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. With the current éhtbécks in higher educatiéﬁ, teachers

onlybhes the needs of their

of developmental Englighf;;§%>n
students, but defend their course agaiﬁst opponehts of remedi-
ation on the college level. One defense is tq'prov;de‘evigence .
of success in preparing'stpdents to enter into and sgrvive in
‘the maiqstreém within a.§emester or two. To serve- these ‘\
, . purpbses? the devélopmentgl‘teacher muét learn tézdeal gffec-t .
- tively with what Mina Shaughness& calls the "cha@§ of error! ‘
that characteri;as developmental writing.\ .

How bedt tolapproach errors’ in devélppmental writing is . .
a fuzzyiissue. Traditiqqgl‘approaches-—rules, gxercises,' //
drills, tests, etc.—are often demoralizing to the student
Whose'tesg grades show relative};’little learning taking place o
and whose‘papers, ggen‘when improved; continge.to demand hggvy

marking of varied and seemingly unrelated efrors.f

L4

‘ the worth”of égﬁtenée combining as a means of approaehing
these prgblems has'been quesjkonab@e. Suggesting tpat the f
usefulﬁéés of sentence combining varies according to the
ability of the student, Hake and Wilf&ams conclude that

, sentence combining should be taught "only when a student’
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is'féady~for it, only when he is already a oompetent_writer '
or ready to becone one. n2 ‘A number of studies support the
same conclu51on, byt other evxdence suggests that sentence
oomBinlng not only beneflts stud¥nts of lower ablllty. but,

as Japet Ross determ1nes.‘”'w1ll effect greater change in : . .

’ writing Lfor them] at “least as far lexlty of ‘sentence

h structure is concerned.'"i than it will for the competent

student. . v
Though achieving‘syntactic>maturity is ‘desirable, a more

,- L3 ( ’ (3 . (3 - >

vital issue for the developmental writer is incidence of errors.

While there exlsts some evidence of a decline in conventional

. _errors for. the oompetent student as' a resylt of éentence ¢
comblnlng, 1t is generally thought that even th1s competent -
student is l;kely to increase’ errors as he 1noreases the length
of the T-unit (Kerek, Perceptual, p. 1074).. _ What these studids

) portend for the deveIopmental writer seems obvious. ‘Nonethé-' }

S/

Iess, E H. Schuster reports that. "a group of low-ablfgty

[students] who partlclpated in a sentencé-combining program .

4

a 1mproved [not only] the-quality and Iéngth of their composl- Y

-

<
t1ons, [but]. in. many cases, thelr handwrltlng, mechanlcal

. skllls, and grammar ag well™ (Kerek . Perceptual, p. 1079).°

As a way of decreasing errors. sentence\comblnlng offers
4 \ AN

a.number of advantages for developmental atudents, th have

L

R ’poor attltudes tdward their abillty to perform academlcally.

¢ 5 . - e K . . .
- o« o, . ‘/ ) 3 . ’ e
.\ B .\ .
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'Not the leastFof these advantages is the detachment of wrlter

-

fron content. Comments regardlng errors. accuracy, or appro-
‘priateness of expresslon-—whether by the instriictor or peers-—

. can remain obaectlve rather than become, or be m1sunderstood

o

as, an attack on wha;Z the- student has to say(:‘w In addition,

when,fréed from the pressure of having to create content,

4
students can give full attentlon to sentence structure,

grammar. and mechanlcs and perhaps be, - taught to detect

(J .
deviatlons from s?andard usage and syntactic boundarles.
7.

An aﬁareness of such errors is more 1mpoxtant to the

o~
developmental student than 1ncreased length of T—un1ts or

.syntactlc matu;}ty. In fact, placement essays written by my-

L-!?'!h‘

ekperimental group corroborated Hake and Wllllams concluslonx
) that 1ncompetent wrfters already write longer T-unlts than

, competent ones (ﬂ\}e, o 136) .One paper. for example, was

_ composed of-a sjngle T-unlt consisting of an unw1eldy 49 words
strung together by 8 coordlnatlng congunctions. a reminder of
Kellogg Hunt s statement that "if sentence.length~1s assumed‘
to be _the index of language maturlty, then the chlld who

_under punctuat@s the nogt or uses and the most will, regrettably,:
‘ a4 A

.

