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Trcimg Ervrrors o Lhedr Souvuroces s
& Studyg of the Ernmcococdimses Frooesses

of acdult Eaaaﬁsi_c; M i teras

To select approaches which will be predictably effective in
reducing errors im writirmg, it is clearly importamnt for teachers to
krow why their students make specific errors. Shaughnessy, of
course, was driven by this insight as she probed for the roots of
studerts’ problems with the written lamauage; and the patterns of
error which she found in her larqQe sample of basic writimg tesxts
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have certainly convinced us that error is not ramdom. EBut precisely
how specific efrors relate to specific sources of error for
specific writers remains 3 complicsted question, as a number of
investigations have chown. Eartholomse has found tﬁat e;rors that
look. identical on the page can have very different causes,
depending on the wbiter,l and vrecent studies in reading swuagest
that the presumed correlation between spelling errors and deficient
reading skills does not hold wup inm individusl cases.z

MY own eariy intereét in the question had beern focussed almost
exclusively on dialect influence, that is, the ways in which oral
langquage patterrns seem to account for particular deviations from
the linguistic norms of standard written English. As I became
familiar with recent research in this area, I reslized I must also
consider the possibility that other influences might be at workn in
producing errors which I had been uneritically ascribing to
writers’ speech patterns. Nhiteﬁan, in her study of the writing of
black and white working class American children, noted 3
"mon-dialect-specific tendency to omit certain inflectional
suffixes."s Investigations by Hirschner and Foteet and by
Sterrnglass had demonstrated that the pattern of errors of colleqge
remedial qrouwps, assumed to have different speech patterns, did rnot
show substantial qualitative f:ii1"1’@1\@:':(:@5..‘q Hartwell had asserted
bluntly that "’dislect interference in writimg,’ in and of itself,
does rnot exist," postulatinge instead a8 single cauwse for &irors;
namely, unfamiliarity with the print code .

While I was reading these reports, 1 was simultaneously

experimenting with 8 variety of inmstructionsl spprosches, noting

~
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which ores worked best with whom, and speculatimg on their relative
success in reducing different kinds of errors. By degrees, it
hecame clear to m2 that the precise parasmeters of dialect influence
on error could not- be determined except in the context of s étuds
which considered not orly dialect but other possible causes of
error as well, Mg colleagues at York College/CUNY, Carolugn
{irkpatrick and Michsel Southweli, joined with me in these
speculations and together we came uwp with sone strohg hunches asbowt
the various sources of error in the coganitive, perceptusl, and
linquistic processes which underlie writing. Even 3s we struggled
with the complexity of the aquestion, we re&ained convinced that
spoken language, in one way or another, is a major, if rnot _the
major source of problems with the writtem lanquage. This interest
led to the reseavch I am reporting here, 3 recently completed
case~study investigation of the encoding process, with emphasis on
sources of error. (MY work was supported by the National

Endowment #for the Humanities under a College Teachers Fellowship
award, 1982-83), In the course of this study, I wanted to resolvé,
if I could, some of the existing disputes and ambiguities about the
sources of common errors, and in the process to develop some
disgnostic procedures which wouwld be rnot only reliable but also
simple eriough for classroom teachers to use as part of their normal

assessment of students’ writing skills.
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DEFINITIONS -

A few definitions at this point may head off confusion about
the Qoasls and desian of my study. The distinction between
composing (cont.olling meaning in writing) ;nd encoding
(controlling the visual symbols which represent meaning on the
page) is basic to this study’s desian and method of analysis. As 3
skill, encoding includes comtrol over 311 the norms of the written
lanquaye--the norms relaiing both to its viswal forms (spelling,
punctuation, capitalization, indentation, et<.) and to its

l1inauistic forms (deroting tense, rumber, aase, word-class, etc.) .

Ericoding is distinct from composing inasmuch as it is concerned

with the qivens of the written code, whereas composing is concerned

with the options of the written lsnguage which tnat cocde

‘represents, the almost infinitely warious ways of conveying meaning

irn writing. However, insofar as encoding has to do with linguistic
forms, and therefore with the ne;nings signaled by these forms, it
has 3 crucial ares of overlap with composing. This is one of the
reasons why efror analysis is so complex. And it’s a Point to which
I shall return in the interpretation of my findinas.

For the purposes of this investigation, I define error
narrowly as any clear deviation from the rorms of standard written
Erglish. This definition places error in the domain of right/wrona,
not of better/worse. So defined, errors manifest weaknesses in
ercoding skills, rnot in composing skills.

A further distirction seems important to make—-—that hetween

i R
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dialect a3nd gqrapholect, two terms which help to define each other,

and which also suggest what I mear whern I use the terms standard

and nonstandard to describe langusge patierns. Dialect, as I wse the
term here, refers to varietiees of the wvernacular, the spoken as
distinct from the written language. In contrast, the grapholect is
both writtern and, to a lérge exfent, standardized.® Indeed, in this
coﬁnection, My colleaques and I would argue that the term standard

is uwsed most accurately to describe the written (not spoker)
larngquage. However, a2 certasin dislect may approximate the

lirnguistic forms which cﬁéracterize the graphofect, and can in this
way (rather loosely, but without distortion) ?e called standard,

And a dialect ghich does not approximate thgge forms is iq/the same
way called nonstandard. As these definition; iqgfﬁ, I conéider that
“"error" is not an sppropriate term to applsxié s;eech-fq@m

4

variants, but is 3r entirels apprbpriate one tofapplg to deviations’

I

from the estatlished norms of the written larnguage.
DESIGN .

It was My hypothesis, then, that spoken language has 3 st;ongf
direct influence on the encoding process, and that speakers of !
nonstandard dialect have ¢ different set of problems with the
written language and make identifisbly differemnt errors than do
speakers of standard dislect. Additibnallg, I cuspected that
dizlect influernce irterscts with other sources pf error, still
further differentiating these two aroups as writers. This
hypothesis, clearly, was basic tq my thinking about error, and

therefore bhasic to the design of my study. It required that I

. study two types of error—-prone writers, speakers of standard
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dislect, and speakers of nonstandard dialect, and that I 3lso try
to identify other factors which might be contributing to the
pstterns of errofs observed, such 3s variastions in composing
ability, reading proficiency, and level of cognitive skills., I
decided to choose subjects in such a3 way as to control, insofar as
possible, the presence of still other potential influences on kind
and quantity of error. My task in trying to sort out multiple
variables would cértainls he easier if my subjects were a3ll mature
individusls with approximately the same level of postsecondary
education, similar amounts of writing experience, and similarly
strorng motivation to overcome serious problems with the written
lanquLiage.

I had.additional reasons for wantina to work exciusivels with
mature adult learners in ny case studies. For one thing, the
persisternce of their problems points to deep-seated processes 3t
work. Also, adult léarners are more likely to be perceptive,
intelligent, and seriows about learning. FEecause manyg older basic
writers have been strugaling to master the writtern language for
years, their frustrations have made them aware of their
difficulties with encodings In fact, in prior interviews with
aduit learners, I had found that they sometimes ahalsze the reasons
for their encoding problems with remarkable insight,

Thus My desiagn took shape. For my case studies, I needed adult
bhasic writers with identifiably different speech backgrounds and
diverse readina, cognitive, and composing skills, but with
similerly mature and earnest attitudes toward learning,

particularly in their efforts to overcome their Problems with error.

Q - - . 8




Subjects

It was MY origimal inteﬁtion to bbserve i individuals, or
cases, in close detail. In my search for swbjects who were both
8like and different in the variouws ways I have described, I drew on
populations of adult basic writers at two sites well krown to me.
At the first site, Elizabéth Seton Colleqe in Yonkers (where I had
previously tauwght), I collected specimens of student writing,
primarily from weekend college, practicasl nursing, and evéning
school students. I identified the writers with the most serious
encodiﬁg problems and then interviewed about twenty, most of whom
turned out to be white, middle-class, mature students, native
speakers of standard English who had returned to school after
a3 lapse of some 4Years, at considerable personal sacrifice siﬁce
most of them were working full-time. ét the other site, the Erore
Fsychiatric Center Staff Education Frogram, I had the advantage cf
having recently worked closely with the studemts, 311 hospitsal
workers, for whom I had set up 8 totally self-instructionzl model
of the COMP-LAE Froaram, the experimental basic writimg course
which I had helped to initiaste at York College. Most of the thirty
error~prone writers I chose to interview a3t this site were native
speakers of monstandard English who had been takingQ college and
other postsecondary education courses for several Years., These

memhers of the hospitasl staff (clerical workers. mertal health
therapy sides, and nurses) were mature and responsible. Bécause

they were required to write daily reports om the Jjob, they were

."
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épes: 8
highly motivated to improve their writing skills both for their
career advarncement and for their ongoing course work.

