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ABSTRACT -
This study examines the degree of con istency between
students’ oral and written expression, with regard to the ideas and
opinions communicated. Fifty-five freshman composition students were
asked to elaborate on a-subject of choice in a 500-word essay and in.
a private cffice interview with the teacher. Data revealed that
consistency of-expression was\indepenaent of such factors as college
entrance examination scores, previous grades in English courses, high
schcol grade-point average, and ‘sex of subject. Factors related to
consistency of expression, which Separated students strong in English
from students weak in English, were performance in basic Englich,
performance on the essay used in this experiment, and semester course
grade. Generally, the ideas expressed orally by students were' more
clear and convincing than were the same ideas expressed -in théir

written essays. (XS) ’
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Linguistics- and the .Crisis in Writing‘//// . .
g Carol §yan>on v ; .

-

Linguisticyg has made available a vast hu@ber of new =

insights into the natubé'of langbhage. These insightsf in“man

cases, thave been in direct contradiction” to much of
e ‘ . -

been taught in the English departmepfs of pub¥ic sehdols 4nd

colleges for decades. These linguisti¢ advarces I feel consti-
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" tute a breakphrough that has made obsoléte much of what English
teachers have previously considereé/dectrlne in the d1501p11ne.
The study of linguistics has made 1t 1ncrea51ngly difficult,

for example, to propagate such myths as (l) the belie

. language change leads to deterieration, (2) the ngfion that gpammar

‘s is sacred (f),ghe prejudlce that d1alects arge”’perversions/of
! i

,_,

-

7 1nuary issue ofthe English Journal

':1 Councif?g;/;eachers of English) {

er' s theory of composition. Thig

widely read art}cle, whlch:gptllned the possibilities of link-

\ﬁ
ing oral langqage study and Qomp051b10n study, recognized that

»

AN oral language is primary, that.a teachdr can WQrk with a student's
& ‘oral language in order to improve his ability to use the written
L ’ T g
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guage.

Actually‘the study of oral language is not so new.
Rhetoric, the persuasive discdufse study of the Greeks, cdmbined
.oral and written language. From as far back as Corax off Syracuse,
‘the man generally held as the formulator of the art of rhetoric,
there has been implicit recognition of the interrelated nature
of these two aspects of communication. This‘tradition was
strongly maintained in educatiob until the earlf twentieth cencury
when college and university English departments shifted their
emphasis from rhetoric to,literabuge, philology and criticism.
The term rhetoric largely fell out of style and was generally
replaced by;the term still in use today, composition. Compo-
sition dealt exclusively with written discourse; very soon all
semblance of rbetorical theory prettv much dlsabﬁeared to be
replaced by the study of correct usage, punctuatlon, and spell-
lng. The rhetoric book was gradually replaced by the-grammar
handbook. _The final break betwe oral and written discourse
occurred‘ in 1913 wheg the stud§::Z“‘ral English and rhetoric

became the substance of the newly formed speech departments

w;ltten English along with grammar and Yiterature became the
. R . - . ! ’

P

prlmaqy function of English study.
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An Investigation of' Content Differences in ®al -

~ . / .
) Vs Written College Freshman Discourse

- ‘ !

The'};search‘I did for the doctoral degree was cénducted
amoﬁglf;eshman composition students at San Antonio Junior College
dﬁfing the spring semester, 1975. The data’collection procedures, ,

, which consisted of a written discourse assignment folléwed by
an oral discourse assignment, was, conducted solely by the author
-with students from two freshman English classes. Fifty-five
‘students were involved, twenty—niﬂe males and twenty-six females.
My study of freshman English composiéion compared the
. 1deas students expressed in writéen discourse with the ideas they
expressed in oral interviews. The aim was to determine whether
students were consistent in the views they held in the two sit-
Qations: . ’ L

The research Qas done in an effort to identify a possiﬁle

relson why/gollege ffeShmen have so much difficulty with writing'
t .

3 in their English classes. The mechanics of style, diction, and
punctuation were not the focus of the study. Instead the
emphasis was on content quality, the ideas and opinions stu-
dents attempted to expftess in their essays.

This content quality was examined with reference to what:
was termed\coqf}stency. The object was to determiné whether or

—

s
not students actu?lly.hold the opinions and feéelings they express

in their school-related writing, or if for some reason, they

ry

take what might be called a "persona" in their class essays, a

A
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e ’ ’ .
posed-point of view which might have very little, if any basis

in their true thoughts and feelings. _—

If this is true, if students igndre or hide their real
thoughts and instead substitute thoughts they feel wiilcplease
the teacher or what they think will be accepted, thls could bé/
part 'of the reason student wrltlng in English class is so ofé
dull and unlnterestlng, why it contains illogi;al rea@soning and
is generally unenjoyable to read. ‘ i

The research was conducted to find out if, as Zoellner has
propgsea, students ldarn thrgﬁgh“mahy years-of school-related

\ ‘ .

writing experiences to dissociate their ¥xeal feelings from their
. \ - i .

