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Written Language for Mildly Handicapped Students 

Edward A. Polloway, James R. Patton, and Sandra B. Cohen 

The ability to communicate in written form has frequently been referred to as 
the highest achievement in language for people in all modern cultures. Effective 
written communication requires application of conceptual and organizational skills 
in situations ranging from the concrete to the abstract. Unlike a more strictly defined 
skill area such as spelling, writing demands, foremost, a psychological rather than a 
mechanical commitment in order to produce excellence. 

Written communication builds upon the language skills of speaking, listening, 
and reading. Ironically, perhaps for this very reason, writing has failed to receive its 
due from educational theorists, researchers, and practitioners. Thus, even though 
considered an honored and respected ability, it paradoxically has often been 
overlooked as an important curricular domain, and as a result, a high prevalence of 
poor writers can be found both throughout the grades and in adult society. Riemer 
(1969) emphasized the significance of writing for higher education, business, and 
various professions and decried the American educational system for failures in the 
pedagogy of writing. He stated: 

American adults don't write because they are the victims of a system intensely determined to make 
them readers, not writers, and because there is no true and proper curriculum designed to develop 
writing. (p. 43) 

Lack of curricular attention to writing has also been a particular problem in 
special education. The emphasis on teaching handicapped students to be good 
readers and efficient mathematicians has frequently left behind equally important 
concerns for the "second R." 

Without question, all language domains are complex. This is certainly no less so 
for writing. As a curricular domain, writing includes the initial efforts of young 
children to scribble and spell their names, as well as the advanced compositional 
skills of the accomplished author. The breadth of written communication allows 
many avenues for theoretical and instructional approaches to develop. Within this 
broad spectrum, we have selected for discussion a singular component of writing 
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skill development: the conceptual-expressive aspect of 
written language. Essentially the concern is for the 
ultimate goal of writing, which is effective communica-
tion. The more conceptual aspects of writing, however, 
can never be fully separated from tool subjects such as 
spelling and handwriting. Research and discussions on 
handwriting (Graham & Miller, 1980) and spelling 
( Graham & Miller, 1979) have led to the belief that 
writers can efficiently monitor written expression only 
when some degree of legibility is evident (Cohen & 
Gerber, in press). 

Hammill and Poplin ( 1978) specified the objectives of 
writing instruction as including the goals of: 

I. teaching the minimal competencies required for success 
within the school curriculum; 

2. teaching the abilities requisite for successful post-school 
adjustment; and 

3. providing an opportunity for self-expression. 

If these goals can be achieved, the student will have 
acquired not only a significant practical skill but also a 
vehicle for organizing and directing thought to further 
personal ideation. The close relationship between writ-
ing and thinking was succinctly stated by Loban, Ryan, 
and Squire ( 1969): 

To write clearly, students must think clearly. To write com-
petently, students must think competently. To write with power 
and imagination, students must think with power and imagina-
tion: think/ write, write/ think - these processes can not be 
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disjoined. When a student has learned to write better, he has 
learned to think better. (p. 319) 

In addressing the topic of written language and 
exceptional learners, our concern here is for those who 
are commonly referred to as mildly handicapped -
students identified as learning disabled (LD), mildly 
retarded (EMR), and emotionally (or behaviorally) dis-
ordered (ED). Categorical emphases, however, are of 
limited significance since in written language program-
ming, as in other curricular areas, individual needs must 
predominate and group generalizations regarding teach-
ing methodology are of questionable value. In terms of 
chronological ages, the population of greatest concern is 
that group placed under increasing demand for com-
munication skill development by regular classroom re-
quirements and post-school survival. For many mildly 
handicapped persons, acquiring a reasonable degree of 
facility in written language may contribute substantially 
to community self-sufficiency and independence, voca-
tional flexibility, and success in higher education. 

No longitudinal investigation of the written language 
abilities of mildly handicapped students has been re-
ported that is comparable, for example, to the work of 
Loban (1963) with nonhandicapped children. Therefore, 
although texts frequently refer to the deficits of EMR, 
LD, and ED students within this domain, empirical data 
on the nature and specifications of these problems is 
quite limited. Among the studies that have been re-
ported, the results are generally predictable. Myklebust 
( 1973 ), for example, researched the writing output of 
four age groups of reading disabled students and found 
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common deficiencies in linguistic output (evaluated in 
terms of total words used and number of sentences 
written), syntactical competence, and the ability to use 
abstractions. 

A more recent study by Poplin, Gray, Larsen, Bani-
kowski, and Mehring ( 1980) did provide an initial basis 
for considering the deficits of LO students. Comparing a 
group of disabled and nondisabled students at three 
grade levels (3-4, 5-6, and 7-8) across the five principal 
subtests of the Test of Written Language, they reported 
greater deficits in areas reflecting conventional aspects 
of grammar and spelling as contrasted with those more 
reflective of ideation and the conveyance of learning. 

Also, Hermreck (1979) compared compositions of 
learning disabled and nonhandicapped students in sev-
eral grades and found differentiated word totals. In fact, 
non-LO students wrote an average of 42 percent more 
words per composition than did their handicapped 
peers. 

Deficits shown by some handicapped students in 
grammatical skills can be explained somewhat by the 
data reported by Deshler (1978). Specifically, disabled 
learners detected only one-third of the errors they made. 
On the basis of these data, one may justifiably assume 
that problem learners need strategies to monitor writing 
performance. 

Despite the scarcity of research on conceptual and 
expressive writing deficits of handicapped students, 
clinical and anecdotal data certainly verify their preva-
lence. Wiig and Semel ( 1980), for example, stated that 
preadolescents and adolescents with language disabilities 
often have a series of specific difficulties that interfere 
with performance in decoding and encoding language. 
They suggested that common problems may be present 
in semantics (e.g., narrow word meanings, minimal 
semantic elaboration, and restricted variety in word 
use), syntax (e.g., limited use of complex sentences, 
tense and time markers), and memory (e.g., inefficiency 
in word retrieval and deficits in retention). These prob-
lems are especially significant for students as they face 
the written language demands at the upper elementary 
and secondary levels. Similarly, Davis (1975) character-
ized the writing of college students with learning dis-
abilities as being: (a) rigid with limited variety in sen-
tence patterns, word selection, and style; (b) poorly 
organized in controlling ideas and developing thoughts 
and arguments; (c) lacking in comparisons, elabora-
tions, or conclusions. 

