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Sbme Sequences of college Freshman English courses are based on an

assumption that if students can _be tdught’ to attpin some predet:ermined )

level of competence in gramar and' mechanics,’ they will write better prose.
' Thie seems se,nsible.' ¢ Students' must learn the tools, forms, and structures
' cf hnguage before they»can use these ;ln their writing. Likewise, it could )
be said that students will appreciete prose fiction, and non-fiction better
if‘ they‘understand the aﬁthor(s)' technical ekills. . Or, that llearnirig‘ must
begin with small pieces and proceed to larger wholes. ’

It is aieo poseil‘:le that t:his basic assumpt:lcn is wrong. Perhaps ac-
qu:lring a formal knowledge of grammar and mechanica doesn t help students
to write better--and is consequently a waste of both teachers' and students'
effort. As part of a series of research investigations* in English compo-
sition at the University of New Mexica, we decided to.test this ‘question
empirically. What is the relation between learning grammar and mechanics

-

~ and the ability to write' college compositions?

. ]
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a'rh:ls’papér presents the dés'i'gh and results of a .puot study 'ix{volving

two - pmels or cohorts. of students over a three-aemester sequenco.
A

(Pigm\e 1 shcm the cohorts.) L _, .

Nature of ‘the Courses S::ud

!

' -'.~ " Freshman English at UNM consists of a seq ence of three courses.

*

ggglish 100, 'err:lt:!.ng Standard Bngliah," is remed:lal course required of
qll atudents who scored 18 or lower on the KCT test. It aims to teach them

to use grammar and mechanics according to éhe conventions of standard Eng-

lish, and to write coherent, -well-develo paragraphs.. The sglf-teach_ing,

programmed text is J;Jseph Blumentahl's 1ish,3200 (New York: Harcourt,
Brace, Jovanovich, 1972). This is ‘supplemented in clbss by ‘Perrin and

Corder's Handbook of Current English (Glmviu, Ill.
. English 101, "Writing with Readings in Bxposit: on," is the pnly com=

8coi:t Foresman, 1974).

_position ;qo&s'e Tequired of nearly all students. Requirements fpr_agm:l;sa;lon.
are either an ACT score of 19-'25 (students scoring o et 25 are exempt)‘ or

a grade of' ¢ o better in nglish 100,. This course focuses on writing
essays of 250-1000 words in various modes, often st: ulated by the readings
B1 Bschholz, Rosa, and clark's La Lanquage Awareness ( ew York: St. Martin's

Press, 1974). Gramar and mechanics are discussgd : omal.ly, or with

~

, reference to the Bandbook.

*  English 102, . "writing w:lth Readings in Lit:erature," is optional for
nlost students; about t:hree-fifths of those who take 101 continue on in 102.
) The emphasis here is. on an introduction to varied worke' of imaginative
lg‘terat:\me of quality, and on critical analyses of literature through the
writing of SC0~1500 word expository and argumentative essays;
Hereafter we w:l:ll simply %efer to these courses as "English..loo," :

© mo1", or "102". . . . . v
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_ both). ‘Panel studies enabie the researcher toilook at the his-:

T W TV - el "~-'ﬂ'-,,.._, — -

. the students in each group at several different times over

"1dcntffy patterns of change. We measured both the 100 and 101

il

Research Design o S
C - ’ “‘, » -~ i ’
During the fall of 1975 we selected a random sample of .
studonto from the English¢100 and 101 classes, and followed them
- during the eubsequent semester or two when they took the next

‘courses in the Freshman English sequence (either 101 or 102 or

story of a group nf persons over time; but alsé to compare two
differint groups at equivalent periods in:their training. Attri-
tion " waa high, because nany students postpone later courses in
the sequence, or drop out of the Univevsity. (Of ‘the beginning
hundred students.from Engliah 100; fewer than a third were
taking 102 two semeaters later). '
We investigated several issues: . _
1) Are. the Freshman English courses doing what they purport to .
do? , ’ ; !
2) What are the general trends in levels of competence in grgmn
‘mar, machanxes, and writing, overvtime? .
3) - What, if any, are the connections betweenfthe learning of s
grammar and mechanics and the ability to write competent col-
_kege compogitions? V

L 3
We used a modified time series design1 in which we rated

three aemcsteﬁ%; this enabled us to combﬁro scores ip order to




" ning and again at the end of the Fall 1975 semester, and once

oy our own variatioﬁi on them.