During the pPreliminary screening, in'which I sought
information about family backgaround, earlsAsEhooling; reading
hebhits, and attitudes toward writing, I taped the interviews
and later analyzed them for intérviewees’ arammatical
patterns inAspeech. In so doing and in giving prospective subjects
3 brief ;eading test (3 shqrtened versioﬁ of the College Eoard’s
Dearees of Reading Fower), I became aware of a3 wide rarnge of
variation in their oral language forms, reading skillg, and the
kinds and quantities of errors they made. I then realized T must
enlarge the number of case studies I had originally planrned to
investigate, for I feared that I might be led astrayg by the
idiosyricratic behaviors of a8 few individuals, and so miss the
patterns which might cut across all these individual differences.
Additionally, in working with a3 larger number of subjects, I could
combine the case-study method of investigatiorn-in-depth with at
least some of the advantages of 3 quantified study. Although the
size of the sample must still necessarily be small, it would be
large enough to sugQest significant trends. At the same time, I
woutld nof be linitedijust to heaps of faceless errors. That is,
when I interpreted the statistical outcomes of my study, it would
be in the light of the more personal knowledge (im Folanyi’s sense
of the term7) that I had Qained from my sustazined ascquaintance with
the real live auwthors of the texts in‘which these errors occurred,

For these reasons, I went from the six case studies of my

research proposal-—three standard dislect (SD) speakers and three

- iv
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normstandard dialect (NSD) speakers—--to 26, or thirteen of each,
chosen from the pool of fifty I had interviewed and tested. I chose
subjects who seemed likeliest to meet the varied criteria explained
above. |

The most furndamental of these criteria related to language
patterns. My ta;k was to select from my pool of potential subjects,
representing a3 spectrum of spoken dialect, two groups from the two

ends of this spectrum such that each could be said Lo use

"identifiably starndard or nmornstandard arammatical forms.a (As it

habpened, imdividuwals from both sites were included in each group.)
So identified, the SD group consisted of thirteern subjects who
consistently used the inflectiornal fofms of standard English. Of,
these, five used standard forms in every respect I couwld identify,
six occasionally deviated in mirnor wéas from literate usage (saying
things like "between You and I"), and two lapsed, rarely, into
nonstarndard forms characteristic of working class speech (like "she
dor’t care'"), This aroup, 311 native Americans émcept one long-time
U.8. resident of Jamaican birth, was mainly white and female, but
included four men and four middle—-class blacks. The NSD aroup
consisted of thirteen subjects who had in common variability in
their use of grammatical inflections. Six subjects habitually

used NSD forms but rione éxclusivela characteristiec of Elachk

EmnQlish Vernacuwlar, and seven habituwally used EEV a8s well as NSD
formss. The members of this qrowp were 311 rnative Americans, all
female except two, and 3ll black except orme. In identifying

subjects as 8D or NSD spesakers, I was Quided by my readimg of the

sociolinguists~--Fasold, Labov, Shuy, Stewart, Wolfram, and

others~—and by arn ear for dialect forms educated over two decades

-~ 1i
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of working closely with urban.and irmer city students, I did riot
make final identificatiorn of the two aroups wumtil subjects had
talled ét lenéth in 2 relased way on 3 number 'of occasions, «
sometimes to me alone, and sometimes in small friendly Qroups,

about their personadl concernse.

Language patterns, as indicated above, were not my only criteria
for MY choice of subjects. The students selected for both Qroups
were, so far as I could.Judge, 811 mature and highly motivated
individuals with similar amounts of wrifing experience, Most had
already completed one to four semesters of college couwrse work, and
all but orme in each group were in their twenties or older. And, of
course, a3ll had problems with error ranging from serious to acqte}

At the same time, subjects within each group varied, apparently
rather widéla, in reading proficiency, level of cognitive skills? and
composing abilities. However, I had Qood reason to believe, despite
these niecessary individuwal variations, that further testing wouwld
show that myY two speech aroups were similar in their rangé of
differences. Under these circumstances, Qroup comparisons in

respect to error cowld be made more readily without fear that

factors other ihan dislect were 3t the root of differences.,

Frocedures

M4 primary measure was to cownt and categorize the errors in
subjects’ own writing (error. categories are discussed below in
connectiorn with my predictions abowt the ouwtcome of the countl)s As

3 control on the kinds of errors likely to be made by each subject,

-« 12 N
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I ascigned identical writing tasks to 311, These tasks cailed for
narration in both the present and past tense, as well as
descriptive, expository, and araumentative writing. In completing
these papers, most subjects Qenerated about 2000 words. For those .
who ternded to write very brieflpapers, I fleshed out their word
count with additional papers 'in similar modes which theg wrote for
class assiarments or as reports on the Jjob. Im this way, the number
of words in which errors were counted was about the same for each
Qroup .«

As 3 possible check on my primavy error count, I designed an
additional "measure of encoding skills'" in which subjects were
asked to write a 4lé-word passage from dictation, 38 passaqe
rich in forms and structures likely to induce common errors. I
recorded my own voice (by then familiar to subjects), reading the
passage slowly and distimetly in standard English with suitable
pauses to give subjects time to turn off the tape and write what
they had heard., To make sure that the meaning of the passaqe would
be readily qrasped by a3ll subjects, I sent it to the College Board
staff for analaéis, and_the "degrees of reading power" score
assiqgried to it placed it well within the reading competercy of 211
my subjects except one, and with her I reviewed the passage orally
until T was swure she understood it clearly. (See below: for an
exélanation of the DRF method of measuring reading competernce in
terms of text difficulty.)

While writing from dictation holds in abeygance the heavy
demands that composing makes on 3 writer’s attention, it does not

altogether suspend the demands of the meaning-making process as the

.- 13
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normal concomitant of encoding. As an error measure, such an
euercise has an advantage err freely composed writimg in that it
requires individual writers. to use specific forms and conventions
which.might not happen tvoccur in samples of their own writing, or
Wwhich they miant avoid wsing., (For ithose who are curious, or who
M3y wish to uze the dictation instrument themselves, the full text
is Qiven in Appendix A.)

If this procedure worked as an error measure, it might prove a3
useful shortcut for teachers trydimg to get a8 handle on their
-students’ error Problems. SobI planrned to test the instrument’s
reliability by comparing the distribution of errors in the
dictation exercise to the distribution of errors that occurred in
subjects’ own writing.

Next, I designed instruments ;nd mapped out procedures which
would enabie me to measure the relationship of subjects’ errors not.
ornly to their speech patterns, hut a3lso to other possiblé
influences on error: level of reading comprehension, of cognitive
skills, and of composing ability, I also planned to question them
about their reading habits and perceptions of the written code.

Readimg specialists at CUNY recommended the College Eoard
Dearees of Reading Fower 3s the most suitable reading measure for
My sample and in view of my purposes. The DRP assigqns scores
according to readers’ sbility to comnrehend texts of gradually
‘inereasing difficulty, rather than by comparing their ability t9
that of averaqge readers on variouws grade levels. The perfect score

of 98 (achieved by ore of my subjects) indicates ability to read
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professional Jjowrnals om the graduate level; the lowest score
received by any of my subjects, 51, indicstes ability to read
nothing more difficult than riewspapers and magazines asimed at
teenagers. The DRF rnorming method overcomes the drawbacks of
conventional reading tests which cannot be used for comparing
readers with widely diverse skills, and which do not offer poor
readers who happen to be adults materials appropriate to their more
mature interests. . Another advantage of the DRF is that, in
contrast to traditional reading tests, it measures skills specific
to reading as a8 mental task, not those cognitive skills which can
develop independently of reading experience.

Fecauwse I also wanted to get an idea of my subjects’ reasoning
abilities, apart from reading, I devised a8 task which required
them to anaslyze a3 1200-word Piece of expository prose, an
abhreviatea version of an article from a3 magazine for educsted
adultsQ-—relativels unicomplicated in its syntax and vocasbulary, but
complex in its ideas-—and then in their own words to write a brief
summary (150 words or less), including only the awthor’s néin point
and her most important supporting ideas. To make sure that the
reading aspect of the task wowld riot be a3 problem for the poorer
readers, I sent the article I selected to the College Eoard for
analysis. The DRF score ‘assigned to it placed it well within the
reading competency (as also measured on the DRF scaye) of 811 but =
few of my subjects. For these, the vocasbulary (riot t%e syntai) was

too difficult, so I let them use a3 dictionary. Actuslly, even

‘these subjects assured me that they had no difficulty in reading

the article. Almost 311 suhjects found it interesting. Althouagh

- 13
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success on this summarizing task is conditiored somewhat by reading
arnd writing skills, it calls more on the ability to snalyze and
synthecize than the other reading and writing tasks which the
subJeéis performed, and evidence of these abilities was the primary
consideration in assigning scores.

Tn 3 blind reading of summaries, I used a holistic scale of
1-5, reading for content and ignorirg encoding errors in the
evaluations As 3 check on this rating, I asked an experienced
basic writing teacher aslso to score the summaries, following the
same procedures. The combined scores of the two ratings reswlted
in a8 "summary score" for each subject, ranging from 2 to 10. Tiese
scores confirmed My impressions (gathered in interviews with
subjects, ir. conferences with their instructors, and in reading all
the other written work in their folders) of the levels of
coanitive skills which individual.subJects brought to academic
tasks., It’s my belief that the summary score is 3 fairly accurate
indicatiors of cognitive skills for the subjects in my study.

Two of the writing tasks used in the error count were 3lso
desiqried to measure composing skills. One of these was in the
expressive and the other in the extensive mode (in Emia’‘s sense of
those terms 10y, procedures similar to those for the summaries were
followed to rate these papers on a holistic scale of 1~5, using a

118‘58

simplified version of the Wilkinson model of writing maturity
primary trait scoring quide. Eecause I wanted to separate oul-’
composing from encoding skills, ratings aqain ignored errors as

much as possible. The scores assigned by each rater to a3 Qiven

subject were added together and the results, on a3 scale of 2-10,

.. 1lo
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are referred to as subjects’ "composing scores.'" (Analysis

showed that the interrater relisbility coefficient for both scores
was high--.88 for the summary scores and .80 for the composing
scoress)

Finally, I spent many fruitful hours with subjects, applying
the more exploratory procedures.of the case-study approach to
writing research. These included reading protocols, editing
protocols, and interviews, or, more accurately, informal and
spontaneous questioring of subjects durinmg protocol sessions. T
also made limited use of composing protocols.

