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RBSTRACT, g
Tventy-eight composition ¢eachers at a large

universitv, a tvo-year. college, and an engineeringy college, all of

vher had taught composition through. both ¢he tutorial method and

typical classrcon methods, vere intervieved regurding advantages and
disadvantages of the +yo apprcachee. Among the advantages of

tutorials mentioned! vere the chance to focus directly on students'

vmique writing needs, immediate feedback regarding student

coanprehension, improvement in student/teacher relationships and

student attitudes, the possibility of a greater volume of writing

than in the classroom approach, and dramatic improvenments in

students' wvriting. The moet frequently mentioned disadvantage of

tutorials was the time they require and thelr lack of cost

effectiveness: other disadvantages were that tutorials are mentally

and physically exhausting, sometimes tedious for the student, and

provide no group identity or peer criticism. Howvever, it yas observed .
+hat many teachers who found tutorials exhausting created unrecessary |
extra vork fcr themselves and that tedious tutorial sessions may have
reeulted from a lack of focus on students' writing. It appears likely |
that the success or fallure of tutorials is largely dependent on
teacher attitudes. It also appears that the tutorial method provides
teachers with a great deal of pcver over students. (Writing samples
are previded te show how a student's writing style was actually
_damaged through tutorials. A tatle of teachers' responses to the
- interviev questions is also included.) (GT)

f

a5t 2 ke i 3 o ok o ok ok 3k ok o o ol ol o ofeoke e ok 3k ok ke ok ke ok ok ok 3 a2 ol ok ok ok ke e of o oie o ool ok ok o ok e ok e ok ok ake dk dk ale ok o o ke akealeok gkl akeak ok

* Reproductione supplied by EDRS are the best that can be pade *

* from the originel document. *
***t#*t****‘**#tt*#t*t****t****t***t*tt*tt***tt****t**tt*tt*ttt***tttt*




?

- \
1 B US OEPARTMENT OF HEALTH
y EQUCATION & WELFARE

HaTIOnAL INSTITUTE OF
EDUCATION

IS DOCUMenNT mab BEEN HEPRO
DUCED FxalTiy 4% RECEWED +ROA
THE PERYON OR ORGANIIATION ORIGIN
ATiNG IT POINTS OF VIEW OR OFNIONS
LTATED DO WOT WECESSamiLy REDLRE
SENTOFFICIAL MATIONAL INSTITUTE OF
EQUC A 1ON POSITION OR POLICY

ED191077

TUTORIALS AND WRITING CLASSES:
A PILOT 3TUDY

"PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE THIS
MATERIAL HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

Charles H. Sides

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
| INFORMATION CENTER (EAIC) -

Charles h, Sides
Assoclate Director of
Technical Communication
Department of Humanities
Clarkscn College
Potsdam, NY 13%76

e ]




Dear to every composition teacher is the dream that somewhere

there is a method of teaching composition which will benefit the
writing process of every student who comes into contact with it;
it is an academic Holy Grail. Issue after issue of learned jour-
nals is cluttered with articles, teacher fictions actually,
declaring that the Grail has been found. But have many of these
articles made long-lasting contributions to improving writing
among our sStudents? Not really.l The innovations in teaching
composition -~ brilliant though they seem in the journals of

our profession ~- do not tell a complete story. These articles
give an impression of unbridled success with rarely a mention

of failure, rarely an explanation why some method does not work
all the time. And any fledgling composition teacher can tell,
with horror, stories of semesters wasted in approaches and methods
which did not work,

So if you are looking for a teaching gim&ick which "really
w%rks," you will not find it here. What you will find are
interesting and important opinions on an increasingly popular
approach to teaching composition--«the writing tutorial.

Over the past three years, I have studied how tutorials &re
used to teach composition at three different colleges, differing
‘in size, geographical location, and type of institution: the Uni-
versity of Massachusetts, Francis Marion College, and Clarkson
College. These institutions are, respectively, a large state~-
supported university, a small business/libeiral arts two-year

school, and an enginees'ing collepe. In order to study the




tutorial method and to compare it with typical.classroom approaches
to teaching composition, I interviewed twenty-eight teachers who
ha& used both the tutorial method and the classroom method. The

followinz set of short aguestions comprised the interview:

1) What advantages have you found in the classroom method
of teaching composition?

2) What disadvantages?

3} What advantages have you found in the tutorial method
of teaching composition?

4) What disadvantages?

5} How do the two methods compare in the time spent by
the teacher?

6} How do the two methods compare in improving students?®
writing?

7} How do the two methods compare in student attitude
toward the course?

&} If you taught this course again, which method would
you use? .

