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Responses to Phyllis Sherwood's article in
the September newsletter have alrsady begun
to come in. Twe of those responses, ad-
drassed to 2all of us, appear here and like
Phyllis Sherwood's article, raise issues of
vital concern to all of us., 1 look forward
to including more responses as mors of us
Join the discussion.

Please continue to send your articles,
announcaments, reviews, names of naw members,
and donations of 35/year {in checks made
payable to Purdus University, but sent to me}
o

Muriel Harris, editor
WRITING LAB NEWSLETTER
Dept. of English
Purdue University

West Lafayette, IN. 47307

*+ ¢ & 0 0 & 8 5 8 & @ 0 e B G

A NOTE ON THE COLLAPSE: LET THEM EAT CAKE

I want to respond to Phyllis Sherwood's
cri de coeur in the September WRITING LAB
NEWSLETTER by suggesting that two pretiy
obvious things have happened--whether logical
or not. First, the lTady has surely lost con-
tact with her department {or they with her].
A 13-2 vote bespeaks organized apposition,

considering that no English department any-

whers can ever agree so0 wholeheartedly on
even the simplest mattar; the little-endians
have almost certainly preparsd their triumph
well in advance, for reasons one can only
speculate upon from the article. Was this 3
plain old personality clash, did the thirteen
feel threatened somehow by prospects of only
a service department {in a two-year col-
lege?}, or was there some kind of hidden

agenda coming from over there in the admin
building? One doesn't know, but a program so
admittedly successful for at Teast six years
does not lose support in ten minutes, not
without the program director's knowledge if
she is at all in contact with her department-
al colleagues, I submit.

Wwhat to do? Ajthough it is too late for
this fall's closing to be reversed, I supposs
{and how curious %o close a lab in order to
analyze it--post mortam?), Ms, Sherwood ocught
to meat individuglly with each of the thir-
teen, if only to hear thelr Ties, Ties that
might eventually lead to the truth. More im-
portantly, howaver, she aught o throw the
thing right back on them, refusing further to
solve their problems antz% another subcommit-
tee, one that addresses the substance of what
is expecteé from frashman writers at Raymond
Walters College, and 1 mean expectad not onily
by the English pecple but also by faculty
from almost all other disciplines, gets
formed and activated. Ms. Sherwood must in
no case become regarded as the Big Remedial
Mama, the one who stays until eight every
evening just o tutor her belovaed basic writ-
ers. And finally, she ought to check and re-
check with those in the reading lab. Has it, -
too, been suspended? If not, perhaps 13
closer 1iaison between reading and writing
might be in the aff!ng, a consummation de-
voutiy to be wished in all of higher educa-
tion {and sameahagg we are attempting here at
Pery State in a three-year communications
skills program grant).

The second obvious thing that has occurred ;
there 15 that the English staff itself has |
adopted a royalist attitude, refusing to ac-
knowladge its mission and responsibilities
while at the same time relying upon statis-.
tics convenient only because they permit the
1ab to look bad. If an open-door institution
cannct provide remediation, then a basic sup-
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port for retention is Yost; and ratention,
such a prominent buzz-word in education to-
day, qualifies as a concern far beyond only
the English pedanis: administrators are
vitally interested {and Ms. Sherwood does ad-
mit to having had administrative backingl.
After all, when you lose enough of your stu-
dant bodies, you begin losiag Jobs--at all
Tevels. So why nol begin mentioning some of
these ramifications of the 13-2 vole to peo-
ple in power, people who Just might interest
themselves in preserving a support mechan-
ism?--that is, unless the University of Cin-
cinnati and its college have so many studenis
knocking down their doors that they are not
worried about retention at alil. Somecne
around there must be concerned when you go
from nine sections of basic English to one,
after alll  And what s this ifwo-irack sys-
tem? If you have now only 101 and no iab,
¥ou have 2 one-track system, say what you may
ahout upper/lower scores [and one bels that
upper and lower sections proceed most inde-
pendently, depending upon the whims of the
thirteen anyway). It is interesting, too, to
speculate on what besides 101 s being
taught:  Sk2lton?  The Minor Poetry of
Chaucer? The Medieval Romance, 1345-477 Or
does everyone simply have five sections of
101, big or 1ittie?

