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Introduction to Beyond The Sentence

text, n. A continuous piece of spoken or written language,
espectally one with a recognizable beginning and ending.’

Language is realized, first and foremost, as text. Not as isolated sounds, or words,
or sentences, but as whole texts. And users of language have to cope with texts.
They have to make sense of them and they have to produce them. This is as true
for second language users as it is for first language users. As teachers of second
language users, therefore, our top priority is to help our learners engage with
texts. This book sets out to show how this can be done.

We live in a world of text. We are surrounded by text: in our homes, in the streets,
at work and at school. If you are like me, you wake up in the morning listening to
radio text, you glance idly at the cereal packet text as you skim the morning paper,
your fridge is festooned with reminders and messages, you go on-line and check
your e-mail, you read the ads on the bus on the way to work and work itself is a
veritable deluge of texts: spoken and written, handwritten and electronic, formal
and informal. Apparently the average American is targeted by 3000 messages per
day. That includes phone calls, e-mail, meetings and conversations.? According to
some estimates, typical workers send and receive some 200 messages and
documents a day. On average we are exposed to anything from 600 to 1600
advertising messages a day, depending on which source you consult. And these
figures pre-date the advent of text messaging. By 2003, in one day alone people
in Britain were sending 56 million text messages to each other, a figure that had
doubled in just a year. By the end of that year they had sent 20 billion messages.

In fact, so accustomed are we to text thatit’s hard to imagine what life must have
been like in the pre-electronic, let alone the pre-Gutenberg, era.

This steady exposure to language in the form of texts is a boon, of course, to
language learners — assuming, that is, that the texts are in the language that the
learner is learning. In the case of English, this is often so, even in places where
English 1s not the first language. You'd be hard put to find anywhere on earth that
is beyond the reach of an English language pop song, website, movie, or even
T=shirt. For better or worse, English-language text is ubiquitous. This, in turn,

is good news for the teacher of English. Or should be. But with so much English
language text available, it’s not always easy to know what to select for teaching
purposes, or how to use it. Moreover, language teaching has traditionally been
more concerned with individual sentences rather than texts, as such. Even in this
supposedly communicative era, a lot of the language presentation and practice
material available in published coursebooks is sentence-based. There is good
reason for this: sentences, after all, are key building blocks of language and have a
relatively fixed and describable grammar. But language, in its natural state, is not
isolated sentences: it is text. As one linguist put it, ‘L.anguage always happens as
text and not as isolated words and sentences. From an aesthetic, social or
educational perspective it is the text which is the significant unit of language.’>

Going ‘beyond the sentence’ in order to explore the structure and the purposes of
whole texts falls within the orbit of what is called discourse analysis. Put simply,
discourse 1s the way that language — either spoken or written — is used for
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communicative effect in a real-world situation. Discourse analysis is the study of
such language, and the analysis of the features and uses of texts — or text analysis —
is an integral component of discourse analysis. One way of looking at the
distinction between discourse and zext 1s to think of discourse as the process, and the
text as the product. Thatis, speakers (or writers) engage in a communicative
process that involves language — such as a shopping exchange, or the expression
of birthday greetings — and the record of the language that is used in this discourse
1s called its text.

Recognition of the primacy of text has meant that texts have started to play a
more prominent role in teaching materials and have even penetrated into the
public examinations: the Cambridge First Certificate in English (FCE)
examination, for example, is now almost entirely text-based. Nevertheless, many
teachers are still unsure as to how to exploit texts in their teaching. Often texts are
used simply as a vehicle for teaching a pre-selected item of sentence grammar. Or
they are used to develop the skills and subskills of listening and reading, without
much attention being given to the text-specific features of their composition. The
texts themselves are often somewhat bland and are typically inauthentic — that s,
they have been especially written for teaching purposes. Literary texts are often
treated with suspicion by teachers, as presenting too many problems of both a
linguistic and cultural kind.

This book aims to address these issues. By the end, you should have a better
idea of

* what a text is and what its characteristic features are

* how to categorize and describe texts, eg according to their genre, function,
organization and style

* how to find, select and adapt texts

+ how to exploit texts for language teaching and skills development purposes

* how to unpack the hidden messages of texts

» how to use literary texts in the classroom and

= how to evaluate and use learners’ texts.

