
3. Attend state or local hearings on textbooks subrnitte1.fot 
adoption. 

4. Fann a local organization for the preservation of academic 
freedom and the students' right to know. 

5. Write letters to the editor protesting the removal (or 
attempts at removal) of any books from the local schools. 

6. Make certain that the local school system has an effec~ive 
set of procedures for dealing with parental complaints 
abo1,1t books. 

Note: This article was written for the July 1979 issue of the 
Newsletter on Inte 11 ectua·1 fr;~edorn of the American Library 
Association. Pemission to npri-t it in other journals 
wi 11 be granted by the autr:cr ~11'.; tr<? (::di tors of the 
Newsletter. 
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There is general agreement that competence in reading and 
writing are not only desirable but necessary . (for an individual) 
in our complex society. However, there is widespread concern, 
backed by no little evidence, that young adults lack these skills . 
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) analyst Dan 
Phillips says: "Seventeen-year-olds can read; write, and compute 
in well-structured situations, but they have difficulty applying 
their knowledge to new situations. They don't do well on problems 
that require mcire than one step and can't organize their thoughts 
in writing" (NAEP Newsletter, April 1977). 

In his. impressive study, The Development of Writing Abilities 
(11-18), James Britton discovered that nearly 90% of student 
writing in Britain fe 11 into two categories: teacher-1 earner 
dialogue and pupil to examiner discourse. But does such writing 
equip a student to write for a variety of audiences and to sound 
like someone who has something to say. School writing, considering 
Brittan's findings, is primarily a means to convey infonnation 
efficiently and effectively. 

In the light of these and similar findings, we began a close 
study of student prose generated by 10th and 12th graders in a 
Minnesota high school. All subjects were ~nrolled in writing 
classes and were chosen at random by their teachers who provided us 
with unmarked copies of the student papers as well as a copy of the 
assignment which generated the papers. Each student paper was 
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subjected to the same type of analysis. The sentences were typed 
simple, . compound, compl ex , compound-complex and the number of words 
per sentence was established. Within each clause, subject, verb, 
and phrasal modifiers were counted and classified. Particular 
attention was paid to sentence openers and to the verb to be. 
Pronouns, prepositions and infinitives were counted. Finally, the 
sentences were counted and the number of sentences and words per 
paper determined. 

Once the counts were completed, we first compared the 10th 
grade prose with the 12th grade prose and attempted to account for 
the differences noted. The prose pieces ~"ere a 1 so examined in 
relation to the assignment which elicited them. Second, the prose 
pieces by students were compared with a few pieces of similar pro
fessional prose, appearing in magazines such as ladies Home Journal, 
Conmon Cause, and Minnesota Motorist. This prose was subjected to 
the same sort of analysis as the student prose. 

Our study attempts to address issues raised by the NAEP exam
iners and Britton. It inquires what the students write about, for 
whom, and what degree of skill is displayed in the writing. We 
predicted we would find a lack of variety in prose style, no matter 
whether the student was writing narrative or expository prose. We 
expected the assignments would be directed to requiring the student 
to explain some understanding to the instructor in most instances; 
and we suspected there would be some probable developmental diff
erences evident in the prose of 10th and 12th graders and identifi
able differences between student prose and the prose of published 
writers in popular journals or magazines. 

Our view is pedagogical rather than theoretical. We wished to 
know whether analysis of student prose suggests what can and should 
be taught, and when and how. Prior study of psychologists Jean 
Piaget (1962) and Lev Vygotsky (1963, pp. 58-69) suggest that com
lex concepts are fanned later in adolescence-young adulthood than 
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has ~en generally realized. Because the written language is 
among the more complex of concepts, the developmental aspects of 
learning to write carry significant pedagogical implications. 

We studied the following sets of papers: 2 Senior (cc1, cc2) 
and one Sophomore (CC3) assignment employing Comparison-Contrast 
as the organizing device; 1 Senior (D1) and 1 Sophomore (D2) de
scription; a Senior Narrative (N). Because there was no Sophomore 
equivalent far this paper, the narrative does not figure heavily 
in our findings, although it contributes to remarks about the 
general nature of the student prose. 

