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L o et Composition Basics fof College Prep Students - e
i . e position Basics fof College Prep Students
- ’ , \ T ) a . .
N ’ - ‘ . . - . v .t 0\
.- ) "College Essays: Frjesl:xmen Ain't So Good, Mostly" j
" -
; o In November, 1974, a front page Los Angeles Times story bear1ng the- head- .
line above reported that almost 50 per cent of thg 1974 Un1m5r51t{ of Califaornia ~
. " " freshmen had been fequlred to take Subject A, a non- cred1t _basic comp051t10n
N . o
'S +. course. This and Similar fews stories across the state aroused and angered . .

the publlc I h1gh school graduates entering the Un1ver51ty of California
+ (high ach1evers drawn from’ the top 12- 1/2 per cent of thq}r graduatlng class) -
yeren‘t learning to write, who was? An ong01ng d1alogue or, more accurately,
‘ dispute between the public and the profe551on over comp051t10n 1n<tructldh
was conducted on the editorial pages of many newspapers Teachers attempted | \\
to explain the cbmplexlty of the writing process, the difficulties of teaching
students te master the-many skills required to produce a successful composition,
as well as the worklng cond1t10ns and student. attitudes which inkibited the
i_ teachidg arfd, learnﬁng of wrltlng - However, these attempts at explanat1on i
were engulfed”by a flood-of letters proposing more simplistic causes and
'solutiong. One of the largest and most vocal groups, best described as -

\

[]
"back to the basics" advocate,attr\futed the dec11n1ng writing skills to

decreased emphasis on: the "basics,"™defined (of course) as grammar, spelling, - .

L andfpuhctuatlon They concluded that the way to improve student writing was,
' ObViOUS'\ teach students more grammar The following letter,published on the
ed1td?131 page of the Los Ang¥Jes Times (November 25, 1974), presents the

"more grammar" argument from the view p01nt of a 15 year old boy: "’ v
<

. - /4 . . *

. ) R | cah-readily‘see why ther%ris~such confusivon about ’ b

‘ ) .. grammar and composition. Last year in the "honors", ) :

. . Eff1ish program 1in a junior high, the emphasis was not : LT

. ., on’'grammar, but on thé various methods of self expression )

. - ...We used motion pictures, slide shows, magazines,, . . .

v ’ h . student newspapers, and even bo4rd games, (all made by ’ :
. ~ . ‘"‘“7/‘the students of our class) instead of grammar and rcadlng . ’
‘ books. An entire class of students dawdled away ncarly : >

) _the entire year, reading almost nothing, studying English ’

_— : , grammar about one day every third week. I was literally .

- - shocked to find out that students in '"regylar" English |
. classes were learning far more grammar than I was,
& v . . ' *

. ¥
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. . . ¥
) -~ . .
, . Yes, there is "confusion about grammar and composition.' Not only does
- v s . R ~
A

this student fail to realize that the magazines and newspapers produced by the

‘students in.the honors class were far.more valuable in develdping writing~
L} vt '

skill than time spent working en grammar exercises, but the student also seems

unaware that his lettér vindicates rather than indites his past grammar and

v - Y
L

] . N > . . A\
composition instruction. , ‘

Mgst English teachers know that grammar instruction by itself will got'result

in more effective writing.’ Our problem is to convince a critical public that

o . _ . -

teaghing writing involves far mere than teaching spelling:'puné%hation, and
. ' - o 4 ) g .

’

. . . A .
Correct usage; and tHat effective writing redhires far more than the compbsition

of a spec1fied,number of .sentences which are free from these errOrs What about

’ L, N

the increasing number of students béing requlred to take SubJect A7 ,Zf we combared

e,

pa551ng and fa111ng essays wr1tten for the Engllsh/Subject A placemeﬁk exam would

* errors imr grdmmar, punctuatlon, and Spelllng be those ‘which most clearly separate¢

-

the passing from the failing essays? If we éompared thg-hlgh schooI comp051tlon
‘ -
1nstructlog recelved by Studefts requlred to take’ SubJect”A:thh that of the more

——— Al L4 b .
roficient wr1ters able to enroll in Engllsh 1, would the major 1nstruct10na1 L

