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Knowing how to use a language involves
knowledge of many kinds, among them at
least these three: knowledge of the mean-
ings and functions of words and of word
parts such as derivational and inflec-
tional endings; knowledge of formal
structures such as those for constructing
words, phrases, and sentences and for
connecting groups of sentences; and know-
ledge of strategies for using words and
sentences to make language mean and to
organize and communicate meaning in a way

that is both purposive and effective.
Let us call the first two kinds of know-
ledge grammatical knowledge, and the
third kind, knowledge of discourse.

Grammar is langquage in potential--a for-
mal system that makes human interaction
possible; Discourse is language in use--a
product of human interaction.

A bald assertion: teachers of language
use (following the 1lead of 1language
scholars) have paid inordinate attention
to grammar and have ignored discourse. A
bold assertion: teachers of language use
can improve instruction by focusing upon
discourse--the strategies for making lan-
guage mean and for making it communicate
effectively.

Assuming that they are native speakers,
students come to school with tacit know-
ledge of English grammar; and the older
students are, the more likely they will
be equipped with a comprehensive know-
ledge of that grammar. Even illiterates,

IMach of the material in this essay was worked
out in oollaboration with Bernard Van't Hul, who
deserves jointly such credit as may accrue, but no
blame. He and I deweloped these ideas with help
fram several groups of teachers, from high schools
and oolleges, in BCB workshops. The teachers who
participated in those events will recognize Van't
Hul's ocontributions as they will their own.
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if they know English, know the grammar of
English save perhaps how to form learned
plurals (datum, data; phenomenon, phenom-
ena) or how to reach toward but not be-

yond the permitted range of syntactic
options ("stealthily crept the intruder
toward his sleeping victim, breathing

hotly the while"). Such structures, of
course, are learned from the pages of
books, not from the 1lips of companions.
Students also come to school with tacit
knowledge of rules for English discourse:

otherwise they could not talk meaning-
fully, purposively, and effectively, as
of course they do. But the rules they
are most likely to know are the rules for
organizing and manipulating talk, not the
rules for organizing and manipulating the
written word. The younger the student,
the more 1likely her reliance upon the
rules for talking; the 1less exposure
older students have had to reading and

writing, the more 1likely their writing
will be more 1like talk and less 1like
writing.

In general, and putting aside for one

moment the question of dialect differ-
ence, the same word and sentence-level
grammar underlies both spoken English and
written English. Exceptions (like those
suggested in the preceding paragraph) are
those few forms that have existence pri-
marily in print and those syntactic for-
mations that are very bookish. The tacit
grammatical knowledge students have
equips them as well to write as it does
to talk, but in learning to write stu-
dents will have to learn when to use cer-
tain structures that they already know
and how to edit sentences for compactness
and grace. The discourse rules for talk
and writing, however, differ significant-
ly. In actual use, talk and writing do
not resemble one another except in their
basic grammar. The two modes are not
organized in the same way, and what is




meaningful and effective in talk is not
necessarily so in writing.

For the inexperienced writer who is asked
to produce a piece of written discourse,
it is only natural to rely on the dis-
course rules he or she already Xknows.
The result is likely to be something that
resembles talk. Take this example, bor-
rowed from Mina Shaughnessy's Errors and
Expectations (pp. 19-20):
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When read silently, as one would read any
other student essay, this short theme is
neither clear, coherent, nor effective.
But when heard, from a reader who treats
the theme as if it were a transcript of
talk, the message makes sense, coheres,
and conveys its point with force. Exper-
iments with several groups of teachers
who have listened to such readings have
proved this to be true.?

Zan't Hul and I gave instructions like
these: "Please listen as I read this English mes-
sage. What I'll read was either spoken in the first
place or written. Having listened to the reading,

A writing teacher's customary approach to
such a theme is to treat it merely as a
piece of writing and to evaluate it with
expectations derived from reading written
texts. ©Such a reading is likely to focus
upon such faults as these: use of incom~
plete or ungrammatical sentences; failure
to mark the boundaries of sentences with
capitalization and punctuation; incorrect
marking of such boundaries; "incorrect”
verb forms; misuse of capitalization.