Results: 

Averages 

Total words 
words per 
sentence 
sentences 
per paper** 

cc1 

359.5 

16.3 

24.2 

Table 1 

Word-Sentence Totals 

cc2 cc3 01 

342.6 140 409.1 

15.3 15.1 15.94 

22.3 9.4 25.7 

*published prose samples 

02 N Pub. Prose* 

284.3 242.5 287.5 

16.1 11.6 23.9 

17.7 28.35 12 

**published prose samples were selections from 
longer pieces rather than complete articles 
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The number of words, number of sentences appears to be more a func
tion of the assignment than of anything else. With the exception 
of N, sentence 1 ength doesn·• t vary much, regardless of the purpose 
of the assignment. One Mfght account for the shorter sentences in 
N by saying that this is a fantasy assignment where the student 
doesn't have to concern herself with audience; thus, shorter senten
ces may reflect writer-oriented narrative (Flower, 1979). Compared 
with the work of published writers, the student sentence is 8 words 
shorter. The student segments her thought into more chunks 
(sentences) than does the published writer, perhaps because her 
experience is less complex. Or perhaps the student says less per 
sentence because she has not yet learned to use the more complex 
tools of the written language·. 

One might also ask the question whether the number of words 
per sentence should be roughly the same for both descriptive and 
comparison-contrast prose. 

Table 2 
A Description of Sentences 

Percentages cc1 cc2 cc3 01 02 N Pub. Prose 

Sentence types 
Simple 49 47 43 37 36 51 20 
Complex 37 43 23 46 34 29 48 
Compound 9 7 30 9 12 12 19 
Compound-complex 4 3 2 8 · 19 8 13 
Simple+ Compound 58 54 73 46 48 63 . 39 . 
Complex+ Compound-complex 43 46 25 54 53 37 61 

There is a larger percentage of simple and compound sentences 
for comparison-contrast, in particular of simple sentences. This 
is not true for the descriptive prose. This seems to us a function 
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of the necessity to juxtapose ideas in the C-C papers; however, 
this is done mechanically by means of the juxtaposition of sentences 
rather than because of any true juxtaposition of ideas. This sug
gests that Sophomore and Senior students may not understand the 
concept of comparison-contrast even though they can employ its 
structure (Vygotsky, 1969). Citations from the student writing add 
weight to this explanation. 

Sample 1 (CC ): The nuns' characters are revealed in the 
description 6f their eyes. DeAlarcon ' s nun's eyes were "ink
black" suns "while Chaucer's nun's were "gray as glass." 
DeAlarcon's nun possessed a religious intensity. She was in 
a near continual religious trance. 

c~;~~~~~;;. ~~~;;. ~~ i igi ~~;. ~ti~~~~t~~. i ~. ~~~h ·, ~;;. ~~~~~~: .. H~~ 
religion wasn't of her own discovering. It was but a refl ec
ti o~ of the -thoughts and efforts of others. 

Sample (CC3): There are two submarines named Nautilus. The 
submarines were 85 years apart. One was mde up and was in the 
story 20 1000 Leagues Under the Sea. The other one was real 
and was launched in 1954 by the United States. Jules Verne 
wrote 20 1000 Leagues Under the Sea in 1870. 

This example is typical. While students employ the C-C struc
ture in a very simple list-type fashion, they are unable to include 
within the structure · an actual contrast in meaning. Moreover, the 
descriptive prose elicited a higher percentage of complex sentences, 
perhaps because the students have more fully mastered the location
al relationships required for these descriptions. 

The outstanding feature of the narrative (N) is the plurality 
of simple sentences, perhaps reflecting the writer's self-orienta
tion remarked upon earlier. In the published prose, the bulk of 
the sentences are complex, indicating significant linking of ideas 
in ways other than enumerative. The increased structural complex
ity results from the writer's attempt not only to convey information 
and/or experience completely but in a manner that the reader can 
process most readily (Williams, 1979). 
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Table 3 
Matters Internal tc ~h:.! Sentence 

Sentence ee1 ec2 ec3 01 02 N !'u!:.. Pros..t 
Opener 

Subject 39 9/24* 57 13/22 84 8/9 65 !""/26 66 12/18 67 13/28 35 4/12 
Subject+ 
Verb 32 8/24 52 12/22 67 6/9 54 11/18 62 11/18 58 16/28 31 4/12 
Main Verb-
to be 33 2 66 29 27 21 29 

*First figure is percent of sentences which began in that fashion . 
x/y translates that into ~ times in t sentences (9 times in 24 
sentences). 

