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ABSTRACT

A COMPARISON OF THE DIFFICULTY OF MATERIALS
USED IN THE TEACHING AND TESTING OF SHORTHAND
WITH THE DIFFICULTY OF BUSINESS LETTERS
IN USE IN BUSINESS OFFICES

By

Donalda MacLlean Warner

THE PROBLEM

This is descriptive research in which an attempt is made to com-
pare the difficulty of instructional materials used in teaching shorthand
in college and secondary classrooms with the difficulty of letters in use
in business offices. The instructional materials included textbooks used
by stu@ents in the learning of Gregg Shorthand, Diamond Jubilee edition,
and books of tests used by teachers in measuring students' progress. The
letters studied were from two sources: (1) those dictated in the normal
routine of conducting daily business matters, and (2) those direct-mail
advertising pieces received with the mail and designed to sell a product
or a service.

The question to be answered through research was whether the
instructional materials used in the classroom in the preparation and

testing of the students' ability to write shorthand adequately prepared

him to perform satisfactorily when he was employed in a business office.

The criterion was the difficulty of the letters used in business offices

in the daily carrying on of routine business matters.
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PROCEDURES

Letters, representing mid-management personnel, were obtained
from business offices through correspondence with the presidents of
randomly selected chapters of The Administrative Management Society.
Forty-five chapters nationwide were contacted and requested to ask their
members to share samples of letters normally dictated in their offices
as well as samples of direct-mail advertising letters which come unsoli-
cited in the daily mail.

Letters from executives were obtained by requesting letters dic-
tated and unsolicited from presidents of corporations, banks, colleges,
transportation companies, as well as congressmen and governors.

The five college textbooks of Gregg Shorthand, the five secon-
dary textbooks, and five of the books of tests in common use by both
college and secondary teachers were used as instructional materials.

Three-hundred-word samples were taken from each book and from
letters, which were put together in groups of three. The words were
counted through the use of a COBOL program, which recorded the number

of words in each three-hundred-word sample found in each of the following

six categories:

l. Brief forms

2. Perry's 1l - 100

3. Perry's 101 - 500
4. Perry's 501 - 1,500

5. Perry's Over 1,500

6. Syllabic Intensity
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A one-way analysis of variance was performed using the Finn
program. The Scheff€ Post Hoc Technique was later used to study pair-

wise comparisons which showed an F ratio greater than the tabled F at

the .05 level of significance.
FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS

The statistical analysis revealed the following conclusions:
l. Four variables contained significant differences:
1. Brief forms
2. Perry's 1 - 100
3. Perry's Over 1,500
4. Syllabic Intensity
2. The two remaining variables were constant in all samples:
1. Perry's 101 - 500 |
2. Perry's 501 - 1,500

3. The syllabic intensity of the letters, both dictated and

unsolicited, was greater than the syllabic intensity of the instructional

materials.

4. The unsolicited letters were more difficult than the dictated
letters and the secondary textbooks on the variables, Perry's over 1,500
and Syllabic Intensity.

5. Letters dictated by top-level management personnel were not
significantly different from letters dictated by mid-management personnel.

6. The letters from Transportation and Government categories
contained significantlybmore words from Perry's over 1,500 than did the

letters from the Finance category.
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The following conclusions were drawn:

1. Both college and secondary textbooks are of sufficient
difficulty to prepare the student to pass the tests published in the
five books of tests examined in this study.

2. The college textbooks were of sufficient difficulty on all
the variables studied to prepare the college student to write from dic-
tation the letters normally dictated by businessmen and the unsolicited
letters used in direct-mail advertising.

3. The secondary textbooks were not sufficiently difficult to
prepare the secondary student to write the unsolicited letters.

4, Syllabic intensity was one of the variables on which there
was no significant difference when letters only were analyzed either by
source or by category; therefore, the differences in difficulty among
letters existed elsewhere than on this variable.

5. Of the four speed levels studied in each of the five books
of tests, no developmental plan was discernible; the books appear to be
a collection of test materials without any consistent organization of

content.
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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION

In writing about the vocabulary of instructional materials,
Leonard Westl said that the words used in the instructional materials
for typewriting and stenographic skills should prepare the student for
the vocabulary which he will encounter later in life. Furthermore,
materials used in testing should validly assess the individual's

readiness for employment.