P °

" difference be the amount of grammar instruction Engljsh lvstudents received.,¥Most

- + -

. { . : . .
_of the general public would probably expect the answer to these'questions to be

— Y

h
"yes " However, 1 reached qulte a different conc1u51on after examining cssays

.
[ . .

wrltten for the Un1ver51xy of Califarnia, Lo$ Angéles TU C. L AL 3 Engllsh place-‘_

- - * »

‘ment exam and analyzding survey ﬁata obta1ned from U. C. L. A freshmen enfolled

we
<

‘in English 1 and Sd%ject A in the fall of 1975. During the rest of this.ﬁession;

-I'd 11ke to 111ustrate‘what I found to be the most 1mportant dlfferences between

. ) * 3

passidg_and failing’essays and to compare the high School composition instruction

.

¥ \ h' ' A' . )
reported by(Sngect A and English 1 students. ( .
-» - , - . R » ! . A

. L \ * »
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. exeMpt £ron the Subject A requirement. The es%a}s‘l examined were those selected by

.
L N - . . .
, . i
' 'y K
, . . - , K . % .
[ . - * 3

A hough the SubJect A/ English 1 platement exam differs slightly at the .various

1

2
campuses, all the exams require‘students to write‘an expositor§ essay. No matter how

Ry

. [ '
* - . . . ) ‘. . . ) )

well a student may do on other objective measures of writing skill, he or-she must!r

demenstrate -the ability to write a cldar, well-organized, and coherent essay to be

~
. .
-

-

\

. hot in ‘the number of words mlsspelled periods omltted commas:mlsplaced, or subjectg,

" verb dksagreements. Some of the failing essays in the tra1n1ng sample did hame o

[ N .
: s . .
. .. oo .
but!correctness by Ltself wvas never 3 sufficient condition for passing. Moreover,
f : R -
N Whatever their problems in grammar and mdchanics failing essays were always v '
arag%erlzed by flaws 1n organlzatlon, content development loglc,.clarity, or -
coherence. ' ) ’ & ) .
3 ‘ . . _ ) , . . . \ ) "\‘.
A few examples from some of the. failing essays will illustrafe the range of a '
. . P "};'

Everett Joness U.C.L.A. Director of Freshman English and Subject ‘A, to train the
instructors who evaluated the essays. The essays are, therefore, best regarded as .

111ustrat1ve.of the cr1ter1a for pa551ng and failing performance rather than as a

[3

- I
representativé oross section of the total group of essays o =y . ] =

In comparlng a_ number‘of passing And falllng essayé I found that the most

lmportant differentes OLLUITCd in the’ urea of~cont€nt deyelbpmcnt ind organization.
. . . v . .

‘o

»

nogégeably more grammatlcaI and mechan1ca1 errors; howevez, other ‘failing essays were .

-

largely free of &ich errors. A oertain level of correctness was}expected by the‘readers,

problems. The first -essay, which discusses the advantages of liviné in a time other

-

than the present, begins:’ . . .,

To, have 11ved back in the eightedn hundreds would have been a most
adventureous time,.especially.during the California Gold Rush era.

L

Starting from thlS rather weak thesis, the writer proceeded to rccount the history <

of the California Gold Rush Although replete w1th'h1$tor1ca1 facts - eggs cost '$ S
/ . .
a dozen men such as Sirauss Armour, and Studebaker amassed fortunes by be1ng '

- \

prozisioners rather than proSpectors- most deyails contradict the original statement i

2 : '

an




7

that-life during the (*)ld Rysh qu exciting ang ad\"c:xlturous. - Inst'ead, life is

depicted as difficult, harsh, and unrewarding w1th most of ﬁhe gold seekers bitterly

« >

9 -

thi’s

disapp01q;ed and struggling to earn eggugh”money to survive.

DespibS
contradiction the writer eventually co‘cludes that life in mechanized, modern, . )

! ¢

America is far less fulfllling.pr exc1t1ng than }ife durin t?e Gold Rush.

