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I. IROPOSAL 

I propose to define the errors of composition and 

study their frequency in the ninth, tenth, eleventh, and 

twelfth-grade college-preparatory English classes at New 

Castle Senior High School, New Castle, Indiana. The 

primary aim would be to note any decrease in the frequen

cy of errors in compositions spanning the four grade 

levels of a high school English curriculum. 

The prevalence of composition errors at various grade 

levels in high school should ideally follow a pattern 

showing a decrease. A study of their frequency would 

support or refute this supposition. Regardless of the 

outcome, graphs or charts showing error-frequency would 

be valuable in illustrating the "trouble-spots'" in high 

school English composition. It would further aid in 

pOiimting out those areas that need special emphasis in 

teaching composition in the public high school. 



II. EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN 

A composition assignment was given to college-

preparatory English classes in the ninth, tenth, eleventh, 

and twelfth-grades at New Castle Senior High School in 

New Castle, Indiana. The classes involved were four 

classes of seniors, two classes of juniors, five soph-

omore classes, and three freshmen classes. The sampling 

group totaled 330 students: ninety-eight seniors; thirty-

five juniors; 121 sophomores; and seventy-six freshmen. 

The directions for completing the assignment were 

dittoed and distributed to the participating teachers. 

The instructiona were as follows: 

I would like these compositions to be by 
students in college-preparatory English 
classes from all four grades of New Castle 
Senior High School. To standardize these 
compositions, I ask that you give the 
following assignment as an in-cla~s theme 
to be completed during one class period, 
without the aid of dictionaries, thesauri, 
or other reference materials. Have each 
student write his ~, date, class, and 
teacher's ~ on his paper (and make sure 
he writes his name on extra sheets used). 
I suggest that you read this assignment 
to your class or write it on the black
board. 

The composition assignment was worded in this manner: 

Write a letter of introduction to a pen
pal in Germany in which you describe the 
life of the typical American teenager. 
Include your own ideas about school, 
work, and dating. 

These letters were then collected and organized into 

proportionate samples workable for analysis. 
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The size of these samples was dictated by the size of 

the smallest class group participating in the study. In 

this case, the junior class was represented by thirty-five 

compositions, making that the standard number for the other 

three classes. The standard number was determined by mathe-

matical selection so as to achieve a cross-section of themes 

from the other three classes. In this manner, a total of 

140 themes -- thirty-five per grade level -- were acquired. 

Before the themes were "graded," the errors to be used 

for analysis were defined. The errors chosen included: 

sentence fragment; comma fault; run-on sentence; mistakes 

in agreement; ambiguity; spelling; and double negative. 

These particular errors were chosen because they appear to 

be the most common ones in composition and they are largely 

ob j ective and easily-defined errors. De,fini tions of errors 

were derived from The New Buildigg Better English series -

a state adopted text for the years 1963-1968. Six of the 

errors were defined as follows: 

1 .. "A sentence fragment is a group of words 
that make an incomplete assertion1or state
ment about something or s-omeone." . 

2. •. A comma faul t results from "~ •. using a 
comma to join two sentences .. " . 

3. "A run-on sentence is one in which ideas 
that should be written as separate sent
ences are ~rongly combined into one 
sentence." 

4. Mistakes in agreement can be avoided by 
being sure that " ••• a pronoun agrees ln 
person, number, and gender with its ante
cedent. ,,4 

5. "Spell out any number that begins a sent
ence, as well as " ••• any number of fe~er 
than three digits within a sentence." 



6. A double negative results from "' ••• two 
negative exgresslons applied to the 
same id ea. tt 

The 120 compositions were "graded" by marking only 

these seven errors'. Each composition was read at least 

twice with the errors being identified in the margin by 

an abbreviation. After the theme was read and marked, 

each error was recorded on a separate card with other 

pertinent information. The standard card contained the 

following information: 
'------------------------------------~ 

Grade - Theme no. Sex No., 
pgs. 

ERR 0 R 

The cards were kept separated according to grade level. 