First of all the system, don't really care about the students, schools are
always overcrowded and the students get the, impression that really there
are sare teachers, just like students just to Be there, and the children
performing below par is mainly the parents fault too, they really don't
stress How important is, and that when they go to school they should try

to do the Best they can instead they are encourage to learned Basketball,
But in all the fault would lie on the state and goverrment officials,
Because really they don't care about children Education they're more con~
cerned about what's your color or do your family have a good Income? and
really with all the pressure society put on the children they don't have
enough time to learned, But for the kids that are real Bright they can

make it through, But what about the kids that need a little extra Time so
with all this its too much, for them if a mother asked her child what did
you learned today, the average child would say nothing Becanse there is always
samething going on Beside Educational, so when this kid is out of school he
or she has nothing, Because all those school years were just problems society
has push on the Kids, and when they hit the outside world they're not ready
not because they' are dumb, But society has effect them on the wrong side,
But who get the Blame? Always the children, if a kid could go to school and
learned, without meeting society, they would come out a Better product, and
could be ready to hit head on with society, over' all its all of axr fault in
ane way or another, but to put it plain society is more the blame, But then
again we the people make society up, hut far as the children concerned not
that much, so I would suggest that society get on the good foot, because
whether they like or not we're the future

(pp. 19-20)

The teacher who marks such faults 1is
judging the theme against the grammatical
and typographic norms of standardized
written English. If she also judges the
theme against discourse norms for "the
standardized written English classroom
essay," her paper-ending comments will
likely include these: "The paper is bad-
ly organized"; "There are no para-
graphs.” In most cases, however, grammar

please guess which." We then followed the reading
with questions about the effect of the message and
the competence of the speaker/writer. A majority of
hearers always identifies the message as spoken.
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and mechanics receive primary if not ex-
clusive attention.

But suppose a teacher were to
this theme not with expectations
the norms of writing, but in the
tion that the theme reflects speech:
that in writing it, this inexperienced
writer has tried to make meaning using
the grammar and discourse rules of his or
her own talk. Directed by this latter
expectation, a teacher's reading of the
student's work will 1lead to strikingly
different conclusions about the student's
competence and needs. What follows is a

approach
based on
expecta-—

step-by-step illustration of how a
teacher might take such an approach:
GRAMMAR: SENTENCES AND SENTENCE
BOUNDARIES

Approach: (1) Ignore the punctuation
provided in the original; (2) Read the
theme aloud, trying to invest it with
meaning; (3) Put a slash at the end of
each sentence-like unit. When you are

uncertain as to where a unit ends and
another begins make a guess. (The
slashes below are the author's guesses.)
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(4) Now read aloud each unit marked off
by slashes.

Reading: When you read aloud each unit
you have marked, you will find that there
are sentences in this theme. This is not
the way the theme will read if you 53;
attention only to the punctuation, if you
read it expecting sentences to be those
units begun with a capital and ending
with a period or some other terminal
marker. Moreover, when you read aloud
the sentences indicated by slashes, you
will find that most are complete and that
most are grammatical, even though many
contain unexpected grammatical forms (to
learned, for example, in Line 6). Sen-
tences 2 and 4 omit words; sentence 12
can be read as a fragment and 15 is a

fragment, though an effective one. But
the remaining sentences have subjects,
predicates, and most other elements re-

quired by the rules of English grammar.

Judgment: This student knows how to
make sentences, but not necessarily how
to recognize them once they are written
down (in talk, sentences don't begin with

lpirst of all the system, don't really care dxxm.ﬂ%astuirms"ﬁ%dxnhsare
always overcrowded and the students get the, impression that really there

are sare teachers, just like students just to Be there,/3and the children
performing below par is mainly the parents fault too,/they really don't
stress How important is, and that when they go to school they should try

to d the Best they cmyéﬁnstead'dmy'are encourage to learned Basketball,/
Oput in all the fault would lie on the state and goverrment officals,

