
conclusions of chapters and articles are good places to start 

in this active process of quickly extracting what fits the 
researcher's own purpose.) 

4) Take notes very selectively. Pick out key materials 

that serve your research purposes and then extract, evaluate, 

and condense those materials into concise notes in your own woros; 

only lines with exceptional "punch" are quoted directly. After 

this, use cards or slips of paper of all one size--or in a 

notebook that can be later cut up so that materials can be sorted 
and resorted. 

5) Conduct interviews with available authorities only after 

doing your substantial research and come with prepared questions, 

6) Incubate and review collected material and make new 

tentative outlines, D~velop personal perspectives on the sub

ject, "Don't let your sources do your thinking for you," 

7) Brainstorm as often as possible with teacher, and small 
class group, 

During these periodic conferences, teachers can help in

still in the young researcher a critical, analytical attitude 

towaros printed sources and also teach the importance of making 

clear distinctions among opinions, educated guesses, facts and 

logical inferences from facts, The teacher can also ascertain 

whether the student is reading the sources in a semi-passive 
fashion, absorbing comparatively little. 

Student resea:rchers should be reassured that their personal, 

unifying angles do not have to be completely original. Nor 

should they fear discovering that one of their sources has 

anticipated their thesis, The root of the word research is 

"rechercher", which means "to discover again" Students should 

also be reassured that they will be given full grade credit for 

all the work they put into their research projects. Good research 

takes time! All the thoughtful reviews, reorganizations, new 

trial outlines, thesis revisions, and new brainstorming sessions 

are time well-spent! They trigger anew the students' own 
creative processes. 

This whole experience of research and writing from research 
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is immensely valuable for future college and real-world writing. 

It takes time and lots of teacher effort, but the achievement will 

be remembered and the experience used long after many other more 

trivial essays have been completely forgotten. Furthermore, it 

is only through creative, critical evaluation of the facts, and 

reflection upon what their legitimate implications may be, that we 

rise above the chaotic collection of superficial, capricious 

opinions and prejudices that we have collected willy-nilly in the 

course of living on the surface of life. 

NOTES 
1James Suchan, "Library Research for Business Writing 

Students: A Model," the A.B.C.A. Bulletin, June, 1981, 33, 

POST HOC, STATISTICS, AND ANECODOTES: 

FRESHMAN COMPOSITION AND GPA 

by Robert Houston 

I 

Like other college composition teachers, I have had my pro

fessional anxiety attacks, some minor and brief, others major and 

persistent. Whether out of neglect or resolution, some have 

passed out of my life. Others, more significant and resistant to 

self-deception and rationalization, endure. Like my peers I have 

read the compositions my students have written before, during, 

and after instruction. And like them I have asked myself if a 

career such as chicken-sexer isn't possible after post-doctoral 

t d I have truly wondered if the class hour my students and ' s u y. 

I worked on FRAG, CS, and FS, could have been better used con

templating questions like, "What is the good life, and what, if 

anything, does freshman composition have to do with it?" For 

me and every other writing teacher all of our momentary and 
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lingering doubts about course objectives, content, strategies and 

techniques have one source: we want our students to be better 

writers. 

Unlike most other composition teachers, I have a moderate 

confidence in my ability to read, interpret, and use statistics. 

Although I have read statistically based studies that evoke Huff's 

How To Lie With Statistics, I have read others that have con

tributed significantly to research in composition, Despite 

knowing what hc1ppens when the. coefficient of determination and 

the index of forecasting efficiency are applied to a correlation, 

I have tried to use numbers to assure myself that I actually am a 

teacher of writing, I have not always persuaded myself, but I 

believe I have convinced certain administrators. If the dean or 

academic vice-president should make the Damoclean charge that 

I am taking money under false pretenses, I can justify my pay

check by citing E ratios and .i-tests and invoking score gains 

studies. As a tenured associate professor I know there are ad

ministrators who falsely believe 87 percent is more precise and 

meaningful and less symbolic than the word most. Numbers, not 

words, are the lingui franca for adjudicators of promotion and 

tenure documents. 