-
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cohorts for competence in grammar and mechanics at the bbgine/

again at the end of the Spring, 1976 semester, so we could cqh-
pare three time points. (See Fig. 2, comparisons between 1-2L

'2~3, 1-3, etc ) We also rated their’ essays at these times, as

L

well as at the end of the Fall aemester, 1976.
Measuring change in knowledge ‘of traditional grammar and
mechanics ‘is fairly easy because of the relatively high agvee-‘ N

ment among experts that a given usage ig either "correot!-or -*- - - - -~

-—— —w—

~"incorre¢t" accotﬁzng to the rules. (Whether or not experts

will‘agree on the rules is a different issue, not pertinent to

" this study.) _Thus, grémnar'testa may be constructed to sample

the domaiq Bf rulés ;nd fheveby to measure how well. students
' ® * ,
understand them intellectually and through application. We : L4
used either the tests of grammar and mcchanics i English 3200 ’
Evaluating wrif%en paragraphagor essays is more difficult
because ‘objective standards of judgment are not agreed upon or

uniformly applied.2 Nevertheless, to assess the writing we

’ adaptea the method of Godshalk; Swineford, and Coffman,3 in /7,
which a large number of judges gave global (i.e., overall)

ratings to a 8ample of each student's writings: 1l=inadequate,

2=adequate, 3=superior. The sum of the judgeé' scores divided

by the number of judges produces a score that averages the var-

iations ih'the judges' grading and approximates a "true" score

» 5 » U
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R would be the average mting of all gualified judges.

; 3

A
‘ & v
tter than,any one Judge might do.: ‘we could

' a dign nunbers to qualitative” judgments of atu ent:sL writings
4 We cluld infer

In thih

ore and after some oducation in writ g

thc scores, somg positive,, some. negative).
, The procedure for cvaluating essaya is, in ef eot. a
maem of validity--whether the test soorc'approxin‘tea that /

‘Ideany, an.essay's. "true" sco/:fe

which it purporta to.measure.
We appfox-

imatcd the ideal by having each essay read by-at least five/
(but as uny as-ten) qualified judges-teaching fellows and full-
tipc mglisl\popartment faculty. . ' O

Before they began to mte thesg we attempted to standard-
~ize the rat!.gga (and thereby ‘to make the Mmeasurements reliable)
by holding a training session., Here, each’ "ro'ade/v independently
'evalugted ten essays of diverse qualities, and then compared
cvaluations.and rationales with those of the other judges.
These mtinga appeared to be reliable, especially on the "in-
adequato" and "superior" essays, with more variation on "ade-

quate" papers, but still within acceptable limits. "
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‘Results
- g
) ? o Figure 2 summarizse the dats qf ithe two ngups of stu-

dents who began English 100 and 101 in the Fall, 1975, gnd

remained in the_ Freshman English ssquence for the duration

of the researth. To distinguish between them, we havs used N
nunbers to connect: the 100° test sqorsa from different times.

and E:tters to connqpt the 101 scorcs. The numbersllettsrs

sre shown. at .about. the. point,in each, of ths two or fhree  semes- -

LR i S —

ters when the tests were conducted.,

S ‘ Ths ‘tests. of grammar and mechanics had h possible total

' bf 100 podnts, while the wxuting scores had a range of 2.00 K
points (.00 to 3.00, cr‘inadequsts to superiov rltings). o
" The numbers of persons who took each test are indicated in !

' parentheses below the &verags scores. .

4

‘

Figure 3 summarizea the gsneral trends of these data in
a, form wﬁich helps us to answer the questions we posed esrlisr. -
;5 First, are the, courses doing what they putport to be doing?

- Figure 3 identifies the group tsking a given course, and dis-
crimlnates between the ‘two sducstional goals-the 1earning of
‘'writing, and of .grammar and mechanics. Notice that in Figure
3 we distingum;h between ths two groups of students taking.

< English 101 and 102. WQ.want to study the performance of
. these classes by Cansring students whs come directly into, 101

with those who come to it from the‘remeéial course, and like-

. L . .
L . . ’

- B " ‘
S 1




: ,udd substantial gains in both wviting, and -in gmmar and '

.mohanics. s . i ¢

- improved only 1n wr:lting, but not in grammar and mechanics.

o . The students who went directly into 101 imbi'oved aubstangialliy

- in both writing and in gramr and moha.nica. ' o

’ ggglish 102: No changes occurred in the writing of 102 studenta
" who' previously took both 100 and 101. No data were collacted
.previoue;l.,y taken only 101 (or been exempt from it) deterioratod ‘

»slightly in gramar and mechanics’ and in writing.

studied. Englich_loo ;fulf&ed it-a objective;, as did English °

.cent complex‘data as sinply as poas'ible, we offer Plgye 4,

b.scoru at one point are l,inked with scores af l&ttt‘ points.