More generally, it is hoped that you will come away convinced of the value of
text-based language teaching and be motivated to go ‘beyond the sentence’ and
explore this rich resource with your learners.

The book has been written with both novice and experienced teachers in mind.
While some linguistic terminology is inevitable, this has been kept to a minimum,
as have references to academic and theoretical literature. For those interested in
following up some of the themes of the book, a reading list of selected books and
articles can be found at the back.



Chqpter 1

Unlocking texts

Discovery activity 1.1 Unlocking texts

Put yourself in the position of a beginner, a complete beginner. Here is a text — it
comes from the tomb of an Egyptian noble who lived several thousand years ago.4
I'm assuming you can neither read hieroglyphs nor speak Ancient Egyptian. But
study it closely. Can you make any sense of it? Can you at least spot some
patterns or regularities?

_ME

4
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1.1

Commentarymmn

The urge to make sense of text — even of the text of a language that we neither
speak nor read —is such that we are quite capable of inventing meanings on the
basis of the flimsiest of evidence. It’s possible, for example, that you took a guess
that the text is about birds, since figures of birds occur frequently. This, in fact,
was the strategy adopted by those scholars who first attempted to decipher
hieroglyphs: “They all looked for a symbolic meaning for each hieroglyphic sign.
They expected a picture of three wavy lines to mean water and only water; a
picture of a head to mean a head, that of an owl to mean an owl and so on. They
made no allowance for the fact that such pictures may, in fact, be phonograms
(sound signs), or, indeed, letters of an alphabet rather than pictographs.’ > It took
some time before this very literal and ‘bottom-up’ approach to decipherment was
abandoned. Nevertheless, some of the symbols in the text are pictographs, as we
shall see, so the strategy is not entirely unproductive.

On the other hand, knowing that the text was found in a tomb, yvou may have
guessed that it had a religious significance, that it was a sacred text, or a biography
of the deceased, for example. This ‘top-down’ strategy, using contextual clues,
would have put you on the right track. You may also have noticed some repetition
of elements - the four owls and their associated plant-like symbols, for example.
Or the four sets of three vertical bars. Putting two-and-two together and using
your background knowledge of text types and funerary culture, you might have
guessed that these reiterations indicate a ritualistic discourse style, as befits a
funerary text, such as a prayer or incantation.




Chapter 1 Unlocking texts

If you turn to page 185, you’ll find a transcription, transliteration and translation
of the text and you’ll see that the interpretation we have reached is not far from the
mark. Some of the signs do in fact mean what they resembile, such as bread, oxen
and geese. The repeated plant-like object and owl combination seem to form the
meaning a thousand of, which does form a kind of refrain and the whole text does
have a ritual function: the offering of funerary gifts,

So, our ‘reading’ of the text, while in no way profound, is amazingly accurate,
given our zero knowledge of the ‘code’. What we have done is ‘read between the
lines’ — or between the glyphs — exploiting different clues in order to access
different types of knowledge. There are at least three different types of clue we
used: the signs themselves, the patterns of signs, and the context. These clues in
turn triggered inferences at the level of word meaning, text tvpe, and the overall
purpose of the text.

At the same time, by studying the translation, we are already in the position of
making some tentative deductions about Ancient Egyptian — its writing system
(eg that the three vertical bars are possibly some kind of plural marker) and
possibly its grammar and even the culture which the language gave voice to. This
one text is starting to reveal the secrets of a whole language and society. B

Learners of English are faced with similar — if not quite such daunting —
challenges when confronted with English-language texts. They too must mobilize
a variety of ‘text attack’” strategies in order to glean some kind of sense from the
text. And, through texts, they have access to ‘insider knowledge’ — about the
language and the culture, of which the text is a realization.

Discovery activity 1.2 What makes texts difficult?

Take, for example, the following text®. What would you expect learners to find
difficult about it? -

1.2

Police dog sacked after biting innocent man

A police dog in Basel, Switzerland, has
got the sack for biting an innocent
bystander at the scene of a burglary.