The

.~
-

» .

it4£a&4s—te~develop consistent or- coherent
. T

3

. argumént and demonstrates neither that life in the 1850'5 was dvepturpus nor that

‘ hY
life today is less fulfllling. . \, L. -

essay:

.

'

ot i
L

Another problem’in the development of content can be seen. in the foMowing

Vandalism in American Public Schools

Vandalism has always been a major- problem in American public séhoofs,
,"especially in big cities and demsely populated areas. .Many dollars has gone
into the repairing and replacing ofcexpensiVe and valuable equipment. The

main cause of this vandalism is the students themselves who attend these schools.

It could be preventeJ by giving the students more freedom of choice at school.

L]

R

-

- , -

y
.

-~

SRR

T e

kN
mea sures .

! v

o S 1}1

‘continues '~

L3 Y

Pl

- problem and a propesed solutian.

N

judged illogical and 1ncon51stent

i oo 1 .
*  "If yduth k#&%ﬁaudrage could.”

i M L 3

- . The 1ntroductory paragraph of this essay begins w1th a clear statement of a

The }nadequate causal analysis and overly simplistic
. 1 4

solption quickly create problems for(the wriger, who is unable to develop the major-
proposition~-giving stddents,md%e ffberm of choice at' school wi1l reduce Van&éiism;?w

beyond a singie three sentence paragraph.

more insgruction about the effect of. drugs and alcohol and i
. . "
Containing two.disparate and contradictory argumehts ‘the essay must be

» v

-

4

Casting about for other arguments, ‘the

3 . ~~. N b ¢ * . \
.writer seizes upon drug and atcohol usage as }ﬁgtgrs contributing. to vandalism and. °
[} “ R k3 . . - .

'proceeds to write a full paragraph on each.

, The ‘essay conoiudps by recomménding

- AR

[

- 1y
PN 'y

L@ ‘ ) i - .
ambther, problém occurs in the following essay, based on the quotation
b . S .

After a Biieftint;bductbry paragraph, the essay. - .

s
. .
“ 4 ¥

. . ' ' - . B . J.
' . ’ - © . 4 " ;

»

-

-

) ) R
'ased 'sgeurity -
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4 . ! ’ Ad % ‘
. - " ....Advice, advicé, advice - [ thought. I'd never hgar tnough
» . of it. I have thought quite a bit about-some; many ideal% I - '
- just tossed from mind.' f%s hard for me to say how my eldors N
. a © feel sin¢te I am where t am, but I can imagine myself in such a
: position. For example, upon embarking on the unforgetable

adventures in my senior year, ! was bombarded with, ["Haye fun

. » DNOW, “its your senior year, or 'Be careful you don't pdrty too
' - » much+..." Incredible, I ¢hought ! :

R

The writing-in this essay is best described as self-expres$sive and ™

J

® D)

.o foliows the fotm‘of a journal entry rather than that of #n expository,
< [ . s . ’ K . .

N -

or persuasive essay. The organizational] structure is essentially a
N » ,‘ . . .

13

- pattern.of free association, one incident about madvice" suggésting yet
. . s 'R
,'another of the wrlter s personal experlences to. be Ancludqgd. JThe s e

» A

wrlter shows no awareness of the type of writing wh1ch is expected nor

v

"of the audience for Whom:the'essay is_intended. Although the rambling,

: T 1 .
' lodsely connected string of personal reminiscences is acceptable as

-
~

13

expressﬂ?e writing, this essay'gives'no.imdicatioﬁ’a§ to whether thé)
writer cad organize’ and contro] ideas.in the expository mode, which’
is,; of course, the ability the placement exam is 'seeking to assess.

. - ’ . -

. Having looked at several failing essays, let us now examine some

q . . ~ " .
of the passing essays. Although written on*a range pf topics the [ «
pa551n$ essays, like Tolstoy s happy families, seemed much ‘alike: the N

. o ¥ - ' .

