because many of us in composition share Ross Winterowd’s
belief that narrative is the “deep structure” of language and culture
(165—66), that is, because the formal and informal narratives we
produce at once reflect and shape our perceptions of reality,
narrative literature seems a natural component of the ESL
curriculum. As Kermode argues, human beings depend on narrative
to create an illusion of order: “To make sense of their span they
need fictive concords with origins and ends, such as give meaning
to lives and to poems” (7). However different the backgrounds of
our students may be, storytelling is common to all cultures, all
times.

For these reasons, short stories and autobiographical essays may
be the most productive way to launch a semester’s work. Because
stories told by a first-person narrator convey a strong sense of
immediacy and authenticity, I most often begin with selections such
as Sherwood Anderson’s “Unforgotten,” Delmore Schwartz’s “In
Dreams Begin Responsibilities,” Tillie Olsen’s “I Stand Here
Ironing,” and excerpts from Russell Baker’s Growing Up, Maxine
Hong Kingston’s The Woman Warrior, Jamaica Kincaid’s Annie
John, and Richard Rodriguez’s Hunger of Memory. As Oster
contends, “Stories told from a single, limited point of view or
through the eyes of one character make excellent vehicles for
demonstrating the extent to which limited knowledge or an
emotional stake in the events colors a character’s vision” (85).
Narratives like these also encourage students to explore their own
pasts and compare their experiences to those of the characters they
read about, to consider ways in which they might structure their
memories, and to discover how much content they already have.

Moreover, each of these selections highlights a crucial question:
how can we comprehend all the implications of an event, an
emotion, even a conversation at the same time as it is unfolding
before us? The answer, Freud contends, is that we cannot. Rather
than making sense of an experience while in the heat of living it, we
discover meaning after the fact, in the calm of recollecting it. Freud
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calls this psychological process nachtréglichkeit, translated as
“belatedness,” “‘deferred action,” or ‘“‘deferred revision,” which
explains the way in which an individual revises experiences,
impressions, and memories at later dates to accommodate subse-
quent experiences or new stages of development. To cite a literary
example, the narrator of Anderson’s “Unforgotten” presents a
portrait of his father that changes quite powerfully at tale’s end, and
the altered impression of the father is occasioned by a single
significant event, an event that rewrites much of what has preceded
it. By foregrounding this idea that all interpretation is belated
vision/revision, I hope to convey to my students the inherent
instability of meaning(s)—in life and in art—and thus urge them to
rethink, reread, rewrite.

Although my introductions to the readings are deliberately
minimal, ensuring only that students have sufficient background
knowledge of textual content, preinvolvement can be generated
quickly by asking the class to speculate about a provocative title or
by reading a brief excerpt aloud and discussing the expectations it
arouses. To illustrate the way a typical unit unfolds, I will take our
study of Tillie Olsen’s “I Stand Here Ironing” as representative. I
begin by reading the opening and the penultimate paragraph aloud:

I stand here ironing, and what you asked me moves
tormented back and forth with the iron.

“I wish you would manage the time to come in and talk
with me about your daughter. I'm sure you can help me
understand her. She’s a youngster who needs help and whom
I'm deeply interested in helping.”

“Who needs help.” . . . Even if I came, what good would it
do? You think because I am her mother I have a key, or that in
some way you could use me as a key? She has lived for
nineteen years. There is all that life that has happened
outside of me, beyond me. . . .

I will never total it all. I will never come in to say: She was
a child seldom smiled at. Her father left me when she was a
year old. I had to work her first six years when there was
work or I sent her home and to his relatives. There were years
she had care she hated. She was dark and thin and
foreign-looking in a world where the prestige went to
blondness and curly hair and dimples, she was slow where
glibness was prized. She was a child of anxious, not proud,
love. We were poor and could not afford for her the soil of
easy growth. I was a young mother, I was a distracted mother.
There were the other children pushing up, demanding. Her
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younger sister seemed all that she was not. There were years
she did not want me to touch her. She kept too much in
herself, her life was such she had to keep too much in herself.
My wisdom came too late. She has much to her and probably
little will come of it. She is a child of her age, of depression,
of war, of fear.

The class then jots down observations about what they have heard.
Based on these observations, what can they infer about characters,
plot, structure, and style? This prereading exercise gives students a
sense of what is to come and directs their attention to the story’s
essential components, helping them to approach the text in a more
sure-footed manner.

As Culler reminds us, “To read is always to read in relation to
other texts, in relation to the codes that are the products of these
texts and go to make up a culture” (17). So reading a story, an essay,
a poem, a play, invariably involves an encounter with these
interdependent codes of language, art, and the culture to which they
belong. Obviously, this encounter differs for each individual, and
the reader’s own history may strongly affect his or her particular
experience of the text at hand. To prompt students to express their
own responses, associations, and difficulties, I ask them to do
focused freewritings on specific aspects of a work before I have any
opportunity —intentionally or otherwise—to color their readings.
Their particular preconceptions and resistances to the cultural
assumptions of a given text are likely to emerge in these informal
writings. Reading their reactions aloud enables students to confront
their respective cultural biases, to reflect upon the diversity of their
responses, and to see how much they have, in fact, understood —
despite their frequent protest to the contrary. They quickly observe
that no two readers notice all the same details, raise identical
questions, or echo exactly each other’s interpretation. As the
following excerpts from one group of student responses to ““I Stand
Here Ironing” suggest, each reader brings to a text his or her own
repertoire of experiences with literature, life, and culture:

* Emily’s story is a story of many separations.

» What really attracted me was the way the author brought the
past into the present.

I loved the way the story was written, but I think it is not
very original. Let’s remember “La Petite Madeleine” de
Proust. By eating la petite Madeleine, Proust remembers his
past and his youth.

* Emily was a child who was born in the wrong place, at the
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wrong time. She was every girl who needed adults and
warmth and the companionship of friends.

* The style is like an ancient Greek dramatic monologue, but
here, as a contemporary story, there is not a deus ex machina.

* Ironing is probably the only time when the mother “totals it
all,” talking to herself because there is no other time or
person for her.

« At first, I wondered if an American could have this delicate
affection and indirect expression of love for her children.
But after I finished the story, I realized the essence of
humanity was the same all over the globe.

* The story comes from a book called Tell Me a Riddle. It
seems like a riddle, like the mother is trying to find the
answers to the riddles of her life. And Emily is another
riddle she can’t solve.

* The author makes her readers think further by ending the
story with a question and a plea.

+In the beginning of the story, the author uses a flashback
technique illustrated by the mother while she is ironing her
daughter’s dress. This allows the author to introduce the
mother’s present ideas regarding her past actions towards
Emily. The author successfully uses both the main character
and the image of the iron moving back and forth to represent
the memories of the past in the present.

*In the end, the story is condensed in one paragraph to
explain the mother’s treatment of the child, which was
influenced by the time in which she lived and the problems
she had to solve.

In addition to freewriting about various aspects of the text,
students compose four or five questions about the work, and these
questions often provide the foundation for an entire discussion
period. Although many non-native students are self-conscious about
their English and understandably reluctant to speak impromptu in
class, they are usually quite willing to read aloud from their
notebooks. Because discussion of a work flows largely from their
own questions and informal writings, the class is far less
teacher-centered and students respond accordingly.