To assist the practitioner in successfully planning and 
implementing appropriate instruction, it is important 
to understand the nature of the act of written commu-
nication and empirically and experientially supported 
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techniques for remediation of wntmg deficits. This 
section describes instructional and general assessment 
principles, and the next section discusses approaches to 
remedial programming. Written language evaluation 
instruments are listed at the end of this article. 

A MODEL FOR WRITTEN LANGUAGE 

To approach the remediation of various written 
language skill deficits without an initial analysis of the 
nature and process of writing itself would be question-
able pedagogical practice. Although for many mature 
writers, aspects of this process may be automatic or at 
least semi-automatic, students with difficulties in writing 
may evidence problems at a more conscious, functional 
level. Hall ( 1981) termed three stages of a writing task as 
pre-writing, writing, and post-writing. These are incor-
porated within Figure l, a conceptual model of the 
written language process. It has been developed from 
the perspective of the learner/ writer and therefore is 
concerned with input to the student, task demands on 
the student, and output by the student. The major 
components of the model have direct implications for 
basic instructional principles and remediation. 

Input 

This consideration refers to the provision of stimula-
tion to the student. It summarizes the various ways the 
educational and home environment can be manipulated 
to influence the would-be writer. The basis for its 
consideration is simply, as Petty and Bowen (1967) 
noted, that "input must precede outgo." Without stimu-
lation, we can not anticipate response. Through the 
verbalizations of others (as in speeches and lectures), 
opportunities to experience the environment through 
diverse means (e.g., field trips, athletics, classroom 
activities), encounters with reading, interpersonal inter-
actions of a verbal or nonverbal nature, and continuous 
and varied auditory/ visual stimuli (e.g., multi-media, 
television, radio, movies, charts, photographs, pictures), 
the student can develop both an interest in a given topic 
and the degree of familiarity or experience necessary for 
effective communication. 

In considering input, teachers should examine: (a) 
students' educational backgrounds (e.g., previous teach-
ers, experiences with writing; (b) how students spend 
their vacations, weekends, and so forth; (c) what books 
students have read; (d) what students talk about when they 
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Figure 1 
A Model of Written Language 

input 
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are at home with peers; and (e) an individual student's 
learning style or how he or she learns more efficiently. 

Motivation 

This aspect of written expression stems directly from 
the various forms of input. Students have to develop the 
felt need to communicate. Clearly, a poor attitude 
toward writing is among the most important considera-
tions in instruction (Alley & Deshler, 1979; Mercer & 
Mercer, 1981; Smith, 1974). In addition to antecedent 
stimulants, this can be achieved through event conse-
quences such as increased personal interaction and 
positive feedback. 

Evaluative inquiries should include determining: (a) 
the value or importance of writing as students perceive 
it; (b) students' interests, as ascertained by administering 
interest inventories that explore educational, extracur-
ricular, and community interests, as well as preferences 
in hobbies, books, movies, and the like; (c) career goals 
(to gain information that will be useful for pointing out 
the relevance of particular writing skills); and rein-
forcement preferences. 

Purpose 

Establishing purpose serves as the basis for organizing 
writing and creates an awareness of writing as a natural 
process of communication (Golden, 1980). For handi-
capped learners, two general purposes for writing can be 
identified: expressive and utilitarian. These represent 
variant forms of writing that are separated in this model 
to highlight their different objectives. Expressive or 
creative writing emphasizes the personal communica-
tion of experiences and thoughts in an original way, and 
utilitarian or functional writing conveys information in 
a more structured form, as with letters and reports 
(Mercer & Mercer, 1981). 

Despite this oversimplified distinction, the two pur-
poses need not be oppositional. The two forms can be 
teamed to facilitate the acquisition of abilities (Cohen & 
Plaskon, 1980). In addition, as noted by Petty and 
Bowen (1967), utilitarian writing can become more 
creative as it becomes more individualistic, novel, and 
unusual. Thus, although the instructor initially should 
differentiate between the two forms in assisting handi-
capped students to set purpose, the relationship between 
them ultimately may become far less disparate. 

By helping the writer set and refine purpose, the 
teacher is encouraging students to be more attentive to 
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the demands of the topic, to be more reflective of ways to 
achieve goals, and to become actively involved in each of 
the writing stages necessary for an acceptable product. 
These concerns - attention, reflection, and active learn-
ing - have frequently been identified as major deficien-
cies in the learning repertoire of mildly handicapped 
students (see, for example, Epstein, Hallahan, & Kauff-
man, 1975; Ross, 1976; Torgeson, 1977; Wong, 1979). 

In expressive writing, the specification of purpose 
entails several critical features. First, the writer must 
appreciate the inherent flexibility in selecting and devel-
oping content for the theme. Such an awareness stems 
directly from the open atmosphere of the classroom. 
Next, the ability to think in a divergent fashion must be 
tapped as the writer explores the specific ideas and 
topics of interest within the overall boundaries of the 
assignment. Convergent thinking then provides the ve-
hicle for organization by narrowing the scope of the 
topic and allowing for the selection of relevant informa-
tion. Finally, the constant input of a personal perspec-
tive ensures an eventual product that will be unique and 
original. 

In utilitarian writing, the shift in focus dictates a 
parallel change in the writer's understanding regarding 
purpose. Understanding the task objective is requisite to 
further consideration. Clearly the writer must be able to 
appreciate the rationale behind, for example, a well-
written letter of request or an autobiographical sketch as 
part of an application procedure. Second, the writer 
must have an awareness of the target audience so that 
the appropriateness of form can be matched to the 
characteristics of the reader(s). As Golden ( 1980) stated: 

Since purposeful writing can not occur in a vacuum, writers 
are, in varying degrees, aware that someone will read their 
message or poem. (p. 758) 

Although the audience is also a concern in creative 
expression, it is far more critical in functional writing. 