When deliberating on my role as a writing teacher, I have 

tried to identify reasons.why freshman composition is required. 

Part of the rationale, I have decided, has to be based on the 

presumptions that faculty and administrators have about its 

impact on the students' writing ability, If it improves their 

ability, the quality of their written work in their courses should 

be greater than it would be with out instruction. If their 

written work is improved, they should earn higher grades than 

they might otherwise. Thus, I reasoned, if I have two groups 

of students who are equal in composition ability before in

struction and one takes freshman composition and the other 

doesn't, the group receiving instruction should be better writers 

and consequently earn higher grades, I reasoned further: the 

higher grades that doubtlessly would be earned by those who took 

the composition course would be evidence that it effects 
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beneficial changes. And, necessarily, the higher grades would 

be oblique evidence of my colleagues' and my ability to teach 

writing. As a result of my reasoning, one fall quarter in the 

late 1970s I set out to accumulate the data that would confirm 

my reasoning and would be irresistible to those administrators 

who hear a siren's song in numbers. 

II 

I designated my two groups of freshman students Sample A and 

Sample B, Sample A took no freshman c omposition courses; Sample 

B took the first of two, Sample A earned exemption by taking 

the original College Level Examination Program (CLEP) Gene~al 

Examination in English Composition, and, with one exception, 

scoring a minimum of 425 (25th percentile). Sample A's mean score 

on this CLEP Examination was 530 (63rd percentile), for the 

national sample it was 498 (50th percentile). 

Unfortunately, my two samples each had only 22 students in 

them, Although I drew the samples from a freshman class of over 

2,000, just 15-20 percent of them had taken the American College 

Testing Program (ACT) English Usage Test. Test experts' reviews 

and its widespread use by colleges and high schools had con

vinced me that the ACT was as good as any such test can be as a 

measure of composition ability. To determine if the composition 

course affected GPAs, I had to be sure the samples were equal in 

ability before Sample B took English 101 Composition I. Of the 

few hundred students who had taken the ACT test only twenty-two 

exempted students had counterparts who had taken the test and 

had a similar score, Besides score, they were also matched 

according to sex and major. 

If the Sampye A student's Sample B counterpart did not have 

the exact same score, it was within one standard error of 

measurement (approximately 2), not standard error of deviation 

(5.4), of his or her score. Although Sample A's mean score of 

22.18 (82nd percentile) was higher than Sample B's 21,32 (76th 

percentile), the difference was not statistically significant. 

I applied the E ratio and a .i-test to the students' ACT scores 

and both measures, E = 1.12 and .i = 0.844, confirmed that .the two 
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samples were equal in composition ability. I used the 0.05 level 

of confidence throughout my study, 

Although both Sample A and B were superior to the national 

student population (x = 17,3, 50th percentile) in their ACT English 

Usage Test scores, the two samples provide a means, otherwise 

denied, of comparing the GPAs of two groups of students of 

similar ability who made different course choices. To learn the 

effect a composition course might have on the GPA of the more 

typical student, some average students would have to be denied 

freshman composition and their GPAs compared with those of their 

peers who did take the course--clearly an impossibility. 

Because males and females perform differently on standardized 

tests and have different GPAs, one of the variables affecting the 

make-up of the samples was sex. And since students from different 

fields of study have different test results and GPAs, another 

was academic discip11.· ne. Thus I t h d s A , mace a ample male history 
major with a Sample B male history major; a Sample A female .home 

economics major with a Sample B female home economics major, 
Only 6 of the 22 pairs in the samples were not exact matches, 

Instead of majors, their matches were the students' college at 

the university. For example, I matched a female theatre major 

with a female art major from the College of Arts and Humanities. 