Because really they don't cmnaaban:chihixm.Eixﬁthxvﬂtheyﬁermne con-
cerned about what's your color or do your family have a good Incame?/8and
really with all the pressure society put an the children they don't have
enocugh time to learned,/?But for the kids that are real Bright they can

make it through,/10But what about the kids that need a little extra Time so
with all this its too much,/Mfor them if a mother asked her child what did
you learned today, the average child would say nothing Because there is always
samething going on Beside Educational,/ 2so when this kid is out of school he
or she has nothing, Because all those school years were just problems society
has push on the Kids,/3and when they hit the outside world they're not ready
not because they' are dumb, But society has effect them on the wrong side,
l4p3t who get the Blame?/IPAlways the children,/ 6if a kid ocould go to

learmed, without meeting society, they would come out a Better product, and
could be ready to hit head an with sxﬁfmyy/l7

over' all its all of our fault in

one way or ancther, but to put it plain society is more the blame,/lBBut then
acain we the people make society up, but far as the children concerned not
that Imch,/lgso I would suggest that society get on the good foot, because
whether they like it or not we're the future/




capital letters or end with periods).
The student needs to learn how to mark
sentences with capitals and terminal
punctuation, and (s)he needs to learn the
functional differences between commas and

periods. But the student does not need
to learn how to make sentences; (s)he
already knows how to do that.

GRAMMAR: VERB FORMS AND PARTS OF
SENTENCES

Approach: Underline all word forms and

parts of sentences, phrases and clauses
that seem ungrammatical. But jumping to
no conclusions about these, ask yourself
these two questions: (1) Would these
forms be normal in the speech of this
student? (2) Are these forms the custo-
mary ones in non-standard dialects of
spoken English? (To answer the second
question, of course, you need to know
something about the grammars of the spo-
ken dialects of English, as every writing
teacher should).

Reading: Many of the forms in this
theme do not conform to the usages of
standardized written English. Some are
simply mistakes in mechanics that do not
reflect an influence from speech; others
are importations of colloguial forms,
several of which reflect the fact that
this particular writer speaks a dialect
of English that is non-standard. All
inexperienced writers import colloquial-

isms into their written texts; but most
teachers, unfortunately, are far more
impatient with non-standard colloquial~

isms than with those found in dialects
considered standard. Yet both kinds of
importation reflect the same process: An
inexperienced writer is wusing the lan-
guage (s)he knows best--the language of
talk.

Mechanical mistakes

Line 4: neo apostrophe in parents

Line 13: ] no apostrophe in its: a conmon "spelling®
mistake

Line 21:
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lyirst of all the system, don't really care about the students,/2schools are
always overcrowded and the students get the, impression that really there

are some teachers, just like students just to Be there,/3and the children
performing below par is mainly the parents fault too, really dn't
stress How important is, and that when they go to school they should try

to d the Bxx'dxy'axv5ﬁmmeadtheyeue encourage to kémnaiBad«ﬁiaLL/
But in all the fault would lie on the state and government officials,
Because naﬂjy'ﬂmy'donﬂ:canaaban:chihimxlEﬂuxﬁicn/hﬂmy“rexmne on-
cerned about what's your color ar do your family have a good Income?/8and
really with all the pressure society put on the children they don't have
encugh time to learned, for the kids that are real Bright they can

make it through,/IUBut what about the kids that need a little extra Time so
with all this its too mch,/Mfor them if a mother asked her child what did
you learned today, the average child would say nothing Because there is always
samething going on Beside Educatianal,/ 2so when this kid is out of school he
or she has nothing, Because all those school years were just problems society
has push an the Kids,/ 3and when they hit the outside world they're not ready
not because they' are dub, But society has effect them on the wrong side,/
Mpst who “get the Blame?/ISAlways the children,/16if a kid could g to

school and

20
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22
23
24
25

learned, without meeting society, they would came out a Better product, and
could be ready to hit head on with society,/17 over' all its all of our fault

one way or another, but to put it plain &xﬁetyisxmne.gfybhme,MBButthen
again we the people make society up, but far as the children concened not
that much,/29s0 I would suggest that society get on the good Foot, because
whether they like it or not we're the future/
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Line 18: use of apostrophe after they before full
spelling are. (Apostrophes don't ocour in
speech.)