To produce reading protocols, I taped subJects reading samples
of their own writing and other texts characterized by both standard
and nonstandard English forms. Using the insights of miscue
arialysis, I examined these tapes for evidence of divferences
Eetween suEJects' spoken languaqge forms as reflected in their orsal
performance and the language forms appearing in the texts. For the
editing protocols, subjects tried to correct errors, and a3s they
did so, explained why they were making specific corrections. These
protocols gave me a3 clear idea of subjects’ ability to detect
differences between their oral reading and the text they were
editing, and whether or rmot the rules they applied (if any) in

I,
mak.ing corrections were appropraate.l“

Predictions

My predictions about phe inds and cquantities of errors which

would appear in the writing of each speech aroup in my study were

-
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based on my hypotheses abouwt the sources of error. I courted the
most common, seriows, and systematic errors that occurred irm the
writing of my sample. Most basic writing teschers wowld ro doubt
find the list of errors counted, as'it appears below, entirely
familiar, but the specification of some of the iiems angd their
order might strike them as a bit strarge. The format of my list,
however, is far from rarmdom; My hypotheses dictated these
specifications and shaped that sequerce a3s I shall explain shortly.
These are the cateqories of errors counted in sUbJects’
writing (for a fuller description and examples of each cateqory,
see Appendis ED) ¢
1, Errors in sehtence purictuation
2., Ba3sic errors in pronouns and adverbs
3., Subject-verb agareement errors which involve interverning words
4., Errors in writine conventions, that is, the visual conventions
of the writtern code (like capitalization, use of apostrophes, etc.)
%, Spelling errors
6. "Wrong words,"” including homophore confusions
7. Omitted words, includinge copulae
8, Omitted inflectioral suffixes
. Inflectional suffixes added irnapproprisately
10, Wrong whole~word verh forms
The list is sequenced in four clusters! (1) errors which I
intended to count but rnot try to tface to their sources (cateqories
1-3), (2) errors which I speculated were not linguistically~based
but rather might be "ignorant" or perceptwal in oriqirm (cateqories
4-4), (3) errors which might be emxplained. 3s either ronlirnQuistic
or limnguistic in origin (cateqories 7-8), and (4) errors which I
huypothesized are unambiguously linguistic in origim (cateqories

9-10). Errors were counted in the first cateqgory inm which they

might be placed. This ensured a3 bhias a3qainst my hypothesis! If a
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way of asccounting for an =rror other than linguistic inflwernce were
possible, it would be accepted,

Cateqories #1-%#3 were of peripheral interest to my stiudy
because too little is clearly uﬁderstood about their causes to make
their occurrence or non-occurrerice 3% specifié error types
susceptible to interpretstion. However, such errors are to0o conmen
to exclude from the overall error count. Cateqgory #3 is inserted
where it is on the list to make sure that errors in verik asareement
which occur in complicated constructions (common enough even amona
English teachers) are not included in casteqories #8 or #10 where
they may occur for very different reasons. About the remaining
cateqgories, my reasoning was as follows?! Errors in cateqories #4-%6
ought to bhe non—dialect—rélated since they involve visual
symholization, not linquistic forms. (I believed that £hese
problems can be traced to some failure to adequately controi the
learned visual code, stemming perhaps from simple ignorance of its.
rnorms or from fauwlty visuasl discrimination skills, that is,
difficultiaes in fully seeing the symbols on the page.) On the’
other hand, errors in aroup %10, i reasoned, must be
lingQuistically—-based, A person might omit the_:gtending in he
dance for any one of several reasors, as Whiteman, Eartholomse, and
other513 have pointed out. EBut it’s hard to see any reason why 3
writer would produce a8 whole-word verb form 3s in the phrase she
have except that it occurs in his diaslect. Similarly, it appeared
that.errors in category #9 (hgpercorrections, like she droved) are
most likely slso to be limguistically-based, although less

directly~—~arising perhaps from the conflict which writers

-~ 13
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experience between their acquired nonstandard speech patterns and
those demanded by standard written Erglishs Errors in cateqories
.#7—#8 (omitted words and omitted suffies) were ambiguouwss; they
might or might not bé linguistically~based. |

In the light of this ressoning, I made the following
predictions about the kinds and quantities of errors which would
occur in the writing of the two speech groups in my study. Sirmce I
was convinced that er;ofslin éategories #4-%#6 were due to deficient
mastery of the print code and rnot to the influence of nonstandard
dialect, and since I had dorne 2311 that I could to insure that the
range of factors related to literacy (levél of formal schoolinqg,
reading proficiercy, etc.) was the same for both speech groups, I
predicted that these errors would occur in equal quantities in the
writing of both groups. And since I asttributed the errors in
categorieé!#9 and #10 exclusively to the influence of nonstandard
dialect, I predicted that these errors wowld occur only in the
writing of subjects who spoke NSD. Further, since errors in
categories #7 and #8 might occur for either reason, I predicted
that thés would ocewr for both reasons (and‘so.be more frequent) in
the writing of the NSD growp. Finally, because of the large numbef
of errors likely to be traceable excluwsively to nonstandard

dialzct, I predicted that the NSD speakers would make more errors

overall tham the SD gqroup.

AW
ol
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FINDINGS

Since this study was designed most.basicalls to provide the
oppo;tunits to observe individual behavior, the quantity of data
collected was limited. In some but not a3ll instances, it turned out
to be ardequate for statistical reliability. {eeping in mind the
relatively small amount of data available for analysis, I’11
indicate in my discussion the confidence thét can be Placed in
particular findings.

As Table 1 shows, NSD speakers’ total error rates, both inm
their own writing and in the dictation exercise, are, as

hypothesized, indeed sianificantly higher than those of the 8§D

speakers.

CInsert Table 1 about'here.J
| [See vage 59]

Thé quantity of errors counted and‘the consisterncy of the
distribution of errors in the two measures used (38 finding to be
discussed below) give confidernce that the error rates do in
fact accurately reflect the quantities of errors which subjects
normally make in their writina.

As noted, an effort was made to match the two g@roups of
subjects in ways considered most relevant to literacy shkills. It’s

recessary to consider whether this attempt was successful before.

concluding that speech differences account for the differences in
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quantity of error. Table 2 presents data bearing on this question.
[Irnsert Table Z about here.l
[See page 60]

T-tests applied to composing and summary scores show that -

the two speech groups are not significantly different in their
performance on these two measures. As a further check on the
relatiornship of summary and composing scores to quantity of errors,
8ll subjects’ individual scores or the measures were compared to
their imdividual error rates. Analysis showed 3 zero-order
correlation between composing scores and error rates both in
subjects’ own writing, and in the dictation exercise; that is, ro
relationship whatsoever was found between composiné scores and
error rates. Also, no significant relationship between summary
scores and error rates in subjects’ own writing Qt?.27), ror im the
dictation exercise (r=.,36) was found, So it seems that the two
groups are equivalernt in cogrnitive and composing abilities, and
that rneither differences in these skills ‘between the two groups 3s
3 whole nof differences amoﬁg individual subjects account for their
differernces in error rates.

This outcome corresponds with My own impressions that some of
the best composers and clearest thinkers among myY subjects, and
indeed among my students'over the 4ears, were among the
poorest encoders, and vice versa. Eecause of the absence of
validated instruments for measuring adults’ ability to reason in

verbal terms apart from reading, and for measuring their composing

skills apart from encoding, the measures and procedures I used for

P4
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these purposes are necessarily experimental and exploratory. Still,
the caution I’m inclined to feel about the above findimas is
tempered when I‘consider how consistent they are with my sustained
impressions of subjects’ coqrnitive amd composing competencies.

Despite efforts to match the two groups for reading level,
Table 3 reveals that they belong to significantly different

populations of readers.

EInserf Table 3 about here.l
[Ssee page 61]

Méan scores of the two aroups are 13.9.points apart and are
significantly different at the .01 confidence level. Furthermore,
the NSD group’/s speed of resadirng is significantly lower tharm that
of the SD group (the test has rmo time limit, but sixty minutes to
complete the test, accordiné to the DRF marual, is averaqe). Here,
we may suspect, is a3 clue other thanm dialect to the dif%erences in
error rates between the two groups (particularly if we recall the
research indicating that deficient readirng skills qenerally predict

14). But this is mot so: further analysis

poor writing shkills
shows no éignificant correlations between subjects’ DRF scores
and their corresponding error rates across the aroups, both in
their own writing (p=-.,36) and in the diétation exercise (r=-,27).
And withim the aroups, analysis shows zero—-order correlations
betweern error rates and reading scores. In other words, no
significaﬁt relationships were found between the rnumber of errors
individual subjects made in writina and how well they performed bn

=

the reading test.ld This finding invites confiderce since it is

.23
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based on 3 comparison between the readirng scores of a3 substantial
numter of swubjects (26) orn an exhaustivels;tested instrument and on
‘error rates derived from two sizabie countse. (elthoueh I was
surprised a3t the larqe differermce in the range of the reading
scores of the two aroups, which'I had tried to match with orne
another in that respect; I had anticipated that error rates and
reading scores for individuals wowld not corfelate, for I had

observed that some of the bést readers in both groups made many
Mmore encodjng erfors than some of Lhe poorest readers did.)

