
resent teacher influence on controversial matters. The 
teacher's responsibility is to help the student discover his 

or her own truth, not to decide for the student what truth is. 
Examining and comparing various newspapers and magazines is 

a successful technique for bringing relevance to student lives. 
The study of current issues and events can lead to student in
terest in developing their own paper. Writing skills grow 
quite naturally out of this experience. Even the most reluctant 
writers can review a rock concert or compile a list of current 
hits on the radio. Interviews or polls are fun but can be dis
tracting to other classes and teachers, so should be done 
between cl asses or during lunch. Student papers require some 
time and typing but students can be very enterprising when they 
see their names in print, and often find unique ways to facil
itate this process. The format must be kept simple. Including 
a sample of everyone's work, success, is of primary importance 
to these students layout secondary. 

Another technique for developing writing skills among students 
classified as "troubled" is to study current poetry and to have 

the students write their own. There are collections available 
too numerous to mention, but poems should be selected that are 
fairly clear and direct in their themes. They should relate to 
matters of importance to teenagers. A few days of study and 
then "hands on" works best. Remind the kids that poetry need 
not rhyme, that it can be any length, that the object is to 

communicate an idea. 
A teacher's sense of humor is not quoted with telling jokes or 

trying to be cute although sometimes both these tricks work. It 
means when the kids look at you on Monday morning through slits 
where you know eyes exist, talk all hour· of their kegger 

parties, fall asleep in class or don't get it after three ex
planations, you, the teacher, remind yourself that there are 
three more days in the week. 1 don't include Friday because 
Friday has its special idiosyncrasies and school is probably the 

• fur,thest from the minds of most of us. A sense of humor means 
that when a student's remarks and attitude make you wonder why 
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you ever went into this profession, you remember there are 
probably a few others who love you and need for you to be 
there. 

Having perspective is understanding that if you know a child 
is abused in the home and her parents are both alcoholic, 
before you arrange to rescue the child and place her in a foster 
home, you first go through referral channels for the parents' 
problem. Furthermore, you seek peer support for the student 
through school groups or AlAnon. Your job is to teach despite 
the kids' problems. Teaching kids with tough lives often 
involves you emotionally more than teaching kids from happy 
homes. But, it is all too easy to take on the role of parent, 

counselor, welfare worker, social worker and chemical dependency 
counselor as well as teacher. We, as teachers, need to know 
where and when to make referrals and to follow up on them but 
not to take over the kids' lives. Timing is crucial. some kids 
abuse drugs day after day but until they are ready, the only 
treatment you can provide is an active learning environment and 
the appropriate consequence if they choose not to participate. 

Rewards for the teacher come when students tell you (and they 
will) how much you mean to them and what they've learned from 
you. It is possible, through your efforts, to keep troubled 
kids in school, to help them to become happier people, to 

further their progress toward graduation, and, if you're lucky, 
to exchange some learning along the way. 

A STUDY OF THE USE OF SENTENCE COMBINING TECHNIQUES IN THE 
LEARNING DISABILITIES CLASSROOM 

By Carol A. Bacig and 
Thomas D. Baci g 

The study reported here came about because a frustrated 
Learning Disabilities teacher was ready to try almost anything 
to get her junior high students to be able to write a para
graph using sentence styles more sophisticated than those of a 
Dick and Jane Reader, and because this teacher wanted to know 
if what she did was worth doing more than once. 
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The sentence combining materials used in this study were 
developed by Peg and Marv Klein of Bellingham, Washington. They 
consist of 64 experiments grouped by concept into teachable 
units. (See sample of Experiment 39) 

The experimental group was composed of 8 mildly retarded or 

learning disabled junior high students enrolled in an alterna
tive English class taught by the LO teacher. The control group 

was 8 mildly retarded or learning disabled students enrolled in 
mainstream English classes whose Reading Comprehension scores, 
as measured by the Peabody Individual Achievement Test, closely 
matched those of the experimental group. The study was conducted 
at Woodland Junior High School, in Duluth, Minnesota, during the 
second semester of the 1978-79 school year. Klein's sentence 
combining exercises were taught every Tuesday and Thursday 
during the 50 minute alternative English class. (see Table 1) 

Each teaching unit was composed of six sections. In the first 
section were examples of a particular concept, for example, 
relative clauses. The second section was a group of sentences 
to be changed, combined, to fit the concept exemplified in 
section one. In the third section exact and detailed instruc
tions were given on how to change the sentences of section two . 
The fourth section required students to verbalize the process 

just completed. Applications, the fifth section, asked 
students to generate sentences to fit the concept. The final 
section consisted of several sentence combining practices . 
Because all of the students' reading skills were low, the 
teacher read all sections of each unit to the students. 