Shep, a six-year-old German Shepherd,
was taken off duty after the incident.
The man had to be taken to hospital in an
ambulance for treatment to a leg injury.

Shep’s handler, who had been called to a
burglary at a city boutique, was told the

suspect was still in the building. But as
officers carried out a search, the dog
wandered outside to where a group of
people were watching events. He then
allegedly bit a 20-year-old man.

Shep was one of eight dogs serving with
Basel police. A spokesman said this was
the first such incident to have occurred
in the city.
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|
| ~ Commentarymm m

i1 Here, in fact, is what some learners — all of roughly the same level of p"roﬁciency -
" ' had to say, on being asked to rate the text for difficulty:

! 1 “Difficult. Because I don’t understand some vocabulary and for this I need
il a dictionary.’
| | “T'he vocabulary is difficult but the text is easy to understand.’
‘A little easy. Because it’s a little history.’
‘Difficult, not because vocabulary but for the content.
‘Not difficult. It’s easy to understand some word by its context.’
‘Difficult because it uses more complex constructions and more
unknown vocabulary.

Oy Lo W

Note how a variety of factors seem to interact in terms of the learners’ perceptions

f of the difficulty of the text. There are the more obvious ground-level language

I‘ ‘ factors, such as vocabulary and grammar (‘complex constructions’), but also the

i higher-level features, such as the context (which helps the deduction of unfamiliar

" I vocabulary) and the text type itself: ‘a little history’, ie a story or anecdote. For this

i learner, the fact that it is a recognizable text type seems to off-set the ground-level

I difficulties of vocabulary and grammar, perhaps. And then there is the ‘content’

‘| | difficulty, which, to the fourth respondent, is something quite apart from the

| ' vocabulary. What does he mean by this? Perhaps the text failed to activate a

‘ coherent mental picture (or schema) of the events. This may in part be due to the
fact that the events are recounted not in their chronological order, but in an order

il favoured by news reporting, where the outcome of the situation is summarized

‘ before the events themselves are detailed.

- All this suggests that learners approach texts from different directions and with
| different expectations. This, of course, has implications for the way teachers deal
‘ . with texts in the classroom. At the very least, we need to bear in mind that a text

| on the page may ‘generate’ very different texts in the minds of the learners. R

. So far we have been discussing the way learners respond to texts. But, of course,
| _ they also have problems creating texts. Here, for example, is the reconstruction
I 5 from memory by one learner of the text we have just read:

1.3

: A police dog has been sacked for biting an innocent 20-years-old-man ai the scene
. of a burglary. The dog is from Switzerland and it has bitien the man in the leg

| The fact is hat the policeman that hand the dog - there are 8 police dogs in Basel
- had been told thal a man, accused of burglary was sill in the shop. When ihe
police were in the building where the facts had taken place, the dog wandered in
the siveet and it the man, who had been laken lo the hospital in an ambulance.
Police said it is the first lime thal occurred,

|

' The learner has succeeded in including all the main facts and events into the

‘ , account and has done so using language that is generally well-formed (apart from

. the verb fand instead of handle). To a reader unfamiliar with the story, though, it
may not be that easy to reconstruct the events and participants from this account.

¥ Some of the information, such as the fact that the dog is from Switzerland, is

” i incorporated rather randomly into the text and might be distracting. Nor is it

10
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entirely clear which man — the burglar or someone else? — was bitten by the dog
(the dog wandered in the street and bit the man). The use of narrative tenses helps
give a generally accurate idea of the order of events, but only our knowledge of the
order in which such things happen in real life helps us make sense of the use of the
past perfect in the phrase the man. .. had been taken to the hospital. And the use of
the phrase the fact is in the third sentence sends a slightly misleading signal as to
how this sentence connects to what has preceded it: it suggests that what we have
been told so far is in fact a fiction! Finally, the word zhat in the last sentence clearly
refers to something further back in the text — but what exactly? And does the
writer, by choosing that rather than this, really intend to put some distance
between herself and the events? (Compare this with the last line of the original
text, for example.)