The riegative evidence, then, is that differences in cognitive,
composing, and reading skills do rnot seem to accounmt for the
differences in the error rates of the two groups. At the same time,

Tables 4 and S belcw provide positive evidence that dislect

differences do in fact account for the differences observed.

CIrmsert Tables 4 and £ about here.l
[See pages 62 and 63]

As seer in Table 4, NSD speakers make more errors in almost
every category than SD spesakers do, irmncludinag cateqories #4-%4,
where I had expected ro differences. But, 3s I had hapothesized,
NSD speakers make many more errors in the categories for which a
diszlect-related differential was predicted (#8-~%#10). Indeed,
"suffixes added" (haperéorrect linguistic forms) and "wrong
whole-word verb forms" occur pnlYy in the writing ‘of NSD
speakers. As Table S demonstrates, 7.27%Z of 3ll the errors
committed by this growp in their own writine occur in these

categories, angd wp to 28% of their totasl errors (depending on the

Il

i
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attribq?ion of omitted suffines) may have their sowurce in NSD.
Just as revealing is the fact that, if in their own writing we
exclude a3ll categories of error which could be
linQuistically~-based, the two aroups present amn essentially
consistent picture as to distribution of error in the remaining

categories, as shown in Table &.

CInsert Table & shout here.l
[See page 64]

In sum, the two speech aroups make errors in roughly the same
érogortions except for categories where there is the possibility of
linguistic influence. N

To test whether the'observed differences in Quantities of
errors made bs.the two speech groups are statistically significant,
the nunbers.of errors each aroup made in particular cateéories were
compared. Amalysis of the ﬁunber of errors in cateqories #8-#10
(suffixes omitted, suffixes added, and wrong whole-word verb
forms), those posited to be linguisically~based, sugaests that the
two groups are fundanentalls différent in respect to these errors.
The obtained F-ratio wéé fouhd to be 21,1 for linguistic error in
their own writing and 15,31 for linguistic error in the dictation
exercise., Since two Bifferent populations exist, further coﬁparisdn
is ;nwarranted. Irn an analysis of the number of errors in
categories #4-%#6, those Posited to be monlinguistically-based
(writing conventions, spelling, and wrong words), the two groupé
were found to be'significantls differeﬁt (t-value=2.,169; p<.05).

'In the dictation exercise, however, no significant difference was
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found between the two groups inm numbers of errors in these
cateqgories (t-value=1.101). In statistical terms, thern, in respect
to errors posited to be linguistica}lsrbased, the study sample .has
been drawn from two different populations. In respect to other
errors, the difference hetween the two groups is measurable, but
not dramatic.

Table T allows us to compare the distribution of errors in the
dictation exercise and in subjects’ own writing. The dictastion
exercise fails as an error-measure in the first three cateqories.
Eut when we compare the percentasqe of errors which each speech
growp commits in the remaining categories in their own wr .ing to
the percentage in the dictations the amournts are found to ..
approximately the saﬁe. This consisternicy suagests that the
dictation exercise could be a8 fairly reliable aslternative tlo
counting mést types of errors in subJecis’ own writing, at least

" all those types witﬁ.which this study is concerned.

To test further for possible connections between reading
skills and error, subjects’ numbers of errors in category clusters
#¥8-%#10 and #4-%#6 were compared to readinag scores. Sirnce SD and NSD
groups belong to different pdpulations of readers, the difference
was controlled by analyzing the scores of SD and NSD speakers
separately. In both groups, for both types of errors (those
hypothesized to be dialect-related amnd those rio*t dialect-related), in
their own writing and in the dictation exeréise,.zero—order
correlations were found between reading s;ores and numbers of
errors. In other words, in both speech groups, no relationships
wﬁatsoever were found between quantities of specific tSPes of

errors committed and reading scores. .. 20
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CONCLUSIONS

Although (as previously noted) from 3 statist;cal perspective
the score of this study is limited, the'quantits of data examined
is rnot mealigible, and the investigation analyzes variables and
relationships amonq them rot Previously corsidered. Moreover, the
findirngs discussed so far are entirely consisternt with my
case~study observations. It woﬁld seem, then, that the following
coriclusions can be drawn from these findings with considerable
confidence?

1. Amorng adult baéic writers,16 differerices in reading:
comprehension skills seem not to account for differences in total
quantities of errors, nor for differemces in tyres of errors
committed. )

2. Among a&ult basic writers, such is the overriding imfluence
of nonstandard dialect on encoding hehavior, that even when -
composing and coanitive skills are on the same level, nonstandard
dizlect speakers are likely to produce many noée errors tham,
standard dialect srpeakers. |

3. Amorg adult basic writers, nonstandard speech patterns
apparently account e;tirels for two highly stigmatiied categories
of errors, hypercorrect linguistic forms and wrong whole-word wverb

forme, 3nd 3lso for 3 substantial portion of omitted inflectional

suffives.

27
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CASE-STUDY FINDINGS

The results of the sbove quantitative analyses are clear, but
cast no light on why nonstandarq dialect is a3 source of error, or
on the causes of npn-linguisticalls~based error, or on how to
distinguish one influernce from another in ambigQuous cases. Closer
examination into the patterns.of error for each aroup and the
results of reading and editing protocols help provide some of the
answers. u

A composite picture of errors tupically committed by each
aroup in writing from dictation eoives an illuminating overview.
Sirgle underlinings indicate errors which ére common to both
groups; double underlinings indicate errors which are limited to
NSD spesakers. It is.;evealiné thét there are no errors peculiar to
the SD aroup. (Heep in mind, however, that both of the versiorns
below differ substantially ffon any individual subject’s
transcription since fifty percent of 3ll errors on the exercise
were idiosyncratic, that is, made once by one writerj whereas all
errors in these versions were made by two or more writers. Where
two or more misspelled a word, the most common or 3 representative
misspelling is Qiven.) Refer to Appendix A to conpére the

underlined errors to the oriqgiral passaqe.
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. Standard Dialect Speakers’ Transcription

Some people have strange fears. For example, after & shower of
mediors passed over New Mexico z women in Vermont refuszd to leave her
house for five Years. A man who has 8 violant fear of liehtening
swears that he’s Qoing to firnd 3 place to live where rain never falls.
Several woman who live in an ideal enviorment in Arironia are so
frighten of germs that they receantly bought sergicai me shs whicnh
they wear night and day weather a3t home or al work. Even though
people with these _fobiss are often quit inteligant, there to terified
to llsten to reason. Its no use telling them that their being
51115. . There minds are Parlllzed by fear and they Jjust cant hear
what your saying. On the other hand some peoples fears are based on
persornal experience. A friend of mine is frighten cof elevators,
but she certainly has 3 gQood reason. When ever she gets on 3
crowerd elevator’ this shocking memory 3luways comes back to haunt her.
It =211 began in Georgiz where my friend uszaly spends her vacation.
with her cousins. Once she wher to stay with them in ehold Mmanshion
which they had leased for the summer. The first night she slept
their sround midnight their where strange noises under her windowe.

She Jjumped wp and looked out, in the moonlight she saw 3 COB3CMNe ¢ +

Nonstandard Dialect Speakers’ Transcription

Some Peorple hag strange fears, for example, after 3 shower of
medior pass over New Mexico a women in Vermount refuse to leave her
house for Tive gears. A man who have & vilent vilent fear of liehtins
swear that he_going to find a3 place ace to live were rain never falls.
Sevral woman wno lived ir.g;idea gnviorment in Arzions are so
frightern of germs that they reasonly brought sugrical masses which

they wear night and day weather at home or st work. Even gant
people with these fobia are offten quiet intelegent there to Lerlfﬁ
to lisson to re oﬁg_-—*ts know use telling them that there e being
silly. Theré—ﬁTﬁEE'are parilize by ggééé_an they JUSt can hear
what Your saging. Un the other hand some peaple f aFFngg; on
personnel experisnce. A friend of mines Is frighten of eglavators
but she certenly have 3 good reasoits  Roen ever she gets on 3

crowed elavator this shocking memory 3lway come back to hunt her.
It 311 beqgan in Georqis where my friend lsaTIE-spends her vacation
with her cousin. Once she went to stay with them in g old mantion
which they had lease for the summer., The frist miaht she slept
their around midnight their was strange noises under her window.
She LjuMp up and look owut, irm tne moonlight she saw 3 coache + «

The differernces here clearly dramatize my Tinding that these
two sppech qroups represent two different populations of bhasic

writers. Ferhaps the most remarkable feature of the NSD
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transcription is the tramnsformation of whole-word verb forms
(dictated in standard English) imto rmonstamndard forms, 38s im the

phrases '"people hase « +"y "A Mm3n who have. « +"y 3nd "their was

strange noises. o+ " SubJécts literally heard one word and wrote an
entirely different word. These category #10 errors natufalls do
not occur in the dictation exercise as often as.thesﬂdo im
subjects’ own writing, bbt the fact that they occur 3t 311 attests
to the strerath of these forms as vehicles of meaning for NSD
speakers. Such manifestations of the working of deep irnner
linguistic processes have been well-docunenied in readin917 and in
speech.18 Here we see 3 dramatic instance of this transformational
process 3t wurk in writipg, 3s standard forms, spoken slowly and
distinctly into subjects’ intentls listéning ears, emerae from
their pens in what are‘to then‘nore meaninaful an& familiar
rnonstandard shapes.

