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Two }eports of the origin and development of Bluefield State College's
SPICE Center were delivered at meetings of the West Virginia Association of
College Eng]ish:Teachersfat‘Jackson's‘Mi1H. The first gave apvoptiqistic
view of Bluefield State's version bf-théxwfiting center at the beginning of

the SPICE Center's 1ife during the fall term,419’79;1 the second was a-follow-'p

>
report on the center after nearly three ye@rs.of‘bggrﬁtion.zv This paper 1is ah
informal final report on the SPICE Center, for after eight semesters of
successful operatioa, it‘hés now fallen victim to Nest‘Virginia'S‘economic
difficulties.> | ’

Bluefield-State openea the SPICE Cent?r4 with three courses in 1979--all

three courses were offered at the same time, in the same room, in old one-room

school house fashion, as an'experiment to try to decrease the time I spent at

~an off-campus center in Welch, about 32 miles from the main campus. My classes

there, while small, consumed my entire teaching load because of the range of

courses the students required. The department needed me to teach on cambus as

well, so I opened the SPICE Center for just six hours per week and picked up a

couple of cTaéses,on'éampus.

The”SPICé Center, equipped withbfour'conference tables, comfortab]e'
padded chairs,‘media equipment, resource materials, a few small tables, and a
de§k for the instructor, accommodated about 20 students at a time. Like many
wrifing centers, poéters adorhed the walls, the atmosphere was light and
cheery, and on close inspection pizza sauce and junk food,cfumbs could often
be found. There were no studént désks, no lectures, and no rigid schedules.

for the course was -conducted by student-instructor conferences.

. PERFORMANCE-BASED LEARNING

The original version of SPICE was based on Scuth Carolina's performance-

based model of vocational education emphasizing skills acquisition, f]exib]e
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scheduling, and an opeq entry/open exit poh'cy.5 The SPICE Center emphasized

4 skills acquisition and flexibjlity. It also stressed face—to-féce evaluation

of written wdrk, and placed a heavy emphasis~on writing as process instead of

writjng as product. Minor chaﬁges were made durfng.the four yea;s, and although

the performance-based South Caro]in& model was adapted for téaching composition

in the SPICE Center, SPICE was not a minimum comp;tency program, and I dq\not

subscribe to thé minimum competency concepts of many state legisiatures.
Instruction in such writing centers asks students to develop skills

insteaa of asking them to passively acquire information, as emphas.ized by

traditional instruction—-a dichotomy characterized by Ross kinterowd as

6

"knowing-how" versus ”knowing:Ehat.“ Success in the SPICE Center was defined

as the ability to write-we]], in relation to individualized criteria;
traditional c]assréom instruction often defines success as the ability to

recall a body of informatiqn--grammqr rules and correct spe]iings, for examp1e-;
in re]gtion to a norm based on the amount recalled by others in the class, or

to produce a text bﬁsed on a norm established by departmenta]'or instructor

concepts of an "Idealized Text.“7

referenced, i.e., all who met the critF?Wﬁ\(;r an "A," criteria set for each
writing assignment, based on the writer's pu¥pose and gba]s, received an "A,"

without regard for so-called normal distribution of grades.8 The SPICE Center-

Evaluation in the SPICE Center was criterion-

encouraged the students to retain authority over their texts, authority and
responsibiTity they accepted reluctantly, but soon.thfived.on.

A Study of the SPICE Center's~Effect{vene§s
| Instruction in the SPICE Center and in So;thern West Virginia Community
" College's Individualized Learning Center (tobether, the ekperimenta] group)
was compared with conventional classroom instructicn af the two co]]éges

(together, the control group) in an attempt to mgasure the effectiveness of the

two modes. of instruction at the institutions. The effects of the two modes of
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instruction on writing qua]ity; the students' concepts of the nature of the
writing process, and writing apprehension were conpared in a pretest—posttest
experimental design. Five null hypbtheses were tested for significance'at the
.05 level of confidence to determine significant differences in the effects ot )
the tWo modes of instruction on 82 students enrolled in the first semester of
college English. Of the 82 students in the study, 44 received individualized
instruction in one of the two writing centers, and 38 received conventional
classroom instruction in one of two 1ocations.A ~