Collogquialisms

Line 11: real as adverbial intensifier
(Perhaps the altemation child, children;
kid, kids throughout the essay; perhaps
the pnase get on the good foot in ILine
24, although semi-formal contempory prose
style is more accepting of such
colloquialisms than at earlier times and
in more formal contexts.)

Non-standard colloquialisms

Verb forms

(1) No =s (-es) on the third person singular present
tense of verbs. 'This reflects a feature of
promunciation in certain non-standard dialects.

Line 1: don't rather ﬂﬁm.dxsn'
Line 10: pm:rajerthnlpns
Line 9: doraﬂmm-dnm<kes
Line 19: gﬂ:raﬂux'ﬂnm.gﬂs

(2) No d (-ed) on certain past tense forms. This
reflects a similar feature of promnciation.

Line 6: em:xnageraﬂmm'ﬂrulemxunxﬁd

Line 17: push rather ﬂunlpm&ﬁﬂ

Line 18: efﬁaﬂ: rather than e efﬁaxed (or
affecuaL if one wants to call this
also a failure to discriminate
between two words pronounced alike
in most dialects).

(3) The use of 4 (-ed) where it does not belong.
This is a feature of hyper-
correction. Since the writer knows that -ed
goes on sare verbs and not others and camnot
trust his or her prommciation as a quide, (s)he
throws in a-couple.

Line 6: ) learned rather than leamn.
Line 11:
Line 14:
Line 20:

(4) Ummarked possessive. Also probably a feature of
promnciation rather than grammar, although the
point is disputed.

Line 8: children for children's
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(Line 15 beside for besides is a related
feature. The z somd is not
pronauanced. )

(5) Verb inversion in indirect questions: a

syntactic feature of certain non-standard
dialects.

Line 9: what's your oolor rather than what
your oolor is. -
Line 9: ES_EEE;—Eﬁﬁly have a good inocome
rather than whether your family has

a good incare.
Judgment: The writer is making errors,

but the errors are not simple ones.

Very few are random or careless errors
(as is the missing it in Line 5, for ex-
ample), and hence are not easily correct-
ed simply by calling attention to them.
Most errors show that the writer either
does not know certain features of stand-
ardized written English, or else is so
uncertain in her control of them as to
revert to spoken alternatives; others are
hypercorrections in which the writer aims
at the correct written forms, but errs in
doing so. The spelling to learned (Lines
6,11,14, 20) is a typical hypercorrec-
tion: the -ed ending is added where it
never occurs in standardized written En-
glish; the student knows that -ed is
added to verbs, but puts it on the—;iong
verb form. To help a writer who makes
mistakes like the ones in this theme, the
teacher must first find causes for the
errors that occur and only then try to
help the student find appropriate reme-
dies. Forms that are perfectly grammati=-
cal in non-standard speech can be errors
when used in writing; but the student is
confused when a teacher merely calls all
such forms grammatical errors without
explaining that two grammatical systems
are in conflict. To learn how to write,
students need explanations that explain.

+ + + + +

So far I have dealt only with the grammar
and mechanics of the theme, not with dis-
course: What I have tried to suggest is
that teachers will better understand the
sentence and word-level problems of inex-
perienced writers if they look for the
origin of aberrant forms in the grammar




of speech; and that once having found the
origins of errors, teachers can more ef-
fectively correct them. This is an ap-
proach called "error analysis," and it
has been the dominant approach in studies
and textbooks that have dealt with dia-
lect interference in writing. Error an-
alysis is useful for teachers whose stu-
dents are young or ill-prepared, and it
is a clear advance over the traditional
approach of "error marking,”™ in which
aberrant forms are merely circled and
sometimes labelled, often inaccurately.
But when restricted only to the domain of
grammar, error analysis is a limited ap-
proach. Even if one were to correct
every deviant grammatical and mechanical
feature of the theme we have been analyz-
ing, the result would still be more like
speaking than like writing. Contrasts in
discourse rules have to be noted if one
is to perceive the crucial differences
between talk and writing. Writers have
to learn, and learn how to apply, the
discourse rules of writing if they are to
compose coherent and effective written
texts.

