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ADVANTAGES OF RANDOMIZED EXPERIMENTS
- FOR RESEARCH IN, COMPOSITION

I.

Linda Flower arid John Hayes havenever_conducted a protocol.analysis on my

compOsing process. But if they they'd' learn just how essentialwater;

-(--
cupboards, arld basketball are'for writ ng. You see, i.do my best prewriting

while standing in the shower; and whet b comed tedious,-J clean cup-
.

eagerly return, to pen,and paper; and

take great pleasbre in wadding up the

boards--a task I despise so mucni4that

ofte I've revised and retyped a page

old One and banking my shot off the 'refrigerator, into the wastebasket...\But o1

wbat use is this descriptio'n of. my composing process? Should I teach my stu-

dentsdents that cleanliness is next to godliness ih hopes of improving their'Pre -/

writipg'strategieS? Probably not. What I amtryihg to illustrate by revealing

my composing idiosyncrasies is that translating detcriptive research directly,

into claAsi-oom practice may lead to some very unproductive teaching.

Descriptive research alloWs us to learn about the composing processes of

individual writers and to formulate ilpeoria and models, but lt provides'
.

,

-s. limited direction for translating whit we've learned glaout the composing pro-
.

. ? - ,

cess to teaching. Therefore;, we need additional resear=ch methods to enable Osr

e
to.makk sound .pedagogical decisio s. Experimental research designs provide,

such methods.` To support this con ention, I will first describe briefly the
#

range of research methods available for inv?stigating the.composing process;

then I 'will discuss the advantages of conducting experimental research; and

finally I w ill illustrate these advantages by summarizing a true experiment

,recently conducted at,Furdue'Unillisity.
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ADVANTAGES OF RANDOMIZED EXPERIMENTS
- FOR RESEARCH IN, COMPOSITION

Linda Flower and John Hayes have'never_conducted a protocol analysis on in

compoSing process. But if they'd they'd' learn just how essential water;

cupboards, and basketball are'for

while standing in the shower; and whef war ixng b comed tedious,-j clean cup-
.

You see, i_do my best prewriting

boards--a task I despise so much that eagerly return, to pen.and paper; and

once I've revised and retyped a page, take great pleasure in wadding up the

old One and banking my shot off the refrigerator, into the wastebasket..\qut
. .

what use is this descriptio'n of. my composing process? Should I teach my stu-
N, 1

dents that cleanliness is next to godliness iM hopes of improving their pre-
/

writipg'strategie's? Probably not. What I anitryiNg to illustrate by revealing

my composing idiosyncrasies is that translating detcriptive research directly.

into classroom practice may lead to some very unproductive teaching.

Descriptive research alloWs us to learn about the composing processes of

individual writers and to formulate tIlleoria and models, but it provides'
4

..
.

-, limited direction for translating whit we've learned glitout the composing pro-
.

. e

Gess to teaching. Therefore; we need additional resear=ch methods to enable Os:,

to makk sound ,pedagogical decisio s. Experimental research designs provide.

such methods. To support this con ention, I will first describe briefly the

range of research methods available for invystigating the.composing process;

then I 'will discuss the advantages of conducting experimental research; and

finally I will illustrate these advantages by summarizing a true experiment

recently conducted at,PbrdueUnillisity.'
,
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4irst, let's review the kinds of research applicable to studying the com-e

posing process. _There are'two broad categories: descriptive studie and ex-
.

perimental methods. We conduct, three main kinds of descriptive studies in com-

position: qualitative descriptive studies;. qu6ntitative, sys erratic descrip-

tive studies; and prediction and clatsification studies.

'. We use qualitative descriptive studies, the first category, to investigate

how writers compose. A variety of research methods can be used to structure

careful observation. The case study approach used by Emig and by Sommers and

the.protocol analysis,procedures used by Flower and Hayes are examples in this

A

category.

We'usj quantitative, systematic descriptive studies, the second category,

to develop methods for identifying and measuring characteristics of writing.

Kellog Hunt's descriptive work on how T-unit length varies with syntactic

maturity is an example of a quantitative systematic study.

We use prediction and classification studies, the third category, to fpre-
.

cast student performance or-label students according to writing ability. Using
,

test scores, grades, or writing samples, we employ' prediction or classification

<7\
methods to assign students to remedial, general, or advanced composition.

Lately the bulk of-our research'im composition has been descriptive studies.

