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This issue of the ELTIC Reporter deals with a variety of |levels of concern for ELT
practitionets: |leaners’ witing, the marking of learners witing in the matric examnatio
n,

reports on two non-formal projects and, finally, the perennial polemc surrounding direct
i ons

in South African applied linguistics.

Norton Peirce argues that there is a msmatch between the ains of the Standard Ten DET
syl l abus for English Language and the marking systemfor students’ witing in the matric
Paper 1. The inportance of assessment outweighs - in the mnds of both teachers and
pupils - that of ains defined in the syllabus, and assessnent enphasis on errors therefor
e

underm nes the comuni cati ve approach which is recomended, interestingly, by both the
BET and t he Peopl el s Educati on Comni ssion. AdendorfPs article underscores the

i mportance of an objective assessnment of comunicative effectiveness: he exam nes the
extent to which features of snidents’ witing such as word order in indirect questions
interfere with the conmuni cati on of neani ng, and concludes that while "errors" in this
syntactic area may | ead to "negative social evaluation" of the witer, they do not inpede
conmuni cation. insights of this kind are of great value for the status of South African
Bl ack English, and should |lead to a reassessnent of the way in which we evaluate | earners

witing.

Two projects are described in the issue. Esterhuizen, of the Storyteller Goup, describes
an

exciting project which involves the production of 1 000 000 copies of a conmic to pronpote
literacy in South Afn’ca. Comi ng hard on the heels of the International Year of Literacy,

this is a welconme attenpt to provide accessible and appropriate reading material in a
medi um whi ch nay have its "purist” critics, but whichis aliterary genre inits own righ

t.

The invol venent of |earners in the devel opment of the material is an interesting feature
of

the project, as is the plan to research the effectiveness of the material in classroons a
Il over

the country. Rodseth defends the role of |anguage in |earning across the curriculum and
has produced a video of great interest for teachers of any subject who are concerned abou

t

how their learners learn. LACis a widely accepted notion, but, unfortunately, one which
has not been successfully inplenented; It is to be hobed thattRodseth' s subject-specific
approach will have greater inpact in South African schools than, for exanple, the Brin’sh
attenpts to involve | anguage teachers in the "domai n" of content-subject teachers.

The issue concludes with a debate about the rel evance of the 1990 Conference of the

Sout hern African Applied Linguistics Association. Gough and R es attack, Chick defends.

Wil e | eaving readers to judge this polemic for thensel ves, an obvious conclusion is that

there is a great onus on the organisers of conferences relating to education -- now that
our
education systemis on the verge of great opportunities .. to creatively exam ne rel evant

i ssues. SAALA conferences have, in the past, nmde significant contributions to | anguage
policy and | anguage teaching in South Africa; we hope that they will continue to do so.
ELTI CWOQ | SNG3- | 990
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STUDENT WRI TI NG THE DET SYLLABUS AND MATRI C

MARKI NG A CRI TI CAL EVALUATI ON

By Bonny Norton Peirce

Ontario Institute for Studies in Education

Toronto

The communi cative ains of this syllabus inply positive marking and a concern wi th what

i s successfully conmuni cat ed.

Syl l abus for Std 9 and 10

Engl i sh Second Language, HG

Depart nent of Education and Cul ture, 1985

The general principle applied is that the synbol to be awarded (A-H) is dependent on the
wW

Mar ki ng nmenorandum of Essay and Letter

Matric exans: English Second Language, HG

Depart nent of Educationiand Cul ture, 1988

| have always |iked Brendan Carroll hs sinple nbdel of the curriculumtriangle, which is
depi cted bel ow. The diagramillustrates the rel ationship between the comunicative needs
of the | anguage | earner, the |language progranme designed to nmeet those needs, and the
assessment instrunents that evaluate the | earnerhs needs and | anguage | earni ng progress.
The

nodel is powerful because it acknow edges the crucial role that assessnent plays in
curricul um pl annt ng.