SR wr1ters,began by statlng a definite p01nt\of view or thesis, sglected | !
L . , P -~ v ) . .
and ‘arranged examples to illustrate this thesis, presented logical and

. L . . i N . _ . \

-~ _ consistent arguments, and demonstrated_an awareness of audience and’

_— - .0

purpose. Even. though all the passing essays followed the standard " S

exp051tory fommat none of the essays from the samp;e I examlned were
\ . -

cast in the r1g1d f1ye pardgraph theme format The maJorlty used a
-~ ch .

four paragraph structure, and one essay con51sted of thfee weld developed
L )

. Ppatagraphs. - e é . . S e . .
Y . .’ Y - A
The following essay (rated '"clearly passing")  demonstrates an .
effective use of personal e&p rience in an expository essay. The ’

4 . D
- - N ] . 7 - .
¢, ‘. .

| : SRR I A
EKC -




Sl . , ~ ’ « a
k/ intrpductory pdragraph of this essay (entitled, "A Effective Teacher")
' ! . Tl . - s ) )
conéludes |, v S : . . . i

, / P Y . ' )
_— «...Teaching is a\highly specialized field. Net everyone can
.\w-t teach. As a result, a teacher is only as good as his ability.to

mot1vati\the student ), 'seek khuwredge for hlmself e .
cER - CL

To illustrate tﬂf$ v1eWp01ntg,the wriiter contra§ts two former gdvern- 3

\.
<,

5 TOY Iearn and thg other’ who .

+

»

Jdestroyed- intéllectyual curiosiity and motivation. The wrlter phen general-

-

iZes beyond these two specific-incidents to describe the type of instruc-

!
-

tion which will motivate a class. . : o -

‘Other passing essays dealt with contemporary issues outside the
writers' immediate experience. All showed an awareness of the-issues,and

the abilitf¥ to discuss them reasonably and consistently. The writer
3 - ) R . . =~ i ) :
of the following essay ,'""Contracts - an important part of every Weddiﬁg" |
# i * R T B ~ s . }

(rated "superior pissing“)'conténds that the,tridigional»ma;riagéﬁ““ " 1

R v - N .
ceremdhy is not a valid agreement for most modern couples and that -

' ‘contracts specifyling the rights and obligétions of each person have - /

become an important part of-marriage ceremonies. After arguing that i

many wom?n can  develop an individua{ identity only through a career .
N . ’ ' - . ' \
“outside the home and that other couples may prefer a life style in .

which both share the burden of :
& ’ - ' #'f
essay concludes (
13

‘ancialry supporting their family, the

.
o«
t '

‘ ¢

.The traditional marridge ceremony is all right for, couples
. who are content with traditional roles. However, today the -
) majority of couples’  require \some sort of additional arrange-
ment td help modernize.a margriage. One couple's agreement
- maYy not.seem fair to another)couple, but pever the less it )
may be the exact combination \needed to make that particular ‘
. marriage suceed. Many couples today fegl that traditional .
- ‘ weddlng VOows are totally out-dated and thus unnecessary. To
these couples a contract is much more logical and binding. '
JIn any event, it is hlghly probable that in the futurge a .. ¢~
contract will be the most important part of every wedding
ceremony. C ’ -

L




3 -Although the_finaﬁ,sentence [("the md;tllmportanx ﬁ“’tvery.wedding SO
uy ‘ X
ceremony") departs from the carefully qua(lfled copp1u51on, the wﬂter

* 2 L4 ' .

)
¢ e

presents a strong Summary bf a reasonable, cogent argument in favor of . .
\ . K c‘ » %
. marrlage contracts T,

-

t

The writers of' passing essays conv1nc1ng1y demonstrate a control

- -~ 3
/

~

- . qf larger, rhetorlcal elements - 1nvent10n arrangement audience -
: L& doo

Ve

ra\her than merely ‘a sqperlor/sklll 1n proofreadlng or edutlng 7

,/.