7=

\du for }:ngli.ah 102.,
English 100: 'l'he single group of atudents )ho‘ took thie courge

aif

Engliah 101: In 101, otudents who had previoualy -taken 100

4

on their gramar and mechanics. 'l'he 102 studenta who had )

-Thus we can nako.these geneml statements about the 1earn-
ing that occurred in each of the Freshman English courses

101 (though more so for' students who wec't directly i}\to it
from high school rathez; than from English 100). English 102
appcava to have accomplished none of its objectivcs in either
writmg or in mintaining proficxency in grammar and mechanics.
‘The second general question we asked concemed the trends

in gmmr/ncchaniqs and writing over time. In order to pre-,

which graphs the dominant featms of ! trends that appear when

\

, .
: ; -
. AR . '
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This masks the vaiiations in individual 1ea§ning as well as

r&la}-ive score levels‘ but 'rdvez'ug the major trends. First,

' note.,t}.n{: the remedial_s:tndshta;reach plateaus in both gram-

mar And wrifing. That ia, igappcu‘s that past a certain
level of Freshman English. theae ‘8tudents do not seem to make

any progress. .-This occurs sooner-with grammr and mechanics

"than with writing. Second, note that the writing levels of

the atudents who tested. out of 100 improve in 101, but drop
slightly in 102. Likewise, the .gramr scores of these regu-

)

: la.r studenta seem to dete.riomte over time. This is paradox-" "

ical and leads to our final question, ‘ .
. What is'the connection between the 1eaming of grammar’
and mechanicé and the ability, to write effective cbllege com-

positions? This is a more: dj.fficult‘ question to answer, but

based on'our m&ing_ of the pilot ciata, we must ';‘eport that . '
learning grammar and m'eéhan‘icq seems to be related nnly :
weakly to improvement in writing', -and then principally at

the beginning 'of the atudents college career. At this‘time,
p!\esumably, inatructora are explicitly emphaslzing the fun-

. damentals.
A"
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N fo . Implications., - 3

. _This study is a pilot prbject that followed the education
i of a small Kumber of Preshﬁan English students over, a three
semester ?eriod et the Univereity of New Hexico. The, research
‘needs to be replicated to dstermine the souﬁdness of the data.
However, these tentetive.results provxde the impetus ‘for e
continued ssseesment of the effectiveness of the curriculum. -

They reinfordf the courses that do appear to improve the stu-
dents knowledée of greﬂmar and mechsnies, or their writigg.'

.

.'vvr"*’q‘r.”*v

-And they sugge t the need for alteration of “those’ courses “that’

]

‘don't: ‘'This information hss been of help in the planning for

analogous remedial courses in other subjects in, the University.

‘Too often, the principal index of course effectiveness

»

is'student evalustions,8 rather than some accurete, objective

measure of what the students have sctually learned‘ We hope,
{urih ,j-:.‘;',

therefore, that this ‘research design may suggest to teachers

of Preshman English other' ways in which they might measure

the impact of tfeir own courses and curricula. ; v

s .
’\ \
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. 57 ' COmpare Campbell and Stanley 8 diacunsion of alternative
¢

" Coffman, The Measurement of Writing Abilitz Ndw Yorf
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lponald T. Campbell and Julian C.’ Stanley, Experinental
" and guasi-Experimental Desgggg for Research, Ch;cago Rand
AY

‘McNally, 1963, ‘pp. 37-u3. ' ; Vousf

K b ’
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2See Paul B. Diederich, Heas ing Growth in qu;ish,

Urbana, Illinois, 197u ,." .‘-'ut‘A‘-t' L .

N
Fred I. GOdshalk, Frances Swineford, and Willi

Q
[*)
]
[
o
(]
[ ]

Entrance Bxaﬂination Board, 1966. LW

‘"we wondered how rating the eiaays on a five-point-scale

" (equivalent of A<F) would compare with ratings on a'three-point

.scale, Would the more refined rating alter the scores ob-

tafﬁéd(on the Léssqrefinoé‘séalc? The same raters evaluated

“the last group of 102 (Fall, 1976) papers bﬁ:yo%h scales,

with no appreciable aifferences‘in the ratings.

explanations fo a glven result. (pp, 5-6). We should also
note that Godshalk's orlginal study considered variations

among ‘students' writings at each’evaluation ﬁoint; but we

"had-neither the time nor funds to'consider more than a single

essay by each student at any given evaluation point in our

pilct. ztudy..,. ) . '
e : .‘ ‘:' "".*'_. . 11 .‘, ‘M"ﬂ"

R
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! e = sTh; numbers of students mvolved in the later parts of
‘this study diminisﬁxed considerabli This is because of the

Al “"high attri‘tion of' students fom los\to 101 and to 102, either

because of dropp:'.ng out, terminating\ the sequence wz.th ldl, o -

voluntarily postponing 102. - .& \'. oY .
4 E ‘ 1 \
y - : . T N, Ty

7w'e are reminded of Albert . itzhebeg»s-é,upressive Dart-
mouth study whioh showed tﬁ’&b stud nts tend to retrogrsss '

throughout their college careers, unt11 by graduatlon time

—— e W sy o

I Nthey_are-wrix“ worse ~than~they d:ld’ as’ entermg freshmen.
» e

See Themes, ories, and Therapy., l'he Teachm; of Writing

in College, (New Yorlg: HcGraw-HJ.ll, 1963), p. 111, ff, . .'»
B > M " . f BN '. i L .
8 »