The vocabulary used outside the classroom gives direction to the
work within the classroom. If a set of criteria were established, the
difficulty of the vocabulary used by the businessman in normal trans-
actions could be compared with that of the classroom materials.

The textbooks on the secondary level have been revised as
recently as 1971; books for advanced classes were ready in 1972. These
textbooks from which the student studies and prepares daily homework
assignments determine in part the quality of his preparation. That the
textbooks are new is commendable, but the question remains as to whether
the vocabulary level is comparable to that of the businessman.

The books of tests reguigrly in use in both secondary schools
and colleges were published in 1950, 1956, and 1963. Editions of these

three books have been essentially the only bound volumes of tests avail-

able to shorthand teachers. Monthly tests were published in magazine

lLeonard West, "The Vocabulary of Instructional Materials for

Typing and Stenographic Training--Research Findings and Implications,"
The Delta Pi Epsilon Journal, Volume X, No. 3, May 1968, p. 13.

1
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form which contributed ten tests a year to the teacher who might be

collecting new test material. 1In 1969, the first paperback of tests was

published. AIl of the monthly tests were bound into one volume for easy
handling. At this date, there have been six paperback volumes published.
Students of stenography comment that the new tests published in paper-
back form are more difficult than the tests in bound volume form,

Due to advanced technology and higher educational level of busi-

nessmen, the vocabulary used in the conduct of normal business trans-

actions may have increased in difficulty in the last decade. If the

vocabulary of the instructional materials has failed to keep pace with

the words in use, the student may not be ready for employment upon

graduation.

This study is an attempt to compare the materials in use in the

classroom with the letters in use in business, insofar as the difficulty

of the vocabulary is concerned.

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

The purpose of the study is threefold: (1) To make a comparison
of the level of difficulty between the textbooks used by college and

secondary shorthand classes and the books of tests available to both

college and secondary teachers of shorthand. The textbooks and books of

tests are referred to hereafter as instructional materials. (2) To make

a comparison of the level of difficulty between the instructional mate-

rials in use in college and secondary shorthand classes and letters

dictated in business offices in the daily conduct of business. (3) To

make a comparison of the difficulty betwaen instructional materials in

use in shorthand classes and unsolicited, direct-mail advertising letters

received by businesses.
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STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

The instructional materials used by the shorthand student are
designed to accomplish two objectives: (1) to teach the student the
shorthand system, and (2) to prepare him for a career of handling busi-

ness correspondence and related office activities. These instructional

materials should prepare the student to write a vocabulary equal to the

difficulty of the vocabulary on a job requiring entry-level skills. This

study was an attempt to ascertain whether the instructional materials met

this difficulty level.

NEED FOR THE STUDY

The instructional materials currently in use in college and sec-
ondary shorthand classes contain letters and memoranda composed of normal
running business English. The content has not been labeled to indicate
the frequency with which these words occur in business correspondence.

In the beginning textbooks, vocabulary is chosen to illustrate a
principle in the theory, but the student is not informed as to whether
the words being studied are high-frequency or low-frequency words. The
test material used by the teacher for beginning dictation has no index to
indicate its suitability for that level. The standard word, established

in the 1930's, was defined as 1.4 syllables. This average is considered

to be below that which occurs in most of today's correspondence.2

Unsolicited letters flow daily into business offices via the

mail. These letters advertise new products, services, real estate, pub-

lications, and a myriad of opportunities for growth or change. They are

230e M. Pullis, "A New Standard wWord in Shorthand?" The Journal
of Business Education, 52 (January, 1971), 144-145.
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readily available to the shorthand teacher who is looking for new dicta-
tion material or to the researcher in need of test letters. Many of the
very long letters in the published books of tests advertise vacation
trips, insurance policies, or new books. These long letters may or may
not be dictated at the source. If these letters do, indeed, creep into

the textbooks and books of tests, they should also be studied on all the

factors of difficulty.
RESEARCH HYPOTHESES TESTED

The following six research hypotheses were tested:

1. There is a difference between the normal business dictation
and all the textbooks on all of the difficulfy factors studied.

2, There is a difference between the unsolicited mail and all
the textbooks on all of the difficulty factors studied.

3. There is a difference between the unsolicited mail and the
normal business dictation on all of the difficulty factors studied.