I cannot in this brief note addrass all
the guestions Ms. Sherwood concludes with,
but I want fo try to suggest at jeast a faw
more tactics aside from despair and dismay:
first, try to get a consensus from the facul-
ty about what determines success or failure
of the lab or the developmental courss. Do
not mova without such consensus. Listen to
Dan Fader if in doubt. Second, argue with
those further up the powsr structure, not
with these already commitied thirteen; and
try to make a case for data that would in-
¢lude your students’ plans for withdrawing or
completing work in a succeeding quarter; or
maybe persuade pecple that data in itseif is
not entirely reiiable, certainly not as reii-
able as it is in the reading Tab, And final-
Ty, if 1 faced a similar situation myself
{and 1 probably will in a year or so}, I re-
peat that I would make very sure not to posi-
tion myself as the sole custodian of remedi-
ation, that person so easily left with a
broken heart, an apple, and a road map. Come
to think of it, I would look about for other
work, too. Or maybe those thirteen could do
that, including that person who is so into
computer programs for basic English students
who can no longer be basic English students:

in our own lab we are holding out agains:
computers for reasons too far-reaching to
discuss here (but see my “The End of Us:
1986," Arizona English Bulletin, May 1982,
op. 1-3, Tor a nint or two). A hands-on
human experience is what thess writers nesd,
not nebetation by machines, be they computer
games, television programs or micro-compu-
ters. And what Raymond Walters College and
many others nsed is to realize that their
bread and butter depends upon providing {man-
datery] remediation in order to incrsass re-
tention,

Russ Stration
Peru State College

TO ARMST 1O ARMS!
DEFENDING THE WRITING CENTER

Phyllis Sherwood's plea for help in saving
her writing center particularly struck home
witn me. 1 Just finished a dissertation, A
Rnetorical Defense of the Writing Center, 6n
tnat particular problem.” No doubt aftiar
reading Sherwood’s article, all of us who
direct writing centers feel threataned. Be-
cause writing labs are, in spite of their
directors’ commitment, peripheral services,
they are always in danger. OQutlined hersz ars
three stratagies for defending the writing
Center which I have developed and upon which
I base my efforts.

~ First, the director should avoid letting
the center be too closely associated with the
concept of remediation. - Sherwood clearly
associates her center with a basic writing
Course, and, not surprisingly, her department
does a%§a, even though she states that the
center 1s open to all students on a walk-in
basis. As soon as a faculty considers that
remediation is no Tonger necessary, justifi-
ably or not, anything associated with remedi-
al or what may be construed as remedial work
is in danger of disappearing. Sherwood
should consider revising the philosophy of
her 1ab so that its service to all student
writers becomes more apparent. ATl writers
need help at some point, and it is efficient
to concentrate that help in a place such as a
Tab, complete with expert staff, resouyrce
materials, exercises, and so on, The lab



should be conceived of as a support system
for regular studanis, not as a remedial
facility, and as much of the director's ef-
fort as 1is necessary should be aimad at
spreading that idea.

Second, the dirsctor nesds to work at

making the writing center sesm indispensable.

One good way to perform this trick is to ses
that the center serves more than one func-
tion. If Sherwood's institution offers any
sort of teacher-training program, I suggest
that she get that program involved with the
1ab as soon as possible. Here at Eastern, we
invite teacher-certification students to
spend some of their c¢iinical observation
nours in the writing center, We also have
them use our resource materials and "neat
ideas" files for working up assignments ia
methods classes. We also keep our English
faculty informed about our "neat ideas"
files, about professional publications we re-
eive, and important books we have available,
We served last spring as a place for faculty
to inspect propossad new textbooks for our
freshman writing courses, as well as serving
as consultants about the relative merits of
those bocks. We make an effort to give tu-
tors in the center a course in teaching writ-
ing as part of their professional prepara-
tion. It is, unguestionably, a crash courss
and far from adeguate, but it is a start and

we take it seriously, with readings, reports,.

discussions on ethics, record-kesping, c¢lass-
room practices, and so on. We aiso conduct
research in the center, and w2 have become 2
magnat for all the ESL students on campus.
Other 1labs supervise placement testing,
though we do not., While all this sounds
ambitious, we have in fact done it in our
first year and on a tiny budget. The point
is, the writing center is considerably more
than a tutorial service.