W

Comuni cati ve

needs

Language Testing

programes systens

(Carroll, 1982)

Student writing. the DET |yl hbm and
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Unfortunately, the nodel does not always work in practice. Al too frequently it is not t
he

| anguage progranmme and the testing systemthat are a function of the |earners

conmuni cative needs - it is the |anguage programme’that is derived fromthe testing
system with scant regard for the |learnerls comrmunicative needs. |ndeed, Carrol

acknow edges that the nature of assessnent can invert the priorities of the curriculumso
that. in nmany | anguage courses, "the end exanination not only provides the |earning
notivatinn. but dom nates the content and pedagogy of the courses." (1982:86)

Thi s observation cones as little surprise to | anguage teachers in different parts of the
gl obe.

From Japan, China and India, to Jordan, N geria and Chile, |anguage teachers go to great

| engths to prepare students for |ocal and international |anguage tests that will determn
e

whet her their students can pursue tertiary education either at hone or abroad. If student
S

are taking the Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL), the teacher will prepare
students to take nultiplc-choiee tests of their |anguage ability; if they are taking the
Canbridge Proficiency Exaninations, the teacher will alter the curricul umaccordingly.
Curriculum pl anners should not conplain that teachers are sinply "teaching to the test"
rather than meeting the students comunicative needs. For many students, success in these
tests is essential for their future careers -- students would becone dissatisfied if the
cont ent

and pedagogy of their |anguage courses were not geared to the final exam nation

(liven the crucial role that |anguage testing plays in the |earning/teaching process, it
is

i mperative that curriculum planners pay very close attention to the kind of |anguage test
S

that are superinmposed on cl assroom pedagogy. |If teachers are going to teach to the test,
t he

| est should he designed to encourage optinmal |anguage |earning and teachi ng. Perhaps nore
i mportantly, curriculum planners should take careful note of the way |anguage tests will
be

mar ked. For exanple. what nmw ||l be given to the skills of |istening and speaki ng
as opposed to those of reading and witing? In witing, for exanple, what enphasis will b
e

pl aced on the inportance of granmatical correctness as opposed to comrunicative
ef fectiveness? Is it indeed possible to distinguish between these two characteristics?
Language tests inevitably validate some |anguage skills over others; they give unequal we
i ght
to disparate abilities.

it is inportant to point out that giving "equal weight" to different |anguage skills does

not

necessarily constitute a good test. The weighting that is given to disparate |anguage ab
lities
shoul d reflect the weighting that is given to different aspects of a | anguage syllabus. |
deal |l y,
as Carroll indicates, both tests arid syllabus should derive fromthe students’ comunica
tive

needs. Thus. if a language curriculumis to be fair to both | earners and teachers, it is
i nperative that there be close correspondence between the needs of the |earner, the

| anguage syl | abus, and the devel opnent and marking of the | anguage tests that are
superinposed on the | eam ng/tcaching process. There should be no nystification in the
curriculumtn angle, and the entire process should be open to constant scrutiny and revis
i on.
This brings me to the nmain point of my article: student witing, the DET syllabus, and th
e

matric exam nations. | will argue that there is a | ack of congruence between the
4 BLTI CReW/O | SNo3- 1990
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expectations that are created in the 1985 DET | anguage syl labus and the marki ng of the
essay and letter scripts in the final DET matric exam nations. The inplications of this
m smat ch between the three apexes of the curriculumtriangl e have profound inplications
for the future prospects of countless DET students. | will consider each apex of the tria
ngl e

in turn.

First. what are the perceived comunicative needs of student witers in South Africa? Thi
S

is not an easy question to answer. It depends on who the curriculum planners are and what
theory of communicative conpetence they subscribe to. The issue is fundanentally a
political one. Conpare, for exanple, the principles on which the 1985 DEt syllabus is bas
ed

with the proposals of the Peoples English Comi ssion, 1986 (see Gardiner 1987; Janks
1990; Peirce 1989). The DET syl | abus designers stress the inmportance of English as a nmean
S

of communi cation in South Africa and the need for teachers to assist pupils "to neet the
chall enge of living in a nmultilingual environment". They state that "the overriding conce
rn

of this syllabus is communicative conpetence for personal, social, educational and
occupati onal purposes”. Wth reference to witing skills, the syllabus ains to develop pu
pi | sl

ability to wite English "appropriate to their purposes”. The Peopl es English Conmi ssion
in contrast, redefines | anguage conpetence to include the ability to understand the

rel ati onshi p between | anguage and power; "to hear what is said and what is hidden". The

proposals aimto assist all learners inter alia "to understand the evils of apartheid and
to

think and speak in non-racial, non- -sexist and non-elitist ways." The proposals stress t
he

i mportance of being able to wite with confidence and make" one 5 voice heard". In essenc
e

whil e the DET syl |l abus designers concentrate on what | anguage conpetence they consider
"appropriate" given the status quo in South Africa, the Peoplels English Conm ssion
concentrates on what might be 5153:3ng in a new South Afri ca.