PRE-TEST 

8. A) The tomato is red, 
B) The tomato is juicy, 
C) The tomato is a fruit, 
D) The tomato is tasty, 

The tomato is red and it's Ju1cy and it's a 
frui_t and it is very tasty . 

9. A) There is no air in space, 
B) There is no water in space, 
C) Man cannot live in space, 

The space man cannot live without water and 
they might die. 
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On pre-test practice number 8, she retained all the units 
stated in A, B, C, D, but used a very immature syntactic 
structure. She-used the conjunction "and" three times and 

needed to retain the pronoun "it", thereby actually creating 
four simple sentences reminiscent of the Dick and Jane Readers . 

On pre-test practice 9, she lost all sense of the original 
semantic units in A, B, C. Her way of coping with a structure 
she didn't understand was to ignore it and change to a more 
familiar idea, the space man. 

Following is an example of the progress made by one of the 
students, Sally, grade 8. 

8. A) The book is interesting. 
B) The book is old. 
C) The book is about fishing . 
D) The book is well-used. 

POST-TEST 
The well-used interesting old book is about fishing. 

9. A) The man has no job. 
B) The man has no money. 
C) The man cannot buy a car. 

The man cannot buy a car because he has no money or job. 

On post-test practice 8, Sally retained all the semantic 

units in A, B, C, D, and used adjective embedding to create a 
sentence immensely more sophisticated than any on her pre-test. 

On post-test practice 9, Sally handled a causal subordination 
and coordinated two negative semantic units, precisely what 
she couldn't do on her pre-test. 

Finally, and most important, Sally retained these skills. 
The following school year she independently generated the 
following paragraph. 

Directions: 1. Look at the picture or the title. 

KEY WORDS: 

man 

age 

2. Read the key words. 
3. Use some of the key words to write a story 

about the picture or the title. 

nap came rat face (bench) 
space granddad take shade cane 
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The Old Man in the Park 
There was a old man sitting on a bench, and right beside him was 
a rat. I came over to him and saw that he was taking a nap. 
In his hand he had a cane. His face was covered by the shade. 
He looked the age of my granddad and you could tell that he was 

off in space. 

Sally's performances were notJtypical. All of her classmates 
in the experimental group made simHar progress. The only re
maining question was whether that progress was sufficient when 
compared with the "natural" progress made by students in the 

contra l group. In other words, an experiment was needed. 
Both groups of students, the experimental group and the control 
group, were given pre and post tests designed by the Kleins, and 
the performance of the two groups was compared using the "gain 

scores" of each group on a variety of measures. 
Most teachers generally do not view research or experiments as 

a _continuing part of their everyday teaching. In part, this is 
true because we have surrounded the doing of psychological and 
educational research with images of white-coated lab technicans 
running rats through mazes, and with sophisticated mathematical 
procedures which are sometimes perceived as requiring levels of 
precision in "administering treatments" and "measuring results" 
which most teachers see as being beyond the realm of possi-
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bility in the classroom. In fact, most classroom teachers who 
have had some training in statistics are reinforced in this 

notion by the many sermons statisticians preach about being 
careful to avoid "unwarranted" generalizations based on insuf

ficient data, failure to meet mathematical assumptions, uncon
trolled variables, insufficient sample size, and a whole host of 
other "invalidating contaminations" of experimental procedure. 

These views grow out of an analogy between educational re
search and research done in medicine and agriculture. Experi
ments in these areas are attempting to "prove" that a treatment 
produces an effect with a very high degree of certainty. In 
fact, researchers in these areas consider the worst kind of 
error they could make is the error of concluding there is an ef

fect associated with a treatment, when there is none. Given 
the risks associated with using some medications or soil treat
ments, such a rule for making a decision about effects is 
prudent. In doing research in education this same model is 

often appropriate. Before I invest millions in a new educa
tional technology, I want to know if it's effective. Similarly, 
when I'm trying to find out whether I can generalize results 
from a small sample to a very large population such caution 
seems crucial. 

However, there is another class of "experiments" well worth 
doing, and another set of rules which might be applied to such 

experiments. In fact, one might argue that far more educa
tional research ought to be done using strategies designed to 

help teachers, principals, and school boards decide what to do 
next. Such research would move us toward the only kind of 
"accountability" that seems to make sense. The LO teacher in 
this case was asking "What works and what doesn't?" Driven by 
teaching LD students and the recognition of how slowly they pro
gress, she believed her time was too limited and valuable to 
waste on what doesn't work. 