Having students compose questions about a text serves yet
another essential purpose. Asking questions in class is an integral
part of the Western academic tradition, but to students from Asian
cultures, for example, doing so may raise disquieting possibilities.
Because they prize group harmony rather than individual expres-
sion, their cultures naturally discourage calling attention to oneself
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by speaking out. Furthermore, if others think their question stupid,
they lose face. Even more intimidating, if the teacher cannot
“answer” the question, they cause her to lose face, an unhappy
situation that reflects most negatively on the instigator. But a
genuine spirit of inquiry can mitigate these fears: because every
member of the class prepares questions about each of the readings,
this practice become more familiar and less threatening. At the same
time, students come to understand that the purpose of these
questions is not to find the right answers but to approach a text from
as many vantage points as possible. They also learn that the most
interesting questions have no single answer. Here, for example, are
some of the questions my students raised about “I Stand Here
Ironing™:

* Why is “She was a beautiful baby” repeated twice in the
beginning of the story?

* Who is the “you” the mother is speaking to?

* Why does the narrator ask herself so many questions? Why
doesn’t she answer these questions?

* Why did the mother neglect her daughter so many times?

» Where does Emily’s gift for comedy come from?

» What is the significance of the title?

* Why is the mother ironing while she tells the story?

* Why does she compare her daughter to the dress she is
ironing?

* What does she want for her daughter?

The class is then assigned a second reading of the text and
additional freewritings both to promote close reading and to help
them realize that each reading of a given work is a new experience,
a different reading, however subtle that difference may be. As
McConochie remarks, ‘“Writing assignments that prompt rereading
and reflection help students to extend their understanding and thus
their literary pleasure” (125). They come to see that one often
cannot determine, in a first encounter, what elements of a particular
work are significant. They learn that just as good writers revise their
prose, so good readers are rereaders, who return to the text not to
find out what happens but to discover how the author makes it
happen. These subsequent readings commonly lead to a revision of
earlier impressions, even as they suggest new answers and raise
new questions.

The goal of these activities is not some privileged knowledge of
the “true meaning” of a particular work, for that would reduce both
the work and the reading to a single standard and purpose. Rather, I
hope that students will become active readers who are engaged in a
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recursive process: readers who are discovering the relationships
between reading and writing, between literature and other forms of
discourse, and who are beginning to see literary structures as
elegant examples of common patterns of organizing experience. As
Fish advises, the literary work should not be approached as an
object whose properties the reader tries to apprehend with certainty,
but rather as an experience of the reader, so that false starts,
hesitations, errors, and changes of mind are not assumed to be the
predictable failings of ill-equipped students but part of the
experience, and thus part of the meaning, of that text (17).

Student responses to and questions about “I Stand Here Ironing”
also create an opportunity to present relevant literary terms—
narrator, point of view, imagery, dramatic monologue, rhetorical ques-
tions, and so on. Notebook exercises such as recasting part of a
selection from a different point of view or filling in a “gap” in the
story not only allow students to apply what they have learned but
also foster imaginative and sympathetic involvement in the text. For
instance, one student observed, ‘“This story is something more than
six typed pages. Once you read it, you get so involved with it that
you read it over and over again. It wakes you up by troubling you,”
while another comment anticipated the writing assignment yet to
come: “I was reading the story and I had two pictures in my mind.
The speaker telling the story of her life and me telling the story of my
life.” These informal writings reveal their difficulties with vocabu-
lary and syntax as well, which makes further contextualization pos-
sible, and they can be encouraged to use new vocabulary and syn-
tactical patterns in both their notebooks and their essays. A number
of students remarked on the rich, metaphorical language and fre-
quently complex sentences of Olsen’s narrator and clearly strove to
incorporate original imagery in the essays generated by this story.

Our discussion of the reading is followed by a consideration of
relevant grammatical structures. Since most narratives are written
in the past tense, an examination of the differences among the past
tenses and a review of those modals that express habitual past
action are often in order. Because the students will probably be
modeling their own personal narratives on the literary sample, they
find the grammar pertinent. Indeed, every member of the class
commented in some way on the time shifts in “I Stand Here
Ironing”: they realized that the author’s skillful handling of the then
and the now contributed significantly to the story’s effect and
admired such mastery—which made a review of verb tenses
especially appropriate. Sentences culled from the story served as
models for an analysis of the present perfect, past perfect,
conditional, and subjunctive tenses:
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Present Perfect
“She has lived for nineteen years. There is all that life that
has happened outside of me, beyond me.”
“You must have seen it in her pantomimes.”
“I have edged away from it, that poisonous feeling between
them . ..”
“But because I have been dredging the past, and all that
compounds a human being is so heavy and meaningful in me,
I cannot endure it tonight.”

The class quickly noted that the present perfect expresses an action
that began at some time in the past, continues into the present, and
may or may not extend into the future. As practice with this tense, I
asked them to write in their notebooks about some of the strangest
and most interesting experiences they have had in the time they
have been in this country.

Past Perfect
“You didn’t know her all those years she was thought
homely, or see her poring over her baby pictures, making me
tell her over and over how beautiful she had been—and
would be, I would tell her—and was now, to the seeing eye.”
“Where does it come from, that comedy? There was none of it
in her when she came back to me that second time, after I had
had to send her away again.”
“Months later she told me she had taken pennies from my
purse to buy him candy.”
“Now suddenly she was Somebody, and as imprisoned in her
difference as she had been in anonymity.”

Students observed that the past perfect tense points to one past time
that preceded another past time and is commonly used to express
time that came before a specific event in a past narrative. They also
noticed that this tense often appears in sentences that have
dependent clauses, and that the verb in the main clause is usually in
the past tense. Their notebook assignment was to write about a
memorable summer using both the simple past and the past perfect.
(When I was seven, I started swimming lessons. After I had
conquered my fear of putting my head under water, I was ready to
learn. . . .)

Conditional and Subjunctive
“If I write my letter nicly [sic], I will have a star.”
“Even if I came, what good would it do?”
“Except that it would have made no difference if I had
known.”
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Students worked together to distinguish the different meanings in
each of these three types of ‘““if” sentences and to develop
guidelines for using the conditional. As a follow-up exercise, the
class was given a selection of “if clauses” to complete, all drawn
from song titles and aphorisms (“If I were a rich man,” “If wishes
were horses,” “If ever I would leave you,” and so on).

Finally, the formal writing assignment is designed to help
students to internalize the literary aspects of the story by drawing
on such devices and techniques in their own texts. “I Stand Here
Ironing” leads to a dramatic monologue in which students recall
and reflect on a period in their pasts. Following Olsen, students also
begin their texts in the present (‘I sit here drinking coffee . . .”), shift
to the past, and return to the present once again. The more
ambitious writers may try to weave back and forth from present to
past as Olsen does. Whatever structure they favor, they are asked to
imagine that they are speaking to a specific silent listener as they
contrast what they once were, once thought, to what they now are,
now think. This assignment encourages them to rediscover—
indeed, revise—some aspect of their own pasts, and to reflect upon
the extent to which that past has dictated their present. In addition
to the practice with tenses and the implied cause/effect analysis,
they have the opportunity to incorporate a number of literary
techniques into their own repertoire: quoting characters, using
questions for transitional purposes and repetition for emphasis,
creating a controlling image, ending with a rhetorical question,
following a circular structure.

Each unit culminates in reading the papers aloud, with students
responding to each other’s writing with the same kind of
observation and attentiveness that they applied to the professional
sample. They are usually proud of their work and eager to make
good papers even better through revision. Most important, they have
learned that reading and writing are reciprocal activities, each
commenting on and enriching the other.
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Donald A. McAndrew

HANDWRITING RATE AND
SYNTACTIC FLUENCY!