Describing the rules of discourse is not
easy. Discourse analysis is much less
well developed than grammatical analysis
as a sub-field in 1linquistics. And the
variables one must deal with in trying to
state discourse rules are both many and
complex: Discourse is variable and high-
ly sensitive to context--to persona, aud-
ience, topic, and genre. We know much
less than we would like to know about
talk and about writing. But we do know
that talk, like writing, is highly organ-
ized, and that our students' own sense of
the requirements of spoken discourse can
enable them to intuit and then apply the
rules of written discourse when encour-
aged to do so. Canny teachers can begin
with talk and help students discover how
it is shaped and organized; they can then
move to writing and point out similari-
ties and contrasts. We need not wait for
a "Compendious Discourse Analysis of
Written English,” which will probably
never be written anyway, and we can make
effective use of such information as we
have.
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Consider the problems a talker must and
does solve in order to make a meaningful
contribution to an ongoing conversation.
The talker must: (1) get the floor from
those engaged in the conversation; (2)
say something relevant to the topic under
discussion (or else try to change the
topic--always a hazardous ploy); (3) say
something significant to the listeners
(all talkers fear the "So what!" re-
sponse); (4) hold the floor 1long enough
to finish the message (conversation is
competitive, and the task is not easy);
(5) signal to the other participants
that the message has come to an end.
There are these other problems as well:
Because conversation moves rapidly there
is little or no time for planning how to
organize the message that will be sent;
because human memory is limited and talk
transient (spoken words are gone even as
they are heard) the information a talker
sends must be immediately retrievable. A
listener <cannot flip back and scan
earlier parts of a conversation. But in
compensation for this last problem with
talk, both listener and speaker are pres-
ent and clarification can be requested
and provided.

With these problems in mind,
another look at the theme.

let's take

GETTING THE FLOOR AND SAYING SOMETHING
RELEVANT

A writer need not worry about getting the
floor (though she has to worry about
whether of not there will be readers);
and because a writer sets her own topic
{except in response to exam questions or
writing assignments 1like them), saying
something relevant is either not a prob-
lem or else is a problem of a different
kind: For example, how to say something
significant in a universe of discourse
delimited by what has been written on
that topic; or how to follow through a
series of implications in a deductive
sequence. Note how the theme begins:
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There is no general statement of topic,
no thesis sentence. Instead, the theme
begins in a way that appears responsive,

perhaps to an assignment from the
teacher: "Write an essay discussing why
children don't do well in school."™ But
in fact, the theme begins in much the

same way a conversational response to a
spoken question might:

Q: "why don't students do well in
school?

A: "First of all the system dm't
really care about the students."

One expects an enumeration, and can imag-
ine fingers thrust forward and bent down
as the points are counted off. (A dis-
cerning teacher in one of our workshops,
having guessed that the theme was a
transcript of speech, said: "It sounds
like something a person would stand up

l:s\ooo\lmm.bwwl—‘

GHELER

&S

First of all the system, don't really care about the students, schools are
always overcrowded and the students get the, impression that really there
are same teachers, just like students just to Be there, and the children
performing below par is mainly the parents fault too, they really don't
stress How important is, and that when they go to school they should try
to do the Best they can instead they are encourage to learned Baskethall,

and say at a school-board meeting in re-
sponse to an earlier speaker.")