4, There is a difference between the books of tests and the
textbooks on all of the difficulty factors studied.

5. There is a difference between the books of tests and the
dictated letters on all of the difficulty factors studied.

6. There is a difference between the books of tests and the
unsolicited letters on all of the difficulty factors studied.

For statistical analysis, they were restéted in null form. Six

subhypotheses were also tested; they were also restated in null form.
In the subhypotheses, the textbooks were tested at two levels on all
variables:

l. There is a difference between the normal business dictation

and the secondary textbooks on each of the dependent variables.
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2. There is a difference between the unsolicited business
letters and the difficulty of the secondary textbooks on each of the
dependent variables.

3. There is a difference between the normal business dictation

and the college textbooks on each of the dependent variables.

4. There is a difference between the difficulty of the unsolici-

ted business letters and the difficulty of the college textbooks on each

of the dependent variables.

5. There is a difference between the books of tests and the

college textbooks on each of the dependent variables.

6. There is a difference between the secondary textbooks and

the books of tests on each of the dependent variables.
DELIMITATIONS

This study involved the use of business letters which had been
dictated by top-level management and mid-management personnel. These
letters were classified as normal business dictation.

The one-hundred word samples taken from books and letters varied
slightly over or under exactly the one hundred words. This was due in
part to the arrangement of words in Perry's list which records in two
lists words commonly considered as one unit. For example, Los is in the
twelfth hundred word list and Angeles is in the fourteenth hundred word
list. The variation is also due in part to error. There were 330 one-
hundred word samples. If the samples had been few in number, an adjusted
column could have been included.

This study does not attempt to determine what levels of word
difficulty should be taught at the secondary or college level. The pur-

pose was only to identify what levels of word difficulty are used in
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currently published textbooks. Neither does this study attempt to

analyze whether the books get progressively more difficult. Such analy-

sis is recommended for further. study.

DEFINITION OF TERMS

For the purposes of this study, the following definitions were

used:

Average, Business Correspondence: Pullis' description of 42 per-

cent brief forms, 53 percent high-frequency words, 72 percent common
words, and 1.6 syllabic intensity.

Brief Forms - A shorthand outline which has been abbreviated
because of its frequency of use or to facilitate phrasing.

College Level - The four years of higher education which follow

the years of public school education.

Dependent Variable - The criteria established to determine the

difficulty of the vocabulary used in classroom instructional materials

and in letters from business firms.

Instructional Materials - All of the textbooks and books of

tests, examined in this study, in use by teachers of shorthand classes
in the preparation of the student for entry-level employment.

Perry's List - The 500 most frequently used word combinations

and the 5,000 most frequently occurring words in business letters as

presented in the dissertation of Dr. Devern J. Perry.

Reading level - The difficulty of the materials being used as

determined by the SMOG Grading formula based on the number of poly-

syllabic words found in blocks of ten sentences taken from the begin-

ning, middle, and end of a book.
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Secondary School - The years of the public school system which

include the grades 10 through 12.

Standard Word - A device for equalizing the difficulty of short-

hand dictation material. It is computed by allowing every 28 syllables

to equal 20 standard words.

Syllabic Intensity - The ratio of the number of words dictated

in a minute to the number of syllables spoken by the dictator.
Take - A shorthand test which is dictated for a predetermined
number of minutes at a specified rate of speed.

Test - The actual paragraphs dictated to determine the shorthand

writer's ability to write shorthand at a prescribed rate for a preset
length of time.
Unsolicited Mail - Letters sent out by business firms as direct-

mail advertising pieces to sell a product or a service.

SUMMARY

This chapter has outlined the parameters of the study. The need
for the difficulty of instructional materials to be more explicitly

labeled has been developed.

The question of whether the difficulty level of the instructional

materials adequately prepares the student to work effectively on entry-
level positions will be analyzed by examining letters dictated by top-
level management and mid-management personnel on a nationwide basis. The
difficulty of unsolicited, direct-mail advertising letters, which may or
may not be dictated, will be examined also because of the easy access
that teachers and publishers have to this source of dictation material.
Another measurement of difficulty will be made by determining the
reading level of both the instructional materials and the letters to see

how it compares with the reading level of textbooks in general use in

classrooms.



PLAN OF THE STUDY

In Chapter 2, which follows, the literature written by researchers

on the subject of difficulty of shorthand dictation materials is reviewed.