The scribal act, the physical act of writing, of moving the pen or
pencil across the page so as to form decipherable words without
great effort, is fundamental to the development of writing skills.
Mina Shaughnessy, in her ground-breaking book on basic writing,
echoes this when she characterizes basic writers as still struggling
with the motor-mental coordinations that have long ago become
unconscious for more practiced writers. As long as the mechanical
processes involved in writing are themselves highly conscious,
slow, or even labored, writers are not likely to have easy access to
their thoughts.

Donald Graves, in a review of handwriting research significant
for its brevity, states, “It is at the point of speed that we have
underestimated the contribution of handwriting to composing”
(398). Graves states that research with young writers shows that one
reason they compose less effectively is because of the slowness of
their handwriting, and he calls for research that attempts to uncover
the connections between handwriting and writing. David Bartholo-
mae, studying college-age writers, also finds that, even for writers of
this age, “‘one constraint is the difficulty of moving the hand fast
enough to translate meaning into print” (263), and he also calls for
research into the nature of this handwriting constraint in
composing.

Donald A. McAndrew, professor in the Rhetoric and Linguistics graduate program,
teaches courses in teaching basic writing, the rhetorical tradition, reading theory, and
research methodology. Formerly a director of developmental skills and of a writing
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The body of research on handwriting, the scribal act, has been
very carefully reviewed by Eunice Askov, Wayne Otto, and Warren
Askov surveying the research of the 1960s, and Michaeleen Peck,
Eunice Askov, and Steven Fairchild surveying the 1970s. Nowhere
in the 141 studies reviewed is a direct connection between
handwriting and writing examined. Judy Rice did find that
handwriting rate was a significant predictor of general language
achievement. And Lawrence Rarick and Theodore Harris did
examine the relationship of handwriting speed and legibility,
finding that, generally, increased speed led to decreased legibility
except for the best handwriters who wrote legibly no matter what
the speed. But neither of these studies looked directly at actual
writing, rather they examined handwriting as a separate scribal
process removed from the context of writing.

The body of research on writing also has examined the
connection of handwriting and writing only slightly. Ellen Nold
found that for children and inexperienced writers, the burden of the
motor task of forming letters may overwhelm the limited capacity of
short-term memory, interfering with the more global concerns of
content and meaning. Sharon Pianko established the slower pace of
basic writers. Her remedial and traditional groups produced
approximately the same number of words per minute, but the
traditional group paused twice as often as the remedial group. The
remedial group, therefore, used a greater amount of time to
physically write the same number of words. Pianko judged the
remedial group’s pieces as showing little concern for content, for
getting the idea across to the reader. Brian Monahan found that
effective writers did, indeed, concentrate on content, realizing that
it was necessary to write fast to keep from losing thoughts. Less
effective writers concentrated more on penmanship and were less
able to transcribe quickly and effortlessly.

Linda Flower and John Hayes, relying on insights from cognitive
psychology, explain this situation as one where the task of
recording in visible language interferes with the more global
processes of planning, generating, and organizing ideas according to
goals established in the given writing situation. In an earlier article,
Flower stresses that writing is an activity that places an enormous
burden on short-term memory, constantly threatening to overload it.
She states, “It is easy to see how the limits of short-term memory
can affect a writer’s stylistic control. For an inexperienced writer,
the complex transformation of the periodic sentence—which would
require remembering and relating a variety of elements and optional
structures such as this sentence contains—can be a difficult juggling
act” (281-282). The difficulty of this juggling act is greatly increased
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when attention is additionally overloaded with concern for the
motor skills of handwriting itself.

Colette Daiute agrees with Flower positing the “memory
constraint hypothesis” that errors in sentence structure are most
likely after sequences that could be expected to burden short-term
memory. This hypothesis seems even more reasonable when the
writer is not only experiencing all of the usual problems of writing
but also is draining limited attention for the scribal act. The writer
who must concentrate on handwriting simply has less attention for
composing available from the outset. Daiute echoes psycholinguists
(Miller; Sokolov) who emphasize the limited ceiling of short-term
memory and its powerful influence as a real bottleneck in language
activity. Marilyn Sternglass argues that the example of the most
inhibited writer would be that of the writer whose attention is
concentrated on the spelling of a single word. But, extending
Sternglass, the most inhibited writer would be the one recording,
letter by letter, the spelling of that single word, writing with great
labor and attention, the writer absorbed in the motor activity of
handwriting.

B. K. Britton, R. D. Westbrook, and T. S. Holdredge, investigating
cognitive capacity and its engagement in language-processing
activities, would describe the slow handwriter as a writer who has
less capacity available for the primary task, in this case actual
composing, because the secondary task, handwriting, requires more
storage and more effort. These slow handwriters, cognitive
psychologists (Neisser; Norman and Rumelhart) would argue, have
not had the practice needed to develop the refined schemata
necessary for reducing the attention given to handwriting. They
suggest that this development of refined schemata is essential if
handwriting is to reach the automatic level necessary for reduction
of the cognitive capacity required during fluent composing. Until
this happens, the portrait of the slow handwriter writing is one of a
deliberate pace that absorbs attention, diverting it from the higher
order concerns that produce pieces rich in content and varied in
structure.

In the present investigation, a first attempt was made to study
handwriting speed and its relation to one feature of written
products. Specifically, this study examined the relationship of
handwriting speed to the syntactic complexity of the finished
product. The central research question of the study was: will the
pieces produced by writers who have a slow handwriting speed be
syntactically less complex, showing less embedding and branching,
than those of writers who write more quickly? To write complex
sentences with a variety of clausal and nonclausal modifiers
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requires that a writer manipulate a number of separate linguistic
bits, translating them from ideas generated, storing one or more in
full or reduced form in short-term memory as others are recorded by
hand. If this very act of recording by hand requires attention, not to
mention a large amount of attention, then the attention available for
storage of ideas and linguistic bits becomes less. The resultant
syntax should be less complex because the writer is unable to store
those things that create complexity.

Method: Subjects, Materials, and Procedures. To examine the
relationship between handwriting speed and syntactic complexity,
the syntax of writers identified as having a fast handwriting speed
and of writers identified as having a slow handwriting speed was
examined. Since the work of Shaughnessy, Pianko, and Monahan,
discussed above, would suggest that basic writers could be expected
to have a slower handwriting speed, and, by implication, traditional
college writers could be expected to have a faster handwriting
speed, subjects for the study were college students chosen from four
sections of English 100, Basic Writing (SAT Verbal = 350), and four
sections of English 101, College Composition. From the 152
students in these eight sections, the thirty fastest and the thirty
slowest handwriters were identified using the highest score on any
one of the four tests described below.

The materials for the present investigation consisted of four tests
of handwriting rate and a persuasive writing task, all completed by
all subjects.

In the 141 handwriting studies reviewed by Askov, Otto, and
Askov and by Peck, Askov, and Fairchild, only seven directly dealt
with handwriting speed. The handwriting speed was usually
estimated by having students copy a passage that was presented on
the overhead or chalkboard. These researchers, in reality, measured
copying speed not handwriting speed, because writers were forced
to look back and forth from the original to their copied version and
because the original was not necessarily written in a syntax and
lexicon appropriate to the writers.

Since these studies did not have an agreed-upon method for
measuring handwriting rate, except for this copying rate which was
judged to be invalid, four tests were constructed according to the
following guideline—the maximum handwriting speed should be
estimated in a situation that comes close to real writing but that
does not call for actual composing and its additional complexities.

