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- Eliminating errors s ne;ther as sin;le DCr as

1|portant as back-to-Lasics criticg believe; howevér, correctness

-does need to be considered in comppsition instructicm. Errox affects

a reader's judgment cf writing quality and interfetfes uith the
communication Letween reader and Mriter. It may also hinder the .

"composing process of some writers. Major attenticn. to matters of

correct form should te rostponed’/ until the final stages of-

. 'composing--revision and proofreadlng. Instructicn’ that pregares

students to eliminate errors in these final stages shquld be based on
research and linguistic knowvledge. Such instruction ghculd kegin with

-helplnq students develor uriting fluency £¢c that the mechanical -

process can become unconscious. Other instruction should include

‘language activities that ask students tc generate and manipulate
- their own lanquage, a dlrect or §pp11ed approach tc teaching gramear,
- usage instruction kased on current kncn%gdge atcut language, a

spelllng currlculuu, and informaticn ¢ c¥ to rewvise and proofread.
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Any teacher who reads the pack-to-Basicsycritics soon detects two

.

]

How important is correctness in a compnsition and what is its place in

the composing process is’urgent. The tre
requirements will only intensify p

t can be measured by scores on multiple

»

4

1 . . .
scaores and to silence critics.

.b, 2

imp{icit:assumptions iﬁ their criticism of studenifwrf;ing: first, that" St
student writing is worse becaﬁsebof &n inéreasefin spelling,.punétuation: and
usage errors; and second; that wrfting prleems-Qould largeiy disappear if
students were only taught the '"basics" which wpqld eliminaté thege,errors.
Many mémbgrs of thq English profession have rightly aitaqked the simplistic
view of Back-to-Bas}cs critics, arguing that their“assumptions reduce the’
comple; act of‘composing to a meghaﬁical task of .writing error-free sentences
and-citing research thchldiscfedits teacﬁing practice; - sentenﬁe diagrahﬁing,
. formal grammar instruction =~ purported to géaﬁh the "Basics.” However, we
seem clearer about what we should not do ésoﬁt correctngss in“erting ;han
what we should do.  The need to'f?nd a piace for cérreqtnesé within our

composition curricula and, to integrate instruction in correctness within

nd toward establishing competency
fessures for‘great‘:e_r correctness, at least

‘ ﬁhoice, c0mpﬁter-scorable tests.
develop posigjve alternatives to the programs demanded by critics,

to be pushed into programs which are little more than gimmicks

the ‘teaching of writing? If correctness should not be considered a primary

factor, neither should it be seen as unimportant or insignificant. Paul

rf
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Diederich in Measuring Growth in English (NCTE 197h) found tﬁat errors in

sentence Structure, usage, and spelling were one of flve factors whlch |nfluence

=

- a reader's judgment of writlng ability. The Rresence: of four other factors -

of some writers.  Basic writers taking the composition placement test for the \

the ideas expressed, organization, word:ng and phras»ng (vocabulary), and
flavor (the perSonalntles revealed by the wrltung) - explalns why improving’

only correctness may not resulx in a substantual |mprovement in the quallty

-

" of. a composition, especially if it is weak in content or organuzatlon. Moreover,

»

Dledernch found that ‘the relative lmportance a reader assngned to each factor

was related to his or her professuon, with an emphas;s on correctness most

~

characteristic of college English teachers.

3

Errors affect the writer-reader relationship even .when the reader is"
» : ' - . ‘ . .

inclined to be tolerant of mechanical errors. Mina Shaughnessy observes

that errors are ”unintehtional and unprofitable_jnstrusions upon the con- L
. ' : 7o SO .

sciousness of the reader...They shift the reader's attention from where he is

0

going (meaning) to how he is getting there (code)." (Errors and Expectations,

Oxford University Press, 1977, p. 12.)

In addition to their effect on readers, errors hinder the composing process

¥ .