Finally, establishing careful relation~
ships with faculty and administration is the
keystone to the whole thing. Sherwood men-
tions student enthusiasm for the center; she
should compile written evidence of that en-
thusiasm to show to administration and facul-

ty. English faculty need the care and culti-

vation of hothouse orchids; they can never be
taken for granted. The dirsctor nesds to in-
volve them with the center at every stage:

developing the philosophy of the center, get-
ting samplie assignments, books, favorite ex-
ercises, When we first opened our center we
didn't even have a dictionary. I mooched old
ones from faculty, which meant a lot of cof-
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fee drunk in a Tot of offices. The time thus.
spent has provad worthwhile--1 get support |
from really surprising sources. It is yital
to avoid establishing an us vs, them rela-
tionship with faculty, especially if basic
differences exist betwssn approaches to
teaching writing. Somehow, no topic is morz
1ikely to bring out the worst in people; no
issue 1s more volatile than how to teach |
writing. Suggesting to a faculty member that
his viaws are wrong in some way is dangerous
indeed. The writing center director must re-
sort to subversion and use rhetoric at its
most accomplished when coping with this
issue.

Furthermaore, the director should be care-
ful not to rely exclusively on English facul-
ty for suppori. She should do her best to
gain the active help of other departments.
She also should marshal the strongest admin-
istrative support she can, both financial
support and moral support., If she can pre-
sent written evidence of all this support, so
much the better. Tne one thing I learned im-
mediately as director of this center is that
my intuition about the success of our tutor-
ing service counts for nothing; only hard
evidence in black and white convinces anybody
who affects the center's fate.

I hope Sherwood can save her writing cen-
ter. think her willingness to fight for it
is certainiy the first thing she needs. And
1 thank her for reminding us that while we
think writing centers ars terrific, not
everyone doss,

Jeanne Simpson
Eastern I11inois University

BOOK REVIEW

Steward, Joyce 5. and Mary ¥. Croft. The

Writing Laboratory: Organization, Manage-

ment, and Methods. Glenview, IT1.7 3¢ott,

ggrezman and Company, 1982. 155 pages.
.95,

One of the key reasons for the rapid growth
of writing labs in the last decade is that
their adaptability and flexibility have en-



abled them to meet the needs of students,
facutty, and adninistration in their respec-
tive institutions. Beacause the birth of labs
most often occurred to fi11 a particular void
in both the teaching and Tearning of writing,
gach one has developed 1ts own characteris-
tics, procedures, and activities. Yet, da-
spite the diversity to be found among them,
scme common pedagogical assumptions underlie
the operations of most 1abs,

Both tihis diversity and these similarities

are refiected in Joyce S, Steward and Mary K.
Croft's The Writing Laboratory, a handbook
for the operation of writing labs. The au-
thors have drawn upon their own extansive ex-
periences as lab directors on two different
campusas of the University of Wisconsin, as
well as on those of colleagues, %o describe
the organization, management, and methods
necassary to establish and maintain a lab.
Fortunately, the book leans heavily toward
the practical, and there is much that bhoth

new gnd experisnced directors can learn from

it. Six years ago when I was beginning the
Tab 1 now direct, this book would have been
an invaluable guide, but I alsoc found at
Teast 2 dozen suggestions in it that I stiil
can use.

The book, which focuses on the "tutoring
1ab" as opposed to the “self-instructional
Tab,” s organized into four chapters--"The
Lab Phencmencn,” "The Lab Organization,” "The
Lab Process,” and "The Lab Management®--and
includes topics such as budgeting, staff
selection, peer tutoring, conference teach-
ing, record kesping, pubiicity, and evalua-
tion,
courage writing as process ratner than to
administer first alid is emphasized.