The first test was based on Kellogg Hunt’s “Aluminum” passage,
a paragraph of very short sentences about the making of aluminum.
Students were directed to first combine the short sentences into
longer ones. When all were finished, they were asked to copy the
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new paragraph. Here the students were copying a passage that was
cast in syntax that was individually representative of the writer,
much like actual writing, because the writer had just created the
new syntax.

The second test asked students to write out from memory the
Pledge of Allegiance. Writers were familiar with the material and
would be transferring something from the mind to paper, again
much like actual composing.

The third test asked students to copy the Star Spangled Banner
which was printed at the top of a sheet. The fourth test asked them
to recopy it as fast as they could. In both of these tests, students
were familiar with the material, and in the fourth test, since they
had copied it once already, they were also familiar with the scribal
requirements of the passage. Both of these again seemed closer to
the situation of actual composing.

All students also were asked to write a piece of writing in
response to a persuasive task because research (Crowhurst and
Piche; Perron) has shown persuasive discourse calls forth the most
complex syntax.

The four speed tests were given during a 30—40-minute segment
of class during the second week of the semester. For all four speed
tests students were asked to write legibly enough so that they could
read it, believing this was the standard of legibility for actual
composing. For each speed test, students were timed until the first
person finished, and, then, all writing stopped. The total letters
produced in each situation were counted and divided by the
elapsed time to produce a rate score in letters per minute. A
student’s highest score on any of the four tests was the score used to
identify the thirty fastest and thirty slowest handwriters.

During the third week of the semester, students had two class
periods (2 hours) to write in response to the persuasive writing task.
William Smith has reported that students use their fastest
handwriting rate when they are prepared to write about a topic. For
this reason during the beginning of the first class of the two classes
used for writing, students discussed the task in small groups and
then did a 10-minute ‘“‘freewrite” about the task to help them
prepare for actual writing.

The pieces of writing of the thirty fastest and thirty slowest
handwriters were then analyzed for eighteen direct or derived
syntactic variables: (1) total words, (2) total clauses, (3) total T-units
(independent clauses with all modification), (4) words per T-unit,
(5) words per clause, (6) clauses per T-unit, (7) number of
left-branched (pre-subject) structures, (8) total words in left-
branched structures, (9) number of right-branched (post-predicate)
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structures, (10) total words in right-branched structures, (11)
number of medial embeddings (between subject and predicate), (12)
total words medially embedded, (13) total free (movable in T-unit)
modifiers, (14) words in free modifiers, (15) percent of words in free
modifiers, (16) percent of words left-branched, (17) percent of words
right-branched, (18) percent of words medially embedded.

Results: Handwriting Speed and Syntax. The assumption that
basic writers would be characterized by a slower handwriting speed
was shown to be true for only some basic writers. Half of the thirty
fastest handwriters were basic writers and almost half, thirteen of
thirty, of the slowest handwriters were traditional writers.

Results of a multivariate analysis of variance of the syntactic
data indicated that basic writers wrote significantly different
sentences (p<.002). Basic writers produced significantly fewer
words (p<.0001), T-units (p<.0001), and clauses (p<.0001) than
traditional college writers. However, the length of their T-units and
clauses, as calculated by words per T-unit and words per clause,
were not significantly different. Neither was the number of clauses
per T-unit, the subordination ratio. It would seem then that basic
writers simply write fewer T-units, but these T-units are just as long
and contain subordinate clauses of the same length and at the same
frequency as traditional college writers. Basic writers in this study,
as has been observed frequently, showed a striking lack of overall
written fluency; they simply wrote less. However, further analysis
of the structure of their T-units indicated that this was only part of
the truth.

Significant differences in the structure of their T-units were
noted when left-branched and right-branched structures were
examined. Traditional college writers produced approximately
twice as many left-branched structures (p<.001), and these
structures were almost twice as long as those of basic writers
(p<.001). Traditional college writers also produced almost three
times as many right-branched structures (p<.02), these structures
were three and one-half times as long as those of basic writers
(p<.02), and they made up a significantly higher percentage of the
total words in the piece (p<.05). These striking differences
demonstrate that basic writers and traditional writers wrote
decidedly different types of T-units, especially in the right-
branched position, a position established as characteristic of mature
syntax. Traditional college writers wrote more than basic writers
and wrote it in the more complex syntactic patterns associated with
mature writers.

The differences in the syntactic patterns of traditional and basic
writers were frequent and striking, but what of handwriting speed?
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The multivariate analysis of variance for handwriting speed
indicated that it did not have a significant effect on any of the
eighteen syntactic variables. However, handwriting speed did
approach significance as a main effect for total words (p<.07), total
T-units (p<.09) and number of right-branched structures (p<.09).
This fact coupled with what looked like some interesting patterns
among the cell means led to the use of post hoc Helmert mean
contrasts to see if these mean patterns were statistically significant.
The cell means for total words, total T-units and total clauses
showed a statistically significant pattern, namely traditional college
writers who were also fast handwriters produced more words
(p<.0001), more T-units (p<.001), and more clauses (p<.001) than
any of the other subjects whether they were also traditional college
writers or fast handwriters. These traditional/fast writers also
produced significantly more left-branched structures (p<.009), and
significantly more right-branched structures (p<.02) and words in
right-branched structures (p<.03). In fact, traditional college writers
who were also fast handwriters finished higher on fourteen of
eighteen measures when compared to traditional college writers
who were slow handwriters, although the differences were
statistically significant only for the six measures just mentioned.
This same pattern, an advantage to the fast handwriter, was also
present in the basic writers for fourteen of the eighteen variables,
although none of the differences reached statistical significance.
Discussion. Slow handwriters reach the limit of full attention or
engagement and remain at that level, dutifully recording a sentence
that shows few of the characteristics of mature syntax. During the
same amount of time, the fast handwriter has quickly recorded a
syntactic chunk and, in so doing, has temporarily ‘“‘emptied”
attention or engagement, making it available again to focus on
another unit, either a new T-unit or a part of a developing T-unit.
The fast handwriter is able, therefore, to bring attention and
engagement to bear more frequently while writing. These moments
when attention is temporarily emptied give the fast handwriter
more opportunities to write more T-units and/or more richly
modified T-units. The slow handwriters’ slower scribal rate simply
allows fewer of these opportunities to occur. Fewer opportunities
mean less complex syntax because these opportunities are the
moments when the exact words of the syntactic unit just recorded
fade to, as Daiute suggests, long-term storage, a deeper, semantic
level storage, freeing short-term storage, or attention to work, with a
new or continuing unit. The more frequent temporary emptying of
short-term memory that characterizes fast handwriters may be a
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factor that gives composing a rhythm —available capacity frequently
develops, attention then frequently refocuses.

In summary, this study supports the body of research that
describes the differences in syntax of basic and traditional college
writers, confirming previous research that indicated differences in
overall fluency and differences in the use of left- and right-branching
structures. This research also makes a first attempt at clarifying the
speculations about how handwriting speed is related to composing,
supplying at least some evidence that there is an advantage to
having a fast handwriting speed, for traditional college writers for
sure and quite possibly for basic writers. Finally, instructionally,
this study would imply that teachers of writing should encourage
traditional college writers to write rapidly when they draft their
pieces. Encouraging this scribal fluency has been advised for basic
writers, but this study concludes with empirical support for also
recommending this to traditional college writers. Scribal fluency
seems to allow for a maximizing of syntactic fluency, and it is,
therefore, something that should be encouraged in all students.