A cautionary note is in order here. If Marv and Peg Klein 
hadn't developed the materials and methods to do a piece of 

"traditional" research, the researchers would not have been able 
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to do this piece of "applied" or "action" research. It is 
likely that "pure" research will continue to provide us with 
such materials and models, with the means, in other words, to ask 

our questions about what works. However, what we need, as a pro
fession, is an effort to provide teachers with incentives and 

methods to ask serious questions about whether or not what 
they're doing works, and we don't have to start with tests of 

significance and c1aims about generalizability. 
The first step in using an experimental approach to what works 

is to establish what we expect, how much of a difference we need 
to observe to conclude that our idea worked, and then we part 
company from the process of experimentation as it is usually 
done. A conversation between the authors explored how much dif
ference in performance would be necessary to lead the teacher to 

conclude that sentence combining was an activity worth the in
vestment in cl ass time. What fo 11 ows is a summary of that con-

versa ti on. 

1. Do you expect any difference in semantic retention? 

No. 
2. Do you expect any difference in the grammatical correctness 

of responses of experimental and control groups? 
The experimental group will make 10% fewer errors on the 
post-test. 

3. How many fewer words will the experimental group use when 
compared with the control group? 
Five per item or a total of 60. 

4. How great a decrease in the number of T-units will there 
be for the experimental group? 

Thirty-three percent. 
5. How many more words per T-unit will the experimental group 

produce than the control group? 

6. 

2.5 words per T-unit. 
How much of an increase in subordination would you expect 
for the experimental group as compared with the control 
group? 
One per student more for experimental group as compared 
with the control group. 
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7. ~ow much of~ reduction in coordination would you expect 
1n the experimental group when compared with the control 
group? 

50% 

In asking or answering these questions, of course, the re

searchers did a great deal of talking to reach understandings 
about terms and counting rules. For example, the teacher 
pointed out that she was very uncertain about the number of sub
ordinations that could be expected since the pre and post tests 
did not have many i terns that she felt called for subordination. 
In addition she kept cautioning us about expecting too much of 
her students. Moreover, later when we began trying to arrive at 

operational rules for counting embeddings, for dealing with 
semantic unit retention, and several other categories including 

grammaticality, problems emerged which required jury-rigged 
solutions. Finally, when we tried to arrive at rules for deter
mining what "50% more" meant, we had some problems. But in 
spite of all that, here are our results. 

In the typical experimental design the teacher researcher 
would attempt, of course, to state hypotheses in terms of means 
and to compute mathematically the probability of obtaining the 
results due to "chance" factors. While such mathematical 
sophistication is useful it is not always necessary. In fact, 
the intuitions of good teachers about what works and what 
doesn't work are based on their own sense of probabilities. 
When the performance of the control group and the experimental 
group were compared the following results emerged. 
1. The experimental group retained 290 semantic units in the 

pre-test and 309 in the post-test. The control group 

retained 288 in the pre-test and 295 in the post-test. 
Differences favor the experimental group but are small. 

2. The experimental group made 38% fewer grammatical errors 
in the post-test than on the pre-test (5/13J and the control 
group made 31% more errors in the post-test than in the 
pre-test (4/13). 

3. The experimental group used 155 fewer words in the post-test 
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and the control group used 148 more words . 
4. The experimental group used 72 fewer T-units in the post-test 

and the control group used 22 more T-units, 41% (72/176) 
fewer for the experimental group and 12% (22/174) more for 

the control group. 
5. The experimental group showed an increase of 2.4125 words 

per T-unit in the post-test. The control group showed an 
increase of .075 WPTU. The comparative gain was 2.3375 

WPTU. 
6. The experimental group showed 8 more subordinations in the 

post-test and the control group showed 3 more subordina
tions. The experimental group had .625 subordinations per 

student more that the control group. 
7. The experimental group had 20 coordinations in the post-test 

and 62 in the pre-test, a 68% reduction (42/62). The con
trol group had 71 coordinations in the post-test and 63 
in the pre-test, a 13% increase (8/63). 

8. The experimental group had 62 more embeddings in the post
test than in the pre-test, a 53% increase (62/118). The 
control group had 8 fewer embeddings in the post-test than 
in the pre-test, a 7% decrease (8/123). The following table 

summarizes teacher predictions and results. 