it may seem too obvious to mention, Steward

and Croft's admonition that labs not be c1atu§

tered with gimmicks, tests, expensive gad-
gets, and other so-called necessitiss which
become barriers between tultors and students
1s advice that none of us can afford to ig-
nore. The key to running a writing Jab is,
"gssentially, nothing is essential . . . ex-~
cept the tutor, the student and the student's
writing" (p. 9). This is indispensable
counsel for all of us who get enmeshed in ad-
ministrative duties and become charmed by

books, programs, hardware, and software that

promise to solve our students’ problems for
us,

Throughout, the 1ab as a place o en-
Although
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ATl of the material in The Writing Lab is
useful and fmportant, and therz are more sug-
gestions, methods, and plans than any one lab
could hope to use within a Timited period of
time. But the highlights of the book are the
sections on tutor training and conference
teaching, and the biblicgraphy. Both the
tutor training and the conference teaching
sections contain material that can be used
directly for staff development or that can be
adapted to meet the needs of a particular
program. The bibiiography includes approxi-
mately three hundred items divided into "Aids
for the Lab Teacher" and "Aids for Lab Teach-
ing," again too many for any one 1ab to use
or to own, but a comprehensive 1ist to allow
staff to select those which ars best suited
for their program,

Although the authors state in the preface
that the information presented in the book iz
the best that they learned from their own
Tabs, they do make some generalizations basad
upan procedures in other labs. However, they
nevar offer sources for this material, which
would be mors usafyl if readers knew how it
was obtained,

But despite this minor flaw, The Writing
Lab s an important new book thaf BVery writ-
ing 1ab director should read. It is not only
helpful in developing new labs, but it can
suggest ways for existing ones to improve or
expand their services.

Susan Glassman

Writing/Reading Center
Director

Southeastern Massachysat
University '
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A writer is not so much somecne who has
something to say as he is someone who has
found a process that will bring 3b§%t new
things he would not hava thought of if he had
not started to say them.

-William Stafford

it b s AR




Now avallable from tne Communication Skitls
Center at the University of Massachusetts in
Amherst, MA, is the Standardized Test of
Essential Writing Skills. Developed by Or.
Shirtey M. DeShields and tested over a period
of one year, the tast is the only existing
instrument of iis kind which provides a
refiabie analysis from writing samples
submitied by the student. Normed for high
school and college students, this diagnostic
test explores the student's knowledge of
practical writing skills in the areas of
composition, organization and identification,
and use of main and subsidiary ideas. A
highly specific analysis of the student's
strengths and weaknesses, pinpointing the
areas in which skiils are weak and remedi-
ation is necessary, can be developed. The
two~part test is sslf-contained and takss
less than one hour to administer. For more
information, or a trial packet of 15 tests to
give to a sample of your students, please
write to Or. Shirley M. DeSnields at The
Cammunication Skills Center, 73 Bartlett
Hatl, University of Massachusetts, Amherst,
Massachuseits (1003, . '

BEYOND THE BA

SICS: DESIGNING A LAB
FOR ALL

STUDENTS

This paper is addressed to those of vou
who are currently starting a Tab or consider-
ing expanding your present lab and especially
those of you who now feel like your lab is
too limited, like it is not addressing itself
to the real writing problems students face at
the university. Howsver, befors I can tell
you what an effective lab ought to be doing,
I feel obligated to discuss the reigning
Writing Lab stereotype., It is important to
remind ourselves of this steraotype because
it is the stereotype that limits so many
writing centers so severaly.

Most faculty and students outside the lab
think of the lab as a kind of fix-it shop.
Those menial tasks that cannot be performed
in the sophisticated setting of the college
classroom can easily be performed in the
Writing Lab., The lab will “fix" those nag-
ging speiling, punctuation, and grammar pro-
biems. The danger of allowing such a stereg-
type to persist lies in the assumptions that
stereotype s based on: 1) That a student
who has not mastered the "basics" in twelve
years or more of schooling will somehow
manage to master them in a few sessions in

a
. i inlessly
n student will become a betie
that student b betl
That you can divorc
the composing proces
5) That the Writin
itself to drilling

in reality, you will rarely see students
whose writing problems are limited to spell-
ing, punctuation, and grammar errors. An ef-
fective Writing Lab must recognize that. It
is true that now and then you will see sty-
dents who have trouble catching their spell-
ing errors but nothing else or students who
confuse semicalons with colons or students
wha can never sesm to writa in a consistent
tanse or person, but we all know that thesa
are not the students who nesd the mosi imme-
diatz help. Any tutor can fell you after
only one shori session with what Mina Shaugh-
nessy has calied a basic writer, that simple
drills in mechanizs are close to usaless.
Basic writers have their most serious praob-
lems with concept development first, mechan-
ics Jast. They certainiy will not benefit
from a quick tuns-up.