Following from these initial points, an analysis of task 
demands then requires the writer to consider questions 
of length, specific conventions tied to a given product 
(e.g., the parts of a formal letter), and the possible need 
for any number of concerns such as persuasion, specif-
icity in request, factual detail, and general overview. 
Finally, these aspects can provide a basis for selecting an 
appropriate framework, such as a list, an outline, or a 
narrative, that will best enhance the purpose of com-
munication. 

Mechanics 

The mechanical aspects of writing are of varying 
importance depending upon the nature of a specific 
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assignment or task. The specific items outlined in Figure 
I summarize the basic mechanics common to semanti-
cally, syntactically, and organizationally sound written 
products. Each of these categories subsumes a host of 
subskills related to the development of writing compe-
tence. 

Vocabulary acquisition and word usage are the basic 
semantic foundations for writing. Two instructional 
goals predominate in vocabulary acquisition: to encour-
age students to make use of the variety of words they 
already possess in their oral receptive and expressive 
lexicon, and to help students learn and use new words 
particularly as they aid in the written discussion of a 
given topic. Teachers must be alert to spelling deficits as 
they can contaminate written vocabulary; and students 
should be aided in developing compensatory means to 
facilitate the use of specific words. 

Word usage is concerned with the appropriate con-
struction of meaningful phrases and sentences based on 
selections from a student's vocabulary. The key instruc-
tional objectives should encompass the needs to: (a) 
curtail the redundant use of common words; (b) increase 
the use of descriptive words; (c) alternate synonyms for 
common thoughts in a passage; (d) select words that 
most precisely fit the meaning of the sentence; (e) avoid 
a wk ward word· combinations; and (f) maintain consis-
tency with the purpose of the writing task and the 
intended audience. 

Sentence structure, used here as a generic term refer-
ring to the range of specific grammatical skills, is allied 
with the major syntactical concerns within sentences 
including appropriate verb tense, noun-verb agreement, 
noun-pronoun agreement, correct forms for other 
morphological structures, capitalization, and punctua-
tion. In addition, the need for variety in the forms and 
functions used should be emphasized. Fragments and 
run-ons should be avoided, with form varying from 
simple to compound and complex. The writing function 
should emphasize the use· of a blend of declarative, 
interrogative, imperative, and exclamatory sentences. 

Paragraph sense refers to the transition in writing 
from syntactically accurate sentences to well-written 
compositions or reports. It taps the student's ability to 
organize thoughts in a coherent fashion that conveys a 
central message to the reader. In a developmental sense, 
the following sequential abilities must be learned: (a) 
paragraphs must express a single concept or main idea; 
(b) initial, topical sentences should provide a lead-in for 
the reader; (c) subsequent sentences should provide 
further support to the concept being discussed; and (d) 
final sentences in longer paragraphs should serve a 
summary or transitional function. 

Organizational integrity is concerned with the overall 
product. The focus is on how the mechanics and the 
writing style manage to achieve the identified purposes. 
Students must be alert to: (a) the manner in which ideas 
are sequenced; (b) consistency between the discussion 
and conclusions; (c) clarity of the message communi-
cated; (d) retention of personal style (when appropriate); 
and (e) relevance of detail to the stated purpose. 

Proofreading 

Classified in the conceptual model as an essential 
aspect of the post-writing stage, proofreading basically 
entails the process of editing and revising for both 
content and structure. Frequently, the importance of 
this concern may not be apparent to handicapped 
learners, because of an emphasis on task completion. In 
other instances, problem learners may associate editing 
with a failure syndrome, as a result of over-correction of 
previous writing assignments. Lovitt (1975) noted that 
many writers consider revision as simply changing punc-
tuation marks and misspellings. To move beyond this 
limited concept of proofreading, students must be taught 
specific steps to follow in reviewing their own written 
work samples. 

An emphasis on proofreading should also off er far 
greater advantages to the writer than the repetitive 
completion of worksheets. As Poplin et al. (1980) noted, 
the benefits of this emphasis would include the more 
meaningful nature of the exercise because of students' 
greater familiarity with the words and ideas they created 
and the increased potential for generalization of skills. 

To determine if students are able to effectively use 
proofreading and editing skills, evaluation should focus 
on the following questions: (a) Can students identify 
specific mechanical errors within a sentence or a para-
graph? (b) Can they identify organizational and idea-
tional problems within a composition? (c) Can they 
effectively use strategies for proofreading (e.g., a se-
quential list of self-check statements)?; (d) Can they 
evaluate whether the objectives or purposes of the 
completed written draft have been met? and (e) Can they 
transfer these skills from contrived exercises to actual 
written assignments? 

Completed Products 

After the revisions of the post-writing stage, students 
will have developed a completed product. Returning 
to the distinction between expressive and utilitarian 
purposes, these products can be classified to a certain 



extent as creative or functional. Creativity is typically 
most evident in original compositions, poetry, personal 
journals, and other vehicles for individual ideation. 
Functional products include social and business letters, 
class reports, minutes of meetings and other records of 
events, various forms of applications, and essay test 
responses that allow some flexibility in writing output. 
Note-taking, also an important functional skill, dictates 
its own mechanics and is necessary for survival in the 
regular classroom. The need for accurate, useful notes 
becomes increasingly vital to students as they enter the 
upper levels of school, where the lecture format is the 
presentation of choice in many classes. 

Writing achievement in one form (either expressive or 
utilitarian) does not necessarily imply parallel perform-
ance in the other, although much transference occurs. 
Thus, instructional attention must be given specifically 
to each type of writing, while planning for and expecting 
a certain level of generalization. 