" CUNY campuses were often unable to complete more than a few sentences, crossing

out sentence after sentence to make a fresh start, virtually paralyzed by their

anxiety about error. (Shaughnessy, p. 8.) This anxiety seems to affect more

N

competent writers by distracting themifrcn largerprhetorical concerns during

writing. " In an important, but fTittle known study, Roger Hyndman compared the

composing processes of average and above average tenth-grade students. When

lnterVIewed poor. writers revealed that they worrled about their spelling and

punctuation Whlle they were wrltung Good writers, on the other hand, focused

<
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-

on. rhetorical concerns such as purpose and organization. (Some factors Related®

'lgg;tne Hritjng_?erformance of Tenth-Grade Students, unpublished dissertation,
U:hﬁLmA., 1969.) Students wHo are not sufficiently confident of their ability ™

ln,;he more mechanlcal aspects of wrltlng seem to have difficulty in postponlng

- .

attention to these matters untll the revnsnon and proofreading stages where

k4

they can. be most efficiently dealt. with.’

-

If we place congcern with. correctness at the end of the camposing process,

e

we must still prepare studenté to identify errdrs and to correct them once
they‘reaCh that stage. Planning an ‘instructional progran to glve students
the necessary knowledge is hardly the simple task critics seem to assume.

Such dnverse errors as misspelled words, failure to mark sentence boundaries

with perlods, faulty word chotces, omission or inaccurate use of inflectional
endlngs, mlsplaced or dang ling modufuers, impropet subordlnatnon or coordlnation

of sentence elements are all lumped together in the all-purpose category of
error. Not surprisingly, the most effectlve instrbctnon to reduce- these

+

errors is equally dlderse,rather than a single all- encompassnng method

e
IM addltnon to selecttng the best approach ,to eliminate a particular

type;of error, teachers must establlsh tnstructtonal prlorlties based on the

.
/_\\Tltang ability of the students concerned CQchntratnng on’ one or two

errors at a time will yield better re5ults than nnundatung,students with ¢
/ _ .
~informat|on about a dozen dnfferent -errors and ways to eliminate them No

sugn}e plan caw be devnsed thCh wnll be suitable for all students, but the
-follownng Ilst of suggestions can be used 3s guidelines for planning a

compogltlon curriculum which considers correctness as one component-of

4 -

instruction and integrates it within the total canposing process.

k.
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1. Devélop writing fluency T

lncreasing writing fluency may seem a curious starting place for a plan
“to rmprove correctness. But writing demands:élose,Psychd—moton coo_rdination ;‘
n among hand, eye, and brain thch becomes lntegrated'and habitual only throughl
repeated practice. Mina Shaughnessy points out that basic wnlters' lack of
writing experience -leguesthem laborlng over mechanncal processes, that have
become unconscious for other students and tnejr effort cuts them off frqn their

5

thoughts. (Errors fand Expectations, p. 14.) writing assignments ‘such as journals

.
- a

or free wrntlng.whnch encourage a continuous flow of words.encourage greater T

fluency and help these processes becogﬁ less self- conscious. For average or . o .
;pove-average,wrlters, |ncreased fluency achieves different, but egually '
desirable objectives. Journals break down the audience relationshlp James Britton 8
o describes asqpupil to e*aminer'and substitutes the'adolescent to self or
| .

“adolescent to trusted adult.”(The Development of Writing Abilities (11-18),

MacMillan, 1975.) These new audience relationships may\result in less self~ | .

conscious languige and encourage the emergence of flavor or voice. In addition,

.

proV|d|ng a wr|t|ng context 'in which students are freed from anxnety about

error may be an |mportant step in helping them learn to postpone concern about - -

mechanics to later stages in the composing process.,

. .
6 r
N .

2. EmphaSIze language activities which ask students to generate and

manipulate their own language. : ’ - TR

The ability to analyze and describe the structure of a sentence is different

a s

from the ability to create those stru%tures. “Although;critics have frequently

e
& -

advocated Sentencé diagranming or parsing as a solution to sentence structdre
problems, composntton research has repeatedly fatled to find a connection between‘

sknll in sentence anglysis and improved sentenqe structure. : ' ' )
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l»’ccmpiete the combining operations. Sentence

Two techniques which empha5|ze ]anguage production as opposed to Ianguage

-

analysus are, sentence c0mb|n|ng and sentence

imitation. In sentence combining,

<

‘studéhts manipulate Janguage by eongolidating several ideas into a single sen-
g . . . _
tence. -''Cued" approaches ask students to use specific syntactic structures, . . -

while "uncued" approaches rely oo students’ intuitive knowledje of syntax to

——

imitation gives students a model
-~ x

2

sentence, then asks them to generate other sentenceé with a similar or. identical

¢

' ~Zstruc§ure using different content. “A substantial body of research attests to

the effectiveness of sentence combining in improving sentence structure. Less
. s

o4

research evidence is available on the effects of sentence imitation, but some
preliminary results suggest it is equally and perhaps more effective with certain
types .of students. (Sara D'Eloia, “'The Usés - and.Limits - of Grammar," The

Journal of Basic Writing, Sprlng/Summer 1977, pp. 1-48.)¢ . .