The kind of lab you creats must Se de-
signed to nandle not one need but many dif-
ferent needs with the emphasis on aiding con-
cept development. And this is a need ali
across campus with students at 317 levels,
Those of you who are working with wWriting-
Across-the-Curriculus programs have probably
already discovered this., Our own experienca
with faculty from other discipiines has bee:
revealing and supportive. In more than a
dozen WAT workshops when faculty from all
discipiines and all teaching Tevals wers
asked to Tist what they thought were their
students’ most serious writing problems, in
order of priority, mechanics have never heen
at the top. In fact, they rarely asven come
in the top five. Instead {and this is con-
sistent) these faculty Jist organization,
complete development, coherent prasentation
of ideas, "thinking problems,® even reading
probliems above spelling, punctuation, and
gramar. When forced to name their students’
real writing problems, these faculty admit
that many students cannot spell or punctuate,
but they do not put that on the list as a
priority item.

Why, then, the stereotype? The truth is
that faculty in other disciplines often re-
cognize poor writing but very offen ars not
trained to explain why the writing is so
poor. They then mark what they can, usually
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surface features, what many ¢all the basic
ﬁ ?y tuters consegquently find the ?SE!?EE

cad with students who have been sent fo ra-
g2 The paper has only mecnanics
K consulitation with ths in-
ros g ts that the student's writing
15 go Tar beyond the basics, however.
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AT of this, of course, is not to say that
effective Writing Lab should not offe

work in the basies. In fact, it must offer
such work. This is fo say that the lab that
confines its2if fo remediation or fix-it work
13 not deing its Job. In creating a Writing
Lab that reaches all students, that goes be-
yond the basics, you must recognize the foi-
Towing kinds of students: 1) Those who real-
iy do need just a quick review; 2} Those shu-
dents faced with special assignments such as
iah reports, feasibility studies, and the
tike; 3} Those students who have serious
writing apprehension problams; 4) Those stu-
dents who I will call immature writars {the
thinking in their papers is weak, the mechan-
ics are not bad}; and 5) Basic writers,

The first tws *fﬁes are the simpiest.
They, more than anything e%se, re ﬂ}nd you of
the service function of the Tlab. You should
be open to all needs and many pedagogies. If
you are not, you are not a functioning lab.

Studenis who need simply a gquick review
are few, but they do exist. They are the
students who are successful wrifers who get a
faw things wrong now and then. They once
knew the rule. Now it has fied their memo-
ries. They know they are making mistakes,
but they cannot ramember why. They ars the
easy ones Different Tabs handle guick re-
view cases in different ways. Some use self-
paced tapes. (If tapes are good for any-
thing, they ars good for review.) Some save
time in the lah for drop-in sessions.  Stu-
dents know that somecne will be cpen to an-
swer a question at that time. Some provide
short one~- or iwo-hour one-shot sessions on
particular probiems. Some provide handouts
that review specific probiems. Some design
short-courses to meet the needs of thess stu-
dents, |Whatever you decide on, you should
understand that these are solutions only for
the student who 1s fairly advanced and who
only nesds a quick review.

Working with studsnts who aust write spe-
cial assignments is another service of the
tab. It ds a minor, easy, and necassary
functiogn, The hest way to provide this par-
ticylar service is fo work closely with fac-

utt y ACross campus.  Have them provide you
with files of their assignmentis, their siyle
sheets, their particular formats. You wili
be even more effactive I you have these fac-
ulty members provide short Iraining sessions
for your tultors. In these sessions, fTaculty
can not only provide particular assignments
but explain how they present the asbﬁgrmnn”
to the class and what they exye t the c¢lass
to be able to do witn the asazgrmeuﬁ. They
can bring style and format shests and point
cut piaces where studants most often go
wrong. Better yet tn can bring strong and
weak samples of student work and explain why
the one is good aﬂd the other bad.

Such training sessions can be invaluable.
Tuters are no longer put in the position of
gu ﬂaSTﬁg what an instructor wants. These
sessions are also excea}e%* for public rela-
tions. They help break the stereoiype, and
they get facuity from across campus into your
tab to meet your tutors and to see what your
concerns are.  Tnese faculty aven haﬁﬁ a
sense that they have heiped train tutors so
they are mors Tikely to send you students at
first, perhaps, for surface problems, later
for more compiex problems.