INSTRUCTIONAL STRATEGIES 

A written language methodology and curriculum de-
signed distinctly for handicapped students is not being 
proposed in this discussion. Rather, as Polloway and 
Smith (1982) have stated: 

In general, teachers will need to organize their curriculum 
specially around regular class language activities to the extent 
that students participate in general education programs. Re-
gardless of the situation, however, methods of teaching written 
expression to exceptional children more often reflect close ties 
to, and adaptations of, general curriculum than any other 
language area (Haring & Bateman, 1977; Kirk & Johnson, 
1951; Wallace & Mcloughlin, 1976). (p. 350) 

Therefore the teacher.'s task is to begin from a founda-
tion of sound instructional strategies for written com-
munication and make modifications that will be effec-
tive for individual needs of handicapped learners. 

Input 

The basis for beginning writing and written language 
instruction is stimulation. Students must be provided 
with input that fosters the formulation of their own 
ideas. Teachers should capitalize on the other language 
domains to enhance this process. For example, oppor-
tunities to talk about personal experiences and listen to 
others' encounters can provide a basis for writing pur-
pose and content. Reading interesting stories can also 
develop the student's desire to communicate feelings 
about the ideas expressed by the author (Polloway & 

7 

Smith, 1982). Dawson and Zollinger (1957) outlined an 
instructional language experience-type approach that 
provides a means of integrating the various language 
arts. 

Petty and Bowen (1967) have emphasized the impor-
tance of ensuring an appropriate climate for writing. 
They noted several aspects of such a climate that would 
provide an atmosphere conducive for writing: the atti-
tudes and personality of the teacher (characterized by an 
open and friendly rather than a rigid demeanor), the 
establishment of frequent opportunities for writing, and 
students' awareness of the potential outlets for their 
work. Handicapped students in particular need to de-
velop a sense that writing is an enjoyable rather than a 
punitive activity. The above points can be summarized 
as the need for writing stimulation within the context of 
a positive, supportive atmosphere. 

Motivation 

Closely tied to the discussion of input is the topic of 
motivation. The preeminent concern is the development 
of intention to communicate, the desire to share one's 
thoughts with a given readership. Without attention to 
motivation, an individual's writing will likely reflect 
only minimal personal perspective and creativity and 
will fail to realize the basic goals of functional writing 
tasks. 

Ideally, motivation should be a function of one's own 
internal needs to communicate and to express feelings, 
ideas, and needs. As Tway ( 1975) noted in reference to 
nonhandicapped children: "No one can really motivate 
anyone else to write; motivation must come from within. 
Teachers can only stimulate" (p. 193). Tway also sug-
gested that motivation could best be developed by 
showing a basic respect for a student's expression, by 
establishing real purpose in writing, by endowing writ-
ing with a special sense of importance and enjoyment, 
and by ensuring the writer that a specific goal is in sight. 

In the case of exceptional learners, however, motiva-
tional problems are often intensified because of the 
failure set that many students have acquired through 
previous writing experiences. Alley and Deshler ( 1979) 
emphasized this point by noting that the feelings of 
students toward writing should be the first consideration 
of teachers. As Lerner (1981) stated, children who have 
experienced a dearth of success: 

... soon learn to beat the game by limiting their writing 
vocabulary to words they know how to spell, by keeping their 
sentences simple, by avoiding complex and creative ideas, and 
by keeping their compositions short. (p. 344) 
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Given this general tendency of some writers, Brigham, 
Graubard, and Stans (1972) questioned the basic assump-
tion that" ... writing flows from the writer" (p. 442) and 
that emphasis must be placed in building motivation just 
through stimulation. The option they proposed, in one 
of the initial efforts of applied behavior analysts in this 
domain, was to identify a series of objective aspects of 
writing, place reinforcement contingencies on them, and 
thus improve compositional skills through the sequen-
tial reinforcement of specific skills. The ABA method-
ology and results of this study and related ones are 
further discussed in succeeding sections. 

Based on the valid identification of students' interests, 
structuring a writing program on these interests seems 
justifiable, keeping in mind that what appeals to some 
students may not appeal to all their classmates. If 
teachers truly are concerned about individualizing the 
programs of their students, capitalizing on students' 
interests makes good pedagogical sense. 

Purposeful Writing 

In their list of basic principles for improving writing 
ability, Otto, Mc Menemy, and Smith ( 1973) noted that 
•• ... writing is always done for a particular purpose and 
a particular audience, both of which the writer should be 
aware of at all times" (p. 390). Consistent with this 
statement, students must come to realize the essential 
reason for the writing tasks in which they are engaged, 
whether they are flexible assignments with an emphasis 
on self-expression or highly structured tasks with an 
emphasis on adopting a particular form. 

Initial instruction with beginning writers can success-
fully help them set purpose and complete instructional 
exercises designed to emphasize task objectives. Short, 
specific assignments are valuable for sharply defining 
the student's task and, therefore, enabling a focus on the 
purpose of the assignment. For example, exercises with 
a creative purpose could include writing a paragraph on 
the descriptive properties of an interesting classroom 
object, on the qualities of friendship, on one's favorite 
time of the day, or on a particular scene from a favorite 
movie. Utilitarian exercises could include composing an 
invitation to a party, an announcement of a school 
movie, a covert note to a friend, a brief article for the 
school newspaper, or a postcard to be sent to a relative. 

The importance of short assignments when students 
are first beginning to write can not be overstated. By 
presenting children with lengthy tasks or by setting aside 
an inordinate amount of time for them to write, the 
teacher may inadvertently create an association in the 

child's mind between writing and boredom, thus gen-
erating general disinterest and destroying purpose. A 
brief period of 15-20 minutes should be sufficient 
(Polloway & Smith, 1982). 

Setting purpose continues to have importance for 
advanced writers as well. A direct instructional approach 
to writing at this point should emphasize the specific 
steps listed in Figure 1, initially with the teacher leading 
the student through them (via visual and verbal prompts) 
and subsequently with the student working indepen-
dently (self-instruction). For expressive writing, students 
should be encouraged to ask themselves these types of 
questions: 

What interests me most about this topic? 
What information do I know about this topic? 
What else do I need to learn about it? 
How can this information be related? 
How can it best be organized? 
What are my personal opinions about the subject? 
How can I convey my personal feelings in my 

writing? 