Note

1 This study was funded by an Indiana University of Pennsylvania
Graduate School Faculty Research Grant.
The author wishes to thank K. James Strickland, Slippery Rock
University; and graduate assistant Guy McCormick, IUP; for their help with
data collection and analysis.
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Barbara Kroll

THE RHETORIC/SYNTAX
SPLIT: DESIGNING A
CURRICULUM FOR

ESL STUDENTS

Any college writing teacher who has read even a moderate
number of essays can attest to the fact that writing proficiency exists
on several different planes independently. For example, one paper
can provide insightful commentary on a substantive topic while
replete with problems in spelling and punctuation. Another paper
can exhibit a wide range of sentence structures, flawless syntax,
adherence to mechanics, yet lack development and support of its
central thesis. Still another paper may be hard to read because it
lacks a sense of purpose and shows no awareness of audience yet
seems to be about an unusual personal experience which the reader
is most curious to learn more about. In fact, empirical data from
native writers of English show that the level of a student writer’s
proficiency in one component of writing does not necessarily
correlate with his or her proficiency in a different component. For
example, George Hillocks discusses the repertoire of knowledge
bases that a writer has, e.g., knowledge of lexical, syntactic, and
rhetorical forms, and then reviews the findings of several first
language studies comparing syntactic features and quality of writing
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in Research on Written Composition (63-76). These studies
illustrate that performance in one area can differ from performance
in another.

Such variation in performance is perhaps more extreme for
students of English as a second language (ESL). They must operate
not only within a complex system of discourse and rhetorical rules
that they have had limited exposure to but also according to an
entire linguistic system (English) that may be but partially mastered.
Even error-free prose by an ESL student often has a very non-native
quality about it, as Andrew Cohen observes in his work on helping
ESL student writers improve, and as Robert E. Land, Jr. and
Catherine Whitley observe in their analysis of the evaluation of ESL
essays in regular composition classes.

Cohen has identified a teaching tool known as ‘“‘reformulation,”
which is accomplished in a two-stage process. Using an essay
written by an ESL student as the starting point, a native speaker first
corrects the syntactic and mechanical problems. In the second stage,
the native speaker uses the corrected version as the starting point to
rewrite the essay, maintaining the ideas of the non-native speaker
but recasting them into language and phrasing that a native speaker
would use. The second stage is necessitated by the fact that essays
with no surface language errors frequently violate other principles
of discourse, as Cohen observes. Similarly, Land and Whitley’s
research suggests that “even when an ESL writer produces an
error-free composition in English, a hidden agenda leads the
evaluator to find fault with other formal features” (285). This work
further supports the claim that writing proficiency in one sphere
may be different than writing proficiency in another sphere.

Placement Implications

ESL placement procedures, however, do not take into account
variability in different aspects of written performance in assessing
student writing. At many universities where there is more than one
level of writing course available for ESL students, those entering the
program (or completing one of the levels) may be asked to write an
essay which forms all or part of a placement procedure to determine
which course in the sequence they will be assigned to. These essays
are usually then scored by teachers in the program using either a
global holistic scale (often with a six-point range) or a more detailed
set of scoring guidelines, such as the widely used 100-point ESL
English Composition Profile (developed by Holly Jacobs et al.),
which has raters assign differentially weighted separate sub-scores
in the five categories of content, organization, vocabulary, language
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use, and mechanics. Typical holistic scores are derived by asking
readers to rate the essay as a whole for adherence to principles
spelled out in a set of written guidelines, or rubrics; many rubrics
ask readers to factor in such issues as content, organization, and
language features at each of the points along the scale, so that no
essay will receive a high score that does not show at least a fair
amount of control in all three of these areas. While the sub-scores in
the English Composition Profile can provide information on student
performance in different aspects of writing, the total score provides
no more than a general sense of writing competence much as the
holistic score does.

A significant problem which neither one of these scoring
procedures addresses is the possibility that two essays with quite
different characteristics may be assigned the same overall score
because of the nature of the scoring system used. For example, a
score of “3” on a typical six-point scale can result from weak ability
to address the topic at hand and difficulty in finding an appropriate
way to structure an essay, or it can result from very weak syntactic
control which interferes with comprehensibility of an otherwise
well-structured argument. Similarly, a score of, say, 65-70 on the
English Composition Profile may result from loss of 10-12 points in
content and 7-10 points in organization together with a loss of 2—-3
points each in the areas of language use, vocabulary, and mechanics,
while another essay scoring 65—70 may have lost 25 points in the
areas of language use, vocabulary, and mechanics, a few in
organization and a few in content. What this means is that a paper
which is weak in some ways and strong in others may receive the
same middle-range score as another paper which has both weak and
strong points regardless of how similar or different the areas of
strength and weakness are.

In fact, because the empirical evidence to claim that a writer’s
grammatical accuracy (which we can also call syntactic accuracy)
often exists independently of his or her organizational and
discourse competency, we should be concerned with what this
means in terms of essay assessment in general. At the 1989
Conference on College Composition and Communication, for
example, Mary Kay Ruetten gave a paper discussing characteristics
of essays that had been inconsistently scored on placement exams at
the University of New Orleans. In most cases, the discrepancies
were caused when papers showed clear control over either rhetoric
or syntax and noticeable weakness in the other area, which led the
raters to difficulty in assigning a holistic score.!
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Separating Components of Writing

In this paper, I discuss the implications of considering different
components of writing separately, which could serve to avoid the
scoring problems described above. Nor should we overlook the fact
that in addition to problems in scoring which may be present at the
placement stage, curriculum problems can also arise when teachers
try to address all possible writing problems in the same writing
class. (This is certainly true in teaching native English speakers as
well.) In the conclusion to his article reviewing the history of the
apparent obsession English composition teaching has had with
grammatical accuracy, . Robert J. Connors points to the great
challenge of trying to strike a balance in teaching between what he
calls “formal and rhetorical considerations.” He goes on to say that,
“We [college English teachers] may spend the rest of our
professional lives investigating how the balance between rhetoric
and mechanics can best be struck” (71).

Rather than “balancing” these components of writing, I would
like to propose that we separate them in working to establish
curricula for ESL students. I am most concerned with ways to help
students achieve what can be termed “rhetorical competency” and
“syntactic accuracy.” After examining how these terms function to
describe different aspects of ESL student writing, I will address the
question of how we might structure a curriculum which would offer
appropriate options for all students of writing by taking into
consideration both their strengths and weaknesses at any given
entry point.

Defining ‘“Rhetoric” and ‘“‘Syntax”

I am using the term “rhetorical competence” to refer to the
writer’s ability to present an essay that exhibits all or most of the
following qualities:

1. The essay limits and focuses on the topic in a manner
appropriate to its overall approach and length.,

The essay remains focused on the topic throughout.

The essay creates and uses paragraphs effectively.

The essay maintains a consistent point of view.

The essay sequences ideas in a logical manner.

The essay uses coherence and cohesion devices appropri-
ately and as necessary.