It is inmportant to state that, at |east on paper, the principles of the DET syllabus and
t hose

of the Peoples English Conm ssion are not in direct conflict. The Peoples English

Conmi ssi on woul d no doubt agree that South Africans are living in a challenging

mul tilingual environnment and that | anguage conpetence is inportant for personal, soci al
educational and occupational purposes. However, the crucial questions that are not addres
sed

by the DET syllabus are: What personal, social, educational and occupational opportunitie
S

are njlahl; to students in DET schools? W will determ ne what kind of "conmmunicative
conpetence" is considered "appropriate" for these students - the students, the teachers,

t he

curriculum pl anners or the matric examni ners? The Peopl es English Conmission is

unequi vocal on this issue. The Commi ssion stresses the need for parents, teachers, and
students to play an active role in determ ning the conmunicative needs of students in the
ir

comunities and the kind of curriculumthat would neet these needs.



This leads ne then to the second apex of the curriculumtriangle: what | anguage programe
woul d neet the needs of student writers in South Africa? The 1985 DET syl | abus states
that the m ni num objectives of witten work are that pupils should be able to use referen
ce

wor ks; punctuate skilfully; express thenselves confortably in creative, expository and
narrative witing; apply conventions to formal nodes of witten communication; and plan,
Student witing. the DET syllabus and
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draft and revise their work. Significantly, formal granmar teaching is specifically disco
ur aged

in the 1985 DET syl |l abus. Teachers are encouraged to be alert to individual pupils’ needs
Wth regard to the idiomatic and functional use of English grammar, but "it shoul d not
occupy the focus of the lesson for longer than is necessary." Consider the foll ow ng:
Thi x syl labus is concerned with devel opi ng pupils" conmunicative

conpetence. Accordingly, all parts of it involve the study of |anguage. A

formal programre of work on | anguage structures and usage is neither

requi red nor appropriate.

Many | anguage teachers, particularly those famliar with theories of communicative

conpet ence, woul d appl aud such a syllabus. Indeed, The Peoples English Conm ssion
stresses that Tthinking, not menorising” is inportant for |anguage |earning and pl aces |
ttle

enphasis on the formal study of English grammar. Thus, while the Peopleis English

Conmi ssion gives greater attention to the inportance of comunity-based experiences in
the | earning/teaching process than does the DET, both the DET and the Peopl es English
Conmi ssion seemto be in agreenent that fornal aspects of grammar should play a
secondary role in English | anguage pedagogy.

On paper, then, the comuni cative needs of student witers and the | anguage programe
devel oped by the BET to neet those needs are consistent with rmuch research on | anguage

| earning and teaching. But what of the third and final apex of the curriculumtriangle --
t he

assessment instrunents used to evaluate the students’ progress through the curricul un? Ho
W

does the DET determi ne whether students have |earnt to communi cate successquy in
witing? Once nore, the 1985 DET syl |l abus serves as a reference point, and it is necessar
y

to quote the assessnent guidelines in some detail

The communi cative ains of the syllabus inply positive marking and a

concern with what is successfully comuni cated. The pupils who actively

engage with a subject and are adventurous in their use of |anguage are

likely to | earn nore than those who keep to sinple, prosaic structures; yet

they are also likely to nake nore m stakes. They should be given full credit

for what they have achi eved, taking into account both the sophistication and

vi gour of their work, and the extent to which their errors inpede

comuni cation and distract the readers.

Pupi | si know edge of |anguage structure: should be tested only insofar as

it is useful in conmunication (i.e. functional speech).