- Only one of the five rull hypotheses was rejected with a 95% confidence
in the vaiidity of the reJection that there would be no significant differencev

between the experimental and control groups‘ posttest mean T-unit 1engths was

rejected. Not only was the control group's posttest mean T-unit length

o
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significant]y greater (p=.014), but the pretest—towposttest‘increase of 1.50. -
words per T-unit for the control group was s1gn1ficant1y greater than the .49
word increase for the experimental group (p-<.001). Expressed anotner way,
the experimentai‘group's_posttest'meankT-unit 1ength increased 3,5% while the
control's posstest mean T-unit length increased three times that much, or
10.5%. However, a closer analysis of the data from indiriduai sect;ons of
both groubs indicates that the statistically signiticant difference in
syntactic growth may be mis]eading because one classroom grgup received
instruction in the basics of Chrlstensen sentence rhetoric,9 and the'other
groups did not. Omitting that section from the“ccntroi group s data 1owers
the control's gain in mean T-unit length to .73 word, not significantiy greater
h than the experimental group S. | |
Holistic scoring of the writing samples showed no significant differences,
either in pretests or in posttests, Unfortunate]y for our ptirposes though,

the writing center_mean holistic score, although above the classroom group's

mean holistic score on the pretest, fell below the classroom greup's score on .

o , L ' . ; -:._ | \




rghe posttest;' In fact, the posttest score for the writing center students
decreased .03 point on a six-point scale (about 1%), while the classroom group
score 1hcreaseh .19.point on the same scale, an'inérease of about 6%. Still,
the differences were noﬁ‘significant at the .05 level of coniidence, indicating
that the'two groups wrote equally well.
IMPLICATIONS

Because this study'found no significant difference in the growth of

writing quality of students taught by writ{ng center instruction and by class-
room instructioq, teache}s énd administrators in West Virginia may wish to
consider, for various reasons, alternatives to tradffiona] classroom fnstruction.
The alternatives 1nc1udé—;hé Garrison10 a_nd’the‘Murray11 methods of conferencing,
and other app]icatfons of whaf James Moffatt refers to as "stﬁdent-céntered“
' 1'nstrjuct1'on.12 | |

S Interpreted«conéervative1y, this experiment did not reso]Qe the questioﬁ
of—thé effectiveness of the SPICE Center. Howevér, one can argue that the
experiment shows that the SPICE Center instruction was as effectiQe as classroom
instruction, and therefore argue for the former on theoretical grounds. Indeed,
i one turns té the narrow institutional questions ét issue, one can argue that
the experiment re-affirms the writing center models at the two 1nstitutions,
since such instruction achieves the same gain in writing quality at
approximately one-half the 1ns£ructiona1 cost.13'

* One might‘intéfpret the results of this comparisbn of teaching methods ,

in the light éf Frank_Smith's injunction to "prefer people to programs,“14
as sugge;ting that the teaching metnods, in and of themselves, tqrn oQt to be
rather ﬁnimportantlin the teaching of writing. Such a conclusion would follow
similarly from Roger Shuy's angment thaf the.érucia]rdeterminants of master%ng

o .- . . | - 15 .
literacy are below the consCious- awareness of teachers and 1earners,1 and it

might lead us to realize that the teacher's own writing, and what the teacher




knows aboqt learning theory and culture are far more important'than-modes of
instruction. Teachers who have a positive attitude, are sensitive to student
1earnihg, are know]edgeabﬁe in learning theory, and who are practicing writers
can help students learn to write better. Lickteig singles out attitude as the
"most impOrtant ingredient in a successful Composition‘program."l6 Teacher
attitude is reflected by others, who say that'writing teachers shbu1d also be
competent writers. Several teacher—researchers re]ate their personal |
attitudes by admonishing writing teachers to write with their students, to
write often, and o share their wr1t1ng with their students in an effort to
show the1r students how to-write instead of te111ng them how. 17

Teacher attitude is the cr1t1ca1 factor in recogn1z1ng individuals and
molding ins:cructicn to meet 1nd1vtdua1 needs, and the wr1t1ng-center, with its
built-in flexibility and its one-on-one jnstruetiona1'oppentunities,'}s quite
well su%ted for meeting individual neeasi Hopefully, other West Virginia
colleges and universities will not abandon"attempts at individualized writing
instructton in the face. of economic difficu&ties -but will find other creative
ways of putting the state s financial resources to full use to continue
carefu]]y cultivating the state's greatest resources, its college and

university students.
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