They were then shuffled, manipulated, and re-organized to 

fa-cilitate calculating the resulta .. 
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The results of the study were presented in chart and 

graph form. One chart was made for each grade level depict

ing the errors and their frequency in each grade. This chart 

also showed the correlation between the error-frequency and 

the sex of the student committing the error. There was a 

graph for each grade-level illustrating the frequency of all 

s:-even errors in each grade., Finally, there were graphs: of 

the six significant errors pointing out the prevalence of 

each in all tour grade levela .. 

These results led to specific conclusions. A summary, 

baaed on the study as: a whole and its conclusions:, allowed 

for the presentation of concrete suggestions:. 



GUIDE TO CHARTS: 

On the ne~t two pages are found four charts which 

provide a numerical illustr~tion of the errors and their 

frequency in ea-ch grade, level. 

There ia a chart for each grade level. Information 

is provided for each of the seven errors;, its total 

frequency, and its correlation to the sex of the students 

committing it. 
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The ttError" column contains abbreviations for the 

s:entence fragment (S-F) , the comma fault (C-F), run-on 

sentence (R-O), mistakes, in agreement (Agr) , ambiguity 

(Amb) , spelling errors: (Sp), and the double negative (D-N) .. 

The zero (0) was· included to indicate those compositions 

free of those seven errors. 

Reading the charts laterally, information is obtained 

as: to the total number of incidences per error, therumber 

of errors committed by males (and, parenthetically, the 

number of male students committing them), and the number 

of errors committed by females (again, paxenthetically, 

those females responeible for that number). 

Following the two pages of charts are four pages of 

graphs which diagram the same information found on the 

charts as to the fre~ency of the total number of each 

error per grade level. 
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GRADE ERROR TOTAL MALES FEMALES 

9 llii 1-9 

S-F 24 5 (4) 19 (9) 

C-F 25 18 (7) 7 (6) 

R-O 2 1 (1) 1 (I) 

Agr 13 3 (3) ]0 (6) 

Amb 14 6 (5) 8 (6) 

Sp 129 59 (15) 70 (16) 

D-N 0 0 0 

0 0 0 0 

QRADE ERROR TOTAL MALES FEMALES 

10 15 20 

S-F 15 5 (4) 10 (5) 

C-F 2..4 11 (6) 13 (10) 

R-O 17 6 (5) 11 (7) 

Agr 12 4 (2..) 8 (5) 

Amb 1.6 7 (4) 9 (7) 

Sp 154 74 (14) 80 (9) 

D-N 0 0 0 

0 2 1 1 
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GRADE ERROR TOTAL MALES FEMALES 

11 10 25 

S-F 7 2 (2) 5 (4) 

C-F 21 4 (4) 17 (9) 

R-O 15 5 (2) 10 (4) 

Agr 12 4 (3) 8 (7) 

Amb 14 5 (3) 9 (5) 

Sp 100 44 (9) 56 (22) 

D-N 0 0 0 

0 4 2 2-

GRADE ERROR_ TOTAL MALES FEMALES 

12 14 2l 

S-F 10 4 (3) 6 (3) 

C-F 24 14 (8) 10 (9) 

R-O 8 2 (2) 6 (4) 

Agr 12- 9 (5) 3 (3) 

Amb 8 4 (4) 4 (4) 

Sp 72- 31 (11) 41 (14) 

D-N 0 0 0 

0 2- 1 1 
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NINTH GRADE 

160 

120 

80 

40 

_-----40 

o 

S-F C-F R-O Agr Amb Sp D-N 
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160 

120 

80 

40 

o 

R-O 

Sp 
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ELEVENTH GRADE 

160 

120 

80 

40 

o 

S-F C-F R-O Agr Amb Sp D-N 
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TWELFTH GRADE 

) . 

160 

120 

80 

40 

o 

S-F C-F R-O Agr Amb 3p D-N 
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III. RESULTS 

The following pages contain graphs which indicate the 

prevalence of composition errors as they appear in a four 

year span in senior high school. The general pattern follows 

a decreasing curve. There are some differences among the 

errors and within the results themselves; therefore, perhaps 

it would be more effective to consider the results error by 

error. 

