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Walter Laban's language development study of a cross ~ection 

of students in the San Francisco area is an exhaustively researched, 

well-documented, reasonably well-written work. Loban divided his 

students into three groups: those high in language ability, those 

low in language ability, and those chosen ty random selection from 

a select group of 211. The study, done longitudinally over 12 

years, included data collected in oral interviews, written compositions, 

reading tests, listening tests, 1.0. tests, and teacher ratings in 

each of the twelve grades. 

As I read through the work, one question kept coming to mind: 

"How can I apply this to my classroom situation?" More often than 

not, I reached the conclusion that I could not. There are three 

reasons for this: (1) A reader must be familiar with the terminology 

of Loban and others, (2) the study confirms beliefs already held 

by educators, and (3) the work is heavily statistical. 

In order to understand all or part of the study, a reader must 

familiarize himself with a whole series of language studies done by 

such people as Bernstein, Allen, Watts, Lawton, and others. Each 

seems to have coined his own set of terms (i.e. "T" units, mazes, etc.) . 

The average English teacher has not been exposed to these ideas in 
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his course work, his work with collea~ues, or his professional 

reading. As such, he must constantly refer to th~ appendix to 

check definitions. However, I found that on a second reading the 

report is more readily understandable. 

The study confirms beliefs already held by most educators . 

Loban states that whites progressed faster than non-whites, 

professionals' children communicated better than non-professionals' 

children, and rich kids developed better languaqe more quickly than 

the poor. Most educators learn these things in their first year 

of teaching. Loban concludes that, "Their home lives and their 

compatibility with the school environment exacted of them comclcxity 

of thought, functional uses of abstraction, distillations of 

experience into words, and imaginative foreseeing of consequences . " 

Put more simply: Johnnie can read, write and cipher because he has 

a positive attitude toward school and a supportive family. This 

is the stuff of parent-teacher conferences merely put into 

pedantic jargon . 

Last, the work is heavily statistical. As I read through, 

constantly had to refer to charts, graphs, and appendices. 

Naturally, I expected the study to include statistical information, 

b~t this makes for "slogging" rather than reading. Loban mentions 

several times that proficient writers and speakers use an economy 

of language. The report is often wordy, tautological, and obtuse. 

For ~omeone who espouses language economy, Loban certainly 
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Th,·s, too, makes for difficult, slow reading. 
doesn't economize. 

For example: "In written language the data on words in dependent 

clauses as a percentage of words in communication units contain 

h ,·nvest,·gator indicated previously in 
the same peculiarities t e 

reference to the average number of written dependent clauses per 

unit." 
The report does have a redeeming factor, however, and that is 

that an average English teacher (one with a background in traditional 

grammar) may be able to distinguish where his students are in their 

f b d . t· "The high 
language development by their use o su or ,na ion. 

group uses phrases, gerunds, participles, infinitives, appositives 

and nominative absolutes. The low group begins to use more 

,·n ways si'milar to the high groups' use of them 
dependent clauses 

h 1 · d" s,·mply by applying this basic 
at the elementary sc oo per10 . 

few Others Wh ich Loban advocates, the teacher should 
principle and a 
be able to tell where his students are in their language development. 

However, the book will be more useful if an individual is willing 

to read it more than once; the first time to familiarize himself 

with the terminology, and in successive readings to make applications 

to his individual teaching situation. 

BLOOMINGTON WRITING ASSESSMENT 
Orville Ruud 
Rloomington Puhlic Schools 
Bloomington, Minnesota 

A writing assessment developed in Bloomington, ~innesota, 

used the writing exercises and orimarv trait scorinq of the National 

Assessment of Writing. The assessment has also been used in the 

Minnesota Northwest Educational Cooperative Service Unit schools 

and in the Department of ~efense ~ependent Schools. It examines 

specific writing traits and involves citizens and staff in setting 

desired performance standards, marir.a judgments of achievement and 

reporting recommendations. 

The Bloomington writing assessment's purpose was to report the 

writing skills of Bloo~ington students to the public. These results 

were also to ~e used for curriculum improvement. The Bloomington 

writing assessment was the work of many people. First, a writing 

steering committee of nine teachers clearly described "!~hat Is 

Writing" from the Bloominaton writina curriculum. The steering 

committee outlined the content for the assessment, described an 

appropriate testing procedure and prescribed constraints and 

expectations to be observed in the choice of appropriate writing 

exercises. 

Definition of l~ritina and l·1riting 11.ssessment 

Writing is the recording and preserving of languaae and the 
tra~smission of ideas. Writin g is subject to cer~ain organi
z~t,onal and m~c~anic~l co~ventions. Although writing purposes 
differ, all wr1t1ng situations presupoose the existence of a 
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