How to teach writing

«Reading maketh a full man, conference a ready man,

and writing an exact man». (Francis Bacon)

Talking Points

1. What do you think are the basic differences between written and spoken language as types of communicative activities?

2. Teaching writing has been rather neglected for a number of years, don’t you think? What was the reason?

3. How should one start teaching his students written English?

4. Through what stage should a student pass before he acquires the skill of writing a composition?

For some years linguists have been writing textbooks designed to teach foreign students spoken English. But only recently, as teachers have found that many students want and need to learn how to write English as well as to speak it, have linguistically textbooks designed to teach written English appeared.

It is obvious that grammar, aural comprehension, reading, and even oral production are to varying degrees involved in writing. Certainly we cannot teach a writing course that never touches on these areas. But, at the same time, teaching a writing course that covers only these areas is redundant. Given the limited time most of us have to teach the student as much as we can about English, we should, if only for efficiency’s sake, use a method that teachers him something he will not learn in his other courses. That is, we should use a method that emphasizes that which is unique in writing...

Learning to write, then, involves more than learning to use orthographic symbols. Primarily, it involves selecting and organizing experience (facts, opinions or ideas – whether acquired firsthand (through direct perceptions or actions) or secondhand (through reading or hearsay) according to a certain purpose. It follows that teaching the student to write requires active thought.

When writing the student must keep in mind his purpose, think about the facts he will need to select that are relevant to that purpose, and think about how to organize those facts in a coherent fashion.

Although, unlike pronunciation and grammatical production, the process of reading requires thought, it does not, as does writing, require activity. Reading is a passive process, while writing is active. Although he can learn through reading how various writers have selected and organized facts in order to carry out a specific purpose, the student himself must ultimately undergo the intense mental activity involved in working out his own problems of selection and organization if he is ever really going to learn to write. This is why the copybook approach, which requires the student to copy and emulate certain writing, doesn’t work very well. While it does not require the students to memorize structures, thereby increasing the grammatical ability, and perhaps even teaching him something about style, it does not require him to much thinking.

Because the combination or thought and activity carrying out that thought is unique to writing, we must, in planning a writing curriculum, devise exercises that necessitate intense concentration. While grammar and reading are both certainly indispensable to such a curriculum, we must present them in such a way that the student will learn to use them as tools. For example, one of the first things the student will have to learn is that writing has certain structural differences from speech. One difference is that writing generally has longer sentences – what might be two or three sentences in speech is often only one sentence in writing. So the student must learn how to combine the short sentences of spoken English by modification or by using connectors of various kinds (conjunctions like however and therefore phrases like in the first place, etc.)...

Of course, one of the biggest problems in teaching writing is that the student must have facts and ideas in order to write and that these must be manifested in the form of grammatical English sentences. But if we allow him to use the facts and ideas gained from his firsthand experiences, he will think of these first in his own language and then try to translate them word-for-word into English, often with most ungrammatical results. This is why the free composition approach to teaching writing is just as unsatisfactory as the copybook method, but in a different way. The student makes so many grammatical errors that his compositions lose much of the original meaning.

We can, however, avoid the problems caused by the student’s limited knowledge of grammar and of the idioms of English by requiring that, instead of using the facts of firsthand experience, he use secondhand facts gained through the vicarious experience of reading. Since what is unique in learning to write is not so much learning to state facts as it is to use them, we can give the student the facts he will be required to use in the form of reading assignments. By using sentences gleaned from reading ha can avoid making grammatical errors and can actively concentrate on the purposeful selection, and organization of those sentences: that is, he can concentrate on thinking.