. be credited, with the greatest language maturity."”
L
Along ‘with T-unlts of ample length, these placement essays

contalned evidence that even'the developmental student commands

‘ﬂ at’ least a subconsclous knowledge of mature syntax. Not unlike

LY
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©ther p}ecement papers, one writer's essay, which consisted

of only 11 T-units, contained 3 subordinate clauses, .l relativé

- clause, P.partiqipial phrases, 2 infinitive phrases, and 2

_coordindted units.within main clduses. With this evidence

in mind as I began'my,sentence combiniﬁg'progreﬁn my goal

was not to increase'sentence length or maturity, but fathef:

A

as Kerek Daiker, and Morenberg suggest, “to teach students
v {

. to "dlscover and use *. . . the complex linguistiec knowledge

that most are 9naware of holding in their heads."s‘and

. particularly, to teach them to use it with a greatly reduced

incidence of the structural errors that are common %o devel-

opmental writers‘,'especially garbling errors gnd errors CL T
T . o .
resulting from failure to recognize and punctuate sentence

boundagies. ® With these common; but serious, errors dimin-

ished, I could then concentrate the remainder of t semester
Y '] >
#n the patterns of errors characterlstlc of individual-stu- - ¢

A 3

2
dents,and, optlmlstlcally,éon style and content. : ) '
&

The exgerimental gréup began with 23 students, 4 of whom -~ |

had to be dropped because they stopped attending or failed to
> \e " ¥ . ¢

complete the testing requirements. The remaining 19 students

were given,5 weeks of concentrated sentence combining study,

with no other instruction or wrltlng practice. Recognizing

¢ the 1nab111ty of developmental stédents to move through

material thh the n;bldlty or depth of malqi‘teamed writers, oo
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l\ignored some of’the more’complex structures. such as the
absolute phrase. and li'hﬁted°sentence céombining activ\itie's | L
“to structures used. _though often incorrectly. in the'students
placement essays coordinatlon of elements w1th1n T-units; o /
‘coordrnatxon of T-unltsz the compounding of T*units by the ’
.conaunctlve ‘adverb and semloolon; subordinate and relative
clausess "and apposltlve. verbal, ahd preposltional phrases.
Egl;ev1ng that punctuatioﬁ’should be v1ewed functlonally
rather than mechanlcally. I tegrated_lt into my teachlng

of each structure. I algo i isted that gtudents learn the

.
il

terminology associated with a particular structure and
famlllarlze themsélves with ligts ©of words. such'as coordl—
natlng conauﬁ\tlons. subordlnating conaunctlons, relatpve - -~
pronouns, etc., that might later become keys to more accurate
proofreading. SN ' S . R ) o
be able™to test results. I-dev1sed a serles of exer-.
cises to’ beé%mpleted by the, students during the first week : -
of classés. Two of these were paragraphs composed by ‘the - .
students and two others were prepared exerciges—one a para-
graph and the other a series Qf gentences —which the student
proofread and correctsd; Piaclng no marks‘of any kind on the
papers. ‘T evaluated them ad%ordlng ta four main categories:

garbled qonstructions: sentence boundary errors; comma errors; ¥

and semlcolon erﬁors.




) - . ‘ Aréall——é'
At the €nd of the sentence combining sessions, these .
initial exercises, which remained unmarked, were re urned to
the Students with ano 1nstructlons except to prqofread ahd
rerlse, keeping in mlnd the %echniques they had studied. As..'
with the 1n;t1a1_exerclses, the,proofreadlng and.rev1sing‘were
done»as.in-class assignments, without help or suggestions from
~"" the 1nstructor.or'plassmates Along with'thesé revisions, the
tudents wrote a paragraph whlch foLlowed exactly, except Tor -
topic, ‘the dlrectlons for one of the two earller grltlng '
assignments. ) | - : B e
_The results of\ the proofreadzﬁg exercrses weré generally
posltlve. Though I had placed no marks on their papers, glyen
them no d1rect10n as to number or types of“problems, students
made notable improveménts in most. areas (Tab}e 1), hMostTf

notable® was the decline of garbled sentences from %.in the

preltest to 0 in the post-test, a 100% ddcrease. Though comma
spllces showed only a 21% decrease, from 29 to 23 errons, the

L

fragment, whlch had appeared 36 times 1n the pre- test, decreased

to 25 occurrences, or by 31%, and the fused sentence, decrea31ng
4?from 15 to 5 occurrences, showed an impressive 6?% degcline..