Semantic Unit Retention 
Grammatical errors 
Total words 
Number of T units 
Words per T unit 
Number of Subordinations 
Number of Coordinations 
Number of Embeddings 

Predicted Observed 
Experimental Control 

No difference 
10% less for Experimental 
60% less for Experimental 
33% less for Experimental 
2.5 more for Experimental 
8 more for Experimental 
50% less for Experimental 
50% more for Experimental 

19 
-38% 
-155 
-41% 
+2.4 
+8 
-68% 
+53% 

7 
+31% 
+148 
+12% 
+.l 
+3 
+13% 
-7% 

When presented with these results and asked what she con
cluded about using the Klein materials, the teacher confirmed 
the intuitiv~ judgment she had made immediately after the 
experiment. She believes that these sentence combining 
materials are a valuable addition to the repertoire of 

13 

strategies she uses to improve the language skills of her LD 
students. While she might have settled for the intuition, we 
all ought to find the evidence she has accumulated impressive, 
and shoul ct seek to encourage more teachers to put their in
tuitions to such tests. In fact, the strategies used in these 

tests are similar to statistical strategies that are increasingly 
being viewed as a better method for conducting certain types of 
research in many areas. These techniques, called Bayesian 
statistics, explore the possibility that the worst kind of error 
we might make is the error of deciding there is no effect when 
in fact there is. Not finding teaching strategies that might 
help us solve some of our worst teaching problems, is, after all, 
a very serious kind of error. Finally, if traditional analytic 
techniques were used the findings of this study would be 
equally persuasive. The intuitions of an experienced teacher 
seem a reasonable basis for deciding questions about what works 
and what doesn't. 

Table 1: Reading Comprehension Scores, expressed as grade 
equivalents, as measured by the Peabody Individual 
Achievement Test. 

Experimental Group 

3.9 

Control Group 

3.9 

Mean, 3.5 

EXPERIMENT 39: 

GIVEN: A) 
B) 
C) 
D) 

E) 

3.5 3.8 
4.7 4.7 
5.0 5.0 
3.2 3.1 
3.2 3.0 
4.1 4.2 
3.5 3.7 

SAMPLE 
- Changing Sentences to Describers 

The girl is my friend - ··~ who is my friend 
The man left town _ _.,, who left town 
The rock hit the window - >that hit the window 
The train left the tracks -- :;,, that left the 
tracfs 
The team lost the game .. -":> which lost the game 
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F) The river flooded the field - 7 which flooded 
~ the field 

MATERIAL: 1) The boys ran down the road. 
2) A pony galloped in the pasture. 
3) The waves raced to shore. 
4) The ina.gazi ne fe 11 from the ~able 
5) The doctor examined the patients . 

DIRECTIONS: 1) Change the sentences in MATERIAL ~y using th~ 
word who, which or that in place of the underlined words in 
the sentences. Study GIVEN. 

CONCLUSION: 1) What can you sometimes do with words like who, 
which and that? 

2) How is who different from which and that? (Clue: 
Notice the kinds of words each of these words can replace). 

APPLICATION:l) Make up four sentences like those in MATERIAL. 

2) Now change them by using who, which, or that, 
like you did in DIRECTIONS. 

INTERCHANGE 

"Interchange", a place to respond to articles 
in MEJ, to expand, gloss, to offer your own 
insight, will be available to readers begin
ning Fall 1981. Comments by our readers of 

300 - 500 words should address an article 
appearing in a previous journal or state a 
concern, one of our readers might be able to 
address in a future article. However, 
"Interchange" is not a 'complaints' booth! 
Your comment must be accompanied by your 
name and address. The Editor reserves the 
right to accept or reject comments and to 
edit in ways that do not change the content. 
"Interchange" will have 1-4 pages, depending 
on the number of comments and the available 

space. Comments for Fall 81 should reach 
the Editor no later than September 15, 1981. 
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HOI~ SHOULD LISTENING BE TAUGHT? 
by Marlowe Ediger 

Two selected psychologies of education can apply to the 

teaching of listening. Good listeners can learn much content by 
listening carefully to the thinking of others, and teaching 
becomes more rewarding if learners listen attentively to on
going presentations. Less need exists for repeating directions, 
statements, and subject matter if pupils are proficient 
listeners. 
MEASURABLE OBJECTIVES AND THE LISTENING CURRICULut,; 

Precise objectives may be used to assist learners in improving 

listening skills. After instruction, pupil progress is meas
ured to detenr.ine whether each objective has or has not been 
attained. 

Measurably stated ends need to be written sequentially by the 
teacher in ascending order of complexity. A learner needs to 
achieve an objective with measurable certainty before working 
to achieve the next sequential goal. 

Learners ideally should experience success in achieving each 
objective. Careful attention, then, needs to be given to 
writing objectives which are attainable, neither too complex nor 
too simple. 

The following are examples of specific objectives involving 
listening: 

1. After listening to content in a cassette recording, the 
pupil will list in writing three facts and three opinions. 

2. The pupil will say, orally, three generalizations stated 
in a discussion. 

3. After listening to a set of directions, the pupil will 
follow these sequentially in preparing a food dish. 

The teacher needs to select a variety of learning activities 
to assist learners to achieve objectives. Each pupil needs to 
experience activities which are meaningful, interesting, and 

purposeful. After instruction, the teacher may then measure 
if an objective has been achieved before the next sequential 
goal is emphasized . 
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