In each set of papers but one, students began sentences with 
subjects and the subject-verb combination nearly twice as often as 
did the published writers. In the Senior cc1 samples, the percent
age is lower because there were an unusually large number of adjec
tival openers, probably as a result of the particular assignnent. 
The frequency of subject and subject verb openers,. no doubt, is 
reason for the high proportion of simple and compound sentences. 
This frequency also results in repetitive, distracting patterns, and 
a general sense on the reader's part that t_he writer's grasp of in
fonnation and/or experience is superlicial. 

Students used sane fonn of "to be" as the main verb at about 
the same rate as publ.ished writers, except in the case of Sophomore 
CC. In that particular sample, the combination of a high percent
age of simple and compound sentences (731) and high fncictence of 
some fonn of the verb "to be" as the main verb may have been a 
function of the assignment. However, the resulting discourse is 
monotonous, difficult to read with interest and not the kind of 
prose we want students to produce. 
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Table 4 
A Comparison of 25 Word Simples on Selected Features 

Pub. 
25 Wd. Sample cc1 cc2 CC3 01 02 N Writers 

Prep 2 1/2 2 1/2 2/3 2 1/3 2 2 2 2/3 

Coor Conj 1/2 2/3 1 1/2 1 1 1/2 1 

Sub conj 1 1 1/4 1 1 1 1 1/3 
Pro 2 2 3/4 2 3 4 1 1/2 

Total 6 6 1/6 4 2/3 5 5/6 7 3 1/2 6 1/2 

The twenty-five word sample gives us a sort of across-the
board comparison of the student prose with published prose. In 
general, the published prose employs 5 connectors (subordinator, 
coordinators, and prepositions) per 25 words whereas student prose 
employs about 4 connectors per 25 words. Coupled with the finding 
of fewer words per student sentence, this sugge,s ts that student. _ . 
writing is "thin" when compared with ordinary published prose. 
Students use more sentences with fewer words per sentence. Students 
use fewer connectors per 25 words and thus establish fewer telation
ships of any type other than enumerative (sentence following 
sentence). In general, students also use more pronouns per 25 
words. Since pronouns refer to a prior noun, they may also be seen 
as linking devices. , Perhaps students .. substitute pronouns for more 
appropriate lht.ldng devices which would require complex rewriting 
to employ. A look at the student prose suggests this might be so. 

Example ee1: Chaucer's nun's religious character is much le~s 
severe . Her religion wasn't of her own discovering. It was 
but a reflection of the thoughts and efforts of others. 11 She 
liked to chant the services diving; but then, in truth, she 
sang straight through her nose. 11 She couldn ' t have her fill 
of the real world. She surrounded herself by people and 
animals. 
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The writer of this 60 word sample uses about 4 pronouns to every 
25 words, far higher than the published writers, and higher even 
than 1s typical for -his peers on this assignment. Moreover, the 
writer's ideas are listed rather than linked to lead toward some 
purpose. 

Implications: Our findings suggest the need for further 
studies directed at specific eleinents of writing pedagogy. They 
suggest first, that such studies can be pedagogically useful; 
they can lead us to teaching writing better. They can isolate 
developmental stages in the process of writing and of learning to 
write. Our findings confinn also that students need a wider 
variety of writing experiences so they do not treat all fonns of 
writing alike. Our findings argue also that more attention 
needs to be given to -the design of writing assignments in order 
to effect the necessary range and variety for maximum value to 
ihe student. They suggest further that 25 word samples analyzed 
for connectors, including pronouns, can tell the teacher whether 
or not the student is learning--moving toward writing more mature 
prose, Because our findings correlate with the findings of cog
nitive psychologists such as Vygotsky and of specialists fn the 
psychology of writing such as Linda Flower, they suggest the 
work being done in these fields is most important to us as 
teachers. 
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