4

essay-expressed feelings, QZoellner thinks such dissociation is
more or less conditioned by rigid and exacting writing egper%ences
students have starting in the‘lower grades of public school.
By the college years, the conditioning is so 9¢ep»(goted that
"students actually hold separate and totally digferent frames
mlnd with which they éxpxess themselves. Zoellner }abe these
the scrlbal modality a;a ‘the vocal modallty.
Seven hypotheses were formulated to examine this problem.
These hypotheses were designed to determine what kinds of students
were most likely to be inconsistent. ’The tollowing is a listihgv
of the seven factors consideredf/
. (1) Consistency is indepengent\oﬁnsex.

(2) Consistency is independent of ,college entrance examina-

s

tion scores as measured by the ACT,




' Consistency is independent of high school GPA. ’ ¢

(4) Consistency is independent of perfcgrmance in Basic
i, . ) -, : . e »x’
= . ‘\ - i [ i

English. o X

-

Consistency is independent of high school ‘English

(ﬂ perfoqﬁance as measured by English course grades

7 . .
4 ‘

\ \ recorded on the high school transcript.- “

. (6) Comsistency is independent of the semester perfor—;

mance in English as ‘measured by the course grade.

(7)

essay used in this experiment..

Consistency is independent of pérformance on the

-

The study involved fifty-five stgdents enrolkled in fresh-~
man composition. Each etudent participated in two activities:
e O(l) Written discourse which consisted of writind a 500 word

essay in the expressive-aim and (2) oral discourse, a private
] . office interview with the'teacher. In both situations, the

student was asked to express his ideas, opinions and feelings y
. A . .

on a subject of his choice.

The interview followed the essay

by two to four days.

Questions brought “up by the teacher in

the interview came from the previously written essay.

AN

The

object was to get the.s

dent to re-express the ideas he had

already presented.in his essay.

collected were analyzed usiné the chi-square

o X The da
test significance. The statistical computations were made
. e
- / 4 v 5
_ to deterniine if the”differences between the observed and /////
[ / rk Vv
expected frequencies of congistency occurred from chance or///
e
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i)

is 1ndependent of hlgh school Englxii/%jades recorded -on the,

. /hlgh school transcrlpt

subjects inm the experiment who had experienced previous success.

determine if the differences between the obsefved and expected

i -
3 Y . // J
'~ frequencies of ‘consistency occurred from chance or if these ' -
) : ) . “ .
differences were caused by some outside factor. The .05 level
of significance was used to test an hypothegis. Out of the ) :
/ ) \‘ \\‘ ‘

seven hypotheses proposed in the studyk\two were ﬁejected at
- \ ) -

the .05 level of confidence, one, however, was rejécted at the

.1 level of significance, and four ‘hypotheses were accepted.

- Two hypotheses werErejected the .05 level of signif-

icance: (1) Consistency is ependent of performance in

Basic English and (2) Coxmsistency- is independent of perfor-

mance on the essay ysgd in this eﬁperiment. One hypothesis

was rejected at the’ .1 level *of significance: =Co'psistency is

independent of tHe semester performance in English as measured

by the course gxadej Four’hypotheses were accepted: -(¥) Con-

sistency is independent of S\f' . {2) Consistency is independent . .

of college entrance examlnatlon ‘scores, (3) Consistency is inde- T
A, “ '

pendent of high school grade pdlnt average,'and (4) Consistency *

N ¢

The results of the study revea;ed that sthe factors which

show relationships with consistency are traits that separate b

3

stronger English students from WeakercEnglish students. Those

]
M ’
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with general English language skills were fiore likely to be
q R 'f-". . . \/
- consistent in the ideas theyexpressed thap the students who —

had not had previous successful experiences. in English study.-'

‘ In general the subjects who participated in this experiment

N

did not perform as well in the freshman English course as they

did in their previous high s;h¢6l English .courses. Fewer -

students made érades of é,and B, and{moretstudents e grades of

2 and _F_:o . \ * — e
/) -
High school English grades as recorded on transcrlpts

od L

do not, of course, comp@re’very readily with a freshman compo-

N Qusually ~€present some comblnatriﬂ-study of qgr

composition, Addig}onally the aca
grading scales as well assman her school characteristics
, such as: quality of

curriculum off rings of tﬁ@ school, are

i) ible to oﬁjgzéively compare. The subjects in ;his/stuéy§
. ! /
came from a number Of different high schools, not only in

. ‘ \
an Antonio and Texas, but also from several other s/ates.

student body,

Wlth reference to the hypotheses accepted, /ﬁﬁe two factors,

sex and Q\}lege entrance examination scores, certalnly yielded

more- prec1se\ p01nts of comparison with con51§éency than did

hlgh’séﬁgol GPA and hlgh school English- grag%s./ When weighing
\

¥

the statistical andLySls of the data these

the flnal\ﬁesult

bt




. facts should be considered carefully. - —

h%s factor of preciseness is .also true with relation
ree hypotheses rejected, colestency as it relates to

\not a student - -took Basic English, perfdrmance on the -
\\ . . ¢

essay used in the experiment, and composition course grade. . .,
N\ - -~ N M

<

These f&ctors could be more accurately and precisely
defined by the aiperlmenber The cg\hsellng Centeffof*San Antonlo

College has a falrly well-defined, and clear-cut prqcéss ‘”\\\

for plac1 qdents in Basic Engllsh. Consequently the Basic

English factor pro&ided more solid data for the statistical’

N
>

analysis. L4

-

X4

The data collected concerning the experimental essay grade
and the composition qpufse érade were also well defined. 1In
. -
both these cases, the investigator set the standard. This, of = *

course, does not say that this 'standard was[ghé:best or most .