For utilitarian writing, students should consider these 
questions: 

What is my objective in this task? 
Who am I writing for? What do they know about 

this topic? 
What do they want to know? 
How can I make sure I convey the necessary and 

correct information? 
Do I need to do research on the topic to be familiar 

with it? 
How should I arrange and organize my writing to 

be most effective in meeting my objective? 

Mechanics 

The discussion on written mechanics focuses on the 
areas of vocabulary development and structural skills 
(e.g., sentence and paragraph sense and overall organi-
zation). Inherent in this framework are the specific 
writing craft skills noted in Figure 1. The semantic 
concerns related to increasing vocabulary and the 
mechanical concerns related to writing form must both 
be given instructional consideration. 



Vocabulary 

A key concern in enhancing written communication 
skills is to increase the size of writing vocabulary and to 
increase the frequency with which these new words are 
used. The basis for instruction is to expose students to a 
multitude of verbal forms and then assist them in 
incorporating the words into their compositions. Spe-
cific objectives should include acquiring a store of 
synonyms for commonly used words, developing a 
familiarity with a variety of descriptive words, and using 
unusual words and original phrases as alternatives to 
more typical lexical options. 

Teachers should be aware that many otherwise capa-
ble students may tend to avoid using words they can not 
spell, thus reducing the quality of their writing. Only 
when they can be convinced to not worry about spelling 
and concentrate on ideas can a true appreciation of their 
abilities be obtained (Johnson & Myklebust, 1967). 
Similarly, when working with students for whom English 
is a second language, the primary concern should be 
with qualitative aspects rather than with correct spell-
ing. 

Cohen and Plaskon (1980) have stressed that mildly 
handicapped students should develop a vocabulary that 
can be used accurately: "Although the objective is to 
expand the child's facility with words, it must not be 
gained at the expense of writing fluency. A functional 
goal of providing [them] with word skills which allow 
them to successfully manipulate a limited core of words 
is advisable" (p. 295). They therefore suggested teaching 
word clusters that can center on topical themes. The 
clusters they listed included words for naming and 
describing common actions, personal attributes, and 
time, as well as facility with use of prefixes, suffixes, 
synonyms, and common idiomatic expressions. 

A host of instructional exercises can be developed to 
assist in building vocabulary. For example, Van Allen 
(1976) suggested the use of a word wall that can be 
devoted to lists of words that might be helpful to 
students in writing. The list could include high frequency 
words, common descriptors, words of the senses, and 
specialized words tied to holidays or to specific units 
being studied. It could also be modified and individual-
ized by developing a notebook of words for each 
student. 

For individual writing assignments, the entire class 
could initially generate a list of key words to be written 
on the board. In this way, the conceptual break required 
to select and revisualize specific words could be avoided, 
and at the same ti~e students would be provided 
practice in use of these words. 
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Several studies have reported on the value of rein-
forcement contingencies on vocabulary development. 
Maloney and Hopkins ( 1973) reported that points 
awarded to students in grades 4-6 contingent on the 
number of different objectives and action verbs used and 
the variant ways that sentences were begun enhanced 
these three aspects of composition and also resulted in 
the submission of papers subjectively rated as more 
creative by blind reviewers. Glover and Gary (1976) 
indicated that students' writing could be improved by 
developing vocabulary usage through the identification 
of "unusual uses" for a variety of nouns. Four measures 
of creativity (fluency, flexibility, elaboration, and ori-
ginality) improved as a result of applying this technique. 
Kraetsch ( 1981) reported data on a single-subject design 
study indicating that oral instructions to a student to 
write "as many words and ideas as you can" had a 
significant effect on written output as measured by the 
quantity and diversification of words and the quantity 
of sentences produced. In all three studies, vocabulary 
was shown to improve, along with other aspects of 
writing, through reinforcement strategies. 

Structure 

The most significant question in teaching structural 
skills is how to build the appropriate skills without 
stifling students' interest in using written means for 
expression and communication. Sink ( 1975) contrasted 
two approaches to this question: the teach-write and the 
write-teach approaches. The former, representing the 
traditional pedagogy in composition, emphasizes instruc-
tion in skills as a basis for successful written expression, 
and, therefore, stresses the mechanical act of writing and 
attention to structure as the initial basis for writing. The 
latter is more concerned with ideas than form and, thus, 
initially emphasizes writing as a personal act that later 
can be shaped to acceptable grammatical structure. 

A substantial body of related research has been 
reported with nonhandicapped students. Sherwin ( 1969), 
in his review of 50 years of research on the relationship 
between formal instruction in grammar and skill in. 
writing, concluded that this type of instruction" ... is an 
inefficient and ineffective way to help students achieve 
proficiency in writing" (p. I 35). He cited a I 962 dis-
sertation by Harris, deemed to be the most method-
ologically sound of the research reviewed, which con-
cluded that such an approach may have a relatively 
harmful effect on the correctness of children's writing. 
Although Sherwin ( 1969) also concluded that writing 
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alone does not teach writing, he summarized his review 
by noting that the most important features of instruc-
tion are" ... motivation, selective criticism, discussion, 
practical explanation, and revision." (p. 168) 

Definitive research with exceptional learners on this 
question has not yet been reported, but the write-teach 
approach has received more widespread support. Cohen 
and Plaskon (1980), for example, encouraged the use of 
spontaneous daily written expression opportunities as a 
basis for instruction in conventional skills. In a similar 
vein, Poplin et al. (1980) concluded from the limited 
data relative to this question: 

Until otherwise proven, meaningful experiences with immedi-
ate, reasonable, an9 knowledgeable feedback still seem to offer 
the most effective method of improving mechanical, conven-
tional knowledge of the writing process without interfering with 
and stifling the all-important ability to "get across" in writing 
what the student intends to communicate. (p. 52) 

Given the limited support for the traditional approach 
to teaching grammar, the most appropriate instructional 
approach would appear to be one that provides feed-
back on a small number of selected structural errors in a 
given assignment. Errors to be corrected should be 
chosen based on their value to the student's communi-
cative efforts. In addition, assignments should be 
evaluated in terms of their consistency with the student's 
oral language abilities. This can give the writer a basis 
for error awareness, which generally must precede 
accurate transcription. This awareness can be achieved 
by leading through a series of tasks requiring students to 
initially select the grammatically accurate sentence from 
several choices and eventually to identify specific errors 
within a sentence or paragraph. "Listening" for errors 
then becomes the basis for proofreading. 