The auestions were designed to be general; I wanted to elicit
nuances as well 8s quantifiable answers. I wanted-to start the
teachers talking, and as it turned out their ramblings were often
as informative---if not more so--~-as were there direct answers.
Before I discuss the results of the interviews, let me say
a few words about the two methods I am examining. The classroom
method used by the teachers 1 interviewed is typical of that used
in many college~level writing courses: one teacher to twenty or

more students meeting three times a week during which anything
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from transformational grammar to the socio-economic awareness of
ethnjc é}oups might be discussed and written about in the eight
or so assigned themes. The tutorials, on che other hand, con-
sisted of one thirty minute sessicn per Student per week. The
first fifteen minutes were spent by the tutor reading, and occa~
sionally commenting on, the student's paper. The last fifteen
minutes were spent discussing the student's writing problems and
improvement in the context of the paper, while planning a rewrite
or the next paper. In each of the twenty-eight cases, the class-
room method and the tutorials were used in elected writing
courses. This is an impbrtant point to remember as it pertains
to speculations I will make later concerningfggg use of tutorials.

The bulk of the rest of this paper coﬁ;ﬁets of the responses
of teachers during the interviews and of my reactions to those
responses. The dnswers are interesting, “nformative, and not
always what I had expected. The following chart graphically
depicts the various responses to the questions listed above.
Following the chart I will discuss my own observations concerning
the teachers' answers as well as expand upon their particular

reflections during each interview.
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OQSEﬁVATIONS: ADVANTAGES CF TUTORIALS AND DISADVANTAGES OF CLASSES

Twenty-one faculty thought that the most important advantage
of tutorials was that the instructor could foéus directly on the
individuél student's unjque writing needs. For example, if a
student has a problem with paragfraph organization, a common prob-
lem according to many of the teachers I interviewed, it can be
dealt with---at once. Hoger Garrison points out this virtue in
"TEACEING WRITING: An Approach to Tutorial Instruction in Fresh-
man Composition,”" adding that attempting to focus the student on
other matters is, for the moment, not important.1 This virtue of
tutorizals emphasizes one of the problems with the classroom
aporoach. Nine teachers said that because of the widely varying
degrees of competence among their writing students they felt
compelled to-aim classroom instruction at a median, which by its
nature exclucdes students both above it and below it. The ones
above the median are almost always bored, their development
stifled. Those below it are lost, their convictions that they
cannot write reinforced. Six of these nine teachers said that
aiming at a median excluded probably no more than ten of the'r
twenty students; one said, perhaps more forthrightly, that he
felt aiming at a median level of instruction in a writing class
touched the writing problems of only three or four of his
students. In a class of twenty students, that excludes almost
857 from what the course is supposed to be about-~-improving

writine,



A second advantage of tutorials, mentioned by eig... of the
teachers I talked with, -is that the instructor is immediately
aware of the student's comprehension or lack of it, One of the
dicta teachers frequently tell students in writing classes is
that the writer must be aware of and contend with the audience's

. understanding of the subject being written about. But now often
are teachers guilty of ignoring their own advice when they write
marginalia on students' papers? If these comments are read at
all by students (which I doubt), what percentage of the critical

_profundity QOes the average student understand? Probably very
little, Buﬁ what these eight teachers mentioned was that if a
comment is made to a student's face concerning a writing problem
in his paper which is on the desk in front of him, it is obvious
if he understands or not. And if he does not, the tutor can
back uv or repeat or question or re-emphasize until the point . 'is
clear. This advantage eliminates what eight teachers thought to
be a problem in the classroom method: that writing removed from
the writer cannot be taught; that students in the classroom might
never understand what is being said about writing and, worse, that
the teacher might never know. This feeling was so strong among
six of the respondents that they volunteered: "there is no advan-
tage to the classroom approach; if writinz is being taught, it is
a one-to-one communication,” and "I am convinced that writing can
only be taught by tutorials.”

Growing out of the advantages of individual attention and

immediate reaction-response is a third advantage of tutorials.




Half of the persons I interviewed said that there was a better
student~-teacher relaticnship, bvetter student attitude, under the
tutorial systemi Ten of those fourteen attributed the better
morale to the individual attention. One student confirmed this
in a follow-up I made of student opinions. She said that in
tutorials for‘the first time in her college career (she was a
junioF EFnglish major) she found a teacher who was actively
interested in what she thought, irn her unique abilities and
inabilities. This‘is an unfortunate indictment---all tqo true,
as we will admit to ourselves---of the way we teach composition.
wWhat this statement says about tutorials is that the interest
and care of the instructor contributes to the interest and care
of the student. If the student knows that the composition teacher
is there tc help the student write better, rather than to rein;
force the student's prior convictions that he cannot write, atti-
tude can't help but be better. ‘

Fifteen teachers noticed a "dramatic improvement™ in tutorial

students' writing early in the semester, an improvement they
attributed to individual attention on the students' writing prob-
lems. Seven others said that there was some iﬁprovement, and the
remaining six agreed that "at least the students wrote no worse
than when they started the course.,” Seven of the fifteen who
witnessed to dramatic improvement said that it was followed by a
reriod of levelling off. This is an important statement wﬁich I
will examine later.