Total 1mprovement in sentence boundary{errors was 3#%, as.

) students reduced errors from 80 in the pre-test to 53 in the "

*

post;test, a reduction made pore impressive by the fact,

, that .of the 19 students studied, 8, or k2%, were repeating .

. . . . .
» H
. - b . .
ERIC o ‘ ' ‘*
» PN = . ' o= N
- ' ¢ ] S .
PAruntext provia c S . v " . R
. <
. * . L} - b
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developmental English, and a ninth student had previously

ox g

Jfailea the mainstream freshman cougse. Moreover, the post;

test had been condthed after only five. weeks of sentence

combrning rather than after an entire semester. . '

Punctuation studies did not yield’sucgrpositive results.
Comma ergors, which decreased from 241 to 207, or 14%, remained
g abundant though instead of an 1nd1scr1m1nate scattering of the
comma throughout the paper, many of the comma errors-in the
o post-test seemed *to result from poor dec1s10n~mak1ng in

-

placing commas ‘with structures we had stutied. Students _‘ .
actually increased their 1ncidence ‘of semloolon errors by a
_disappointing 76%, from 4 to 17 occurrences. confirming Mina
,{ Shaughnessy s conclusion that the sem1colon becomes an epldemlc

v when i 5t 1ntroduced (Shaughnessy. p. 23) and suggesting that
developmental studentsxmay not be ready f@% semicolon study.
Except for the semicolon and possibly the comma, students
_had indeed improved their ability to proo®read as a result of
this five weeks of sentence combining, but another‘matter:was v
yet fo be decided{ To determine whether this proofreading "
ab111ty had carried over to their. writing, I compared the first

'pre-test writing safiple to the paragraph written at the time of

i the post-test (Table 2). In this comparison, the overall

reduction in sentence boundary erro , from 32 to Zg,lzas
38%, close to the 34% .0of the otherE ast

udy. Again the
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advance came .in the case of the c“ﬁma splice, whlch'showed a .

reductlon from 17 to 13 errors, or 24%. .. The fused sentence

was reduced from 7 to 4 errors, Qr L 3%, and the fragment from
/

8 to 3 grrors, or 63% Appearmg 6 tlmes in the’ pré-test
) sample. garbled sentences dlsappeared entirely- ins the pos{

i

‘ . Reduction of coma errors was morg significant-this
ifie, with a decrease from 87 to 46 errons. or 47%. Though

. insignificant after e earlier figures. the incidence of

~

semicolon errors was /reduced from 2 to O.

. While students varled in the degree of lmprovement. it

-

is worthwhile to note the sorts of changes ‘that took place

by referring to the results fqr one student. who was about .‘
average in capablllty for the group. The pre-test-wrltlng
sample contained 21 errors in 6 main categories: 3 garbled
sentenées. 1 fragment. 5 verb errors. 5 wrong forms ofswords.
L spell;pg errors. and 3 comma errors. The‘same paper edited

-, I3 » o i ) 4 . . f
at post-test time retained only 1 spellirig error, 2 comma

. errors, aﬁﬁ'1 semieolon,error. The post-test writing samnle
contained/5 verb errors, 2 wrong forms of words. and'z co;;a'
c errors. Though verb errors remained high, the student had
o clearly reduced both the. variety and the number of errors.
4 Especially notable was the absence 'in both post; - test results
of any sentence boundary or garbllng errors.

»
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Th;s student illugtrates the valldrty of the prcéram for,

v -~ ot ~

developmental wrlters. The previous "chaos had glvgv way to

a sense of pattern of the sort Mina Shaughnessy speaks of ‘.

(Shaughnessy. p. 5).- Nlth'the 1nd1v1dua1 student 8 errors

made'more'accessibie by this.sense of pattern, the random

and il;ogical approach that so often characterizesﬁthe narking d

of developmental papers was eliminated,:and both the 'students |, :

and I began to react more positive y to theirtwriting.- L :
In addltlon, we shared a\common vocabulary so that when

errors did occur, we could dlscuss them w1th greater gase. -

For students whose wrxtlng had 1mproved the most-—and some

students showed 51gn1f1cant1y greater improvement than- . e

others——the shared vocabulary became a means for d1scuss1ng ' '

style. coherence. and sentence variety in their papers.’