In editing sessions with SD speakers reading NGD tents, I saw
the same process at werk in reverse. For example, the sentence "Two
cliernts on Ward 14 was movina chairs” was read aloud by an SD
speaker, 3 proficient reader, a3s "The client on Ward 14 was moving
chairs"-~-gso powerfully does the form was sianal the singular for 8D
speakers!19 This phenomenon illustrates a truth that some critics
of the theory of rnonstandard dialect influeﬁce orn writing seem to
have missed? Spoken larqQuaqge is mot just 3 string of sounds any
more thanm a text is just 3 string of symbols{ both are

manifestations of underlying larnguage patterns., As 3 consequence,

writers who speak 2 somewhat different language from the one they
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must encode have more to-learn than the differences between the
sound of isolated lexical items and the way they look in writing.

Subjects in my SD group, thouwgh error-prone writers
ihenselves,.founq.the NSD verbth forms in the readipg protocols
highly distracting. (One of them, who five minutes before had been
complaining with some asperity ébout his teacher’s obsession with
his mistakes, exclaimed with horror 3s he read a3 report containihg
these. forms.) The contrary was true for the NSDL group? the editing
protocols showed that these are the errors which the NSD speakers
are least aﬁle.to detect. They night rnotice lapses in writing
conventions like a8 missing apostrophe in 3 he don’t, but they
terded to read over and past linguistically-based errors both in
their own writing'and in the writing of others. I found that
ignorance of standa%d writtern English was not usually the p;oblen.'
Wher I underlined several verbs at‘randon and ashked subjects which
ones wWere wrong, nost could rot only identify the errors but could,tel!
me why they were wronq and how to fix them. Eut in reading for
meaning, and-even in reading for corfectness, they tended rnot to
rnotice them. Ferl 3lso documents this phenomenorn when sﬁe reports
that of the 550 "editizing'" changes made by her squects (all
apparently rnonstandard dialect speakers), only 26 were verbs. She
reports, on the other hand, that 191 were spelling changes.20 The
data resulting from analysis of editing and composing Protorols in
the course of the current study support Ferl’s data and suggest
that cornventions peculiar to writing, like SPeliing and

punctuatiorn, are much easier to objectify than features which are
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’

common to speech and writing, particularly arammatical forms.
Because their natural lanquage forms happen to be wnacteptable
in writing does not make it any easier for NSD speakers to see,
much less to avoid them. .It appears, nrot only from their
performance on the dictation exercise and in the readimg protocols,
but a3lso from their own introspective reports, that these forms are
basic components of the language in which they think, and Llherefore
in whieh they compose--and so in which they inevitably encode. As
ore subject remarked, "Whatever You think is Jjust what 4ou write
down. And that’s the wags I was thinking" (when she wrote wéé
instead of were), It follows that the more that she and all NSD
speakers are urqged to compose in standard Enalish, the more they
experierce this area of overlap between the cpnposing angd encodimg
Processes 3s an area of conflict.21 '
Hypercorrections (category #9) are almost a3s much of a3 pProblem
for NSD spesakers 8s incorrect wholefword verb forms. Examplies in’
the dictation passage are "lisson [listen] to reasons" and "3 |
friend of mines." instances whigh occurred further on in the
esercise are ''gaved up," "droved off," and "doesn’t seems."
" Subjects used two-part carbonless forms and had been instructed
wher finished to read over their transcriptions while listening to
a'réplas of the tape and to make correctiomns as necessary on the
second copY. Errors inm whole-word verb forms almost alwaQs appeared
on the original copy and were mostly left uncorrected, but
hypercorrections were usually introduced as carrections on the

secornd copY. Some of these errors (like “a friend of mines'), I
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discovered from the protocols, are carrygovers from spoken
language habits and so can be accounted for in the same way 8s #10
errors. Eut when I asked subjects to ewplain hypercorrections that

they did not use in speech, they only occasionally were ahle to do

so in termé of an understandable misapplication of the rules of

standard writtem English (a3s in constiruwctions like "it malkes her

"looks better'), Much more often subjects eipressed only a8 vaaque

fear that the form they had originally written wasn’t quite rignt.
As I looked 3t some of these timid emendations, added in an
uncertain hand, I felt, regretfully, that these writers related to
the written lanQuage as to Simon Legree. Ewt in certain cases,
these hypercorrect forms, often from the same wrfier, seemed to be
confidently written and completely spontaneous, such a8s, typically,
a8 =d or —-s on the infinitive form. I never heard this
hspercorreqtion uttered in conversation, bﬁt it did turn wp on
several reading protocolst In other words, this hypercorrect form
‘had apparently become an established part of some subjects’ formal
usage in reading and writing.

For this qroup of writers, multiple hypercorrect forms may be
the clearest indicators both of their struggle to resolve “he
conflict betweern their spoken language and the one they’re trying
to write, a3s well as of the linguistic insecwrity which arips them
as soon a8s they pick wp 3 pen. Over ihe years when they should and
could be Qrowing im literacy skills, this insecurity apparently

becomes for mang a3 qgeneralized malaise which affects every aspect

of their emperience as writers, and, wnfortunately, their overall
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self-imaqe as learners. As one of them mourned, "There’s a3 root
word and 3 ending to it, basically, and if I could connect these
twoe « ¢« o I can understand it while I‘m doirmg it, but then I put
the book down and that’s it. « « « A paper Just terrifies me."

In respect to onitted.suffimes (cateqory #8), researchers have
noted their occurrence in the writing of both speech groups. TQ}g
study found that they occurred about five times more frequenti;:in
the writing of the NSD g@roup. However, this was 3 frequént error
for SD speakers as well. As the tramscription composite shows, ‘mamny
8D speakers omitted the suffix on the participial form

frighternledl! arnd later inm the exercise some SD speakers dropped

the ending on the past-tense verbs Jjump, look, pack, and gsk. These

instances suagest the influence of pronunciation patterns—-what I
call speech influence, a:saurce of error for a3ll writers, in
contradistinction to specifically grammatical influence which
operates only for NSD spesakers. These errors are rnot caused Dy
underlying linguistic patterns; when SD speakers would read their
writing aloud, they would consistently pronounce ending@s which they
had omitted on the pages. And in no way does phonological
ervironment explain dozens of other instances of omitted suffikes,
including -ing omissions, which turned up‘in the 8D aroup’s
writing. So Whiteman’s "non-dialect-specific tendency to omit
inflectional endings" must he operative here-—-a tendency which has
rothing 3t 311 to do with linguistic patterns, phonological or
arammatical.

Although dizlect manifestly does rot seem to account for sD
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speakers’ omission of inflectional endings, we cannot assume the
revarse! that dialect does explain their omission by NSD speakers.
For onme thing, they make many of the ;ame tgpgs-of.nonlinguisticj
errors a5 the 8D group, like omitted -ings. More important, I
fourid that I couwld rnot dependably emxtrapolate frbm 38 generalized
impression of a3 subject’s language patterns to specific errors in
her writing. Neither did the quantits of NSD forms in speech
reliasbly predict the quantity wh;ch characterized the speaker’s
writing, for a subject often added endings in speech which he
omitted in writing, and vice versas Moreover, the pattern o% .
these discrepancies differed with different NSD speakers. The
literature on miscue analysis shows that wheq'subJects'read for
meaning, their underlying laﬁguage patterms prevail in their oral
performance, regardless of the forms, standard or nonstandard,
which char;cterize the text. So I relied on the subjects’ reading
protocols to reveal these Underising patterns. If the form uséd in
writing matched oral patterns (for example, if 38 subject wrote the
phrase "he walk" and read it as "he walk"), then I could bhe
ressonably sure the error was linauistically-based. But if oral and
written forms diverqged (far example, if a subject wrote the phrase
"he walk" but read it a3s "he walks"), then I could conclude that
somé influence other than linguistic was at work produciné the
error.

In my analysis of the probiem of omitted suffixes, the editing
protocols were also uwseful for measuring the strength of the |

influernce at work, linquistic or otherwise, for in editing aloud
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some writers showed that they roticed the difference between
their oral production and the text before them, and some were, in
varying degrees, oblivious to the difference, even when urged to
listen ;nd conparé. |

Analysis of subjects’ reading and editing protocols suagests
that more than half of my NSD suﬁJects' missing —ed suffixes in
writing reflect their'lanéuage patterns (with wide variance from
subject to subject), whereas missing —ed inflections in the writing
of SD spesalers are unrelated to spoken forms, except for an
occasional truncated participle or .3 finite verb ending in 3
consonant ciuster as in the verb asked. The —-s endings seem to be
a much less separable inflection than —ed ehdings for 8D speakers,
since they much less seldom omitted them, or if they did, rarely
failed to correct them in editing. The sané} actually, seems to be

true for the NSD speakers: they omitted the_:g less often ‘than the

-ed inflections, and when they did, the omission appeared to he

almost 3lways a3 reflection of their individuwal speech patterps.
The most common omissiors im writirmg for both growups in order of
diminishing freauency were the —~ed on participles, the —ed on past
tense verbs,_:i;Endings on Present tense verbs, and :E_endings on
MOLINS »

Too few errors occurred in category #7 (onitted words) to
learn much about it. But it’s interesting to note that the larger
number of words omitted by NSD speakers, in conparisbn to SD, on
the dictation exercise is accounted for mcstly by omitted éopulae,

a doninant'feature of Black Ernglish Vernacular. This outcome
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suQQests that this cateqory should bé divided into two cateqories
im futﬁre studies.