The real core of an effective Writing Lab,
however, must be the tutoring program., Fur-
hﬁrmore, in deveaspsnﬂ the tdt@rsng program,
you must recognize the real function af the
Tab which fs to deal with the most complex
issues and aid concept deveiopment. No fix-
it shop attituds will work here. Whether you
have pear tutors or professionais, you first
must institute a strong and continuing train-
ing program for these tulors. My own exgeri-
ence convinces me that for consistency and
growth, professionals make the most effective

tutors because they can teach beyond the
basics, they can handie students from the
fresnman to the graduate level, and they ef-
fectively eliminate the Writing Lab starso-
type. Peer tutors usually cannot stay with a
lab from year te year. They need stronger
direction. A program like the onz Ken
Bruffes has 1is an excellent one, but you must
remember that it is carefully organized, well
funded, and carafuylly controlled. Whichever
you choose, the working relationship betwess
you and your tutors ought to be one of mutua}
respect,

You will dimmediately, upon proposing a
heavily tutor-centared lab, be fold that such
a lab is much too cost-inefficient. Howsver,
you must understand and make others under-
stand that this is the only way to teach
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se students who nesd the most help. Tu-
should specificaliy be aiming at aiding
ept development (and in some cases confi-
rather than correcting surface errors.

you cannot expact to tutor ef-
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ith a student. Twenty minutes is just
time to find out what the student's
ment s, what he thinks he needs help
and wnat he has done with that assign-
For many studenits you must spend an
entire hour, certainiy no less than 30 min-
utes, which is pressing it

ERl-

dith one-hour sessions, you can really get
work done.  You give the stydent time to
talk, to work out his own thought and confu-
sions.  You give yourself time to provide
feedback. And you have time fo pursug some
course of instruction. You cannot axpect o
do more than check a paper for proofreading
errors in 15-20 minutes, something your tu-
tors should not be doing, anyway. Further-
more, these students should have regular ap-
pointments to meet with the same tuter
throughout the term. They should probably
get some craedit for the work they do, even if
the credit does not count toward graﬁda;§0ﬁ
Tutors should have weekly paid meetings or
training sessions to falk over problems they
are having with specific students, with
tezaching specific skilis and to present new
material io them.

An effective Writing Lab s a tearning
centar, and a student who nesds help is not
going t@ learn from a quick drop-in session
an hour before the paper is due
not going to continue to learn if they have
one 1ittie bag of itricks that they have heen
handed at the beginning of the year,

In working with students, tutors must also
iearn to work with referring instructors.

Hers, again, 1t is best if you can get thess
s 29 Yy

instructors to provide workshops for your tu-
tors on their assignments, their expachta-
tions, and their most frequent disappoini-
ments.  They should alsc provide sample
essays and explain what in the essays is ac-
ceptable and what is unacceptable.

Since you will be meeting with these stu-
dents regularly, you should concentrate on
warking with papers in progress. Some schools
do not like this. They insist that no tutor
should work with a papsr until after it is
graded. This kind of wrongheadedness springs
from that early sterzotype of the lab as a
proofreading place. Once you understand tha

ore,
y 1f you try to spend only 15-20 min-

Tutors ars

 J—

compiex than
see why papsrs-in-progress
prijority

the tutor's job i3 far mors
this, you will

must be your This kind of work

focuses on finding a topic, daya1aping ideas,
arganizing the essay, polishing style, and
when there is time, proofreading.

An effective Writing Lab goes far beyond
the basics. It does cater to students who
need a quick review, It provides special
services Tor departments across campus. It
probabiy provides its own one-hour courses
{(taught by tutors) on mechanics~-spelling,
punctuation, grammar--designed, even here, to
find each stu ent's patterns of errors. It
focuses primarily on the tutor program and on
helping students with their most serious
writing problems h°a<ing nrsb%ems, It is
it ES not simple. It will not