3. When teaching grammar, use a ”dlrect" or applied approach. !

J Few researcg flndzngs in composition have been more widely quoted than ___
Braddock's conclusnon that "'the teaching of formal grammar .has a negligible
or.ybecause it usualﬂy displaces Some instruction and practicg in actual caompo-

sition, even a harmful effectkon the improvement of writing (Rlchard Braddock

et.al., Research in Written Compositidén, NCTE, 1963, p. 38 ) However the same

review ld%ntlfled one exemplary research study, much less frequently noted, which

A

suggesis a viable approach to grammar instruction This study compared the

effect of teachlng formal grammar with a ''direct' method of instruction and found i‘
y

the di%ect methad Superior on most signiffcantly"different meaSurements,_incIuding

. .
the reduction of .cémmon errors per 100 words. . o
L ’
The Braddock summary makes clear that composition apd grammar were taught in

~

both the Formal and the dlrect method claSSes. The direct method, however based

instruction on problems ar:sung in the children's speech and ¢« .itions, avoided

L]
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gfammatlcai termnnology, and taught concepts through e;aables and im ’t tion,

providnng maximum opportuntty for transferrnng grannatjcal concepts to the

students speech and writing. ‘In addition to avoiding the abstractness of \~*“T

formal grammar, a direct approach . glves students much needed help in applylng

grammar to their language._

4.- Base usage |nstruct|on on current knowledge: about language.

of good méﬁner; rather than basic language structure. Many adults,

Correct usage is often descrrbed'as_”lunguistic etiquette,"_axmatter

-

English teathers included, cling to the manners parents and teachers insisted

we learn as children. Robert Pooley observes that "established rules may be

in error'' and '"custom does bring about-change in language'' so-that the

""problem of correctness in usage becames one of information and observation"

4

rather than the continued application of a rule once learned. (The Teaching of

. . ! \
.31ish Usage, NCTE, 1974.) Any teacher interested in the question of usage

wull find The Teaching of Engllsh Usage to be an invaluable\resource for the

classroom teacher, including not only a background discussdon of the c0ncept

of usage, an analysis of major usage issues, but also suggestlons_for effective

instruction.

~

-

In planning instruction in usage, teachers qust;contend with two categories
.

of errors: those usages usually considered to be nonstandard and those best

i

describid as stylistic preferences. Nonstandard English, although not Ilngutsttcally

inferior, is unquestuonally a socially’ lnfernor form of English, and mastery of

7
b

Standard English remains eéssential forfnonstandard speakers whofwant to attend

-
college and to enter certain professions.
: : » -

English is primarily an accideq{\:f birth,

Whether or not a student speaks Standard

and middle class white students require

Iittﬂe instruction in standard us ge:by the time.they leave elementary school.
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qut mstruction in standard usage is dnrected at speakers whose nonstandard
language reflects the speech of their communlty and represents/a loglcal |
rule-goverred alternatnve to Standard English rather than an inadequate mastéry ]

of the preatige dialect. Nonstandard uaages such as the deletion of the form -

~of the verb to be in the-present progre55|ve (She gonng to town ) or the use

of multiple negaflon (sometlmes called negative concord) are not the failure to

observe linguistic ‘niceties, but.nsPCAJ gdﬁlbasnc structural rules of Black

English. (Nllllam Labov, The Study of Nonstangard Englnsh NCTE, 1970 )

Teaching nonstandard speakers to use Standard English means 2

teachlng them new structural rules, not 5|mply single word or morpheme correctlons.
™~