"Wrong words" (error category #6) mark the frontier of the
domain of the prinmt code, the written lanquage in its learned and
visusl aspect, Althouah I had hypothesized that errors in this
categors'would be equal for both aroups, the NSD group made more
vyrong word" errors- than the SD aroup., Nevertheless, after
close examination of specific errors committed inm this category, I
concluded that both gqroups made tﬁen for ﬁonlinguistic ratﬁer than
linguistic reasons. This is clearly the case for homophones like

5our/§0u're,22 or near homophones like than/then. Since these

pairs of words are pronounced alike by 3ll native speakers,
regardless of dislect differences, some nonlinguistic influence;
and not differences in speech patterﬁs, must be the reason why
writers -confuse them,

One sub-cateqory of wrona words, however, raises thorny
questions, questions which mMmust be clarified here because failure
to do so im the past has resulted in Eontinuing confusion about the
whole issue of dialect influence on writing.z3 This sub-categqory is
composed of errors like when for went, cause for-;gg&,‘and Mmines

for minds, which some error-analysts have described as-

dialect—related.24 Such errors do suggest the influence of the

sounds of speech, for in some nonstandard dislects like BEU‘tﬁere
is @ strong tendency to reduce final consonant clusters. EBut, as I
have indicated above, reliarice on sound/letter correspondences can

he a source of error for all sbeakets, 8D and NSD s3like. This kind
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of speech-related influerce omn error is of an entirely
different order from the grammatical influernce of NSD., It is common
wheri children are learning to write. When orne child writes mouf

for mouth and arother writes hafto for have to, we have two

manifestations of the same phenomenon. These errors wnderscore the
differences between the sounds of lexical items in speech and their
representation in writing, differences which all learmners must cope
with regardless of differerices imn their dia}ects.,ﬁpﬁ}bqth errors
are susceptible to the same remedu’ mastery of the primt-code
equivalents for these spoken words. On the other hand, if ome child
writes they hafto and another writes she have to, we are dealing
Qith errors which are traceable to different sources—-one to the
sounds of speech and the other to underlQing grannatical patterns;
one to erroneous symbolization of - -lanquage (a3 ﬁrint—code errorl,
the other to the use of an alternate linquistic fofn correctly
symbolized,

Research on spelling has shbwn that the influence of the
sounds of speech on error for both SD and NSD speskers tends to
diminish radically as goung leafnérs becane more literate, but rot
so the grammaticzl influernce of NSD., For example, errors like nes
for nest occur much less often anong_sixth araders than among
second Qradérs, but BEV-spezking sixth graders, unlike their

SD-speazaking counterparts, continue to write the uvninflected form

nest for the inflected form nests;zs Unlike the qrammatical

influerce of NSD, phonoloqicsl imfluence, is, therefdre,

symptomatic of some weakrness in mastery of the prinmt code} rather

tharn of the overriding influence_of deeper linguistic hahits.
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Amorg MY NSD spesakers, however, the direct erncodirmg of
distinctive pronunciations to sound/letter correspondernces,; which

results in misspellings like nes Tor nest was rare. Much more

coMmmon were wronQ words reflectimg the duzgl influernce of

distinctive pronunciation patterms amd of the prinmt code

interacting to produce errors like holé.(but‘never hol) for hold.26

This phernomerion accounts for the fact that the NSD speakers as a
group made more errors in category #6 tham did SD speakers. This
difference was ﬁot, I believe, due to am overall weéker control of
the code} indeed, NSD speakers in M4 sample spelled sbnewhat more
correctly inm their own writing ‘than the 8D qrouwp. EBut, probabls
because their pronunciaiion patte#ns were more at variance with the
sound/letter correspondences of many common Eﬁglish spellirngs, 3
few BEV-speskira subjects made an excessively large nunbef'of
"wrormg word" errors, far more thah did equally weak encoders in the
SD aroup, and drove up £he Qroup error rate'in this cateqory. Only
sthecis with very high errorlrates overall made Many
Phoriologically-based errors! To the extent that an NSD-speaking
subject was conversant with the code ias indicated, fqr example, by
her conmtrol over spellina and writing conventions), to ﬂhat extent
éhe did not terd to make this kind of error. Her control of the
code; however, bore no relaiionship to the number of
lirquistically~based errors she made. In sum, phonoloqgically-based
errors were observed to be in Proportion to other Prinf—code

errors, but linguistically-based errors (cateqories #8-%#10)
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persisted in the writing of NSD speakers who otherwise had largely
achieved control over the code.

With this apparent exceptiom noted, errors in writing
conventions, spelling,'and wrong words (Eategdries F4-%6) , alohg
with most of the errors in omitted words (#7), and some of those in
omitted suffixes (#8), are presunabls print-code territory
where errors should be attribﬁted to some failure to control the
visual code rather than to the overriding influence of acquiréd
lanquage habitse.

In studying their shared difficulties with the print code, I
tested individual subjects in both aroups on the norms which they
most frequertly violated. I found, for a3 few subjects, that
ignorance of these norms accounted for most of their errors. Khen
these subhjects read theif'own writing and texts produced by other
hasic writers, I found that they were able to pick out almost all
the errors that they knew how to correct. If they passed over an
error, it was because they did not know that it was an error. The
opposite, however, was true of other subjects. Despite
exhortations to read for correctness, they read past their errors,
even when they understood the "rule" in question. As they read
aloud, these subjects supplied'missing endings; even mMissing words,
stumbled over only the most outrageous nissbéllings, and showed no
awareness of the differences between their oral perfo;mance and the
texts before them. |

The majority of subjects fell between these two estremes.

" Their errors seeﬁed to stem from both sources, but problems of
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perception were well in the ascendancy over ianorance. Most of them
were aware of the difficulty they had in finding their errors but
were unable to make the shift from the role of writer, already in
Possession Sf the meaninge intended by the symbols on the Page, to
that of reéder, Qetting meaning not from their heads but from those
symbols. One studert was able to explain lucidly what was demanded
by this shift of perception even thoﬁgh he was not oftemn able to
meet these demands?! "In my head I was saying ‘bringing up MY son,’
but when I wrote it down I wrote bring, b=r-i-n-a. EQt then whenrn I
went over it I still be saying what the thought was in my mind, ‘I
was bringing up my son.’ I read bringimg but it wasn’t om the
papers « o+ « But if I put what I’m writing down, and walk away
somewhere and come back five minutes later, and picit it wp and read
it again,~-I can find my mistakes. ... + FEecause by ihat time,
what I’ve Qritten is out of my mind, ana then I can come baék-—ii's
live I’m 3 new Person reading it over again. Then I can say comma
missimae there, period here,”

In remarking on the difficults which this gounq man and other
subjects experienced in perceiving the code, I must shift into a more
speculative vein, For the evidence available to me in trying to
understand the perceptual Process and its relationship to error was
much less tanqgible than the evidence which enabled me to get |
insight into the linguigtic processes which influence error.
Reasoning from behavioral clues, I have tentatively
corncluded that the difficulty basic writers have in trying to shift
their attention from meaning to code may be the key to the finding

that quantity of error and level of readinga comprehension do not
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correlate for these writers. Proficient writers, as they read 3
text, give focal sttention to meaning, put characteristically

reserve 3 certain amount of subsidiary attention for the code (to

borrow Folanyi’s useful términologsZ7). Tspogréphical errors in the
text catch‘their eye even when they’re preoccupied with meaning and
the code is of no concern to them whatsoever. In editing, they
easily reverse the emphasis. FEasic writers, in contrast, seem to,
read almost exclusively for meaning and objectify the code with
difficultg. To.ﬁead at all, of course, they must perceive the
code, or a3t least as much.of it as they need to perceive in OPdEP:
to grasp the meaning. These perceptions, however, operate below
the level of conscious 3wareness, and SQpport comprehension while
failing to imfluence the more overt process of editing. Their
habit of reading exclusively for meaning is reinforced when they
read their own writing, since they already know what they mean
without benmefit of the written symbols. I have evidence of 3
possible reason for basic writers’ one—sided sttention to meaning
in reading with almost no attention to code} it may be that for
them writing practice followed reading practice by several 4ears
and was 3lwaygys stressed much less.

T%ese speculations about basic writers’ reading behaviors and
their relationship to encoding bear with particular force on My NSD
speakers’ problems wWith the code. I have 3lready discussed the
linguistic imsecurity arising from these subjects’ qeneralized,
non-specific consciousness that their spoken forms and the visual

forms demanded by the writtem language correspond only

approximately. FEy dearees I q@ained some insight into the genesis
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of this sense of estrangement betweeri the spokern and the written
lanquage 3s experienced by these SPeakers. And I a@ained it partly
through studdying the anomalous writing and reading behav;ors

éf three standard dislect speakers among my subjects.

The protocols of these subjects indicated that, despite their
fully standard spoken grammatical patterns, thedy onitted
inflectiondl endings in writing up to four times more frequently
than the other 8D speakers'in the aroup. Moreover, when reading
aloud, they showed 1little awareness of the difference between their
wrivten and spoken forms. Two of these three subjects were reading
on 3 college level and both.read Papidlsk In discussions with them
asbout the problem of omitted inflections and other aross
inaccuracies in their writing (seldom dﬁe to ignorance of the
rnorms), the fact of their speech background emerged. I discovered
that they had both made the transition, apparently in adolescence,
from a3 nonstandard gpeech backgrouna to standard speech patterns in
sdulthood. As I hag observed their performance on reading tasks, it

seemed that in readinmg they moved rapidly from Print to meaning,

and in this Process gave little conscious attention to the code.