The »sentence fragment~ follows a predictable pattern. 

The error decreases across the four grade levels at the rate 

of twenty-five, fifteen, seven, and twelve. Obviously, the 

lone discrepancy occurs at the twelfth grade level. Only 

six students (three males and three females) made the ten 

errors on the twelfth grade level. One could assume that 

in a greater sample, the percentage would be lower. 

~Comma faults" follow a pattern similar to that of the 

sentence fragment. It is basically a decreasing curve except 

for the variance in the twelfth grade again. It is this 

writer's opinion that its frequency at that level is probably 

allied to the fact that seniors use a variety of sentence 

patterns. Perhaps, in writing these patterns, they merely 

use a comma where a semi-colon or period should be used. 

Again, the "run-on sentence" follows a decreaSing curve 

except at the ninth grade level. In the ninth grade there were 

only two errors committed by one male and one female. It seems 

as though ffiOSt ninth Graders write short, choppy, Simple sent

ence patterns, punctuated correctly with periods. It could be 
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that twelfth graders avoid run-ons by using commas -- which 

accounts for their comma faults. 

"Mistakes in agreement lt follow a unique pattern. The 

graph decreases from the ninth to the tenth grade only, then 

it follows a consistent continuum across the other three grade 

levels. Perhaps the basic reason for the error is that it may 

be an error left-over from mistakes in agreement in speech. 

This writer believes that the consistency in the upper three 

grades is apparently due to the lack of any attempts to rectify 

the error at any of these grade levels. 

A near-perfect decreasing curve is made by the Itambiguities. It 

Again, the discrepancy is found at the ninth grade level. The 

reason for the lesser nJmber in the ninth grade is apparently 

conjunct with the "simple sentence" idea expressed earlier. 

Simple sentences explain ideas clearly, avoiding ambiguity. 

The Itambiguitylt error was difficult to define, being a purely 

subjective evaluation by the grader. 

Fewer tenth graders made ~ spelling errors than a great

er number of ninth graders. This could be due to a fault in the 

survey, if, coinCidentally, the tenth grade sampling contained 

a few very poor spellers. Nevertheless, spelling errors remain 

the most serious error both in the grade level and across 

all four grade levels. 

No college-preparatory students used the "double negative. It 

Since this is a more likely error in speech, apparently their 

backgrounds in English prohibit its use in composition. 
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RUN-ON SENTENCES: 
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MISTAKES IN AGaEEMENT: 
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IV .. SUMMARY 

Making certain allowances, it could be said that the 

errors disc.lssed in the preceding pages £:,Q, tend to follow 

the pattern of a decreasing curve across the four grade 

levels in the senior high school. The It Resul ts U
; discussed 

reasons for any possible exceptions. Perhaps, in summary, 

it could be determined how valid the whole survey may prove 

to be. 

When the study was established, specific restrictions 

were included to increase the validity. The basic restriction 

was the decision to use a sampling made up of only college-

preparatory students since the impetus for this study came 

from an aW8.reness of composition difficulties among college 

freahmen. Another restriction was assigning them the same 

"problem." They all wrote Itletters" to ItGerman pen-pals" 

sescribing their teenage lives. An important facet of the 

study was to make the compositions~ roughly of the same length; 

but rather than stifle student initiative, the assignment was 

given as an in-class composition to be completed in one fifty

five minute class period. This proved to be a mistake, since 

the compositions ranged in length from one page to five pages. 

Another important restriction was the instruction not to use 

dictionaries, thesauri, or other outside "help." This left 

the students to make the mistakes on their own. Choosing an 

equal number of themes from each grade obviously increased 

the validity while trimming the rough sampling to a smooth, 

work82ble number. Finally, perhaps the most valid aspect was 
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the use of errors (all except "ambiguities lt
) that could be 

graded objectively, facilitating inter-comptH"isons: of the 

compositions. 