Teachers looking for instructional models will find articles .in the Journal of

Basic Writing helpful, papticularly the Spring/Summer 1977 issue on Uses-of Grammar

and the Spring 1975 issueeon Error. (Individual copiés can be ordered from the

Journal of Basic writigﬁ; Instructional Resource Center; 535 E',%Pth Street; ;

New york, New York 10021 for $2.00 per copy.) Y . '

Fairly substantial agreement exicts among standard speakers as to which

usages are nonstandard. Far less agreement will be found for those usag; errors
categorized as. styllst:c preferegces These usage items include such questions
as whether we should continue to insist on maintaining semantic distinction<
which are being blurred in contemporary usage (such as the difference between
convince and parsuade), or to extend meaning of some words (acceptlng alibi to

mean any type of excuse ln'deltlon to its original, legal mean‘ng), or to

allow.a word from one part of speech to shift to another (the conversnon of

the noun "aythor" to the verb "authoped), to accept new c0|nages (balding)

or to maintain grammatical Jdistinctions frequently ignored (like/as) The Harper

Dictionary of Contemporary Usage edited by W|ll|am and Mar Morris (Harper £ Row,

1975) illustrates clearly the lack of consensus about such issues.. This dictionary ;
used a panel of ”136 wrnters, editors, and public igpeakers chosen for their ability -

L)
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to usellanguaée carefully and effectively." The editors hote that the panelists

. were able to aoree unanimously on only one of the mah& questions they considered.

) quick46erusal of the panel members' comments ‘which explain their acceptance
or ref::tion of a particular usage Suggests no patterns,.Eut idiosyncratic
reaction5¥™ a3 Martin Luther "Here | Stand" declaration against some items, a

<
C\4j" ..
stoical acceptancéd of -others, an ardent defense of a few. . |
. , _ 7
Teachers will have to make their own decision as to the amount of instructional

-

time wﬁichfshould be devoted-to tegkhjhg these stylistic usages. Pressures
for this type.of instruction are likely to be high only in middle or uppe[Qmiddle
class communities where the majority of the students go on to coPiege. Such

nnstructaon may beneflt these students, but as the varied responsés of the usage

panel demonstrate, no teacher is llkely to be able to prepare students for all °*

»

the idiosyncratic'usage’prefefences of future professorsw

(N < .

. 5. Plan and implement a defensible spelling curriculum. \
=

Possibly because misspelled "words are one of the rmost easily identified errors,
« . 1<) o

’

they are inevitably ‘seized upon by the public as incontrovertible evidence that ¢

schools are failing to teach the '"basics.'' When students reach junior and:senior’
—— . !

high sehool, they)often receive little spelling instruction because their English

-

teachers aig unprepared to .teach spelling and because Engllsh depaz{ments have not

developed a systematlc approach to spelllng instruction. Spe&llng Tnstruction in
e s & T . i
mahy secondary schools cofisists of a grade level list of spelling-demons, sypple-

¢

.epnted by the teacher's marking of misspelled words on compositjons; However,
. T T . B - ’
marking misspellings dcesn't teach spelling; it only .,points out errors to the -

students. Unless'students:are given or must find the correct spelling and are

. . ey
then,required to study and leafn the words, they will derive little benefit fraom
. . ( ) . ). ' * .
the teacher's consciedhious identification of misspellings. Although‘indiﬁiduallzed

-

-
-

spellfng“programs based on errors.in compositions can be developed, they are’//

P s “ N
neither sistematic'hor easy to implement. la\
T -

[y o

The grade level list % both systematic and easy to use. FurtheFﬁore; research

’ <7

.
*~

-
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in spelllng has found, to the surprise of many, that the word lnst, rather than ‘

wosz in context, is the most effectlve as well as the most efflctent me{hod of

" teaching spelling. The use of word lists Fhould be‘canblned with the corrected

c ) : . . . .
pre-test method which enables dtudents to goncentrate their study time on the

wor,ds Ythey don't know. ' . ;: . s ,
. B (] * . ) .
The prdBlem with the grade levet lSits used in manf‘s&condarx English classes
. T = . ’ r
jglthat they are at the wrong instructidnal level for _poor spellers and for many

4

‘average spellers. Word &requency studies have shown that 2000 words account for

. 95 per cent of the words ghlldren use in wrltlng and 3000 words account for 97

‘4

.per-cent. Adult usage "y differs in that anofher 1000 words are @dded to reach 97
{

per cent. (Ruel A. Allred, ”Spelling The Application of Research Flndings "o

{
. NEA, 1977, ED 135003.) Common sense suggests that most of the crntncnsms about

ra

poor spelling résulﬁ-froﬁ misspellings of common, frequently occurring words rlather than
' ’ A s\/

of esoteric words which occur infrequen ly - One may question requiring evén the

best spellers to learn highly |nfrequent words, no matter how demonic ‘their spelling.

