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Linguistics-and the Crisis in Writing
Carol Swanson

Linguistic'S has made available a vast burper of new

insightS into the nature-of lan-4bage. These insights,'

cases, shave been in direct contradictio to much of at has

schOls end

colleges for decades. These linguistic adv ces I feel consti-,

tute-a breakthrough that has made obsolete much of what English

teachers have previously considereoctrine in the discipline.

The study of linguistics has made it increasingly difficult,

for exaMple, to propagate such myths as (1) the be lie that

language change lead to deterioration, (2) the ion that g aril:Mar

/ is sacred, (4) the prejudice that dialects ar- perversion of

the languSge, and:j4) the popularay'h 1 pression th written

language is somehow. ore important han oral langua e. The

renewed app iat; recognition of oral la uage is,

in my opinio he MQS: significant revelati that linguistics

has e to English

In 1969, e entir nuary issu of 'the thlglish Journal

(publication of the Nati 1 Council f Teachers of English)

was devoted to Pobert Zoe r:s theory of ,composition.

widely read article, whch*tlined the possibilities of link--

ing oral language study and 'Composition study, recognized tiat

oral language is primary, that.a teachdr can work with, a student's

Oral language in order to improve his ability to use the written
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Actually the study of oral language is not so new.

.

Rhetoric, the persuasive discourse study of the Greeks, combined

oral and written language. From as far back as Corax of 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 education until the early twentieth century

when college and university English departments shifted their

emphasis from rhetoric to literature, 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 rhetorical theory pretty muchtdisapPeared to be

replaced by the study of correct usage, punctUation, and spell-

ing. The rhetoric book was gradually replaced by the- grammar

handbook. The final break betwe, oral and written discourse

occurred'in 1513 when the study 1 English and rhetoric

became' the substance of the newly formed speech departmen

Written English along with grammar and "literature became the

primary functidn of English study.

ti
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An Investigation ofcContent Differences in dRal

Vs Written College Freshman Discourse

The research I did for the doctoral degree was conducted

amc4-freshman composition students at San Antonio Junior College

during the spring semester, 1975. The data collection procedures,,

which consisted of a written discourse assignment followed by

an oral discourse assignment, was, conducted solely by the author

with students from two freshman English classes. Fifty-five

students were involved, twenty-nine males and twenty-six females.

My study of freshman English composition compared the

. ideas students expressed in written 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-

uations;

The research was done in an effort to identify a possible

reason why college freshmen have so much difficulty with writing

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 expfess in their essays.

This content quality was exam4.ned with reference to what

was termed consistency. The object-was to determine whether or
I

not students actually.hold the opinions and feelings they express

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

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

4
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posed point of view which might have very little, if any basis

n their true thoughts and feelings..4

- If this is true, if students ignore or hide their real

thoughts and instead substitute thoughts they feel will please

the teacher or what they think will be accepted, this could'b

part of the reason student writing in English class is so often

dull and uninteresting, why it contains illogical reasoning and

is generally unenjoyable to read.

The research was conducted to find out if, as Zoellner has

propoSed, students barn through-maily years of school-related

writing experiences to dissoCiate their ;eal feelings from their

essay-expressed feelings. Zoellner thinks such dissociation is
4

more or less conditioned by rigid and exacting writing experiences

students have starting in the lower grades of public school.

By the college years, the conditioning is so 4..e-prooted that

,
students actually hold separate and totally dfererit frames

mind with which they Xpress themselves. Zo liner .abe these

the scribal modality and the vocal modality.

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 following is a listing_

of the seven factors considered,-

(1) Consistency is independent of sex.

(2)Consistencyisindependentof,college entrance examina-

tion scores as measured by the ACT,



(

(3) Consistency is independent of high school GPA.

*(4) Consistency is independent of perfdtmance in Basic

English.

'(5) Consistency is independent of high school-English

perfo*anCe as measured by English course grades

recorded on the high school transcript.-

,(6) Consistency is independent of the 'semester perfor-

mance in English as measured by the course grade.

(7) Consistency is independent of pirformance on the

essay used in this experiment.

The study involved fifty-five students enrolled in fresh-

man composition. Each student participated in two activities:

(1) Written discourse which consisted of writing 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

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. The

object was to get the s dent to re-express the ideas he had

already presente'd n his essay.

The 'd collected were analyzed using the chi-square

test significance. The statistical computations were made

to deterncine if thediffererces between the observed and

expected frequencies of, consistency occurred from chance or

5



determine if the differences between the observed and expected
,

.

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 hypothesis. Out of the

seven hypotheses proposed in the study, two were ejeCted at

the .05 level of confidence, one,however,/ was rejected at the

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

Two hypotheses were rejected the .05 leVel of signif-

icance: (1) Consistency is ependent of performance in

Basic English and (2) Co sistency.is independent of perfor-

mance on the essay us d in this epperiment. One hypothesis

was rejected at th .1 levelof significance: Cdpsistency is

independent of t e semester performance in Engli$h as measured

by the course g.rade: Four hypotheses were atceptepob__=4,11 Con-

sistency is independent of ex, . (2) Consistency is independent ,

of college entrance exgninationscores, (3) Consistency' is inde-.
.. ,- .

pendent of high school grade point average, o and (4) Consistency
A

is independent of high school English gads recorded-on the,

high school transcript.