Sample size and representativeness are important; 

homogeneity can be equally important. My purpose in this study 

was to determine if taking a composition course had an impact 

on academic performance, By implication, if it did, there would 
be "proof" · we composition teachers were doing our job and 

"evidence" Composition I should remain a required course, As a 

result of my reasoning and purposes, I presumed that conclusions 

based on small, homogeneous samples would be more tenable than 

those based on larger though less homogeneous samples, Having 

two such samples, I believed, would make conclusions about the 

one variable th~t distinguished one sample from the other, fresh
man composition, as sound as possible. 
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III 

The two samples should have had different GPAs, As a result 

of the impact English 101 Composition I had on their writing 

ability, Sample B's GPAs should have been higher than Sample A's, 

To find out if any differences in GPA did result from the course 

work, I determined the samples' GPAs and applied analysis of 

covariance to them, Although I analyzed their GPAs quarter by 

quarter and year by year, my analyses of their freshman, sopho

more, and junior cumulative GPAs were indicative of my findings. 

The two samples' adjusted GPAs at the end of their sophomore 

year were not significantly different: Sample AX= 3,37 vs, 

Sample B X = 3.12, E. = 3,38, R> 0,05, But there were signi

ficant differences in the samples' freshman and junior year 

adjusted GPAs. Sample A had statistically higher adjusted GPAs: 

for the freshman year Sample A X = 3,36 vs. Sample BX= 3,12, 

E. = 4.21, 12.< 0,05; for the junior year Sample A X = 3,40 vs. 

Sample BX= 3.08, [ = 4.12, 12.C:0,05, Contrary to mine and my 

colleagues' expectations, Sample B's GPAs were not higher, Con

sistent with any doubting administrator's expectations were the 

higher GPAs of Sample A, 

However, neither an administrator nor a teacher can be 

pleased with the only conclusion I can draw from this apparently 

demographically and statistically sound, .yet incomplete study. 

Before any inferences about a cause and effect relationship 

between a freshman composition course and student GPAs could be 

drawn, I should have determi~ed that the students' writing ability 

was indeed affected by the course by conducting a score gains 

study. After they took freshman composition, I should have 

given Sample Ban alternate form of the ACT English Usage Test. 

Any significant positive difference between their pre-course and 

post-course test scores would have been evidence that learning 

did occur. Unfortunately, I had no post-course test scores. The 

data I had acquired was on students who would be graduating at 

the end of that current academic year. To do my study properly 

in the future, I must start with fall quarter freshmen, give the 

composition students a pre-. ~nd post-course test, and then 
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compare GPAs over the next four years. Lacking the assurance 

that the course does indeed affect ability, the difference in GPA 

cannot be taken to be oblique evidence that Composition I is or 

is not effective. No one can say I or my colleagues do or do 

not teach or that students do or do not learn. 

Even though approximately two out of three of Sample A's GPAs 

were higher than Sample B's, it cannot be assumed that not taking 

the course worked to their advantage, Perhaps more of their GPAs 

would have been higher had they taken the course, Perhaps more of 

Sample B's GPAs might have been lower had they not taken it, Per

haps the proportion of similar GPAs would have remained the same 

had Sample B not taken Composition I. The role of the course is 

ambiguous. 

IV 

Since my attempt to produce i=efutable statistics in sup

port of Composition I failed, I had to seek other means of 

justifying the course and mine and my colleagues' existence as 

composition teachers, If numbers are unsucces '- ful, anecdotes 

might illustrate and support claims made for English 101, What 

the students themselves have to say about the course and exemption 

could provide additional and unique information. My two samples 

were fall quarter seniors when I polled them. 

Twenty-one of the twenty-two Sample A students returned the 

questionnaires I sent them; fifteen from Sample B returne:1 

theirs, The two questionnaires shared questions asking for the 

usual demographic information on sex, credit hours earned, and GPA. 

Differences in the samples necessitated differences in other 

questions. Their opinions on these six major areas were 

elicited: 

1. Their assessment of their writing ability 

2, Their assessment of the impact of their writing 

ability on their GPAs 

3, Sample A's opinion of exemption 

4, Sample A's assessment of their need for freshman 

composition 
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5. Sample B's assessment of the impact of freshman 

composition on their writing ability 

6. Sample B's opinion of freshman composition 

The students gave one of five scaled responses to each 

question. For example, each sample was asked this question: 

What impact has your writing ability had on your performance in 

your courses? Their answers could be one of these five: a. No 

impact; b. Little impact; c. Moderate impact; d. Significant 

impact; e. Tremendous impact. 
No statistical tool such as Chi square could be used to 

analyze the results of the questionnaires because the samples 

were too small, Also, I have not given a breakdown of responses 

in percentages because the naive often apply percentages to their 

universes, disregarding the sample size which helped shape those 

percentages. To cite Houston as saying 26 percent of all fresh

men taking composition believe it is extremely difficult dis

regards the fact that out of a universe of over 2,000 only 15 

students were sampled and only 4 of them voiced such an opinion. 