Finally, seven teachers said that they thought the most

Y
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important feature of tutorials is the -‘olume of writing which can

2 and Hoger Garrison’ agree with this

be produced. Peter Flbow
evaluation; .hey carry it further, though, and contend that
writing can be best learned one-to-one because the method ailows
more writinZ to be done, but most importantly, because one~to~one
teaching allows close editorial input directly into the process of
writing a paper, inout which is characteristically absent in the
clasgroom. It is this input, one teacher said, which shows

students alternatives in their writing-in‘handling subjects and

in addressing audiences.

OBSERVATICNS: DISADVANTAGES OF TUTCHIALS AND ADVANTAGES OF CLASSES

The most noted disadvantage of tutorials, pointed out by
thirteen of the teachers interviewed, is the time that tutorials
require; they found the tutorials more demanding of their energy
as well. The real problem of a time disadvantage, however, is
the cost and efficiency of running an English department. By the
tutorial method, one teacher can handle orne section of sixteen
to twenty students per semester; no one I interviewed wanted to
meet more than one section of tutorials per week. Consequently,
if any other writirg courses were being taught by the teachers,
they were being taught by the classroom approach, On the other
hand, the classroom method allows a teacher to handle up to three,
and under duress, four sections of sixteen to twenty-five students

apiece per semester---for a total of from forty-eight to one

1Y




hundred students, Considering this comparison of students per
faculty member, a writing tutor who was also department chair-
person, admitted that aithough he had had good results using
tutorials they were not feasible on a deéartment~wide basis.
"To use tutorials departmentwide, he sald, would require more
teachers than the budget could possibly.-support. The problem
of cost-effectiveness jis the most debillating case against the
wide-spread use of futorials for teaching writing.

Closely related to the problem of time required by tutorials
is the concern which nine teachers expressed that tutorials are
mentally and physically exhaust®ng; eight also said that tutorials
are tedious for the student., However, if we examine how the
tutorials were used by these particular respondents, ﬁe will see
that the,=ource of tedium and exhaustion is in their use of

tutorials and not in the tutorial method itself. Eight of the

nine created unnecessary extra work for themselves. They

required students' papers to be handed in a few days before the
tutorial session so they could "give a thorough reading"” to the
rapers, they still wrole extensive marginalia on students' papers,
they wandered off on tangents during the tutorial causing the
session to run to an hour or longer. Regarding the first of
these causes of extra work, tutors said they "felt guilty" at

not heing ahle to read the students' papers thoroughly and

"point out all the things wrong with it." Besides the attitudinal
croblem of the teacher approaching a student's work negatively,

this extra reading creates one of the blocks to writing improve-
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ment common in the classroom method: it provides more material

(marginalia, notes to the student, etc.) than the student can

of is willing to dieest., Roger Garrison ha;-eome advice for

those who feel compelled to over-correct a paper:

Decide what the priorities to be corrected

are; and then deal with these, one at a

time. . « . ONE PROBLEM AT A TIME, AND THE
¥O0ST IMPORTANT PHOBLEM FIHAT 1s the proper

cqrrectlng motto.4

Fext, the key to solving the}problem of wandering into tangential
discussions is, simply, self-restraint. Tutors, if they are to

he successful,; can not allow themselves to stray into discussions
of oast eéperiences, literature, the weather unless these things
pertain directly to the writing in questic~., One of the tutors I
interviewed admitted rhat this was the hardest aspect of tutorials:
"keeping things in a writing pount of view." All of this applies
to the remark on tedium for the students. If the tutor is obviously
bored and exhausted, or if the student has to wait in a hallway
thirty minutes past his assigned tutorial because a tutor is
chattingz about matters not related to writing, is it any wonder
the student finds tutorials tedious?

The followines ep’s .de is the most telling example of extra
work created by a % “or. Perhaps the most interestirg aspect of
this enisode it the .fact that this particular tutor did not find
tutorials overly time-consuming, exhausting, or tedious. At ghis

voint, T would like to norinate this tutor for sainthood, He



began thé semester with the resular three classes per week plus

one tutorial per student per week. At mid-term he reduced the
number of classes per week to twe; with three weeks left in the
semester he rédured it to one class per week., In éﬁdition to

this, he renuired s£udents to hand in pavers three days prior .
to their tutorials; these papers he took home, red-pencilling
errors and writing notes'to the students. The tutorials were

then svent discuésing the errors he had found. In addition to

. éli of this, he mimeographed students' papers for class discussionj
he also made up a spelling list of the most freguently misspelle’
words in the students! papers. He volunteered a sadly enlightening
comment during the interview when he said: "I'm not sure any of

this worked.” Neither am I.