So it seems probable that, in childhood, when différences between
their speech patterms and the writtemn language were considerable,
they had formed the habit of not atternding to what were, for them,
the irrelevant and not especially helpful details of the code.

(Not surprisingls,sybjeéts can’t recall the specifics of learning

4
to remad; 3ll they cbn say is that they had "big problems.") No

' doubt this habit of ideographic whole-word reading helped them move

forward mMore rapidly in the acauisition of reading comprehension
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skills thamn they would otherwise have done, bgt clearly it was

no help in correcting their own writing. If trﬁe, this helps
exxplain why severe perceptual difficulties like theirs were more
commonr among NSD speskers than ahong the SD. It may be that‘these'
problems im perceiving errors, particularls omitted inflections,
Have their roots in reading'habips forﬁed irn childhood under the
influence of NSD. Even among those for whom the direct influeﬁce of
NED is diminishing or no longer opPerative as their speech becomes
aradually assinilated to SD patterns, this handicap apparentlu
persiéfs{

Besides its possible impact on reading habits, I observed yet
arother way in which NSD might bé responsible for the severe visusal
discriminatioh Problems common among NSD-speaking subjects. As I
listened to some of them reading their writina, I sensed that both
lingquistic influence and a habit 6f inattention to the code were
operating, and pPerhaps exa;érbating éach other 35 sources of error.
While SD speskers derived positive if rot consistently reliable
support froﬁ their spokern languaqe in remedying inadvertent lacunae
and inaécuracies irmn their writing, NSD s#eakersneroped for this
support in editing and wére frustrated by its abserce, or worse, by
the error traps into which reliance on speech patterns led them.,
Sdne had asparently comperisated for this lack ps deVéloping a
strong visual sense of how wofds appear on the page, but the
majority had mot. In any case, I observed that the NBD speakersjin

editing seemed riot to corrmect the sounds of words as they

pronounced them to their visuzal confiqQurations a3s readily as, SD
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speakers did. The two seimses, sight and hearing, were less
coordinated as they searched for errors during oral editing
sessipns.ze

In respect to this colee% problem, the remarks of the Néb'
speakers who had worked om the self-instructional exercises in the
COMP-LAE were illuminating. All were in agreement that it was én
immense nelp to hear on the audiotapes, 3 componentlof_the
program,29 the inflectional endings not pronounced in their dialect
in order to visualize these lexical items with their endings when
they had to write them{.Thes did riot necessarily feel the need to
use these promunciations in their own speech. Instead, as one of
them put it, "When I ‘was writing that word [taskl with a3 zs on it,
I just had to hear the sound of it in my head." |

4an alternate, or perhaps concomitant. explanation for the

editing prdblems T/’ve been discussing was brought to my attention

i

by some of the NSD speakers yho were worﬁing hard to learn how to

"speak right," as theshput it. In comversation they had succeeded
in avoiding some of their acquired monstandard forms, but reported
that, when they were involved in composing, they tended to "slip
back" and use‘"had English"™ in their writina. This happened, I
speculated, because this usage was still part of their inner speech
patterns, that is, the languaqe irn which the nind-speaks to itself,

Orne, for emample, had almost beaten her‘difficults with the

was/were distinction, and used the "right word" fairly

sporntaneously in speech, When she came across the phrase "there
was several patients" in orne of her own reports, she said, "There I
Qo aQain. I don’‘t say that no more. It’s out of my past. That only

happens when I‘m thinking about what I‘m trying to write." This
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kind of remark was Sso common aMOnNQ MY subJeéts, including

those mentioned above whose speech patterns are nbw fully standard,
that I‘ve tentatively concluded that the influerice of NSD is even
strdnger and more lasting on inner ‘speech than it is on sgoken
lanauage patterns., Inner speech habits, then, mag reinforce faulty
perceptual habits to produce errors 'in the writing of those whose
present spoken lanQuage wouwld suggest little inTluwence from NSD in

respect to specific errors. In communing with themselves, as in the

.act of composing, they ternd to revert to their earliest ascquired

languiage patterns.,

I’11 conciude these speculations with comments on another
quite different problem adding to the NSD speshkers’ iﬁsecurits
about wfiting. This stuﬁblinglblock to arowth iﬁ literacy has not,
to my knowlédge, been explored at all, perhaPs beéause researchers
rarely follow handicapped writers into academic settings begond the
remedial classroom. In any case, it’s commonly asserted that
nonstandard forms don‘t impede the com;rehensibilits of writing.
Ard for most of the writing produced in the basic writing
classroom, this is certainly true. However, to communicate
intelligibly in the more complex and tightly orqanized sentence
patterns characteristic of mature pProse, it is necessary to control
the inflections of standard English. My NSD-speaking subjects had
gained receptive control over these constructions in the reading

they had to do for their colleqe course work, but some were at a

loss when they had to produce them in writing for college courses

or on the Jjob. One of them waé as puzzled as I was when she tried

to read this sentence aloud from her own notes on 3 mental patient,
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"The doctor she assign to feel this client is highly

suicidal.” But when I deciphered her meaning and wrote im the
missing letters as follows, '"The docpor she;s assiarned to feels
this'client is highly suicidal,"” the writer too saw what she had
meant, and wnderstood her errors (With 8 gQrosn). She remarked,
"That’s what happerns. That’s why I get F’s oﬁlng papers. My
teachers don’t know what I‘m trying to say." It’s no wonder that
profoundly insecure but intelligent writers like this subject often
deliberately avoid conplexvconstruqtions, and, in consequence,
simplify their ideas, projectimng the inpresgion imn their writimg of
immature, child-like thinkers.

Thus in a8 variety of ways nonstandard dislect appears to
extend.its influence beyond linQuistic error, creating problems for
writers which indirectly make mastery of the print code harder for
them tham it is for SD speakers. This indirect influence may

account for the larger amounts of primt—-code error in the writing

of the NSD aroup a3s compared with‘the sSD.
SUMMARY OF INSIGHTS FROM CASE STUDIES

My éase-studg observations have led me to two conclusions
about éources of error aé they apply generally to adult basic
writers, reqardless of speech pattierns?.

1. Neaknessés in perceptual skills prevent the writers’
aetection of mariy of their own omitted inflectional suffixes and

other errors inm writing. Such weaknesses may even be the most
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comprehensive single source of encoding.error for these
writers. |

2, Fhonological influence (the influence of the sounds of
speech;‘not of the structures of language) operateslfor both
standard and nonstandard dizlect speakers, can be much more readily
remedied by reading and writing practice ﬁhan NSD grammatical
influence is likely to'be, and is strorgly symptomatic of
inadequate mz2stery of the print code.

The findings of My case-study analysis confirm my gereral
hypothesis that there are peculiarly linguistiec (a3s distinct from
sociological and psachologicai) reasons for the severe problems
with the written language 3lmost universally experienced by
nonstandard dialect speakers. Specifically, in this comnection, T
have concluded that? |

1, Nongtandard whole=word verb forms, lirnguistic
hypercorrections, and, more oftem tham not, omitted suffixes have
deep roots in underlying language patterms, and writers who produce
these forms cannot detect or correct them nearly so easily as they -
can detect and correct errors in the learned viswal conventions of
the priﬁt code.

- 2, Because NSD speakers must write a language which is in
certain ways in conflict with the lanquage they speak, they are
more subject tham SD speaskers to an insecurity which can have 3
highly adverse effect on their development 3s learners and writers.

3. Althouwgh the distinctive pronunciation patterns of Elack
English Vermacular are 3 weaker source of error than grammatical

influernce, and Yield more readily to the counter-influence of
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increased mastery of the print code, rmnevertheless phonolqgical
influence is an added handicap for BEV-speakers in learning the
written larnguaqge. .

4, For a3 variety of reasons tracesble to nonstardard speech
patterns, NSD speakers do rmot develop the perceptual skills
necefsars to contfol some aspects of the uwritten code a3t the same

pa%é that SD speakers genefails do.

i
A
N,

\
IMFLICATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH

Additionsl intensive case-study investigatiors wowld be useful
to aain 3 Moge precise uﬁderstanding-of the sources of error this
study has defined and explored, and to test to what extent ité
findings apply to younger learners. Also, further empirical research
along the lines initiated by this stﬁdg--using»a siniiar design but
8 larger sample——is clearly neéded to confirm and refine the basic
conclusions drawﬁ from the quantitative measures. An important
component of this effort would be to develop and validate
instruments to measure adults; cognitive and composing abhilities.

Eegyond sources of error in writing, this studs points wup the
rneed t0 reopen £he longa 3nd currently inconclusive controversy over
whether or rot NSD interferes with réading.so For it’s certainly
anomalous that when cognitiQe skills, composing ability, motivation
t0 succeerd academically, personal maturity, and level of formasl
schooling are similar, NSD speskers fzil to demonstrate the same
level of reading proficiency as SD speakers do. My speculations
about NSD spesakers’ reading behavior and its possible impact on
encoding reinforce the suagestion that continued research in tﬁis

area is needed. 49
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This study suqaests pPossible new directions in the diasanosis
of error. Furthervresearch refining the diagrnostic instrunents
used-—the error category list, the dictation exercise, and reading
and editing protocols--might faciliiate their use by clas;roon
teacheré as 2 basis for selecting appropriate pedagogies.