Rather than tediously give the raw data for each question such 

as the number for each~. Q, Q, i, or~ response for each 

question for both samples, I have tried to summarize what I 

believe to be my most important findings, 
Sample A students differed sharply from Sample B students 

in their estimation of their own composition ability; they had 

a decidedly higher opinion. And their two to one ratio of 

higher GPAs gives credence to their assessment of their ability 

and its possible effect on their GPAs. Just as they valued their 

ability, the majority of Sample A, in contrast to less than half 

of Sample B, thought writing ability had a tremendous, not 

merely significant impact on their academic performance. Con

sistent with their belief was their willingness to take the 

CLEP test and forgo freshman composition, Although similar in 

ability to Sample B according to the ACT test, theirs was a 

distinctly different self-perception which might have caused 

them to reject the course and be confident in their ability. 

Instead of rejecting freshman composition out of a smug denial 
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of any role of writing in college classes, they championed it 

and willingly had their ability and their confidence in it 

challenged in the classroom. Other composition teachers and I 

should take satisfaction in the value Sample A students attribute 

to composition ability, 

The Sample A students did not view exemption and freshman 

composition as being diametrically opposed, one having merit and 

one not. Almost one-fourth thought freshman composition could 

have been of considerable or -outstanding value to them, In 

response to the open-ended question asking for their comments on 

exemption, many said freshman composition is necessary and 

valuable particularly if the course focuses on writing, not on 

grammar or literature, Two of the twenty-one students expressed 

mild regret about not taking freshman composition, but two others 

lamented and said no one should be excused from college composi

tion course work. Many students in Sample A said exemption is 

sound only if the student has had a strong background in English, 

usually made possible by taking accelerated or demanding high 

school composition and rhetoric courses. 

Even though none of the students in Sample B ranked himself 

or herself among the ablest of all college writers after taking 

freshman composition, we composition teachers were sustained in 

one of our claims for the impact it can have. After taking it, 

nearly three-fourths thought themselves better than average and 

none thought himself or herself less than average as did two in 

Sample A. Nearly one-half of the fifteen Sample B respondents 

thought freshman composition right for them whereas only two did 

not think it right. Despite the fact that nearly two-thirds of 

Sample B's GPAs were significantly lower than Sample A's and only 

one-third no different from theirs, their support of freshman 

composition, especially when coupled with Sample A•s regard for 

it, should bolster the confidence we teachers have in the course. 

Two of the nine Sample B students were commented on their 

freshman composition course in their open-ended question said 

it was the most valuable of all their general education courses . 

Contrarily, five complained about the content of the course or 
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lack of instruction by the teacher. Differences in grading 

standards among instructors and their varying emphasis on ex

pository or narrative wriil.ing distressed the students. Some com

plained they wrote too much; others said they wrote not at all. 

The students wanted more attention paid to writing essay examina

tions, term papers, and resumes. Although their responses gen

erally indicated that the Sample B students found freshman 

composition course work somewhat repetitious and not difficult, 

their comments indicate concern about what should be and is taught 

in freshmen composition. 

V 

There remains this fact: almost two-thirds of Sample A's 

GPAs were higher than Sample B's. Even if no claim can be made 

for any effect Composition I had on writing ability, why Sample 

A's GPAs were consistently higher needs explanation. Conjecture 

leads inevitably back to speculation on the initial question of 

whether a composition course can affect students' writing ability. 

But before it does, the role the students' writing competency 

plays in a university faculty's evaluation of the students' work 

should be considered. Doubt in its impact on GPA has been 

mitigated, however, by the academic performance of the students 

having the higher estimation of their writing ability as well as 

a stronger belief in its import ance, Additionally, as their 

questionnaire responses show, two-thirds of all the students from 

both samples would concur with those who believe composition 

ability affects classroom performance. 