Chapter 3 explains the procedure and methodology used to examine
the difficulty of the instructional materials correctly in use in the
classroom and the letters in use in business.

Chapter 4 analyzes the data generated from the study after all
the samples from the instructional materials and letters had been pre-
pared for analysis.

Chapter 5 gives the conclusions and recommendations of the study.

Appendices A, B, and C follow Chapter 5.



Chapter 2

THE REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Business education gained impetus in the schools with the commercial

1

manufacture of the typewriter in the early 1870's. Shorthand was used

occasionally before the invention of the typewriter. The Greeks had a
system of shorthand, and the Romans recorded the proceedings of the Roman

Senate in stenographic notes. The British Parliament adopted Gurney Short-

hand for preserving its proceedings. With the perfection of the type-

writer, however, shorthand also increased in importance.2

Gregg Shorthand was first published in 1888 in two little paper-
covered pamphlets under the title, "Light-Line Phonography." 1In 1893,
a revised and greatly improved edition was published under the title,
"Gregg Shorthand.“3 About that time John Robert Gregg brought his sys-
tem to the United States.4 The second revision came in 1901, followed
by other revisions in 1916, 1929, 1949, and 1963.

All of the revisions were made with the student in mind. Attempts

were made to simplify the system and to reduce the memory load. Parallel-

ing the need to keep revising the system is the need to constantly revise

lHerbert A. Tonne, Principles of Business Education (2nd ed.;
New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1954), p. 22.

21pid., p. 23.

3John Robert Gregg, Gregg Shorthand (New York: The Gregg Pub-
lishing Company, 1916), p. ix.

4ronne, op. cit., p. 24.



10
the textbooks used by the student and the dictation materials used by
the teacher.
Thirty-five years ago Clyde I. Blanchard put it this way:5
When you are dictating, do you know what the dictation con-
sists of? I don't refer to its meaning. I refer to the words
that make up the dictation. I have found that it helps me to
increase my students' speed on a take if I know in advance what
the dictation is "made of."
Blanchard followed with admonitions to avoid wasting time on the
94 percent common words, which need no additional practice, but to reap
dividends through mastery of the 6 percent difficult words.®
At one time or another, all teachers of shorthand have wondered
why students could successfully pass a dictation at a given rate and then
not be able to repeat the accomplishment for several days. What made one
selection easy and another difficult at the same level of speed? The
matter of difficulty in the writing of shorthand dictation materials has
been examined from within the shorthand system itself through studies of
the difficulty of executing a shorthand character, the phraseability of
some words over others, the abbreviating principles, the time taken to
write a disjoined prefix or suffix. The problems of difficulty presented
by the language itself have produced readability scales, syllabic inten-
sity scales, vocabulary level indices, and vocabulary lists.

This study was concerned with three language elements contributing

to the difficulty of shorthand materials; namely, the syllabic intensity

of the dictated material, the vocabulary level of the words, and the

reading level of the instructional materials. The pages which follow

review the research which has been published in these three areas.

5Clyde I. Blanchard, 20 Shortcuts to Shorthand Speed (New York:
The Gregg Publishing Company, 1939), p. 59.

®1bid., p. 61l.
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SYLLABIC INTENSITY

The need to equate the difficulty of shorthand dictation materials

had its genesis in the first modern shorthand contest which was held in

1887.7 It was the result of claims made by shorthand writers of speeds

up to 500 words a minute. The first contest was held without any set

standards of duration, accuracy, or difficulty of the dictation being

used. The following year the second shorthand contest took place under

the supervision of the New York State Shorthand Reporters' Association;

this group established five minutes as the length of the dictation. 1In

1906, the Eastern Commercial Teachers Association held the Miner Medal

Contest, limiting the accuracy to 90 percent. By 1909, the National

Shorthand Reporters' Association was conducting the contests, and it

raised the accuracy to 95 percent for most dictation, retaining 90 per-

cent for the highest speed. In 1913, the Association raised the accuracy

requirements to 95 percent for all dictation.8

In 1922, Mechler concluded that syllabic intensity was respon-

sible for differences of difficulty in dictated matter. He wrote:

The theory with respect to it is that a low syllabic inten-
sity indicates easy matter, while high syllabic intensity
indicates matter of greater difficulty. In other words, it is
thought that as syllabic intensity--that is, the number of syl-
lables to the word--increases, a corresponding increase in
difficulty of writing is encountered. This is not strictly
scientific, but there is a relationship between the two that
makes the method fairly accurate in judging results.®

710uis A. Leslie, Methods of Teachin Tanscription (New York:
The Gregg Publishing Company, McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1949), p. 193.