SOk wd

It is possible to label essays which adhere to all or most of these
guidelines as “plus” rhetoric (+rhetoric) in the sense of a kind of
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control over discourse structure. Essays which fail to adhere to most
of these guidelines can be labeled “minus” rhetoric (—rhetoric).
According to Kathryn Fitzgerald, the grading criteria for placement
essays at the University of Utah focus on rhetorical properties quite
similar to the ones identified above. She argues that the rhetorical
problems of basic writers are as fundamental to their difficulties in
college writing as their syntactical and mechanical errors, and thus
should be specifically addressed in their basic writing courses.
However, while the labels above give us significant information
about some of the characteristics of a specific written product being
evaluated, these labels do not tell us anything about whether or not
the essays conform to the guidelines of standard edited English.
That is to say, some essays which may be deemed well-constructed
from a rhetorical point of view may exhibit frequent, elementary,
and/or distracting errors at the level of sentence grammar and
sentence construction. Essays which exhibit these problems can be
referred to as “minus” syntax (—syntax), while those essays that
more or less adhere to the patterns of standard edited English may
be labeled ‘“plus” syntax (+syntax). For the purposes of this
discussion, then, syntax refers to facility in using the grammatical
system of the language.

Varieties of Student Writing

Given the split between rhetoric and syntax, ESL students (not
unlike native-speaker writers) fall into one of four general categories
of writer based on the relative strength of their syntactical and
rhetorical skills. We can use these categories to schematize the type
of writing produced by students as follows: (1) +rhetoric/ + syntax;
(2) +rhetoric/ —syntax; (3) —rhetoric/ + syntax; and (4) —rhetoric/
—syntax.

Skipping over the category of +rhetoric/+syntax, exemplified
in any well-written, well-structured successful paper, let us take a
look at three essays which illustrate the other categories. Sample
Essay #1 is a +rhetoric/ —syntax paper.

Sample Essay #1
The Great Transformation

China is an ancient country. It is famouse in the world
because of it’s culture for thousands of years, it’s vast
territory (and) rich natural resouces and large population. But
as it is a multiracial country, and it is devided into northern
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and southern parts by Young-tze River naturally, it was
disunited untill 1949 when the People’s Republic of China
was established. From that time on, China has been getting
richer and richer. Now, everything has been enormous
changed in China.

As everybody knows that China has being a famous
agricultural country from long long ago. But the strange thing
was that there were thousands of farmers sufferring from
starvation every years. They grew rice, wheat and vegetables
just for the rulers who were living in luxury, but not for
themselves or their country. Now, the situation is completely
different. The rulers were elected by the people who include
various races and farmers. They do everything according to
the benefits of the people, especially the farmers who is the
ninety per cent of the population in their country. The
farmers are no longer poor as they have an integrated
organization of allocation which is called people’s commune
and they have a very complete system of demand and supply.
Not only they do agriculture in their farms, but also do
industry. In this way, the farmer’s life are improve in a high
speed.

China was a very poor country in industry (before 1949.)
They could not create even a nail. But now, as we know, they
have their manmade satellites, and they produce nuclear
weapons, aeroplanes, vassels, atomobiles and so on without
any foreign aid. Now, every big cities and small towns are
industrialized except rural areas.

China is no longer poor and silent. It has being awakening,
and getting stronger and stronger.

This paper was written in response to a fairly open-ended topic
asking students to write about a significant change in their country.
It is relatively well-organized and shows the writer’s awareness of
how to structure an essay using both chronology and supporting
detail effectively. The writer focuses on tracing through some
general changes in China since the establishment of the People’s
Republic, and he skillfully uses the conclusion to strengthen the
assertion made in the introduction that there have been enormous
changes in China.

In fact, two readers gave this paper scores of 5 and 6 on a
six-point scale after being specifically trained to rate essays
according to a holistic scale that assigned scores without reference
to syntactic features. (The scale is taken from Kroll [1982], and
reprinted as Appendix A.) Unlike a scoring guide that amalgamates
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rhetoric and syntax, such as the scale used to rate the TOEFL’s Test
of Written English,2 this scoring guide identifies properties of
organization and coherence solely, or what we might call rhetorical
and discourse competence. It says nothing about language control or
competence. In that area, Sample Essay #1, which is 303 words
long, contains a total of 28 errors—not including spelling—in such
categories as sentence structure, singular vs. plural, word form,
word order, verb tense, and so forth. The total number of errors
averages one to every 10 or 11 words. One error every ten words
means that the writer could string together just a few words or
phrases before the next breakdown in language control led to yet
another error. While few of the errors serve to interfere with one’s
ability to read and process the essay, they do add up to a kind of
“foreign accent” in writing that marks this paper as the work of a
non-native speaker. Such a high frequency of error renders this
essay ‘ —syntax.”

In contrast to Sample Essay #1, Sample Essay #2 is an example
of an essay which merits the polar opposite descriptors of
—rhetoric/ + syntax. This paper was written by an Iranian student
asked to discuss the implications of a quotation by Mark Twain
about the differences between education and schooling (“I have
never let my schooling interfere with my education”).

Sample Essay #2

Do Let Your Schooling interfer your education

Hopefully through our schooling we will all gain a great deal
of practical knowledge that we can apply to any future
profession that we may choose. If one is fairly intelligent and
displays a certain amount of discipline, this can be easily
done. However, first one must know what it is that they really
want to do with their life. Where do I fit into societie’s space?
What kind of lifestyle do I want? What will make me happy?
These are all questions we ask ourselves daily, and these can
only be answered through our own education.

Somebody once said: “No man is an island.” To me, to
live is to love and understand people. One can spend all of
his time in school and never have to relate to people. But
when that person goes out into the world, he may be the last
to find a job, friends, or on to love.

I have learned only through my personal experiences how
to communicate with people. Diplomacy and the handling
unexpected situations are most important in any profession
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and this can only be gained by an awareness that comes from
knowing different types of people.

I love sports. They can relieve many frustrations and
tension and teach one how to relax. But most important, they
should teach many people how to accept losing gracefully.
This to me is very important when dealing with all phases of
society.

School is a wonderful place to educate oneself. There
are many different types of people with different direc-
tions, and as long as I continue to explore I am sure that I
will have gained more knowledge than I had hoped for in
school.

Unlike Sample Essay #1, this essay cannot be summarized easily
because the paper seems to lack a clear central focus. Every
paragraph seems to set out in a new direction,? and in some cases it
is quite difficult to see how the topic of a particular paragraph
relates to Twain’s quote at all. While the writer does use the
conclusion to refer back to points made in the introduction, the
middle part of the essay seems random rather than planned. In fact,
this essay received holistic scores of 1 and 2 from the same two
raters using the scoring guide shown in Appendix A, putting it close
to the bottom of the scale. But the essay, which had about 20 words
fewer than Sample Essay #1, had only 8 errors in its 282 words,
averaging out to one error every 35 words. This merits the label,
“+syntax.” Thus the contrast between these two papers is
highlighted in the assignment of “plus” and “minus” features to the
two major categories of rhetoric and syntax. The first paper scored
very well for organization and coherence features while displaying
more than three times as many syntactic errors as the second
sample, where weakness was in the area of organization. In fact,
despite the greater facility using the grammatical system of the
language evidenced in Sample Essay #2, the essay as a whole might
seem harder to read than the previous essay because, as Sarah
Freedman has pointed out, readers tend to focus on higher order
principles, such as content and organization, before focusing on
language issues in an essay.

Lastly, Sample Essay #3 illustrates writing which can be
characterized as —rhetoric/ —syntax. The topic for the diagnostic
writing task set for the writer of the following essay (and which was
addressed to graduate students only) asked students to discuss some
of the major contributions made by their field of study to human
knowledge.

47



Sample Essay #3
[No Title]

There are thousands of languages in the world. Some of them
are unknown for the majority of the people, because they are
not too common. For example: All the dialects using in
Africa. Others are known, but almost nowbody. pay attention
to them, because they are not fairly common. They are only
used in theirs countries of origin. As an example of these, are:
German, Dutch, Italian, Portuguese.