HOLDING THE FLOOR

Since conversation is competitive (every-
body wants to talk), silence must be a-
voided by a talker who wishes to hold the
floor. When a break in the flow of sound
occurs, it is usually taken as a signal
that the floor is open to another speak-
er. Talkers have many ways to keep sound
flowing long enough to think up something
else that is pertinent. One way is to
use relatively meaningless phrases or
words that serve only to keep the vocal
cords vibrating, and another is to signal
continuation by using conjunctions: Once
an and or a but is spoken, a slight pause
is Esgéible because a speaker has signal=-
led an intention to hold the floor. Con-
sider the underlined sentence openers in
the theme:

lpirst of all the system, don't really care about the students,/2schools are
always overcrowded and the students get the, impression that really there
are same teachers, just like students just to Be there,/3and the children
performing below par is mainly the parents ﬁnﬂt'Ux»/4di5;}ede'dxﬂt
stress How important is, and that when they go to school they should try

to d:thelkst'ﬂxy’amyﬁ&nstemitheyaue encourage to learned Basketball,/
®But in all the fault would lie on the state and government officials,
BaxmsezeaUW'ﬂmycknﬂ:cmeiﬂxutcmikhenEﬂxﬁmhxvniwy&ermne<xn-
cerned about what's your color or do your family have a good Income?/Sand
really with all the pressure society put on the children they don't have
encugh time to learned,/?Bit far the kids that are real Bright they can

make it through,/10But what about the kids that need a little extra Time so
with all this its too much,/for them if a mother asked her child what did
you learned today, the average child would say nothing Because there is always
samething going on Beside Educational,/!2so when this kid is out of school he
or she has nothing, Because all those school years were just problems society
has push on the Kids,/13and vhen they hit the outside world they're not ready
not because they are amb, But society has effect them on the wrong side,/

19 Bt who cet the Blame?/1PAlways the children,/6if a kid could go to

school and
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20 launed,viﬂxutneaﬁng:xnhﬂy,theyvnukicamaouteaBeanrpnuint,and

21 could be ready to hit head on with sxﬁetyMAmer'alliusallof<1u'ﬁndtin
22 one way or ancther, hut to put it plain sxﬁetyjsrmxe-dxabhme,/hﬁxm'dmm
23 again we the people make society up, but far as the children concerned not

24 that much,/lggg_l would suggest that society get on the good foot, because

25 whether they like it or not we're the future/

Some of the connectives bear semantic or
structural weight (instead in sentence
5, for example; but in sentence 10;
over'all in sentence 17). Most, how-
ever, are importations from speech of
those very necessary signals that say to
other would-be-talkers, "You will wait,
please, until I finish!"

SAYING SOMETHING SIGNIFICANT,
AVOID "SO WHAT!"

OR HOW TO

The theme begins with topic focus upon an

abstraction: the system. But focus
quickly shifts to persons, as the fol-
lowing underlinings show (the under-

linings are of sentence and clause sub-
jects and of embedded subjects):

The strongly personalized stance of the
final sentence:

So I would suggest that society get
on the good foot, because whether
they like it or not we're the future.

is thus anticipated in the focus upon
persons in most of the preceding sen-
tences. Abstractions are okay in con-

versation, but only if their effects upon
persons are indicated, and especially
upon persons like those who are talking
together. Otherwise, the conversation
might well result in a "So what!"

Lrirst of all the system, dmn't really care about the students,/2schools are
always overcrowded and the students get the, impression that really there
are same teachers, just like students just to Be there,/3and the children
performing below par is mainly the parents fault too,/4they really don't
stress How important is, and that when they go to school they should try

to do the Bestzgg!<xuv5hnnxﬁd they are encourage to learned Basketball,/
6Bt in all the fault would lie cn the state and goverrment officials,
Because really they don't care abmn:chikhen'Eixatﬂzyﬂthaﬂrermng o=
cermaiaban:uhEEﬁ;ycur olor or do your family have a good Income?/8and

l:s\ooo\lmm.bumr—‘

really with all the pressure society put on the children they don't have
encugh time to learned,/’But for the kids that are real Brignt they can
make it through,/10But what about the kids that need a little extra Time So
with all this its too much,/far them if a mother asked her child what did
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you learned today, the average child would say nothing Because there is always
sateﬂlinggoingmBesideEkinatimal,/lzsovhmﬂxiskidisaxtofsdmlh_e_
or she has nothing, Because all those school years were just problems society

]

has push on the Kids,/!3and when they hit the atside world they're not ready
not because they' are dmb, But society has effect them on the wrong side,/