The results of the study revealed that:the factors which

show relationships with consistency are traits that separate

stronger English students frdm caTeakerEnglish students. Those

subjects in the experiment who had experienced previous success.

t
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with general English language skills were More likely to be

Consistent in the ideas theyeXpressed than the students who

had not had previous successful experiencesin English study..

In general the subjects who participated in this experiment

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

did in their previous high sCh4061 English.courses. Fewer

students made grades of A and B, and more students

ID and P.
. .

).\

High school English gradesas recorded on transcrip,ts

grades of

do not, of course, compar-e very readily with a frespman compo-

si.tion course. ).1n11kre, the college course, high schoo

usually present some combinati p_study of g ,/ literature,

is requisrements andcomposition. Additionally the ;sas

grading scales as well asrman e her school characteristics

ulty, sopio-economic background ofsuch as: quality of

student body, curriculum off rings of tAe school, are

/impos to obj ively compare. The subjects in Ois/study

came from a number of different high schools, not only in

an Antonio and Texas, but also from several other states.

14ith reference to the hypotheses accepted, the two factors,

sex and °liege entrance examination scores, .cej'tainly yielded

more-precike\ points of comparison with consi tency than did
/

\ ,

high'sdSOol GPA and high school English-grad/es.- When weighing
\

the fthal.
\
esult the statistical analytis of the data these

- .
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facts should be considered carefully. ----_____

\his factor of preciseness is-also true with relation
it

to the ree hypotheses.rejected, consistency as it relates to

8
Ea

whether o not a studenttook Easic English, perfdtmance on the

essay Used the experiment, and composition course grade..

These i4ctors could be more accurately and precisely
.

defined by the experimenter. The counseling Center\of-San Antonio

.

College has a fairly well-defined,and clear -cut prcicess

for placi . _- ..ents in Basic English. Consequently the Basic

English factor provided more solid data for the statistical'

analysis.. A

The data collected concerning the experimental essay grade

and the composition course grade were also well defined. In

both these cases, the investigator set the standard. This, of-

Icourse, does not say that this"standard was he'best or most .

,

accurate measure of student performance, but it is a single ./
. ...\ ...

standard which was applied uniformily on all subjects involved'

' in the research.

Educational Implications of theStudy

Teaching

What thi's investigation means for the teaching of 'corn-
,,

.poeition lies mainly in the'realizatibn, after examining the

'findilgs of the study, that content per se, the ideas, opinions,



9
,

viewpointsi and feelings that students express in their.esays,

__deserve a- great deal of emphasis ).n a omposition course.' In

essence,Wht a student 'writes should receive as much-attentiOn

as how he writes.
.

This what goes even beyorAl the usual consideration given

b§t.mopt teachers of composition to such rhetorical matters As: ,/

logical reasoning, organization, support of argument, consideration

oriaudience, makin,transitions, all .of which are necessary and

important,, Thge factors, however, still do not encompass all

that composition study demands.

The findingS;of this study indicate that the subjects

involved were not/firm or resolute toward the ideas they wrote
-

7,

in-their school - related essays. Because of this,'it is sugge

4 ted that more composition instructipn be devoted to helping

0,

students definethe-i-r---ideas clearly, to consider the imp ication

of their vieWs'and the arguments for and against them. In essence

students need to understand that they can write better papers,

and they can be more,convincing in what they write if they'are

themselves solid and steadfast about what they wish to write.

This of course means that composition'teachers must allow,

indeed stress, independent and creative thinking on the part of

their students. Of course /few if any composition teachers would

admit they do hot already encourage freedom of thought lin the

'classrow. The problem` is converting this generally, accepted and
Y-

opop lar aiminto practice.



During the interviews conducted in the second pait of the

study, it was readily apparent to the',,sinvestigator-that in

pi4ctically every case, the ideas that students expressed orally

were. more clear and convincing than the same ideas they expia<sed

in the written essay. This, or course, is wh1-1 Zoelllier'repeadly

found in the in erlliews he conducted .while developing the Talk-
%`

Write metaphor. If it is true, that students express themselves_

best in oral discourse, theitteachers of composition should

encourage more oral disdburse in the classroom, pai'ticualrly

as a pre-writing activity In view of ,the findings of this 're-

search, it is recommended that oaland written discoUrse be

/.

. united more closely in the teaching of writing in English coppo-
. ,

, ,

/
sition classes.

/.
..

-7, To do this, it is sugges/ thathat students be required to
,

,

explain the ideas they want to include in their essays orally

before they write. This can be done with another student in the

lass, \it can be done ,as a group akctivit`y with each student

explaining to the class what he plans tp write, it can\l?e done

On a one -to -one basis with the teacher, or students can make

use of tape recorders. A play hack of previously-recorded:_

---7--,__
s would make students more conscious of audience.

.

...

N . S 4 N
.

Unlike,t oral discourse of thiS study, where the7stucre-h-t--------

was not aware that he was bein asked to re-express his,

the oral discourse that is here,being suggested demands close\

coordination of the two activities. Students should-understand
\

. .

r\
,

they are talking about the same subject they are planning to

,,,,.
4 \
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Write o for a very speCific reason, to solidify and settle

on he.exac views they want to include in their, essays.

It is furthen recommended that as a student procedes with'
, )

his oral d4scourse, he also beAquestioned by his audience.

If he is cxQss-examined in tiffs fashion, ,hp 1,4111. have defend
P,

his' rguments. Such activity should uncover weak points a d 0

-additionally make the, student aware of more aspects of his

cb
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