SPECULATIONS ON THE USE AND ABUSE OF TUTCRIALS

In the way of a conclusion, the answers of the interviewed
teachers genefate some advice about the use of tutorials: they
are not for everybody. 3o much of the success or failure of
tutorials depends upen the personality of the tutor that out of
the twenty-eight teachers I talked with the successful tutors
can he Separated from the unsuccessful solely on the basis of the
attitude with which they approach their task. And isn't this
also the determinant of a good classroom teacher?

Those persons interested in adoptiqg the tutori ' approach,

however, should be aware of the danger inherent in a one-to-one
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method of teaching wﬁff&hg. Tutorials hold a frightening
potential for power---far more than the power of the grade in

a tyrical class. The ramif;caéions of this power come lrom

two sources: (1) the pnumber of interviewed teachers who witnessed
to "dramatic improvement”™ in students' writing, and (2) tke
increasing amount of research into the felationship of thought

to language. First, let's look at the matter of improvement,

What is improvement in writing? 1In a quantitative'sense, we

do not know. As t;achers,'we are still Igmited to our subjective
judgment. If we contend that majority of writing tesachers'
judgmenté are good and accurate (whicﬁ we do), we can still not
claim universality. This is where, as one of the interview
resrondents put it, "if tutors are wrong, tutorials are dangerous.™
In light of our limitation to subjectivity, regardless of how
accurate that might be, improvement in writing in our classes or
in our tutorials must be defined as a student's progress toward
the teacher's stylistic model, Th{s opens up the broad likelihood
that many of us are foisting off upon our students our own
stylistic fetishes. Some may be evangelizing for a cumulative
style, pointing out, as Christensen has, the urgency and clarity
of a style which 1ilts along until it reaches a period. Desiring
a style of measufed:ﬂateliness, keeping time with an ancient music,
some ray urge periodicity. Some, evén though we may find it hard
to believe, preach centrally embedded modifiers. But stylistic
imitation of itself is not a well-supported road to good writing.

More and more writing researchers are supporting the idea that

14




good writing, really good writing, has to come from the integrity

of the writer; it has to speak in the writer's own voice, to
paraphrase walker Gibson‘;5

The following example shows what can be done to a writer's
voice in tutorials. In light of recent research into thought
and language, we might also wonder what has been done to the
writer herself? GSelection I is taken from a student's paper at
the beginning of a writing course.which is tc be taught by

tutorials. Selectiecn II is taken from the same student's work,

though this time at the'end of the senmester.

I} Many corrorations, due to the rapid expansion ¢f
t «8iness, have turned to computer technology to
more accurately and adequately update their pro-
duction methods. Large increases in computer
storage and rapid access of information has
generated a growing concern toward the lack of
information safeguards.

II) The Anderson Company sells a wide variety of
party snacks. The company is experimenting with
different methods of introducing their new
variety of corn chips. The test markets consist
of three similar areas.

The sentences is Selection I are typical of the student's style
at the beginning of tne course. Most of the sentences in this
paper were complex or compounc/complex. The paper did contain
many of the errors common to a beginning writer, especially a
)wfiter attemptirg a complex sentence structure; the subject-
verb aereement error is sentence two is a good example. The

sentences in Selection II are typical of the student's style

13




at the end of the course. Most of the sentences in this paper
were simple, declarative; on the average they contained between
eirht and twelve words. A change in style, a simplification,

has taken place; and it is shocking how many teachers look upon
this change as an improvement. Too many of our colleagues are
teaching writing by tearing down and starting over when we should
be building on the materials a student already possesses. Mina
Shaughneésy, at the Rutgers Conference on Teaching Writing,

October 30-31, 1975, said it beast:

what we experience as confusion in students'
writing is often part of a positive develope-
ment. Stu 5 advancing into new and unfa-
miliar ling :stic territory tend to make new,
more complex, more subtle errors as they try
t0 use words and patterns they have never used
hefore. « « « teachers need assignments aid
ways of "correcting" papers that do not dis-
courage students from risking exploration.

And they need to make certain that in testing
and evaluating, they do not nistake guch risk-
taking and difficulty for "failure."

Such advice arplies to the teaching of all writing, but to
the tutoriél method in particular because of the uniquely powers-
ful position of the tutor. For these reasons, tutorials should
te elected and not forced upon either student or teacher. !

In the final analysis, how do we evaluate tutorials? Théy
seer. to be effective in quickly eliciting change in a students'
writing, they promote good teacher/student interaction, but ;
they are not the most cost-effective method for teachingwriting,

especially at larre universities. Tutorials are most effectively

16
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characterized as a gamble. As long as tutors do not mistake

risk-taking for failure, the gamble pays.
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