19 Ypat wo et the Blame?/ SAlways the children,/16if a kid oould o to

school and

20 learned, without meeting society, they would come oxt a Better product, and

21 ocould be ready to hit head on with society,/7over' all its all of our fault in
22 one way or another, but to put it plain society is more the blame,/TBBut then
23 again we the people make society up, bat far as the children concerned not

24 that much,/T%so I wauld suggest that society get on the good foot, because

25 vhether}égg_LU«ait or not we're the future/




BRINGING THE MESSAGE TO AN END

There are many ways to end a message in
conversation (assuming that someone else
doesn't end it for you by interrupting).
One is to generalize or sum up; another
is to bring reference back to present
time (in narrative) or to the general
present. A useful device for bringing
reference to general present in talk is
use of a proverb or aphorism. In this
theme, there is a semi-conclusion in the
form of a summing up:

over'all its all of our fault in one
way or another

But that sentence evokes yet another com-~
ment:
But then again we the people....

So there is good use for an aphoristic
statement:

So I would suggest that society get
on the good foot

ORGANIZATION

Writing can be planned: A writer has

time for planning, and readers expect
that planning will be done. The custo-
mary expectation for the "standardized

written English schoolroom essay" is that
it will be planned hierarchically, with
alternating movements from the general to
the specific and back again, in a scheme
something like this:

Generalization I
Specification I
Generalization A
Specification A
Generalization B
Specification B
Generalization C
Specification C
Regeneralization of I: Cc

A, B,

Talking is rarely planned in advance,
though a plan usually emerges as speakers
cooperate in the task of making meaning.
And talk is organized--as organized as
writing is, though not in the same way.
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The theme begins, as has been suggested,
as a response-—either to a real or to an
imagined question:

Wy dm't children do well? . . .
First of all the system. . . .

The pattern of implied question and re-
sponse continues: sentence 6, for ex-
ample, is a second response to the first
implied question. And there are explicit
rhetorical questions:

Sentence 10: But what about the
kids? . . .

Sentence 14: But who get the
blame?eees

The use of the adversative but is further
evidence of the dialectic structure of
the theme. It is almost as if the writer
imagines a conversing partner.

The theme is not planned as a series of
movements from the general to the speci-
fic and back again. There is some analy-
sis of generalizations for their compo-

nent parts (for example, "schools," "stu-
dents," "teachers," comprise "the sys-~
tem"); but there is no consistant hier-

archical arrangement. Rather, a topic is
stated--usually as a response to an im-
plied or rhetorically stated question,
and thoughts about the topic are written
down more or less as they come to mind:
a pattern of message-making very familiar
in talking, since the speaker must re-
trieve information instantaneously and
has no time to order it in any other than
a temporal sequence.

What finally holds the theme together--or
at least can in an oral rendering--is the
strongly projected stance of the author:
the sense a hearer (or sympathetic
reader) gets of a person worrying a ques-
tion of personal concern and talking a-
bout it. The multitude of connectives
that assert connection between ideas,
even if they do not denote explicitly
what the connections are, and the manage-
ment of focus, even though the focus is
subject to rapid shift, also contribute
to overall coherence. These, too, are
strategies, however, more customary and




more effective in spoken discourse than
in writing.

The theme is not, of course, a transcript
of a monologue uttered in a conversation-
al context. It was written down, and it
is written text, and it consequently has
features charactistic of writing as well
as many characteristic of speech. Inex-
perienced writers produce what might be
called transitional texts as they pro-
gressively learn the discourse and gram-
mar rules of written English genres. By
recognizing the oral features of texts,
teachers can help smooth the transition.

+ 4+ + + +

In workshops with teachers concerned with

the problems of basic writers, we at the
English Composition Board have had an
opportunity to analyze transitional texts
like "First of all the system. . ." and
to work toward two results: a 1list of
the kinds of importation from speech one
can find in texts produced by basic writ-
ers; and an outline of a pedagogy for
dealing with the various kinds of impor-
tation. Here is a list developed by par-
ticipants in our most recent workshop:

Influences from speech may be found in
all of the following:

1. Strategies for finding and shaping meaning

a. Predominance of  dialectic organization:
question and answer; assertion and counter-
assertion.

b. Predominance of inductive movement: fram
example to generalization.
C. Predaminance of persmal narrative; of

narrative illustration used as evidence.