_. . Beg1nn1ng w1th a defen51b1e p01nt of v1ew they Jlibcted’d;talls

L4 -
*

.« and examples which 111ustrated and suppdrted that v1ewpq1nt'hnd carefully
N o
arrangsd ‘these J%tails to ‘convince their audience. Although a reader
’ A i \
m1ght not accept or agree with thetv1éwp01nts presented he, or she-
y . - .

wolild agree that the wr1ter had “created-a logical and effective ’

1]
- 1]
- * ’ . ‘ . -~
argument, - _. . . . ',

. _:B? N i L . ,,//
And'this-superior rhetorical contrel-is not merely;a coincidence.
+ * ° ~ * . 4 - : . : ’ .
° : . ° .
Results rom a sugvey 'on high school cqmppsition:instruction which T .l

/ Lt . ~

tofe N

. . 1
gave to three hundred;@CLA freshmen enralled ¥n.Subject A and English 1

. I .

classes, in the fall of 1976 reveaIed’;hat a greatg% instéyctional

2

.

emphasis on these rhetorical.concerns rather thanla greater“qmphasis T
L4 ‘ ¢ -

on grammar 1nstruct10n const1tut€$ the most 1mportant difference.
~»

betheen SubJect A and Engl h 1 students. The foliowin raph compdres .
2 g grap P

3

- the instmuctional emphasis-on content develdpment and organization and

~

l“

for grammar for these twd groups of -writers. - .

¢

.
I3
*
-~ -
-y
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Fifty-six per cent*of EngLish_l students reported‘three or more . '
. e ‘ e . A .
. . \ ) . L VN ' . .
$emesters of "instriction in aspects of writing“rélated to content ‘_'
- . ¥,
- 2 \ -3 . |
deVelopment and: organization in contrast to_45 per cent of SubJect A . |

L
students. The -amount of 1nstruction received by both groups in

+ . grammar and spelling is much closer - 58 to 53 per ‘tent -.amd does
..- : .+ - ' . = ) . —_ 1
not. differ significantly. N6t only did.Engllsh 1 S$tudetts reteive-' . ~ |
.. . ) s . . . - . s . .

more instrnction in deveIoping content, this instructional pattern Lo ]
M

suggests that SubJect A SGudenpf were more 11ke{y to hawe-st:died
ncorrect form” in writing\apart frph the hctual writing of.essaYi' ’
themselves " Contént development and organlzation are rarely tauéht

5 apart from the writing of»an essay, but g¢ammar-exe:clses are all too BN

-

o - .
easily assigned as isolated activities. - . (" et '
* ' A
. < o £ . . .
In:addition to a greater emphasis on developing and organizing

i

‘. - N ¢ . -~ ‘ , 2 R .

. » ' .
essay content,.English 1 students Wwere moré likely to ha%e had more

N . [

. opportunity to write short expository essays %han qSubJect A''students.
[ ]
Almost a11 - 95 per cent - of English’ 1 students ranked ”short expository
v . “ \
_essays analyzing literature or explarning my'ldeas" as one of their

. <
~ o N

!

f:’ three Bost’ frequent types of writing, practice’durlng high School Only
3 N
T 70 per ‘cent of the Subject A stud%nts ranked this typecﬁ'expmutory :
] * ) Y.
writing in the top three, and not surprisingly, théy were more likely
- . - !"— £ .

-

to give top rankipg to non—exp051tory forms §uﬁh¢as personal and
. » 4 . t
. ’ . p .
greative wrifing. . ’ L
* . . ’

PR 4 . .
~ Expository writing once dominated the high school curriculum. In

£

o

’3'"recen years, many English teachers have encouraged written eXpression

’in- a idef range of modes and forr‘ ancra551gnments in nonexp051tory
. ' 3 '
'writing which ask students to explore and~shape thelr pertonar

‘ a
exper1ences .or to experiment ‘with new forms of writin

L] - -

“important part of mahy English curricula

[ 4
. ' i\ | ’. R

.l ass1anents and returnigg to an exc1u51¥e emphasis on exp 51tion is

LRC S T

are now an '

-

wll Toxt Provided by ERIC
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neIther necessary or deSLrable.

o PO b

forgeg,;hat eprsrtory wrrtlng makes\qufte di{ferent demands’ on the

r it . )
"writer espac1ar}y 1n terms’ of organ1zatlon -devglopment iof %Aeas, and _ ‘§
- audi;nce than nééexpos1tory forms More practicerin-meeting and .7

T ey 5 “ ¢ z r] -
. .-
adjugﬁi@gli?,phg partleurar demands of expo&rt1on are Jlkely to 1ncrease\ .
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