If competency does play a role, perhaps the elements of com

position that affect a teacher's marking of an essay examination 

or research paper might not be those studied in a fir.st term 

composition course. A course focusing on rhetoric or logic might 

be more rewa,cuing than one focusing on the rudiments of ex

pository prose and standard edited English. If it provided 

instruction in writing essay tests and research papers, the course 

might then more greatly affect academic performanc e . Or, too, 

the students may simply need more instruction, They may need. to 

take two composition courses, the second demanding more and better 

111 



writing than the first. Rather than the content of the course, 

changes might possibly need to be effected in instructional 

strategies and techniques before the course might influence the 

qualify of the student's writing, just as those in Sample B 

believe. 

Perhaps the relationship of one course with many others is too 

tenuous to be significant. Despite the sophistication of 

analysis of covariance, isolating one course and asking it to 

show an impact on sixty others may be too extreme a request. 

Why students who were equal in composition ability and who 

received composition instruction did not have GPAs at least 

consistently equal to their peers who received no instruction 

might not be explained by what does or does not happen in the 

classroom, More important than freshman composition or the know

ledge and skills the student already has might be the student's 

personality, his or her needs and desires. The self-perception 

and motivation of the exempted student may differ from that of 

his or her nonexempted counterpart. Sex, major, and composition 

ability may be less significant in their relationship to GPA than 

intellectual curiosity, ambition, or goal-orientation, 

Perhaps, after all, I have heeded the moral at the end of 

Thurber's "The Unicorn in the Garden" fable: "Don't count your 

boobies until they are hatched," Fortunately for me as a 

researcher, Sample B did not earn higher GPAs than Sample A. If 

they had and if I had offered their GPAs as evidence of the claim 

that instruction in Composition I improves student writing 

ability, the post hoc fallacy could have added another to its 

legions, Unfortunately for the course, my colleagues, and me as 

a teacher, I have no score gains study that would have precluded 

the post hoc fallacy and satisfied any number fascinated adminis

trator. Irrefutable statistical support for claims of the 

efficacy of freshman composition I don't have, but supporting 

anecdotes I do, Although their numbers are few, the students 

themselves have made positive statements about English 101 and 

have taken a strong position on the importance of composition 

ability and its role in academic performance. 
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A BIBLIOGRAPHIC SUMMARY OF PROPOSAL INFORMATION 

by Margaret L. Somers 

Lois DebaRey says in her seminal article, "The Persuasive 

Proposal" 

" .•. effective salesmanship is the basis of 

most successful human endeavors." 

This sums up, in my opinion, the essence of proposal writing. 

Understanding this simple, but over-riding, principle is basic 

for the successful proposal writer. However, my goal here is to 

summarize the information available about proposal writing. 

In researching what people are saying about proposal 

writing, how to do it and how to teach it to other people, I 

used several avenues. They included: 

1. an ERIC search 

2, a request for research information from the Big-10 and 

Big-8 universities 

J, a request for proposal information from all the major 

government agencies and departments, such as NIH and HEW 

The ERIC search netted 39 entries from 1978 to the present, 

Fifteen of these were on proposal writing for higher education, 

13 were on general proposals, 6 were in communication, 4 were on 

writing grant proposals to help children, and 1 w2.s in the arts. 

Each of these articles said what Lois Debakey said, only 

with a specific emphasis in the area of interest. The articles 

on higher education emphasize bibliographic documentation; the 

articles in the general area simply emphasize sales; in communica

tion·, children, and the arts, the emphasis seems to be on 

establishing need and community involvement. Each of these 

articles is helpful and yet, when read as a group, I found them 

rather diffusive. In other words, I had trouble pin-pointing 

what they were trying to say except that all of them were 

saying what Debakey said: sales, sales, sales. 

The gov~rnment information, on the other hand, was in

triguingly compact, rigid in its rules and format requirements 

and extraordinarily complete. The Department ·of Defense (DOD) 

had the tersest grant information, the Department of Health and 
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