'The second, category of research we conduct is experimental. We use ex-
,

-perimental Fesearch to gauge the- effects our teaching methods -have on student
, s:

writiq performance:, Although a variety of experimental desigu exist, I will
f . 1 .

,,

focus'.on the kind caned true experiments. Don't be misled by this nomencla-
4 A .

tune.", It does not imply that deSchptive studiA and other experimental. de-

sips. are false. Rather the design of a true experiment allowS us to use

simplwr.st-atistics an&to make stronger cause and effect statements than we

,-can use 'and' make with other research designs. True experiments, such as the
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research on sentence combining conducted by Frank O'Hare, have three require- ..

ments: (1) Randomized treatment and control groups fv-comparison. Randomiza-

tion

. ,

tiOn is aprocedure whereby all students have.an equal opportunity to be in

either group. It allows us to assume .that the groupsiio not differ'initially

. /
except by chapce. 2) A treatment. This might typically be special instruction

. , ,

for the treatment group; and. 3) A .method for measuring differences between the
4A .

groups following the treatment. Measurement methods for composition may in-

elude holistic or analytical storing of writing saMples,..

I
In their introduction to Researchon Composing: Points of Departure,

4 -

Charles Cooper and Lee Odell persuasively argue the fpllacy4of conducting.

experimental
4,

esearch to'discover the best methods fOr teaching composition

when we kndw so little about the composing process Instead, they,call

fOr desc riptive studies. While theirarOment is peruasive, it was made five .
.4

years ago. Since then descriptive studies by Flower and Hayes, Kroll-,"

Shaughnesy, Sommers, Stal)ird,and numerous others have given us a wealth-of

information on, how writers-of different' ages and abilities. compose. What we
.

must begin to do now, in an ,informed wax, is apply our knoWledge of. the

composing process to' teaching. True experiment5rcan /provide a useful
1

complement to descripti.ve'rese'arch$in composition.

Conducting true experiments has several advantages. I will discuss four.

Conducting true e0eriments:

* increases our knowledge of related reseai-eh:in composition.

* encourages careful planning, close attention to classroom proce-'
dures, and systematic evaluation.

* allows us to. better test die.efiects-ofour,teaching methods:

*promotes'a clearer understanding of research methodology.

4



First, let's consider Ow conducting true experiments increases our knpwl-
.

-edge of related research-in-c.omposition. We cando,s0 by asking, "Where do the

topics TOr experidentaf research and th$ Methods for Classroom-itreatment come

from?" Topics emerge from thorough descriptive research. Alert teachers who-

are copdiicting and reading. about descriptive studies begin to,notice gaps or
s,.

.

"discrepIncies between .what they're observing a wha.US being taught in the
. .

classroom. ror instance, one topic that's, prominent in composition journals

and books today is the relationship between speaking and.writing. Our profes-

,sion is divided on the usefulness of developing wr)ting and speaking as 'corn-
,

pTerlyitary verbal abilities. On one hand; Emig, Sommers and others contrast

writing with speaking. On the other hand, most of the authors in the 1981 NCTE

publication Exploring Speaking-Writing Relationships: Connections and Con-
.

trasts, view speaking and writing as complementary activities intimately re-

lated in the development of thinking, learning, and the mastery of verbal

perfommatice.. Such dissonance alerts us to suitable topics for experimental

studies.

After:icarefUlly reviewing descriptive` literature and formulating a tenta-
- I

tivg theory about how our firoNngs might translate to teaching, we are ready to

design an experimental study. To do so, we will return tothe literature, thi's

time to search for related experimental research. For example, if we were to

continue inves.rigatIng speaking/writing relationships; we would find two re-

lated experimental studies: Tovatt 4and' Miller conducted an ,experiment testing

their oral, aural, and visual pedagogy, and Radcliffe outlined an experimental

design tojekt Zoellner's talk-write model. However, because true experiments

are seldom conducted in composition, we can learn from any well-designed study

how-to administer our/treatments, control extraneous classroom variables, and

establish, measurement procedures. Thus, conducting true experiments is bound
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'to increase of knowledge of related descriptive and experimental research in
I

composition.

But it:s not a matter of increasing knowledge.,(or the sake of knowledge.