The value of feedback mechanisms on a student's 
writing has been documented in a variety of research 
studies. For example, the use of these mechanisms tied 
to structural skills was reported to be effective by 
Hansen and Lovitt (1973, cited by Hansen, 1978). They 
indicated that feedback on mechanics was more effective 
than was feedback on content in influencing both 
mechanics and content in a positive way. 

Strategies designed to increase fluency have also been 
found to have a positive effect on structure (Brigham, 
Graubard, & Stans, 1972; Van Houten, Morrison, 
Jarvis, & MacDonald, 1974). Van Houten and his 
colleagues reported that feedback on the number of 
words written, accompanied by the posting of highest 
scores and instruction to exceed these scores, resulted in 
a doubling of the rate of words written in addition to an 
increase in the mechanical aspects of the compositions 
of second and fifth graders. 

The most important focus within the mechanics of 
written language should be the sentence. By stressing 
well-developed sentences, teachers will be training 
handicapped students to think clearly and then to 
express themselves in complete thoughts in order to 
successfully communicate. Many handicapped students 
may rely on simple, repetitive, "safe" sentence struc-
tures, resulting in less fluent writing products. Others 
may experiment unsuccessfully with variety and be 
identified as producing awkward constructions (Hall, 
1981 ). For either of these two sub-groups of poor 
writers, the instructional focus must be on teaching 
students to expand sentences within acceptable struc-
tural patterns. Several approaches to sentence expan-
sion have been developed. Teachers should select a 
particular strategy based upon: (a) understanding the 
technique; (b) student needs; and (c) student language 
abilities. 

Fennimore ( 1980) reported on instructional activities 
developed to facilitate sentence understanding and 
variety. She referred to these as sentence extension 
activities since the basic premise of the instruction was 
to enhance students' oral and then written sentences by 
enlarging the repertoire of words and forms available to 
them. For example, the sentence, "The boy ran" was 
extended by having the class identify lists of alternatives 
to boy and ran, adverb and adjective modifiers within 
the subject, modifiers of the verb, prepositional phrases 
to indicate where the boy ran, and so forth. This type of 
exercise can then become incorporated into composi-
tional efforts that may stem from the original brief 
sentence form. 

Sentence expansion or extension is the basis for the 
Phelps Sentence Guide Program (Phelps-Teraski & 
Phelps, 1980). This systematic program involves a struc-
tured questioning process to which students respond in 
complete sentences. Logical extensions would then in-
clude instruction on nouns (e.g., Who did it?), verbs 
(e.g., What was done?), descriptors (e.g., What kind?), 
and objects (e.g., To what? For what?). By combining 
oral and written language, these sub-skills and other 
related ones can be taught within the context of the 
meaning of a sentence in lieu of being presented as 
specific semi-isolated items in a grammar instructional 
sequence. 

Paragraph Sense 

As noted earlier, paragraph sense builds from a 
student's competence in using basic paragraph compo-
nents in a sequential and logical manner. As Otto, 



McMenemy, and Smith (1973) stated, "The most impor-
tant concept for students to attain relative to paragraph 
development is that written communication is essen-
tially a matter of making assertions and elaborating 
upon them" (p. 394). Therefore, specific teaching tech-
niques should be adapted that assist students in stating 
their basic premises and then expanding their thoughts 
in an orgapized fashion. 

To develop good paragraphing skills, students should 
be provided exercises on sequencing sentences that they 
can read without difficulty, as well as feedback on their 
own efforts. Again, the value of short assignments as a 
basis for such writing should be noted. Particularly in 
the case of students who have limited ability to develop 
lengthy, creative pieces, emphasis should be placed on 
consistent usage of simple rules for paragraph building 
within the context of functional tasks. 

Organizational Integrity 

The concept of organizational integrity refers to the 
overall sequence, clarity, and flow of writing beyond the 
paragraph level. Essentially, it is the final concern of the 
writer and the one that relates most closely to the setting 
of purpose during the pre-writing period. Within the 
written language model presented in this article, it serves 
as the basis for pulling together the objectives estab-
lished before writing, with the mechanics utilized during 
the composition stage as a basis for the reviewing/ edit-
ing process of post-writing. Therefore, it is most closely 
tied to the process of proofreading. 

Proofreading 

Proofreading is a critical skill upon which the quality 
of a finished product hinges, particularly when teachers 
are using the write-teach approach. To expect that most 
students will automatically edit and revise their work 
would be naive. As noted earlier, many exceptional 
students may come to view proofreading as an aversive 
rather than a positive process. Even those who are 
willing to revise must develop that ability; they must be 
shown how to proofread (Hillerich, 1979). The teacher's 
role, therefore, is one of modeling the specific tech-
niques inherent in the proofreading process and deline-
ating its advantages to the finished product. 

The instructional goal is to have students learn the 
basic steps necessary to revise their writing and to later 
apply them independently. The questions listed below, 
incorporating suggestions by Dankowski ( 1966) and 
Burns ( 1980), provide an outline of self-evaluation pro-
cedures for writers to follow: 
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l. Does each sentence make sense? 
2. Is every word spelled correctly? 
3. Are all punctuation marks used correctly? Are 

any needed marks omitted? 
4. Are all words capitalized that should be? 
5. Have I used descriptive words and phrases to 

express my ideas? 
6. Are any of the points I made vague and in need of 

clarification? 
7. Are there more specific, precise ways to say 

anything in my paper? 
8. Overall, is the paper organized in a clear way to 

make the reader's job an easy one? 
9. Have I met the objectives I set for the paper? 

