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Developing Resources to Help Agricultural Communications Students Prepare 
for the Grammar, Spelling, and Punctuation Exam

Introduction

In a study of agricultural communication program alumni, Morgan (2012) found the most important competency needed by agricultural communications undergraduates is the ability to write well. This competency included writing in both journalistic and business style. Other studies have echoed the importance of foundational communication skills.  A recent joint study with the Association of Public and Land-grant Universities (APLU) and the University Industry Consortium (UIC) researched the most important soft skills employers want in new graduates (Crawford, Lang, Fink, Dalton, & Fielitz, 2011). The 282 employers from across the United States were asked to rank seven soft skill clusters. While all are recognized to be important, communication skills were ranked the highest overall. Another study (Norwood & Henneberry, 2005) explored the monetary value of agricultural job candidates’ attributes and having excellent communication skills was worth $8,900 more than when those skills needed improvement.

Despite the emphasis on writing skills, post-secondary students struggle with basic grammar, spelling, and punctuation (Seaman, 2001).  In a profession that is dependent upon the written word, a decline in these skills is detrimental to one’s career. In 2000, Northwestern State University developed a Language Skills Diagnostic Test prerequisite for their media writing class after concern that many journalism majors could not write competently (Brocato, Furr, Henderson & Horton, 2005).  A study by West Virginia University found that out of 100 randomly selected journalism schools, 39% utilized an entrance exam to evaluate grammar, spelling, punctuation, and AP style competence (Seaman, 2001).

At the university in this innovative idea narrative, agricultural communications students are required to pass the Grammar, Spelling, and Punctuation (GSP) exam with a score of 70 or higher before enrolling in the required news writing course.  This pre-requisite is viewed as an intimidating aspect of the agricultural communications degree plan.  In an attempt to help students become more confident in their ability to pass the GSP exam, a workshop and supplemental resources were developed and provided.

How it works

A graduate student enrolled in special problems hours was tasked with developing resources to help agricultural communications students prepare for and successfully pass the GSP exam.  She researched grammar, punctuation, and spelling books and other resources to develop a one-hour workshop and supplemental materials.  The workshop was one hour long and discussed the three focus areas of the GSP exam.  The presentation was PowerPoint-based with interactive exercises at intermittent points.  Having previously taken the GSP, the presenter shared personal experiences and preparation advice.  Students received additional worksheets with exercises, a practice test, and handouts with study tips.  In addition to this material, an online study guide and practice exam was posted on the departmental website. 


Results to date

Twenty-seven agricultural communications students attended the inaugural workshop in the Spring of 2012.  Nearly half of these students (n = 11) had taken the GSP prior to the workshop, with four students having already have passed the exam. Some instructors encouraged workshop attendance by offering extra credit in a course.  The students who had passed the exam where able to share their perspectives to successful pass the exam.  This helped other students realize that the GSP exam is not as difficult as they have been led to believe.

To help make adjustments for future offering of this type of workshop, students completed a brief evaluation.  On a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), students agreed the workshop was valuable (M = 4.07, SD = 1.0) and that they were satisfied with the topics covered (M = 4.15, SD = .72). Students were neutral about their satisfaction on how the workshop was conducted (M = 3.63, SD = 1.00). 

Students were asked to rate their confidence in their grammar, spelling and punctuation abilities before and after the workshop using a scale of 1 (not at all confident) to 5 (extremely confident). The biggest improvement was in the grammar section. Students noted they were slightly confident before (M = 2.85, SD = .77) and somewhat confident afterwards (M = 3.67, SD = .68).
Based on open-ended comments, many of the students recommended the instructor take more time and use more examples. Some students also suggested the instructor break up the workshop into multiple sessions because they felt rushed, and thus, material was not thoroughly covered. 

Future plans/ advice to others

Overall, the results showed positive feedback from the students and encouraged the continuing of the workshop in the future.  In the future, more time should be allotted to go over the material with more examples ad opportunities for students to complete practice questions.  It would be ideal to divide into the three areas – grammar, spelling, punctuation – and dedicate one hour to each topic.  This would not only allow for more in-depth coverage of the material, but it would also give students the option to attend a specific workshop if they needed help in only one or two areas. 

In addition to the evaluation questionnaire used, agricultural communications faculty should track how successful students were at passing the GSP exam after this training.  This type of training may not be enough for 100% of the students to pass, especially on the first try, but it does demonstrate to students the importance of this exam and the willingness to help them meet this pre-requisite.

Costs and Resources

Although the workshop was offered free of charge to students, it did require the attention and dedication of a graduate student to develop the materials.  However, an upperclassman could design something similar for an honors or service project.  The graduate student did purchase several grammar, spelling, or punctuation books to help develop the materials, but many of these resources could be borrowed from the campus library.
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