My own experience, as, Dlrector of Freshman Engllsh a.nd

reader of several thousand student: evaluations durmg each

) i
L

of the three semesters when we were conducting this research%

js that these evaluationspwhether eliczting "subgective” or

Y Yobjective" commentary-are almost unifomly. favorable and non-:

discrininating. The students {fel' pleased with' their teachers
and often with -the course-- 'gd 'frequently they write their
evaluations in unspecifa.c, abominable English, replete with

™ oW spelling and mechanioal errorss In short, dent evalma\t:.ons~

» are subSective and unreliable 5 they may reveal the students' .
i ‘s'tate of mind, but n( their state of knowledge. -

12

-
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Sunnary o! results of UVH Pilot g:udy

.

“Fall, 1975 e | L 's'prmg, 1976 ' , Fali, 1976

s Y b

Writing
Scores

| (#s n«S

Essays)

. . 5 ._‘ . - - . - .
~—(in Biglish 100)—- ~——(in English 101) - (1n English 102)~e————q

X=.33¢ - R qu 'R 146 essey \ %165 Essay
Nzl ‘v Nzjoo Nz (0T N296
. N L} O : N

Writing
Scores

e . 0 I

T-151 . =118 © 078 | -

=124 ;106 - e nie | LY.
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Summary of Results .Presented as General Trends .

‘ ‘v - "!

Figlre 2

.
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CLass and

Studen; Backgto unds .

. _Educational Goats

Grammar Mechanics

B 7wt1tinEL -

English IQO {r;medial
. grammar, mechanics, _
and paragraph writing),

#  Taken primarily by
' . students who scored
2 ~ 18 or, lower on ACT
L ?

All gains' this group -
achieved were made
in.OMis class

[se?' (J.)-:-—(‘Z)]' -

(R 4

”

_About half of all -
gains thfs_ group :
achieved were made -
in this class N v

“lege (4)--=()] - - .

English 161 (short
essay writing; some .
grammar and mechanies |~
taught informally .
and 1m.’ermit:enn1y) T
c "Taken B§ fome.r
: . Eaglish 100 - '
-=-~ Students

. ~

> - i

r
.

Slight deterioration
'occurred during this claaa
fsee- (2)--(3)] .

About half of all
gains this group
achieved were madé
in this class

i [see (6)---(7)]

— : e TN

Taken by students who
_ went directly into -
glish 101 by  *
scoring over 18 on
the ACT s

All gains this
group achieved
were made in this

class 3
[see (A)——(B)]1. -

o

All gains this
group achieved
were made in this
class

[see (D)-—-(E)] .

English 102 (longer ~. . -
essays based on works . . “
of 1literature; no ° ’ .y ! !
foymal study of . &
. .grammar or necimnics) %
. Taken by former (no data collected) No change in
‘ English 100 students ' writing occurred =
who also took’ . o in this class
English 101 . [see (7)-(-(8)]
. . : o -
g Taken by students Slight deterioration ° ‘Slight: .
: "+ who went directly occurred during this deterigration
' into English 101 and class . occyrred during
., who-took English the .this class

;followinx semester

[see .(B)-—-(C)]

[see (B)—-(F) }f*-
* .
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English 100 :

Cohort s
(Remedial)_y
v %
* _:Jﬁ
.v ¢
A

14
English 101
Cohort
(Standard)

CEW-
L4

‘' ° Cohorts’.in Grammar an

l& 'Grax;);nar - "

- ' Figure 3 ' .

- . i .

Gross Trends in Scores of Student * “ . . "

Mechanics
and- in Writing#*

and Mechanio@

v " Tests M ¢
., . " % 3
’ . ) ie'ginning end end .
Eng. 100 Eng. 100 ' Eng. 101 '
® L ’ '
- Writing
' Scores N
beginning end end /. e'\d‘
L, Eng. 100 Eng. 100 Eng, 101 Eng. 102
> .
Grammar
‘ and Mechanics B
Tests ) e
‘ ] N 5 ""\
T _beginning .. -fend end’ .
e Eng. 101 * Engg”101  Eng. 102
. : . %
Writing < ] .
Scores
. ' A
v beginning end end -
Eng. 101 Eng. 101  Eng. 102

LY
‘3.

ta,

) . . . . | ¥

*Thes®e. graphs disregard relative lewels on vertical axes so as to emphasize

general trends.

3

See data on Pigure 2 in order to detemine comparative

o .

1 6 : ; .
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