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172 + Teaching the Universe of Discourse

failed to discriminate among constructions that have very differ-
ent effects for style and readability. Thus Hunt and Mellon do
seem to imply that long clauses represent maturer writing,
whereas, Christensen points out, some of these long clauses
contain construction like appositives and absolutes that should
not be included in the wordage count of the clause. Christensen
argues that, because they make a rhetorical difference, all gram-
matically “loose or additive or unessential or nonrestrictive”
constructions — all “free modifiers” — should be classified
separately from the clauses they modify. Accordingly, Chris-
tensen claims that the sentences of the best writers will yield,
by his analysis, a smaller wordage count per clause. The sort of
distinction ignored by the analysis of Hunt and Mellon is illus-
trated, Christensen says, by the following two sentences:

The very hallmark of jargon is the long noun phrase — the
long noun phrase as subject and the long noun phrase as
complement, the two coupled by a minimal verb.

and

The very hallmark of jargon is the long noun phrase as sub-
ject coupled by a minimal verb to the long noun phrase as
complement,

The conclusion of Christensen’s argument is that the natural
growth toward long clauses, especially noun clauses, should not
be fostered, as Mellon tried to do, but rather that the twig should
be bent. “Maybe the kids are headed in the wrong direction.”'*
But I think Christensen fails here to allow for the dynamics of
language growth. He is assuming that instruction can short-cut
development, so that, for example, a student can be deflected
from relative clauses to appositives, or from adverbial clauses to
absolutes. But children’s sentences must grow rank before they
can be trimmed. Although I cannot cite evidence to prove this
point, I feel certain from studying children’s writing that they
have to spin out long clauses before they can learn to reduce

14 Tbid., p. 575.












































































































208 -« Teaching the Universe of Discourse

rounded by rhetorical analysis and pesky questions about how
Saroyan got his effects, a disservice is done to both reading and
writing. How would you as an adolescent react to a message
such as this: “See how Steinbeck uses details; now you go do
that too.” And there is no evidence that analyzing how some
famous writer admirably dispatched a problem will help a stu-
dent recognize and solve his writing problems. From my own
experience and that of teachers I have researched with, I would
say, rather, that models don’t help writing and merely intimi-
date some students by implying a kind of competition in which
they are bound to lose. The assumption is still that advance
diagnosis and prescription facilitate learning. The same reading
selections could be helpful, however, if merely interwoven with
the writing assignments as part of the regular reading program
but without trying to score points from them. Learners, like
the professional writers themselves, incorporate anyway the
structures of what they read; what they need is more time to
read and write authentically. The service publishers could do
is to put out more straight anthologies of whole reading selec-
tions grouped according to the various kinds of writing but un-
surrounded by questions and analysis. The student should write
in the forms he reads while he is reading them. There can be a
lot of discussion of these selections, but the points of departure
for discussion should be student response to the reading.

Another kind of textbook material — writing stimulants —
is closely related to models because sometimes these prompters
are also reading selections. Or they may merely be the text
writer’s own prose as he tried to set up ideas or talk up topics,
two intentions that are better realized in class conversation.
Sometimes the stimulants are photographs — possibly a good
idea, but the pictures are always too small in the textbook.
Whatever the kind of stimulant, the wiser course is to let it arise
out of the daily drama of the student’s life in and out of school,
including his regular reading. In this way the stimulants are
automatically geared to what the students know and care about.
To present stimulants in a book is to run an unnecessary risk
of irrelevance and canned writing.
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Conclusion - 215

according to a future we do not know and which will certainly
revise considerably whatever we might select for him. Content
coverage, in short, simply cannot be allowed to remain the edu-
cational issue it has been. Actually, in playing the range of
the discursive spectrum, in some such way as I have tried to
envision in A Student-Centered Language Arts Curriculum,
Grades K-13, the learner will become well acquainted with lit-
erary, scientific, and utilitarian sub-discourses, in relation to
each other, and necessarily cover a lot of content anyway even
though this content is not segregated into subjects.

Nothing less than the growth of the whole human being re-
quires a new integration of learning. What is common to all
subjects should be the unifying force of schools, and what i¢
common is precisely the human capacity to symbolize first- and
secondhand experience into an inner world to match against
and deal with the outer world. The infant does this already.
Such a capacity is not taught; it can only be exercised more o1
less beneficially. It operates integratively on all fronts at once,
at all ages. Education as we know it hinders the growth of this
capacity perhaps more than it fosters it. The learner expends
most of his intelligence coping with the demands of arbitrary
contents and arbitrary schedules instead of using his native
apparatus to build his own knowledge structures from what he
and others have abstracted. Since the latter is what he will
spend the rest of his life doing, whatever the future, this primary
activity, I submit, should gain priority over all else in education.
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THE UNIVERSE OF DISCOURSE lifted the teaching of
English fifty years forward into the Seventies. It
provided, it seemed for the first time, an intellectually
satisfying analysis of great range, depth, and
sensitivity . . . and it remains a model of rational
pedagogy in the field.
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DISCOURSE) either for confirmation of my present
thinking or inspiration of new ideas. It may well be
that in the long run this quiet revolutionary will have
a greater impact on English teaching and curriculum
than any other single individual.
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