Diana Freisinger
Michigan Technological
University

A COMPARISON OF ATTITUDES
I'ﬁ

T
il
TOWARD WRITIRG

While training upper-division college stu-
dents to tutor in our developmental freshman
English composition course, English 100, I
wanted to introduce them to a problem that
most composition teachers, at any level of
education, face rather Chrﬁﬂ’ﬁa]]y how to
deal with the less-than-enthusiastic student
who 1s fregquently alsoc the under-prepared
"marginal® student. This is partzau%aw§y ]
problem in develapmental courses in which
class members have been pre~-selected, usually
with some kind of placemeni test, and have
been, therefore, identified as defigient in
some way.



fon teachers, we have digested
] develoned our sk
relatively easily. We are generally
able in the academic world and at home i
ciassroom. It is not always easy for us
understand or to deal with the problems
of our students have with concents and sit

fons that have given us so little troub!
By virtue of the fact that the tutor-t
in our program were all “successful®
with GPAs of 3.5 or better, I felt that they
probably shared with us this common back-
ground and could benefit professionally from
a closer examination of attitudes toward
writing held by our English 100 students, as
well as some of their own--perhaps unexamined
--attitudes.

and
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thus at the beginning of the semester, I
taunched a full-scale, if informal and unsci-
entific, project in which I asked the English
100 students to write a description of tham-
selves as writers (or as students if they
felt more comfortable th that Tabel) and
then, separately, I a the tutors to writs

not
a

£ e

S
the same. Because [ did not want to bias the
results of the study, I gave no directions
for content to either group; however, in or-
der to establish a basis for comparison, I
devised a list of nine items I would look for
in each paper. [ was interested in whether
or not the author of any given paper would
mention, for example, a specific past experi-
ence or a teacher or grades, etc,, and if
those comments would be positive or negative.
Finally, I decided that since I was trying fo
"typical® attitude patitern, I

iocate a would
not evaiuate any one paper as negative or
positive; rather, [ would focus on the nins

items and determine how many nsgative or
positive or neutral responses I received from
each group. In all, | examined approximately
one hundred and twenty papers.

Most English 100 students took a direct
approach in their self-descriptions: "When
it comes to writing I am the worst." How-
ever, scmetimes even descriptions that began
positively and confidently ended with a shift
in meaning. For example, one art student he~
gan by saying, "I am a good art student,®
only te add, "It takes no intelligence or
deep thought with hours of study to he a sty-
dent of art.” In other words, this student
claimed that anything s{he) is capabie of do-
ing well must be, by definition, inferior.
Qver and over I found variations of these
self-concepts in a noticezhle number of the
English 100 papers.

students mentioned, if

] the fact that writing a paper
tremely difficult. The most representa-

re, "I have a hard time

to say,” and "1 just
to sound liks whai's in
my head to sav." These observations, sharad
to varying degrees, I suspect, by all writ-
ers, translated to these students as barriers
to good writing: because writing is hard for
me, I must not be any good. They expressed
noe tolerance for the siruggle with subject
matter or content, and they placed Tittle
vaiue on achievement per se and littie faith
in having done their besi: "I can understand
what the instructor wants me to do and then I
wilil go and do exactly what I think she wants
me to do, with the best of my ability and I
still orumblie.”

thinking of
can’t get my papers
T
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Engiish 100 studenis

In their papers, the
f specific skills

frequentily pinpoinied their

problems,  Most of the siudents who did so
even identified their problams by name: sub-
Ject-verb agreement, fragments, run-ons. Al-

i

though few of the students referred directly
or specifically to esither high school or past
teachers, the disembodiad labels they used so
facilely spoke for them. Howaver, at best
these past encouniers with the system had
been neutral. The errors, by and large,
st111 cropped up in the papers, and ths stu-
dents exprassed no concarn over this and de-
scribed no efforts to change the pattern.
Furthermore, these students tended to confine
their remarks about specific oroblems to
those concerning grammar and punctuation
riles. On the whole, they did not see organ-
ization of the paper or development of ideas
within the paper as areas of particular cone
cern, Most students completely divorced the
process of building a paper from the con-
scious control of the author. Ideas Just
nappen and, therefore, by implication so do
successful and unsuccessful papers.