Among all these languages in the world, there is a group,
which is more common, and everybody is interesting in
them. These languages are very important for a professional
or businessman, because everyday they are treating with
people all over the world. Between these languages, we have
Spanish and English, which are the most used.

Spanish is very popular, because all the Latin American
countries, except Brasil have it as their language. It is also the
second Universal language. English is the most important of
all these languages, mentioned before. It is the Universal one,
and it is used in almost all the countries as a common
language, between the businessmen and scientifics and any
professional, who are dealing with people from differrent
countries. English nowadays is necessary for any carreer in
order to have success in it. Even in many countries, English is
teaching as a second language to all High school students.

While it is clear that the writer, a Spanish-speaking student, is
extolling the virtues of both Spanish and English, it is not at all clear
what her major field of study is; and, in fact, it does not appear that
she addresses the question at hand. Even ignoring that as an issue,
this essay still lacks a sense of focus, purpose, or audience. It seems
to provide a collection of miscellaneous facts about languages
without establishing why the author is recounting the information.
Had she been able to turn this into a response to the question as
posed, she might have been able to create a focus that is lacking
here. As it is, this paper received two scores of 2 on the scale shown
in Appendix A, slightly above the score the two readers assigned to
the overall rhetorical properties in Sample Essay #2. At the same
time, the essay has 22 errors in its 222 words, averaging out to about
one error every 10 words, a similar proportion to the error/word
ratio found in Sample Essay #1. Thus, this essay typifies the writing
of students who have trouble controlling either rhetoric or syntax,
and hence their writing can be labeled —rhetoric/— syntax.
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Making Curriculum Decisions

Having illustrated a range of student performance in the area of
rhetoric and syntax, I would like to consider how a writing
curriculum could be designed that would offer courses for students
who have problems in English exemplified in the sample essays
presented above. I suggest that students who produce writing
similar to Sample Essay #1 and Sample Essay #2 would be unlikely
to profit from being in the same kind of writing course or doing the
same kind of classroom practice in order to work on their individual
problems in writing and to move forward. But as Ann Raimes noted
in her study of two levels of ESL writers at Hunter College, “When
placement decisions are made solely on the basis of a holistic
analysis of one piece of writing, students with very different needs
will be placed in the same course, which may not be appropriate for
all of them” (461). In fact the writer of Sample Essay #3 might also
be assigned to that same middle-range/intermediate class because
while she also has deficiencies in writing it is apparent that she is
not without some knowledge of English writing.

However, placement procedures can identify which students
need to learn rhetoric and which students need to learn syntax
simply by scoring their placement essays separately for these two
categories. A scoring guide similar to the one shown in Appendix A
can be designed to assign a +rhetoric or —rhetoric rating, and a
tabulation of major and/or minor syntactic violations can be made
simply by counting the actual occurrences of errors. (One might
need to keep in mind the proportion of errors to error-free parts.) A
syntactic “interpretation’ scale could also be drawn up to assign a
+syntax or —syntax rating based on the number of errors in
proportion to the length of the essay with cutoff ranges keyed to the
levels of a particular program. If the students can be identified in
terms of their writing strengths and weaknesses, then appropriate
courses can be offered which place heavy emphasis on either
rhetoric or syntax and do not particularly focus on the other.

I propose that a writing program designed to process students in
this manner would have a total of four course offerings. One class
would focus on essay stylistics and would be for students who fall
into the +rhetoric/+ syntax category but who are not yet judged
proficient enough to have fulfilled a school’s writing requirement.
Such students would already be familiar with standard discourse
patterns and typical English essay organizational preferences which
are shaped by content, audience, and purpose. They would also be
the type of competent writers who do not produce many errors in
syntax. However, they would probably benefit from a class which
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improved their ability to produce the caliber of discourse required
in an academic environment. For example, George E. Newell and
Phyllis MacAdam argue in “Examining the Source of Writing
Problems” that topic-specific knowledge plays a key role in a
student’s ability to successfully complete a given assignment. And a
course that offered a clear content-base and the integration of
reading and writing might be the most appropriate approach in
ways that Ruth Spack calls attention to. The course I am describing
for this population is similar in many ways to a typical freshman
composition class when students must meet rigorous requirements
for entrance to that level. Such being the case, the so-called
stylistics component I am proposing can be offered as a parallel
course for freshman composition with enrollment restricted to ESL
students, or ESL students can simply enroll in regular sections of
freshman composition to fulfill this requirement. Following
completion of such work on stylistics (whether in a separate or
integrated class), these students would be exempt from further
required writing courses.

The second class in the program I am proposing would be a class
in what we might call modern rhetoric, and here I think it advisable,
though not absolutely necessary, to restrict enrollment to ESL
students only. This class could present both “traditional” concepts,
such as the modes of organization (e.g., comparison and contrast,
and classification), varying the levels of generalization in an
argument, focusing on a topic, and providing sufficient supporting
detail to meet reader expectations while also presenting its material
in a process-centered classroom. Writers need to acquire composing
skills they can call upon for each new writing situation, so that they
leave the course with a set of strategies to be invoked based on the
situation for writing. The goal of learning “rhetoric” in this way is
to train students to produce reader-based prose that considers
audience and purpose as basic to fulfilling a writing goal. Such
training should not foster an obsession with adhering to strictly
defined formal properties; rather students need, as Raimes suggests,
a classroom which allows students to work with “specific content to
generate ideas, plan, rehearse, write, rescan, revise and edit” (461).
At the end of such a course, students would have the repertoire of
process skills needed to generate appropriate responses to essay
tasks, and their written products would reflect control over a full
range of rhetorical strategies. If proficient in syntax, students
completing the rhetoric course could then enroll in the stylistics (or
regular freshman composition) course.

The third class would focus on syntax, and because of the
different types of problems native and non-native students have

50



with syntax, such a course is best restricted solely to ESL students.
I do not think, however, that ESL students can benefit from a syntax
course unless they have control over rhetoric first so that the course
can present syntax as a tool for controlling written language rather
than as an object of study. Students who produce writing similar to
Sample Essay #1, which shows a fair amount of complexity in
terms of vocabulary and content, have usually been through several
years of English classes and have had multiple exposures to the
rules of grammar. Yet, despite their language study backgrounds,
they still are not able to produce prose which is not heavily marked
with error. Therefore, when I suggest these students need a course
in syntax, I am not advising that they enroll in a class which offers
the usual method of providing heavy doses of grammar rules and
exercises for practice. Rather, we must explore alternative ap-
proaches to traditional grammar lessons if we want to help students
at that level to improve, a sentiment echoed by Thomas Friedmann
in claiming that ““Correctness in grammar . . . can be learned —if the
teaching methodology duplicates the learning process” (225), and if
the teaching is applied to the students’ own work. What we are
really after is training students to notice the ways in which
sentences or pieces of sentences can break down, providing them
with a repertoire of self-monitoring skills and strategies. This is best
done through having contextual writing to look at, writing which
has been produced by the students and which they have a vested
interest in improving. If their writing already shows rhetorical
control, they can more easily focus their attention on problems in
linguistic control. Here it is quite possible that in a quarter system
or with severely underprepared students, there would be need for
two terms of syntax. So I am saying that there would be a total of
four course offerings: stylistics, rhetoric, and two syntax courses.
The chart on page 52 summarizes the entire curriculum.