&

Students used thisinew termlnology, too, when discussing

sentence combining—exercises and writing assignments in class.f

to point oit erropf, 3udge the appropriateness and effective- -

Sentence comhining had made their errors more access;ble;to

. thém“as’well as Yo me. ' ' ) ' ‘ ’ L.
While error-countlng may not determlne syntactlc“maturlty. _ .

my study nonetheless polnts to the us&fulness of sentence

combining for ahother purpose: s\an incisive tool for proof- _

reading by the develqpmental wrlter. But for most studentsﬂ
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. the program fesulted in impréved‘writing'quality as well,

This'improuement ig confirmed by a comparison of one

5 student 8 pre-test wrltlng sample, with the post- test
2

,' . rev1slon of 1t. Though the* word count varies by only one A
| word (from 62 words in the pre-test to 63 in the posit- test). |
| the average length of T-units moves from 12 b to 21 words,

and there is & noticeable difference 1n style and organrzation.-'
Y Through sentence comb1n1ng this student cahe to reallze that

,,_ ‘ rev1s1on need not "be Just a correctlon of errors. but that -
it aan be a rec0ns1derat1on of the entire d1rect1on of the

oo paperﬂ " In’ the pre—test sample the.student writes,

3 L
« . - N .
. 4 N
L3 * N L ' 2

I like to spend my saturdays lying around the house.

Saturday to-me is a day of rest and relaxatlon.
A.few.Saturday a month.I llke %o spend doing things that

make me feel good. = °

One thlng that make me feel good is, dur1ng the suﬁmer.

¢

riding my motorcycle in the country.

'f;eﬂ T like’ sleeplﬁg late and watching TV on Saturday.

- N .

ﬁevised,-the paragraph reads, E ’ *

'.
- -
-

.

! . ’ . . .
In the winter I like to spend my saturdays lying around:

* the house and‘watching teievision, but in the summer I
. . " N ‘

-

. L *
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11ke to spend'my saturdays domg somethlng that makes <t

, me feel good. @ne. o‘f the thmgs that make me feel good

- g
N ‘ ' 1s mdmg my motorxeycle in t,he country where the air is

N fresh and I can Just re‘.fax and take it easy. o )

- + 8\ [y
-
- . . ., . - N
- - : - ¢ r. S

r

*
.

‘.

. Al v

None of these students have reached" z!;he point in the’lr
writing at whigl\ they ean "just refax and take it easy," but
-+ they are begmnmg to do somethmg ‘that makes them and me'

»

'"feel good , "
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* Table 1\ Error Redtict‘ion- in P:éoe’f:;eaﬁding Exe,nciges L Ve "
L S ve . N : h T ' . 4
e T s Percentage . oty
T -,‘.'." Exggg of.Errors- - Pre-Test Post-‘l'est _) Igpro.vemen L \
K ' . PR ) . R ' . t \‘ . . . -. M »
Sentence Boundary 80 53 27 2 '
’ ‘,__‘Fragmen*t 36 . o+ 25- 31% ( \ : \
i . Fuded’ Sentence 15 5 67% - - ' B
. Comma Splice 29 g 23 -~ A% L~ e -
S Garbled Sentence - 6 , 0 199% . ) ‘/ ‘
Comma T am 207 14% .
. /' . .
Semicolon L 17 76% Increase - -
) , ) y ' in Errors .
. - : ’ - N ’
’ _‘ ; ) \E ‘ . . ' ™
. Tabie 2. Error-Reduction in Writing Samples . ) .
] ﬁf R Percentage CoL
a ’_I_'meg of Errgs Pre-Tést - Post-Test . Improvement g s
e Se’éx‘bence Boundary 32 - ¥ 20 38% (-
) - v . F ’
a’y'a.gmen'lz S 8 . 3 63% .
- ’ i .
< e Fused Sentence 7 43%- -y
Comma S'plice 17 13 ‘W%
R G,arbied Sentence 6 0 ' '1L00%
Comma 87 b6 W%
Semicolon - « = 2 0 108%
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