At this point in the study, I had Tearned
some particulars that gave me insights into
the English 100 students with whom I would be
working during the semester: they saw them-
selves as poor writers; they could give vari-
ous and technical descriptions of what was
wrong with their papers; they saw this state
of affairs as a fact of 1ife. Whatever elss
my reactions to these trends wers, I was not
surprised,

To a certain extent the comments made by
the tutors to this same assignment paralleled



ose of their Jess-experienced countsrparts,
n, the tytors aiso sazid that writ-
1iking to write, alithough ons said
d "having written.” However, their
differed from those of the English
ts in one crucial area: "In the
back of my mind, I never guite accompiish
that fulfillment of knowing I've said it bet-
er than anyons else could hava. I think
that is what I keep striving for in my writ-
ing--1 always try 1o make it better.” These
sentiments were repeated in other papers in
very similar words. One element seemed to
remain constant tThroughout the group: the
standards being imposed are internal personal
ones,  These students do not worry about
satisfying someone elss, for they know they
can easily do so.  The real problem is in
reaching their own standards.

Along with the tufors’ admission of the
problem, they usually demonstrated an under-
standing of it and described a way of dealing
with the difficulties of writing., For exam-
ple, "Creative thoughts positively slude me
untit four hours before a deadiine, Then I
simply amaze myself with the number of really
good ideas [ can produce. . . %" This stu-
dent has jearned to use deadlinas to her
benefit, as a spur to crezativity rather than
a cause for panic. This process, certainly
not aporopriate for evervone, obvigusiy works
wall for this student, aliowing her to cope
successfully with the natural anxietises con-
nacted with writing. Others in this study
described totally different strategies:
*Once my thesis statement is formed, I then
begin to break 1t down into major areas from
which 1 can make certain points and draw a
final conclusion.”

This study argues, then, that a fundamen-
tal contrast existis betwesn the salf-descrip-
tions of remedial students and those of the
upper-division one. The more experienced
students have higher expectations of them-
selves than other pecple have of them, and,
theraefore, they frequently express dissatis-
faction with their own work. Howaver, they
have learned to accept their insecurities as
a natural part of the composing process, and
they have developed personal ways of dealing
with or combating anxiety. They know that
recognizing a gap between their accomplish-
ments and their ultimate goals is not neces~-
sarily a sign of failure; likewise, they do
not confuse a difficult fask with an unsuc~
cessful one., The English 100 studenis as a
group and as individuals ltack this perspec-
tive. Perhaps because they lack experience

%

as writers, they do not sense their own cone
trot over their writing. They ses the tyni~
cal, necessary stages of grappling with sub-
Ject matter, rephrasing and changing content,
trying new ideas and approaches to a paper as
admissions of an inherent inability to write.
More seriously, they do not expect much from
their papers, either immediately as success-
ful course assignments or ultimately as a
means of communication with their readers.
A1l too coften, they describe--and presumably
think of--their papers not as clear, logical
statements of iddea, but as collections of
connected misspelisd words with occasional
sentence structure shifis.

During the course of the semester, the tu-
tors and the English 100 students worked en-
thusiastically together, discussing idea s
exchanging opiniens, working on specific
grammar/punctuation problems, revising pa-
pers, evaluating each other's wark, and
sharing with each other both the successas
and the failures. Each group was able to add
a dimension to the other group's conception
of what it means to be a person writing.

By the end of the semesier a post-test
{which was a repeat of the original assign-
ment) indicatad that the percentage of Eng-
tish 100 students whose attitudes toward
Writing and/or themselves as writers wers
positive had increased dramatically. In ad-
dition, they were more enthusiastic about
writing, sometimes reworking for their own
satisfaction papers that had been offigially
accepted for the course. The tutors learned
Just how complex the English Janguage can be,
and they recognized in more urgent terms the
naed for precision in both oral and written
communication. They learned to explain con-
cepts they had Jong ago taken for granted,
and because they wers dealing personally,
face-to-face, with their students, they could
tell immediately when their sxplanations were
not clear, as well as when they were, By ex~
plaining to others how %o shape, write, and
polish & paper, the tutors reinforced their
own skills. By watching their students suc-
ceed, they Tound reassyrance about them-
selves. The words of one of the tutors not
only describe her own experience, but also
sum up our genaral consensus of the semester:
"Tutoring remedial English students helped
boost my confidence and though I'm still not
entirely self-assured, I do feel good about
my writing.®

Elizabeth Bell _
University of South Carslina
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