IO. Have I chosen a good title (when applicable)? 

The entire proofreading process may be too involved 
for students with writing difficulties to tackle at one 
time. Therefore, although complete evaluation would 
require consideration of all aspects, one or two should 
be selected for a given assignment until students refine 
both their writing and editing skills. As time and skill 
development progress, more of the proofing guides can 
be added. 

Editing and revision are generally considered to take 
place after writing, but they also occur at times during 
the writing process. Frequent conceptual breaks in mid-
sentence or mid-paragraph (such as to check spelling), 
however, should be discouraged, to minimize inter-
ference with ideation. 

Organizing proofreading instructional exercises in the 
classroom can be done in a variety of ways. One 
effective technique to help students develop an initial 
orientation toward proofreading is to have them prac-
tice verbalizing the various steps. Consistent with this 
approach, Hansen ( 1978) suggested that students work 
on the editing process by reading their stories aloud to 
the teacher during individual conferences, to learn to 
listen for inconsistencies. 

Completed Products 

Some considerations unique to specific types of writ-
ten products should be stated. For simplicity, these are 
discussed under the two major areas of creative expres-
sion and functional form. 

Creative Expression 

Development of ideation in written compositions and 
related products has unique significance to exceptional 
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learners. As Polloway and Smith ( 1982) stated concern-
ing this expressive ~ornponent of written language: 

Although instruction often centers on teaching skills and 
developing cognitive abilities, it would be self-limiting to 
overlook the affective side of written composition - its ability 
to serve as a vehicle for thought and ideas that handicapped 
students might otherwise withhold. The potential gains that 
adolescents with learning, emotional, or behavioral problems 
can achieve are especially noteworthy. Therefore, instruction in 
this area and the subsequent development of skills can be both 
a means as well as an end in itself. (p. 342) 

A major objective for teachers of mildly handicapped 
learners, then, should be to provide ample opportunity 
for expressive writing. 

An emphasis on creative expression in writing de-
emphasizes overcorrection regarding mechanical aspects. 
Creative writing favors the content over the craft. Tiedt 
(1975) noted that teachers should appreciate the ideas 
expressed reasonably coherently by writers rather than 
focusing on omissions, misspellings, poor handwriting, 
or missing punctuation marks. She stressed the need to 
be most concerned with the positive aspects of the 
student's writing. If, instead, students learn that how 
they write is more valued than what they write, the result 
will likely interfere with the expressive and communi-
cative process (Golden, 1980). 

Johnson and Myklebust (1967) provided an excellent 
outline of a progression of ideation reflected in the 
varying content of students' products. Basically, their 
idea sequence follows from the concrete to the abstract. 
The first stage, concrete-descriptive, emphasizes the use 
of a simple descriptive sentence or a series of such 
sentences about common things in the child's environ-
ment (e.g., The girl is running to the store.). The second 
stage, concrete-imaginative, stresses inferences from 
some stimulus or experience. In this stage, students 
would be encouraged to draw generalizations, to imagine 
what is happening, and to then respond accordingly. 

A shift in emphasis to abstractions characterizes the 
other two stages in the Johnson and Myklebust progres-
sion. The third level, abstract-descriptive, places greater 
stress on the concepts of times and sequence, with 
students urged to write stories with logical order, ap-
propriate transitions, and the development of plot and 
characters. The final level, abstract-imaginative, is based 
on open-ended types of questions and propositions 
upon which students base their perceptions. Stylistic 
improvements such as figures of speech can be incor-
porated, too, at this stage. 

Given a logical progression through which to lead 
children in writing, teachers can enhance ideation and 
productivity using the basic strategies discussed earlier 

under "Input" and "Motivation." In addition, teachers 
should have access to a variety of appropriate topics for 
compositions to instill interest and stimulate thinking. 
The reader is referred to books by Carlson ( 1970), Petty 
and Bowen (1967), and Polloway and Smith (1982) for 
suggestions. The value of contingencies placed on writ-
ing (as noted earlier) to yield creativity should also be 
considered. 

Many other vehicles are available to the teacher for 
encouraging the student's expression. Examples include 
story-writing, poetry, and developing diaries or journals 
as independent writing activities. 

Story writing can take on a variety of forms as a tool 
to motivate composition writing. An interesting ap-
proach (Collins, 1980), called class-mating, was devel-
oped to increase writing motivation in secondary stu-
dents by having them develop stories to be read by 
elementary-aged children. Collins indicated that this 
strategy provided an audience for writing and enabled 
teachers to emphasize the need for grammatical accuracy 
in standard English for "published" work. 

Teachers often shy away from teaching poetry, be-
cause of the language limitations of their students. As 
Rich and Nedboy (1977) noted in discussing the crea-
tions of young adolescents, however, the question is not 
whether it is truly poetry since the mark of success is not 
in the creation of a literary product" ... but in the use of 
poetry writing as a vehicle for reaching a variety of other 
goals" (p. 94). Similarly, Nathanson, Cynamon, & Leh-
man (1976) commented: 

Teaching poetry to exceptional children of any chronological 
age, of any intellectual level, or of any handicapping condition 
enables the classroom teacher to· expand his or her own 
potential beyond the purely functional approach to curriculum 
development. (p. 90) 

Personal diaries or journals have been a popular 
instructional adjunct ever since the report by Fader and 
Mc Neill ( 1968) confirmed the value of such an approach. 
This technique is based on having the student write for a 
designated length of time or a designated number of 
pages without teacher evaluation. The student selects 
the topics, which range from simple copying exercises to 
truly creative expression. 