Cooduc ing true experiments encourages careful planning, close attention to

.

classroom, procedures, and system atic evaluati on, a second advantage of experi-

mental research. When design'i'ng an expei-iment, we judiciously decide what to

teach and how.' We prepareicOurse materials, plan lessons, and maybe even alter

oir teadhinsgstylewith a particular' theory in mind. W establish in advance j

the criteria' for measuring performance. Although thes may also be routine

activities in teaching', when we combine research and teaching, our work takes

on an added dimension.. We do mor long-range-,.detailed planning; we take added

care in designing materials an structuring classeoom activities; we may eilen
.

.

rehearse a class presentation. We ago learly define and justify our methods
, . .

..: 1 . t,. r .

.

of evaluation. Ove 'rall, conducting trite experiments malres us more mindful of

our- role as teAathers and more attentive to the needs and responkeT of our stir
1

dents. 0

A fr

Careful plariping and close at ention.to classroom procedures pay off by

allowing us to-better test the effects of our teachingMethods, a third advan-

.tage.of Conduairig`true experiments. Because we randomize' treatment and con-,

t'rol groups and assume equality,of groups at the beginning of atr'deexperiment

and because we. carefully control the variables and apply a specific treatment

during the experiment,' we can,..attrlribute differences between the grOUps at the

end ir&. the 4xperiment'tottie treatment. What this means is that we how,nave a
r

better way to assess the effec s of our teaching, methods. Instead of saying.,

"I tadght'writi-ng this way once,and students wrote pretty good papers," we cart

more preGtsely.defi6 ghat "-this way" means, more exactly describe what "pretty

k

J.
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good papers" are;and more confidently know that improvement is a result'Of our
6

teaching, not the - result of an nqPrlookeTvariable such as student motivation.

Conducting true experiments also"prom es a clearer Iderstanding of re-

search methods, a fourth advantage. The adge."learn by &ling" is particularly

)
.germane to conducting true experiments. 6y stddying the literature:selecting .

,
...3

..
. .

and narrowing a toptc, formuiating a tentative' hypothesis, specifyin/ treat-

merits, establishing criteria for measurement, and actually planning and_con-
.

ducting a true experiment,. we learn, first hand the requirements of good experi-
,

mental research and an more critically interpret the research of others.

I will 'low illustrate these advantages by summarizing a true experiment

-that JeanneHalpekri and I recently conducted at Purdue University. Our re-
,

search began when we started noticing gaps betweeh descriptive research in

composition, real-world practice, and classroom teaching. In our reading, we4
found researchers ,who, like JohniOchaferw, believe.that "a particullr kind of

oral language transference cannelp, not'hurtiwriting.", In our consulting, in

business andindustry, we heard on-the-job writers who hose to 5ctata their

cotmunications express difficulties associated with speakin-fwriting effectiv.e-

ly. In addition, they often produced lettersand memos with peculiar errors

, whendictating for word, processing systeps. And in our businesritins class-
. 1

r9oms, we realized our textbooks focused entirely on the more tectiniCal aspects
4

of dictatiOlp such as using the equipment and, speaking clearly. They ignored

the corbosing strategiel,necessary for usih.g. the riewsystems. At "this paint we

1

,decided to conduct our own descriptive study to learn if 'diCtation/word.pro- ,

cessing systems require a composing process somewhat different from that' of ,

writin. Using a case approach, we interviNed.28 dictators in busin,ess and

industry to determine their dictation process. We then analyzed our findings

and identified key diffrences between 'the processes of dictatio&and_writipg,-.
.

,

'John C. Schafer,- "The Linsuistic Analysis of Spoken and Written.Texts,1 fn,,
.

ExPlering,SPeakini-Writiag-Relationshils:
CoostJAisluiani_Cantraated. ciari-x4(roll end gobcrta.J. Vann, Urbana, IL; UOT 19e1 1

.

:

7 . , ..

..
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especially ,in the planning strategies. Thys.jn,preparation. for our true ex-.

periment we learned much about related research in compositivi. We stUdied 'the
44.

descriptive research of others on the composing process -of writing and its

relationship to speaking, and we investigated the composing process of dicta-

tors by conducting ourtown descriptive study.*

Based on our exploratory research, we conducted a true experiment as fol-

lows. Our hypothesis was that students taught both the composing process and

the'technlcal process of dictation will produce significantly better dictated

memos than those taught` only the techniCal process. While- this hypothesis may

at first seem self-evident, it is based on two assumptions: '1) dictation re-

qUires adeptatonsin.the composing process of writing, with much heavier.
4

emphasis on planriing; and 2) students can learn Vo make these adaptations. Our

design included four classes-of business writing at Purdue University with two

classes per time period. Two instructors, Jeanne and I participated, each

teaching one treatment and group. We randomly assigned our sub-
, /

jects, eighty-Pour business writing students to either a treatment or a control

4C

_group. .We lave the treatment group four hours of traininz in the composing
x ,....,(...