On the other hand, there were many variables that influ

enced the study negatively. Primarily, the number of comp

ositions was restricted by the least number of samples from 

anyone grade level. In this case, since the eleventh grade 

had only thirty-five compositions, this automatically became 

the srtandard number for the other grade levels. Understand

ably, the greater the sampling is in any study, the greater 

the validity will be. A total of 140 compositions definitely 

restricted the survey. Another restriction was found in the 

us~ of compositions from a single high school in a definite 

locale. The results would probably differ in other cities 

where students have a different background in English studies. 

In addition, an assignment of "letters" was a limiting factor, 

since it practically "forced" the students into the use of 

colloquialisms -- a handicap in analyzing composition stand

ards. The fact that the number of compositions per class 

varied so greatly became another handicap when selecting those 

papers to be used in the thirty-five sampling. This "selection" 

also affected the proportion of compositions between the sexes. 

Based upon the assumption that maturity rates between sexes 

differ greatly in adolescence, this factor possibly could influ

ence composition skill. In addition, a minor detail like the 

number of pages per composition could have affected the validity. 

The fact that one of the errors ("ambiguity") was graded sub-

jectively suggests another variable: all of these compositions 
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were read by only one "grader" and even the objective errors 

could have been affected by an over-sight. 

In order to ascertain the true value of this study, one 

should weigh the validity restrictions against the variables. 

However, even this would not indicate the true worth of this 

survey. The astute reader could find many useful IIbi ts It in 

this st'.ldy. But considering this survey as a whole, it could 

be concluded that all the errors studied do tend to decrease 

throughQut the fQ~ grades Qf senior high school. Any ex

ception in a positive sense (see "run-on sentences" in the 

"Results," p.12) would indicate strengths in the English 

curriculum. Conversely, exceptions in a n~ativ~ sense {see 

"mistakes in agreement" in "nesults," p.13) would inc.icate 

weaknesses in the English curriculum. 
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IV. SUGGE3TIONS 

The results of this study indicate that composition 

errors tend to decrease throughout the four years of English 

at New Castle Senior High School, New Castle, Indiana. The 

fact remains that high school seniors are still graduating 

with insufficient composition skill -- though the tendency 

for making errors is less than it was a few years earlier 

in the curriculum. Conseq~ently, the problem becomes one 

of minimizing the pattern for errors even more. 

Two possible suggestions for alleviating composition 

errors could be considered in the light of this study. 

First, it is suggested that writing skills be divided up 

and taught among the four grade levels in high school. This 

would allow them to be stressed and emphasized in a definite 

manner at a definite time and place. Such action would 

eliminate the "consistent continuum" pattern discovered in 

the "ambiguity" graph. The second suggestion involves pro

portioning and "weighing" the grading standards more. Gradual 

tightening of gra~ing criteria as a student pro~resses through 

high school would help raise composition performance in the 

later years. For example, making the "sentence fragment" a 

failing error in senior English would help eliminate the dis

crepancy at the twelfth grade level on the "sentence fragment" 

graph. 

A general suggestion is that students be encour8ged to 

~rite in a manner that is different from the way they think 

and speak. This Herc~lean task could be eased some~hat by 
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stressing the different processes involved in thinking, 

sI2eaking, and !L!:i t igg. This whole concept is based on the 

idea that many of the errors in composition originate from 

students wh:) write as they think or speak. Examples of 

this are found in many sentence fragments (which take the 

form of thought patterns), run-on sentences, mistakes in 

agreement, ~nd ambiguities (all taking the form of speech 

patterns). 

A final suggestion is that English teachers in the 

ninth, tenth, eleventh, and twelfth-grade levels should 

make studies similar to this one. These might point out 

the strong and weak facets of their English curriculum, 

while helping them discover what they need to emphasize 

in their own composition classes. 

Nevertheless, the errors do exist. No one individual 

teacher can be blamed for their existence and no one teacher 

can eliminate them. The answer is to be found in a concentrated 

and coordinated effort by the complete English curriculum in 

the senior high school. After the correct adjustments are 

made in the curriculum, improvement in high school English 

composition -- and college composition -- should ensue. 
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