Teachers are encouraged to adopt an integrative approach to eval uation

G ven these sensible guidelines, why do | argue that the DET's curriculumtriangle is
substantially flawed? | address this question as | turn to an analysis of the way in whic
h

the witing skills of DET students are actually mmin the matric exam nation

BLTI CWOQO | SNCS- I m
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Significantly, the BET syllabus only outlines what students can expect to be tested on in
the matric exam nations -- it does not specify what criteria will be used to judge the qu
ality

of the students witing. The only guidance that teachers are given is that "all tests and
exam nati ons nmust be designed to assess how far the stated objectives of the course have
been attained." Gven this guideline, it is not unreasonable for teachers to assune that
student witing will be judged on its comruni cative effectiveness.

My argunent, however, is that it is precisely at this point that the curriculumtriangle
di sintegrates. Notw thstanding the 1985 BET syl | abus. the focus on comunicative
conpetence, and the integrative approach to evaluation, student witing in the matric
exam nation is judged al nost entirely on gramrmatical rather than conmunicative criteria
(see Appendix A). In the introduction to the marking nmenorandum narkers are infornmed
that the synbol to be awarded to matric candidates (A-H) for their essay and letter is
"dependent on W. "Language", as defined in the nmenorandum refers to

the preponderance of what are call ed"mamlm nnb’ XMVarkers are given specific

instructions to 'circle the major errors and underline the mnor ones. The nenorandum

i ndi cates, however, that it is inpossible to |lay down 'hard-and-fast’ rules as to how nan
y

maj or and m nor errors "equal" a particular |anguage rating. Markets are therefore
encouraged to take the witers use of lexis and structure into account in their genera
assessnent.

Once the markers have given the student witers an eval uation based on their use of

| anguage, the markers are invited to assess the "content" of the essay or letter. The qua
lity

of the content of the essay or letter is determined with reference to the foll owi ng quest
i ons:

- How well did the candidate relate to the topic?

- Is the topic introduced and concl uded effectively?

- Does the essay hold the reader’s attention through interesting

description, or inmaginative witing, or perceptive ideas?

- Is it generally coherent?

On a 70-point scale in the essay, a positive evaluation of content can raise the students

marks by 6 points; on a 25-point scale in the letter (which incidentally is out of 30 nar
ks

-- what happened to the other 5 marks?), a positive evaluation of content can raise the
students’ marks by 2 points. Markers are warned not ,to beconme "so involved in the

| anguage" that they forget the content. It is suggested that the renedy for this is to
ead

nuddy over the essay again aim nmarking the | anguage" (ny enphasis).

Therein lies the rub. No matter how sensitively the DET outlines the comruni cative needs
of the English Second Language |earner, no matter how progressive and enlightened the
syl l abus, student witing in the manic exam nations is judged with reference to "mjor an
d

m nor" grammatical errors. Rewards for effective comunication, inaginative witing, and
coherent argunmentation are limted to a nmere 8% of the student’s global mark for the
essay and letter. This in turn constitutes one-thinl of the students total mark out of 30
0 for

Student witing the DST syllabus and
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matric English. (This is despite the fact that there is another section of the matric Eng
l'ish

exam nations -- worth 45 marks -- that is devoted exclusively to the testing of "Language
f)

This situation is cause for great concern. The 1985 DET syl |l abus sets up an inaccurate se
t

of expectations for teachers and |l earners alike. Teachers who conformto the spirit of th
e

WB5 gui del i nes by encouragi ng students to develop their witing skills for effective
conmuni cation will not be acting in the students best interests as far as the matric

exam nati ons are concerned. Gven the criteria by which student witing is judged in thes
e

exam nations. teachers would do better to focus their witing classes on the granmatica
structures of English. (dearly, nmpost teachers would cover both aspects of witing in the
ir

classes - the issue is one of admin.)

There are other features of the DET nmarking nmenorandum that give cause for concern

(1) A student whose | anguage use is considered "conmpetent” is given a C synbol. Surely

a second | anguage student who is using English conpetently deserves nore than a C
synmbol ? What percentage of students are deened "very conpetent” and "outstandingly

good"? (2) The nenorandum makes the assunption that a student witer whose | anguage

is weak is incapable of witing an interesting essay. Thus, according to the nmenorandum
the best an F student can do is wite an essay that arouses "sone interest". (3) The
menor andum begi ns with a description of the weakest student witing and then progresses
to the strongest. It seens to me that i! narkers are to "mark positively", in the DETs
terns, it would be nore appropriate to focus the menorandum on positive rather than
negati ve aspects of the students’ witing ability.