Figure 1 indicates how the profile of a student determines which
course the student is to be (next) placed in, either at placement
(shown as ‘“placement profile”” on the chart) or after completing one
course in the curriculum (shown as “placement after class” on the
chart). For example, in this type of writing program, students whose
placement essays are similar to Sample Essay #3 could first be
placed in the rhetoric class, shown as Sequence D. While in such a
class, breaches of syntax can be ignored in the interest of having the
student focus on improvement of the ability to develop a personal
composing process, present an argument, marshal evidence,
consider the reader’s needs, find an appropriate voice, and so on.
After successful completion of such a course, that student would
then fall into the ‘“ +rhetoric/ — syntax’ category and can go on to a
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PLACEMENT PROFILE/

PLACEMENT AFTER CLASS TO BE PROFILE AFTER CYCLED TO
SEQUENCE CLASS COMPLETED CLASS SEQUENCE
A +rhetoric STYLE +rhetoric EXEMPT
+syntax (or EXEMPT) +syntax
B +rhetoric SYNTAX (1) +rhetoric A
-syntax SYNTAX (2) +syntax (or EXEMPT)
(optional)
[ -rhetoric RHETORIC +rhetoric A
+syntax +syntax (or EXEMPT)
D -rhetoric RHETORIC +rhetoric B
-syntax -syntax

FIGURE 1: Structure of Curriculum

class focusing on syntax, which is shown as Sequence B. At the
same time, the rhetoric class would also include other students who
already have control over syntax, e.g., those who produce writing
similar to Sample Essay #2. Then, those students whose profile
would be +rhetoric/ +syntax at the completion of the course could
be cycled into the stylistics (or freshman composition) course if not
judged ready for exemption on the basis of program criteria.

The curriculum I propose is designed to alleviate the problem of
placing students into classes which may only partially address their
needs in terms of two key components of writing. If we are willing
to evaluate students based on a separate consideration of their
rhetorical and syntactic skills, we can stream them into a workable
sequence of courses that would help them improve in their area(s)
of weakness and lead them to mastery over writing in gencral.

Appendix A

SCORING GUIDE FOR ORGANIZATION AND
COHERENCE FEATURES

* A 6 paper is a top paper. It does not have to be perfect, but it will
do all or most of the following well:
—clearly limit the discussion to something which can be
reasonably handled in a short essay
—follow through on what it sets out to do
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—stay on the topic throughout the essay and in each paragraph
—effectively use paragraphs to break up the topic into unified
parts
—maintain a consistent point of view
—sequence ideas logically within paragraphs and in the essay
—use overt markers/transitions artfully to signal relationships
between and within paragraphs
—use reference markers appropriately
* A 5 paper is a less consistent version of the 6 paper. It will be
distinctly above average, but will have noticeable slip-ups. The
paper may do one of the following:
—begin discussion without stating or implying overall topic
—omit a conclusion where called for
—present the argument in unbalanced proportions to a clearly
stated thesis
* A 4 paper shows adequate but undistinguished control over both
paragraph structure and essay structure. It is an upper-half paper
which shows organizational competence and general coherence,
but does one or more of the following:
-relies heavily on juxtaposition to show relationships rather
than spelling them out
—uses overt transitions in inappropriate ways
—fails to adequately develop a major point of the argument
* A 3 paper is a lower-half paper. It may show either clear ability to
set up the major building blocks of an essay OR clear ability to
construct a unified, coherent paragraph, but it will not show clear
competency in both areas. It may be a paper that shows weak
abilities in both areas. Reasons for assigning a 3 include:
—noticeable introduction of irrelevant ideas
—failure to provide a clear sense of purpose
—underdevelopment of main ideas
—shifting point of view
—use of transition signals in mechanical or heavy-handed way
—some inconsistencies in argument
* A 2 paper shows some minimal ability to organize a paper, but is
rather poorly presented. It may do some of the following:
—go around in circles
—have little or no connection between parts either stated or
implied
—use transitions that don’t work in context
—assume the validity of statements which are never developed
¢ A 1 paper show little or no skill at setting up major sections of the
paper and developing paragraphs. It may stray and wander from
the topic or it may simply never get beyond the most superficial
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statements so that there is no sense of awareness of expository
conventions.

Notes

1 A full discussion of a range of other issues in the assessment of ESL
writing is provided by Sybil Carlson and Brent Bridgeman in their article
“Testing ESL Student Writers.”

2 For example, the “6” level scoring criteria begin: “Clearly demonstrates
competence in writing on both the rhetorical and syntactic levels”” (TOEFL
Test of Written English Guide, 29).

3 Insights from the field of contrastive rhetoric raise the possibility that
this particular style might stem from a discourse pattern in Farsi, the
speaker’s native language. For a recent review of the field, see William
Grabe and Robert B. Kaplan's article on contrastive rhetoric.
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BASIC WRITERS AND THE
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PROVIDING MEANINGFUL
BIBLIOGRAPHIC
INSTRUCTION

Background and Population Profile

Although it is quite certain that the students who find
themselves together in a class of basic writing (called Develop-
mental Writing where we teach) comprise one of the most diverse
groups of learners imaginable in a college setting; their diversity
ends with an absolutely unanimous response to certain words. If
Developmental Writing students hear the words “library,” “library
instruction,” or—worse yet—‘‘bibliographic instruction,” their eyes
become glazed, their minds slow down or completely shift gears,
and inwardly (or outwardly) they groan, “Oh no, not that again!” In
response to those groans, we have worked for the past seven
semesters to construct and refine a way to help Developmental
Writing students learn—and enjoy—the fundamentals of biblio-
graphic instruction.

Boyd Koehler is associate professor and librarian at Augsburg College in
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international and developmental writing students and currently chairs the Twin
Cities library network’s (CLIC) Task Force on Bibliographic Instruction.
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Augsburg College, where she teaches courses in writing, ESL, and literature. Her
present research is focused on gender differences in students’ writing and responses
to literature.
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Our first task in this project was to define our audience. The
diversity already noted makes establishment of parameters difficult,
of course, but a generally consistent population profile of our
Developmental Writing classes emerged. About one-third of the
class are non-native speakers (NNS) of English, with vastly differing
backgrounds and intentions.

Among the other two-thirds of the class, the native speakers of
English, parameters are also difficult to establish. Some of the
students have histories of failures in English; others have never
regarded English, and especially writing, as something important to
learn; still others come from high schools, sometimes in very small
school districts, where teachers faced with 150 students each day
have minimized the number of papers they assign students. Many of
these students have often learned that just managing to turn in
something has been acceptable. Thus, even the most basic of Donald
Murray’s concepts, i.e., viewing writing as a process, a task for
discovering what we know, are new and somewhat suspect to many
incoming Developmental Writing students.

Which students must be tested for placement in Developmental
Writing is determined by the academic dean’s office on the basis of
their scores on a standardized test, PSAT, ACT, or SAT. Students
who are Developmental Writing candidates are required to write an
essay during their summer orientation days on campus. Topics are
assigned and tests are monitored and holistically evaluated by
members of the English Department.

On the basis of these evaluations, roughly fifteen percent of all
incoming first-year students are required to enroll in Developmental
Writing. Common problems displayed by these students include the
inability to generate a text within the prescribed time constraints,
difficulty finding a focus for the text produced, lack of specifics to
substantiate what is stated to be the focus, lack of organization, and
difficulty with mechanics/grammar of standard English.

Once in Developmental Writing, students receive concentrated
help in mastering concepts of prewriting, finding a focus,
developing and organizing the content, and editing the product to
meet general standards of correctness. One o