.

accurate measure of student perfonmance, but it is a single,4 e

v el
-

standard which was applled unlformlly on all subjects 1nvolved

-

1n the research

o Educational Iﬁplications of the Study - e
Teaching ot ' — -7 ) .

n -

What this investigation means for the'teaching of ‘com~-

.position lies malnly in the ‘realizati®n, after examlnlng the

flndlqgs of the study, that content per se, the ideas, opinions,:

» -
» ~




v1ewp01nts, and feellngs that students express in their. essays“

¢

_deserve & great deal of empha51s }n a ‘composition course. In

essence,-mhét a student wr1tes should receive as much-* attentlon

- [ 3

as how he wr1tes.

-

- . . -~

This what goes ewen beyon® the usual consideration given

N

byfmost teachers of composition to such rhetorical matters as:,/

X,
of" audlence, maklné‘trans1tlons, all “of Wthh are necessary and

1mportant4’ The%e factors, however, still do rot encompass ali

. / s
that comp051tlon study demands. v —_— .
\ + ~ ’o’ 'h : LS
“The flndlngs ‘of this study 1nd1cate that the subjects -

1nvolved were not /irm or resolute toward the ideas they wrote
C . i
in their school~related essays. Because of this,” it is sugge

. .
ted that more composition instructign be devoted to helping

- - € e ———.

students_define,their"idéas‘Eiearly, to consider the imp}ication
. . f

i \

of their views '‘and the arguments for and against them., In essence

7
t

~students need to understand that-they can write better papers,

s

and they can be more: conv1nc1ng in what they wr1te if they are

<
4 » i

themselves solid and steadfast about what they wish to Write.

< This of course means that composition‘teachers must allow,

¢ H - N

indeed stress, .independent and)creative thinking on the part of

their student . Of course,few if any com osition teachers would
-$ Y P ‘

N

admit they do hot already encourage freedom of thought hn the

-

classrozy The problem is convertlng thrs generally accepted and

‘/

lodfcal reasoning: organlzatlon, support of argument, con51deraélon
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During the interviews conducted in the second part of the.
’ * ~ N - -
study, it was-:readily apparent to theﬂihvestigétor‘that in
‘ s
. practlcally every case, the ideas that students expressed orally

were more clear and conv1nc1ng than the same ideas they expreq§ed

in the wrltten essay. Thls, or course, is whit Zoellher repeaégdly

N

found in the in erviews he conducted,while developing the Talk—

. & ’
Write metaphor. Tf 1t is true, that students express themselves

*
best 1n oral dlscourse, therr teachers of composition should

encourage more oral discourse in the classroon, part1cualrly
as a pre:yrltlng act1v1tyJ In view of the findings of this re~
.search, it is recommended that oral»and\ertten di5course be
united more closely in the teachﬁng of writing in English compo-

' / 4
sition classes. ’ . /. ' \}\\\\\

To do thlS, it is suggested ‘that students be requlred to

&

explain the ideas they want to 1nclude in the1r essays orally -

: before they wr1te. Th1s can be done with another student in the
\\\\\\\\\class,\lt can be done ,as a group gct1v1t with each student 'ﬁ
///_// eexplalnlng to the class what he plans tp<vrite, it canﬁoekdone

on a one-to-orie basis with the teacher, or students can make °
— _use of tape\recorders. A play ack of preVlBEéI?“recorded;;

.

nologues wquld make students more conscious of audience.

-.
Al

) L) .~ N .
Unlike t oral discourse of this study, where the student

1 was not aware that “he was beinq\asked to re-express his*ldeas,
the oral dlscourse that is here .being sug ested demands clos
R g g Q\\L

\\ coordlnatlon of the two act1v1t1es. Students should -understand

N

4

théy are talklng about the same subject they are plannlng to

™~ N & ) ] - \\ |
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write on for a very specdific reasoh} to solidify and settle
. N ‘ \\ N . N
“he'ex:ét\views they want to include in their.essays. -
) 5 * . ‘ . -

~ ~ v .
ot

. It is further. regommended that as a student procedes wi
_'- . . . '- ) . ( ) . « .
his oral discourse, he also bggquestioned by his audience.

J . X Jr . q’\

If he is crQss-examined in téis fashion, he wily have\fq\éeﬁ

s e

»

rguments. Such acgivi}y should uncover weak points and

. . -

addi;iongiiy make the' student aware of more aspects of his

subject. - < oo
» - &
i3
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