8Ibid., p. 194.

9Walter H. Mechler, Shorthand Championship Tests (Boston: The
Gregg Publishing Company, 1922), p. 51, quoted by Rowena Wellman, An
Examination of Certain Factors Involved in the Reporting and Transcribin
of Stenographic Materials (New York: Teachers College, Columbia

University, 1937), p. 28.
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After analyzing the copy used in the Shorthand Championship Tests
over a ten-year period, Dr. John Robert Gregg found a median syllabic

intensity of 1.40.lo Consequently, Gregg Shorthand textbooks used the
1.40 syllabic intensity. In September, 1931, the Gregg Publishing Company
first announced and used the phrase, "standard word," as the 1.40 syllabic
intensity was named, for counting dictation in publiéhed tests. The pur-
pose of the standard word was to equate the difficulty of different tests
at the same speed level.

For many years, German shorthand authorities have expressed

shorthand speeds in terms of syllables a minute but have never tried to

convert the syllables into words a minute. That this might be more sci-

entific has been accepted, but the practice has never been put into use

in this country.11

Studies of Syllabic Intensity

leslie, who had joined with Dr. John Robert Gregg in his study

of the speed-contest material, listed nine measures of difficulty. They

were the following:l2

1. Typing Stroke Count

2. Shorthand Character Count

3. Sound Count

4. Artificial Restriction of Vocabulary
5. Vocabulary Spread Index

6. Vocabulary Analysis

7. Sentence Length

8., Syllabic Intensity

9. The Standard Word

101esi1ie, op. cit., p. 198.
llLeslie, op. cit., p. 201.

1210uis A. Leslie, "The Difficulty of Shorthand Dictation
Material," Business Education World 28: (September, 1947), 14-15.







13

After working with several of these measures and finding them
too time-consuming to be practical or lacking in validity, louis dis-
carded all of them except syllabic intensity. He found that not only
was it the easiest to compute, but also had the highest validity as a
predictor of difficulty. He felt that two factors of difficulty were
being measured. A high syllébic intensity index indicates a wider vocab-
ulary in addition to longer words.13 Ieslie gave the 1,40 syllabic in-
tensity index identity by calling it the "standard" word.

About the twofold function of the syllabic intensity index,
Leslie said:14

While it is true that a higher syllabic intensity does

indicate more long words, that fact in itself is of less sig-
nificance to the shorthand writers than the fact that the
higher syllable intensity does, in addition, indicate a wider
vocabu;ary and that is where the shorthand writer's difficulty
comes in. .

This concept of wider vocabulary is the basis of the controversy
over syllabic intensity as a measure of difficulty; and if it measures,
does it equate difficulty?

Rowena Wellmanl® attempted to study four factors which she
thought contributed to difficulty in dictation materials. The four
measures were vocabulary frequency, syllabic intensity, sentence length,
and stroke intensity. Her study was designed to hold three factors

constant while she studied the fourth factor. High syllable count was

131bid., (November, 1947), 165.

l41ouis A. Leslie, Methods of Teaching Gregg Shorthand (New Yoxk:
The Gregg Publishing Company, McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1953), p. 229.

15rowena Wellman, An Examination of Certain Factors Involved in
the Reporting and Transcribing of Stenographic Materials (New York:
Teachers College, Columbia University, 1937), p. 37.
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one of these factors. She constructed ten 150-word letters. Seven

letters were in Battery A; two of these letters were.'"control letters."
Each of the remaining five letters was writtenbto test one of the
following variables: spelling demons, long sentences, high syllable
count, and higher vocabulary level. Battery B contained three letters:
one "new control letter," one with additional spelling demons, and one
with the highest vocabulary level. In all she checked 445 student
papers.

All of the letters in Battery A were of 1.40 syllabic intensity

and contained only words found in the first one thousand on Horn's list

except the one letter designed to test high syllabic count. In that one

letter, the syllabic intensity was 1.80,<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>