....1

pr'ocess of dictation, emphasizing planning. During the same time period,l'we

reviewed with the control' .group the rhetorital.context of the comOosinglpro-

cesS, emphasizing writer, message, and audience.- In one.hour, we taught both
tp

grodps thetmore technical aspects of dictation and gave them time to practi

:P.....using the, equipment, speaking clearly,.and addressing the transcriber. To meaC P
N ,

sure the effects of 0.6r instruction, we examinedstudents' performance on a 44.

'dictat'ed assignment as rated holistically by tralietled graders using rubrics we

had developed. In summary, the *component of a true experimen are'anshypo-

fthesis, assumptions, 'a research design, domized subjects, a treatment, and

measurement procedure.
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What did we gain by designing and conducting the,true experiment? About

planning, we learned how ta design materials and structure group activities to.. 0

illustrate the composing process,of dictation. About teaching, we learned how

(
to help studentsadapt their familiar writing process to an unfamiliar dicta-

, .

,?4

. _ ,

tion process.' And about evaluating, me learned how, o clearly articulate the
-.,

.
,

.

feature's of a good communicaflon as we wrote the rubrics and trained graders in
)

,
,

,
.

. holistic scoring. As'a result of our efforts, we have afwerl-planned unit on

10
'ctation from lwons to assignments to evaltation that we can teach with con-

,,
dence.

,

;

The reason we're confident that our unit on dictation teaches students ef-

.,

fective strategies for composing dictated communications is that the true ex-
.

periment allowed us to compa're,grdups and test our findings. After 4trainecil
.%,

Agraders scored the memos, westatistically compared the scores of the treatment's

and control gi-aups and learned that the treatment group dictated significantly
,
) . r

better memos. That learning to dictate is an important skill for college grad-

uates is confirmed by the rapid conversion to dictation/word processing.systems

in business, industry, and 'government. That learning composing strategies for

dictation is essential to developing dictating skill is confirmed in our re-

search,

For Jeanne and me, conducting a true experiment gave us a clearer under-,

stranding of research methodology 'than we could ever have gained by reading the

'reports of others. And as a result of this*
experience, we are better able to

criticVy judge descriptive and experimental research in composition.

I'd now like to summarize the advantages of "conducting true experiments in

composition. To 'do so, I'd Me for you to consider your response to this ex-
ceI,

rpt from a memo dictated by a student in our experiment.

. .

Applicant 1 Applicant 1, shoWs no worl$, experiences of any type. He
was a high school drop out, and has only held a jorfOr as long as



, three knths. at a time. He admitted'he hated manual libor and ad-
mitted to not liking to be around people period. ,His attendance re-
cord while atz,work was good, but I find it hard to,bell6e he would
have a good excuse for missing work when you only worked there Tor
three months anyway. He expresses to continue his edu*ion, but is
just hording out to find out if he can get a job or not.0-he more I
learned from Applicant 1, in the interview, I feel our company.has no
use for. him on the.training prbgram.

'

If we were conducting descriptive research', we mIght'speculate'that this stu-
.

dent relies too heavily on speaking skills when dictating. The lack of paral-
.

,s

lelism, inaccurate pronoun reference, inappropriate tense switches, and.vocabu-
.

lary related errors are characteristic Of oral discourse. But our speculation

would be somewhat faulty. Speech is seldom so elliptical br marked by such an

odd mi...xture of stilted and casual diction. If we were collectinniata from a

Single group. of student/s who had been taught only the technical process of .dic-

tation, which is in fact the kind of training this student had received, we

might infer that she was a Poor writer. Even though she operated dictation

equipment successfully, she produce¢ an illogical, ungrammatical communication,

But our inferene would again be somewhat faulty. In fact, the student, a good

-
writer, earned a B in the business writing class. Because we conducied,a true

experiment, however, we can conclude with confidence that this student from the

control group would befit from learning the composing process of dictation in

,addition to the technical process. By conducting' true experiments, we not only

increase ourk6owledge of related research in composition and reserch method-
,

ology but more importantly we can test the effects of our planning and teaching

through systematic evaluation; Conducting true experiments in composition ac-

complishes, double duty in our classrooms by creating a learning environment for

our students and for our profession.

10