The problem is greates&, hOWever, for theﬂless able spellers who need word Tists

b

at their instructional leyel. ‘English teachers have,ne{ther‘the time nor the

expertise %opdevelOp individualized.spellinglists forieach student. However,
individualized spelling*progranms, developed'primarily for upper elementary students,
contain word lists organized by frequency of ‘occurrence and difficulty level whuch.

can ba easily adapted for use;with secondary studentsS?\S
. o ' {
6. . 'Teach students how to revise and how to proofread their ceppositions.
> = . . , . v
Students appear, to have considerable/@ifficulty managing the final phases of

. the composing process - revision and editing. The National Assessment o€'Educational
Progress (NAEPY found that, 9~,: 13-, and'l7-year olds all tended to make stylistic,
’ c M o L6 : .
informational, and méehanical_changes whi-le seldom addreéssing problem§“of organi-

. ¢ R .
zation or transition. (NAEP Write/Rewrite: An Assessment of Revision Skills,

. .« - v
July 1977.) Although t%achers tell students to revise and proofread their work,

J;BJXQ‘ ’ - | 3 -1() ., .,‘ : f - \"y'
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most need to bevtaughf how to go about these tasks systematical ly. ‘z¥or\a;
& ' .
description of a ssuccessful attempt to teach ninth graders to’revisegorganization
. v ° Y .
" and content, read ''You Mean Write It Over in Ink" hy.Lee 0dell and Joanne Cohick
in the English J:Lrnal, December 3975, PP. h9-53.x

3 -

-— Sometimes proofrePding and revision cannot be neatly divided into separate -
, . N P ’ »
stages. However, correctness Qill probably be improved if students see proofreading

4 -

as follownng revns:on and as pr4mar|ly an opportunity to check>kor medhanlcal errors

s

‘and correct form. When students canblne the stages, the very d:fferent typesLof

1)

concerns appropriate to each stage;Seem to interfere with ea7h othér, reduqing"the
13 o i R rw\ﬁ

! . . . . : .
amount of attention given.to content and organization and directing attention

’\ . ~
. \; V . ‘/

. away from matters of form.
N - ., . .‘i, R -." M . s
To proofread successfully, students must be able to recognize the errérs they
: - ’ ‘\'\
génerally make and know how fo correct the errors once they are found. Readers

often assume that the presence of errdrs indicates a lack of knowledge, but some .

\

=~
'students po not consnder proofreadlng important enough to spend the time to can-

' plete~;he task and ot-ers miss errors because they are unab]e to congcentrate

. ' - i : . : .
anform\alone. ; Teachers need to discover which students need more

.o ’ ¢ >

instruction in identifying and correcting errors and which need“suggestions for -

_applylng theit knowledge One technique which helps students ;to, focus on igrm

[N
%

rather thin content is to have them read their comp05|t|ons;aloud one sentence
" /s

at.a time, beginning with the last sentence and working backwards to the beginning.
Another useful strategyvis reading a composition for one type of error at a time.

Although the 1ist above is not exhaustuve,*the guidelines nonetheless

~

enphaslze the dlffaculty of answering: /the questldn '""What should we do about

correctness?" Developlng a composntlon curryculum which includes. attentlon to

o correctness is not’ a 5|mple task, but a challenge to teachefs' profegsional
. s . . / - . L .’L ' , ’ Q N 1 L4 o *
skill and judgment. 'lntegrating'instructlon in correctnesstwithin the total.

/ . -

, ~omposing pnocess and rgcognizing correctness as only one £actor in wrltlng wnll

[c B g, L L




not only put co

job of teaching students -to write more effecti

-

—_
rrectness
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