2. Fhetorical strategies (speaker-audience-topic

relations):

a. Predminance of highly personalized point of
view.

b. Tendency to rely on an extra- linguistic
omtext and to ignore the needs of an absent
audience of readers:

(1) Failure to contextualize the topic;

(2) Failure to state crucial presuppositions;

(3) Tendency to assume background knowledge
necessary to meaning.
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3. CQrganizational strategies

a. Predaminance of topic-conment arrangement.

b. Predominance of linear sequencing, especially
temporal sequencing.

C. As a hypercorrection, mechanical imposition
of an organizational pattern (Introduction:
Three points: Omnclusion) that does not fit
the content or the needs of the audience.

d. Heavy use of connectives, especially
coordinating conjunctions.

e. Non—denotative use of oonnectives (so, used
merely as a comnective with no resultive
sense).

Mnupﬂatuzlofcnde(dnﬁkrauxs in medium):
nxxeLy oonstructed sentences, with weakly
denotative adverbial openings, and with
relatively empty fillers.

b. Use of oollogquialisms and of non-standard
oolloquialiams; hypercorrection of forms.

C. Overuse of slang or of colloguial jargon.

d. Restricted range of word choice; repetition;
use of cliches.

5. Management of the special conventions of writing

(script or typographical features):

a. Non-conventional or uncertain punctuation.

b. Spellings based on promnciation;
hypercorrections showing uncertain knowledge.

A glance at the list will show the limits
of error analysis when analysis is re-
stricted to the domains of grammar and
mechanics and does not extend to dis-
course features.

The pedagogy we have been developind
places heavy emphasis on revision. Basic
writers should be encouraged to create
first drafts rapidly, worrying most about
the problem of putting meaning into words
and worrying little if at all initially
about the demands of form. Once a text
exists, it can be read and re-written
until it more closely resembles the norms
of standardized written English of a par-
ticular genre. In a classroom discussion
of examples, teachers can draw from stu-
dents and then make explicit the crucial
differences between speech norms and
writing norms; and student writers can
then revise their texts. The expectation
is that student writers will internalize
the appropriate norms and gradually mod-
ify their first drafts as well as later
ones.




There are limits and dangers in this ap-
proach. We do not know much about the
more important discourse rules of speech
or of writing in their various genres:
those that guide the translation of in-

tention and conception into language.
Knowing 1little, we may state rules nar-
rowly and apply them over-rigorously,

forgetting that both talk and writing in
themselves are rich in diversity. Stu-
dents must be engaged in trying to state
the differences and
formulate rules. 1If

thus be helping to
they are so engaged

in a genuine act
teachers acknowledge
ignorance and thus avoid dogmatic pre-
scription. In any work exploring dif-
ferences between talk and writing, these
must be the cardinal lessons: talk is
every bit as good as writing; talk and
writing differ only because they function
differently in their human uses;
sometimes writing that looks like talk is
better than writing that looks too much
like writing. It all depends, finally,
on what a human being wants to do with
her mouth or her pen.

of discovery, we
the vastness of our

These are the two more explicit messages
this essay tries to convey: (1) In-
experienced writers, when asked to com-

pose, use strategies and language forms
that come readily to mind, especially
when under pressure. The discourse

strategies and linguistic forms used by
inexperienced writers are 1likely to be
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those of speech. (2) A text does not
exist until someone reads it. A reader
creates a text on the foundation of cer-
tain preconceptions and expectations.
Teachers should learn to expect in the
writing of inexperienced writers strat-
egies and forms derived from speech. 1In
teaching writing, it all depends, fin-
ally, on what a teacher perceives in a
student's work as a reflection of com-
petence and need. There are some talkers
in all classrooms, and most of them can
also learn how to write.
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