Finally, the inpiications of this study for teaching basic
writing must be eitamined, for differcnt teaching strategies.frOM
those commonly used are surels indicated in the light of its
conclusions, particularly these! that difficulties in perceiving
the code are a larger source of error tham simple ignoranée of its
norms, that nonstandard d;alect influence is not less but greater
than has been assumed, and that the instructional rneeds of basic

writers who spgak 3 nonstandard dizalect are in many ways different

from those who speak standard English.
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AFFENDIX A

Dictation Exercise

NOTE? Slashes indicate a siqnal to stop the tape and write what has
been heard. ’

Some people have stramnge fears./ For example,/ after 3 shower
of meteors passed over New Merico,/ 3 womam inm Vermonmt/ refused to
leave her house for five years./ A man who has a8 violent fear of
lightning/ swears that he‘s going to find 8 place to live/ where
rain never falls./ Several women/ who live in an ideal environment
irm Arizoma/ are so frighterned of qerms/ that they recently bought
surqQical masks/ which they wear night and day,/ whether at home or
at work./ Even thoﬁgh pPeople with these pPhobias/ are often quite
intelligent,/ they’‘re too terrified to listen tb reason./ It’s rno
use tellimg them/ that tﬁea’re being silly./ Their minds are
paralﬁzed by fear,/ and they just can’t hear what You’'re saying./

Or the other hana,/ some people’s fears are based on pPersonal
experiernce./ A friend of mine is frightened of elevators,/ but she
certainly has 3 Qood reason./ Whenever she gets omn 3 crowded
elevator,/ this shocking memory alwads comes back to haunt her./ It
2ll began inm GeorqQia/ where my friemd usually spends her vacation/
with her cousins./ Once she went to stay with them/ in an old
mansiorn/ which they had leased for the summer./ The first might she
slept there,/ around midnight/ there were strange roises under her

window./ She Jjumped wup and looked out./ In the Modnlighf,/ she saw
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a2 coach and four horses./ A coachman with 3 big hooked riose/ said
in 8 harsh voice,/ "There’s room for ome more."/ And then .he
cracked his whip/ and drove off./ My friend.tried to lawgh it off/
as a3 bad dream,/ but the same thing happened the next two nights./
Finally, she gave up,/ packed 3ll her bags,/ and flew home to
Chicago./ She was so.worried that she went straight to a
psychiatrist./ As she rode up in the elevator,/ she askéd herself/
if she was losing her mind.,/ EBut the psychiatrist told her/ that
she was taking the whole thing too seriously./ As she walked back'
toward the elevator,/ she began to feel a lot better./ When the
elevator doofs opened,/ the operator, who had a8 biq hooked nose,
announced,/ "There is room for orne nore.") My friend stepped back
out of the elevator in terror,/ and, as the doors shut imn her
face,/ she heard screams./ The elevator had plunged straight down
forty floors./

So it doesn’t seem at all strange/ that my friemd begins to
tremble/ every time an elevator stops/ and someone sads,/ "There is

room for one more!"/

Copyriaht 1983 by COMF-LA® Associates
Note! This exercise may he reproduced provided that rotice of copyriaht

is included thereor.
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AFFENDIX E
Error Cateqory List

1. ERRGRS IN SENTENCE PUNCTUATION: misused or cmitted periods,
commas, and senicolonsiresulting in run—-together senterices, comma

splices, and sentence fraaments

2. ERRORS IN PRONOUNS AND ADVERES! incorrect forms (e.q.! Her and me
are just alike; They treat theirselfs well} She qoes too quick for

me)

3. SUBJECT~VERE AGREEMENT ERRORS INVOLVING INTERVENING WORDS

(e+q+} One of the hkeds were Missing.)

4, ERRORS IN WRITING CONVENTIONS?
(1) Failwure to indent Parégraphs} blank space om 8 line not

followed by pParsaraPh indentation on the rext line

(2) Writing twec words or more as one, or one word a3s two or

more {(e.qg.:! 8lot, never the less)

(3) Failure to use caprPital letters apPpropristely (e.qg.!: new

gyork city, my High School)

(4) A comma used in 38 manifestly irmapPropriate way (e.q.!

Too mary peoplgi_are out df work)
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(5) Omission or misuse of apostrophes im corntractions or

possessive forms (e.q.! That cant be her’s.)

(&) Misuse of quotation nérks or oniésion bé quotation
marks in 38 context that denands them (e.q.! He yelled stop

t

"thief)

S. SFPELLING ERRORS! word spellings which are not listed in a

dictionary (e.qg.! thier, enviorment) p

6. "WRONG WORDE"! confusion in the use of common homophornes

(e.qQ.? their/there/thegfre); or in the use of words which are

similarly pronounced or look alike in print (e.q.! than/thent

when/went} quit/quite} since/sense). These . words are listed in the

dictionary but have meanings obviously different from the one

intended by the writer;

7. OMITTED WORDS, including omitted copulae (e.q.! She reached

into her and took out five dollars; He working)

8., SUFFIXES OMITTED where they belong! -s, -es, ~-d, -ed, —t

and —inqQ suffimxes missing from nourns, verhbs, and particiecizsl forms
(e.qQs? The follow is about 3 friemd of mine who @ot marry two gear

ago! Now she say she hate her hushand mother; The key belong to

me)e Also included in this cstegory are these two common errors?

sometime for sometimes, and slway for always. Note! Errors like

"One of the keys belong to me" which may appear to belona in this

cateqgory have already been counted in #2 above.
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9., SUFFIXES ADDED where they don’t belong (e.qQ.! The childrens

didri’t seemed upsetted ever though the money they had losted was
‘nines). Note? Erro;s are counted in this cateqory only if the word
is correct whern the inappropriate suffix is removed (e.Q.}
"Yesterday she droved" belonas here, but "Yesterday she drived"

belornas in cateqory %10 below.?

10, WHOLE-WORD VERE' FORME used in 38 way which is pPlaimly wrong

in standard written English. These are forms which are rnot infiécted
by adding a suffix like those in #8 (e.q.! The keys was missing} She
don’t care; He be working} She seen the doctor yesterday; Last dYear she

run 3way twicel.

Copyright 1983 by COMF-LAER Associates
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TABLE 1

Comparlson of Standard and Nonstandard Dialect Speakers' Error Rates
(Based on errors per 100 words)

SD Speakers NSD Speakers
N= 13 | N = 13
Mean : : Mean t-value
own writing 5.03 : 8.61 2.691 *
Dictation 9.61 15.01 2.713 *

* pg .05
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TABLE 2 '

Comparison of Standard and Nonstandard Dialect Speakers' Summary
and Composing Scores

SD Speakers NSD Speakers

N =13 N = 13
Mean Mean t-value
Summary "~ 5.54 : 5.33 .265
Scores '
Composing 6.45 5.70 .834
Scores
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TABLE 3

Comparison of Standard and Nonstandard Dialect Speakers'
Reading Scores

SD Speakers NSD Speakers
N = 13 N = 13
) Mean Mean t-value
DRP 76.00 62.15 3.419 * *
(Reading)
Time 77.69 108.46 2.310 *

(in minutes)

**x p .01
* PL 05
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TABLE 4

Error Types of Standard and Nonstandard Dialect Speakers in own
Writing and in Dictation, by Mean Number of Errors

SD " NSD SD NSD

N = 13 N = 13 N =13 N = 13
Exror Categories Own Writing Dictation -
Sentence 10.8 12.8 1.8 2.8
punctuation
Sub-vb agr/ 6.2 7.5 0.0 0.0
pronoun/adverb
Writing 30.8 37.3 18.0 22.8
conventions
Spelling 27.9 25.3 - 9.8 12.8
Wrong words 13.6 18.8 7:8 9.5
Omitted words 1.6 2.2 0.7 2.0
Suffixes omitted 6.4 29.2 1.7 8.4
Suffixes-added:”~ 0.0 4.5 0.0 1.8
Wrong whole-word _ 0.0 5.6 0.0 0.9

verb forms
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Distribution of Error Types by Percentages:
* Standard vs. Nonstandard Dialect Speakers

n SD NSD SD NSD
N = 13 N = 13 N =13 N =13
Erro; Categories Own Writing Dictation
Sentence 11.1% 9.1% 4.5% 4.6%
ounctuation '
Sub-vb agr/ _ 6.4 5.3 0.0 0.0
pronoun /adverb :
Writing 31.6 26.6 45.2 ~ 37.3
conventions
Spelling 28.7 18.1 24.6 21.0
Wrong words 14.0 11.3 19.6 15.5
Omitted words 1.6 1.6 1.8 3.3
Suffixes omitted- 6.6 20.8 4.3 13.8
suffixes added 0.0 3.2 0.0 3.0
Wrong whole-word 0.0 4.0 0.0 1.5
verb forms
Totals 100.0% 100.0% 2100.0% 100.0%
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TABLE 6

Distribution of Error Types When Errors of Possible Linguistic Origin
Are Excluded: Standard vs. Nonstandaxrd Dialect Speakers

SD ' NSD
N =13 N = 13
Error Categories Own Writing
Sentence 11.9% 12.8%
punctuation
Sub-vb agr/ 6.8 7.4
pronoun/adverb
Writing o 33.9 | 37.0
conventions N
Spelling i 30.7 25.0
Wrong words : 14.9 ' 15.6
Omitted words 1.8 ' 2.2
Totals s 100.0% 100.0%