In good faith, | assune that the DET is not deliberately msleading teachers and students

| prefer to believe that the DET is attenpting to inprove pedagogy in DET schools by

i ntroduci ng a communi cative syllabus, but has neglected to bring its assessnent instrunen
ts

inline with its new curriculum Such neglect can have devastating effects on the future
careers of DET matric students. Should the DET choose to align its marki ng nenorandum
with the spirit of its 1985 syllabus, there are a nunber of scoring guides the DET
curriculum planners night examne in the process of revision. Consider, for exanple, the
scoring gui de (Appendi x B) devel oped by the Educational Testing Service, Princeton, USA,
for their new international Test of Witten English, which is part of the TOEFL. (This te
st,

incidentally, was devel oped partly as a result of public dissatisfaction with the multip
e

choice format of the TOEFL test.) This scoring guide was devel oped to nmark essays
holistically. It attenpts to bal ance both Iinguistic and comuni cative (or rhetorical) cr
iteria

in a way that gives markers the opportunity and flexibility to "bias for best", in the wo
rds

of Merrill Swain (1984).

At the very least, the DET should nake its marking nmenorandum public. This would

enabl e teachers and students to make informed decisions about the focus of their |anguage
cl asses. They may deci de, despite the guidelines in the 1985 DET syllabus, that a form
programe of work on | anguage structures and usage 15 both necessary and

appropri ate.

8 BLTIC M Vol 15 No 3 - 1990
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H 5 - 13 Extrenely weak
al nost unintelligible
(o - 19%
G MPatcntly bel ow
st andard
(20 - 32%
F. m Doubt f ul
(33 - 39%
D. M A confortabl e pass
(50 - 59%
C. M Conpet ent
(60 - 69%
B. M Very conpetent and
A. M Qunt andi ngly good use
10
pl easi ng
(70 : 79%
of vocabul ary and
structures
(80 - 100%
. Extrenely poor
Entirely dull
Arouscs a faint interest
Very poor
Dul |
In a nmeasure interesting
Dul |
Sone i nterest
O di nary
Interesting in parts
I nteresting
Interesting with Hashes
of i npressivcncss
I nteresting
Interesting with flashes
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A paper in this category

- effectively mthe witing test

- is well organised and wel| devel oped

- uses clearly appropriate detail- to mwn a thesis 0: illustnte idea
-d’ nphyl conmhent faci | i tyi nt heuseof hngul ge

- demnntee syntactic vnriety end |pplopri-te word choice
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A paper in thin category

-yl ddr eul orepnnof t heul knot eef f ect i nl yt hnot hen

-isgen. enny wel |l organi eednddevebped

- ueel det ai ht onpponat heci ori | huuueui de

-di sphyl flcilityintheu-eof hnguage

- denonnnt eseonexynucdcvui et yudnngeol vocabul uy
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A paper in thin category ’

-nddl emt hewr i ti ngt opi cadequnt et ybut nysl i ght pl ndt het nk

- il adequately om nised Ind devebped

-uneuorne det ai ht onpponat hesi sotil hnm tem den

- denonstrates adequate but pouibly inconsistent facility with xyntu and nag
may conuin tone errors that occui onl ny obscure neani ng
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paper in thin cnegory ny reveal one or nore of the foll ow ng weakness:
i nadequat e omhti on or devel opnent

i nappropriate or inufficient detlih to npport or munte generalisation
- a noticeably inappropriate choice of worth or won! form.

an aecunuhtion ot enon in nenenee mane | nd/or usage

Suggest banner: in wring.
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serious disorganiution or nnderdevel opmem

- little 0! no detlil. or irrelevant specific
-serioultmlfl equentenoni nscntel | zmorw

- serious problemw th focu
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A paper in this category

- ny be incoherent

- ny be undevel oped

- may contain nmere Ind peninent witing error
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