In a related vein, Tsimbos ( 1980) described how 
journals could be used with children for whom English 
is a second language. In this program, students were 
required to write a minimum number of words per day 
without regard for correctness. The teacher then read 
these and gave responses limited to specific English 
vocabulary words or ideas that would assist the student 
in better expression. Essentially, the program provided a 



basis for communication in English between student and 
teacher. 

Functional Forms 

Utilitarian writing dictates greater concern for struc-
ture than does creative expression but nevertheless 
should provide an opportunity for a personalized form 
of communication. The most common types of func-
tional writing include letters, notices, invitations, re-
ports, and applications. Each of these carries with it a 
given format and, thus, specific procedures for instruc-
tion. In each case, the initial emphasis on short, specific 
assignments should be adhered to, to promote appro-
priate production. 

Two other areas of functional writing warrant special 
attention because of their particular importance to 
adolescents with writing difficulties: note-taking and 
essay exam writing. These skills become more important 
as students enter higher grades. Although both areas 
relate more closely to study skills than to written 
expression, they demand attention because they are 
typically neglected in formal instruction. 

Note-taking. For just a moment, consider how you 
developed your own personal note-taking skills -
whether you created your own system, were given 
formal instruction, or viewed someone else's format and 
adopted it. Regardless of which of the above mechan-
isms might apply, at some time in all students' educa-
tional careers, they must become "note-takers." School 
failure or success may depend in part on whether a 
student becomes efficient or remains inefficient at this 
task. 

Note-taking skills become necessary, for example, 
when listening to a speaker, watching a film, or reading 
a textbook. Alley and Deshler ( 1979) have categorized 
note-taking into three specific skill areas: 

(I) outlining - the sequential arrangement of main features of 
a book, a subject, or a lecture; 

(2) formal notetaking - the concise but comprehensive state-
ment of essential matter read or heard; and 

(3) informal notetaking - the brief, spontaneous recording of 
material to assist the memory or for subsequent reference 
or development. (p. 129) 

The value of these skills lies in the fact that they greatly 
assist students organizationally, an important concern 
for many mildly handicapped students. The following 
list of suggestions offers a few ideas for teachers m 
helping students become better note-takers: 
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1. Preparation 
a. Make sure all necessary materials are ready. This 

may include specially prepared paper (e.g., with 
a specific note-taking format). 

b. If available, obtain ahead of time a skeletal 
outline of the lecture from the instructor. 

2. Instruction 
a. Give practice at taking notes. 
b. Provide feedback on the quality and quantity of 

notes. 
c. Teach the use of various shorthand conventions, 

abbreviations, or personal codes (e.g., sfor with-
out, c for with). 

d. Emphasize that students are not to write down 
every word. 

e. Provide training in how to recognize key words 
(e.g., "most important") or key behaviors (e.g., 
writing a phrase on the board) of instructors. 

3. Aids 
a. Have students use small pocket-size notebooks 

for a variety of reasons (e.g., "things to do 
today," assignments, questions to ask the in-
structor). 

b. Encourage the taping of lectures in order to 
augment poor in-class note-taking skills. 

c. Have students check their notes with those of 
others. 

Essay Test-taking. Although techniques are available 
for maximizing students' performance on various types 
of tests, our attention is directed to essay situations that 
require written expressive skills to a greater extent than 
other formats. To students with problems in written 
language, the essay test can be devastating. The conven-
tions of writing already discussed in this article still 
apply, but a few additional suggestions are offered: 

1. Nurture a positive, success-oriented attitude to-
ward the impending test situation. 

2. Encourage students to use their time effectively, 
both prior to the test when preparing and during 
the test itself. 

3. Have students perform triage on the essay ques-
tions - responding first to the questions to which 
they know the answers, and postponing the more 
difficult ones. 

4. Instruct students on recognizing and understand-
ing certain "task-demand" clue words such as 
compare, elaborate, and list. 

5. Encourage students to outline the answer to each 
essay question before giving any written response. 
This helps not only the testee but the examiner as 
well. 
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6. Incorporate the . use of mnemonic aids in test 
preparation and· test taking (for example, the 
taxonomic breakdown of Kingdom, Phylum, Class, 
Order, Genus, Species may be remembered more 
readily through the mnemonic phrase, "King Peter 
Comes Of Good Stock"). 

7. Use alternative means of evaluation with students 
who encounter great difficulty with written form, 
as their performance on essay-type tests may not 
accurately reflect their competence or knowledge. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

The problems faced by exceptional children. adoles-
cents. and adults who have written language difficulties 
have only relatively recently begun to receive the type of 
intensive scrutiny that is needed. The discussion here has 
highlighted some of the key results of recent work in this 
area. Several additional areas warrant the attention of 
practitioners and researchers interested in enhancing the 
professional state-of-the-art in written language instruc-
tion for the handicapped. These areas include: clarifica-
tion of writing characteristics typically found to be 
strengths and weaknesses within sub-groups of the 
mildly handicapped population; refinement of informal 
assessment inventories that have a primary focus on the 
various facets of written expression; resolution of the 
relative merits of reinforcement strategies versus stimula-
tion exercises as a basis for motivating variant groups of 
handicapped learners; and development of detailed, 
direct instructional systems for teaching writing that 
parallel recent efforts, for example, in reading and 
arithmetic. 
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ALERT 
NEW BOOK 

Dr. Edward A. Polloway and Dr. James E. Smith, Jr. 
have co-authored a book, Teaching Language Skills to 
Exceptional Learners, just released by Love Publishing 
Company. It has two major sections, the first of which 
examines language in general terms and the problems 
handicapped chidren have in developing language skills, 
and the second of which discusses teaching methodology 
and curriculum appropriate to various language skills. 
Topics include assessment, oral language, reading, hand-
writing, spelling, written expression, and organizational 
strategies, among other areas. The book is comprehen-
sive, well written, and attractively presented. Books may 
be ordered, at $17.95 plus $1.00 for shipping, from: 
Love Publishing Company, I 777 South Bellaire Street, 
Denver, CO 80222. 