All this suggests that the ability to write connected and intelligible text is — like the
ability to interpret text — a complex interaction of a variety of skills. It is clearly not
simply a matter of stringing sentences together.

Why texts?

The above discussion reinforces the view that learning a language is more than the
learning of its grammar, vocabulary and pronunciation. And that the ability to
handle texts does not necessarily result from the ability simply to read and
produce sentences. There is nothing new, of course, about this. Over a hundred
vears ago, a leading writer on second language learning, Henry Sweet, had this to
say: “When the sounds of a language have once been mastered, the main
foundation of its study will be connected texts.”” Not words, nor sentences, note,
but connected texts. Sweet added that ‘it is only in connected texts that the
language itself can be given with each word in a natural and adequate context’.

Nor was the idea that you can learn a language through detailed analysis of texts
new even in Henry Sweet’s time. In 1850 a certain T. Robertson published an
English language textbook for French speakers (subsequently re-edited for
Spanish speakers) that was based entirely on the study of a single text, spread over
20 units. The first unit of the first course starts with the first sentence of the text
(apparently a story from the Arabian Nights):

1.4
We are told that the Sultan Mahmoud, by his perpetual wars abroad and

his tyranny at home, had filled the dominions of his forefathers with ruin
and desolation and had unpeopled the Persian empire.

The text is first translated word by word and phrase by phrase and this forms the
basis of exercises that involve translating the text back and forth. At this point,
children and women and anyone else who simply wants to get to grips with the
language as soon as possible, are advised to skip the next section, which ‘is written
specifically for those laborious persons who wish to know exactly what it is they
are committing to memory’.

For those laborious persons, the one-sentence text is then subject to rigorous
analysis at the level of pronunciation, vocabulary (every word is translated into

11
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Unlocking texts

French) and grammar. For example, the word unpeopled is analysed into its
component parts and each part is commented on, including the prefix un- and the
suffix -ed, with other examples of similar compounds being supplied. In the
grammar section, the first phrase, Wz are rold, is analysed as an instance of the
passive; his perpetual wars and the Persian empire are broken down into their
components to demonstrate the formation of noun phrases in English. Further
exercises of deconstruction and reconstruction follow. And the pattern is repeated .
for the next 19 units, that is, until the end of the story.

The problem with this approach is that, as Robertson himself acknowledged, it
can become very pedantic and hence very boring. Also, unless the texts that are
chosen for study bear some resemblance to the language needs of the learners, all
this analysis is somewhat academic. It is hard to imagine there being much need,
even in 1850, for the verb to unpeople, however good an example of English word
formation it might be.

Nevertheless, the idea that texts — even very short ones — can ‘deliver’ a great deal
of information about the language, is suggestive. Updating Robertson’s method
somewhat, let’s have a look at a relatively modern text. Here is the 20th century
translation of a Japanese haiku-like poem by the hermit-monk Ryokan (born c.
1758)%. As you read it, consider what features of language it embodies that might
be of use to a learner:

1.5

Have you forgotten the way to my hut?
Every evening I wait for the sound of your fooisteps,
But you do not appear.

Short as it is, the poem is a complete text. It consists of 21 words (of which two are
repeated twice, to make 23 in all) and these are organized into two sentences, the
second of which consists of two clauses, making it a compound sentence. All but
seven of the 26 letters of the written alphabet appear in the text. Of the 24
consonant sounds in English, 16 are represented, along with 15 of the 20 (British
English) vowel sounds.

The text shows a typical distribution between grammar words (or function words)
and content words. Function words include have, to, of and not, and content words
are the ones that carry the burden of meaning, such as forgotten, way, hut and
footsteps. Of the 21 words in the text, 15 are in the top 200 words in English
according to frequency counts, and seven (ie a third of all the words) are in the top
20. Again, this is a fairly typical distribution.

Turning our attention to the grammar, what does the text tell us about the way
English sentences are organized? First of all, all the eight different parts of speech
are represented, apart from adjectives (unless you classify my and yvour as
adjectives rather than determiners). So, we have nouns (eg /sui), pronouns

(eg vou), verbs (eg forgotten), determiners (eg the, every), prepositions (eg o),

a conjunction (but) and an adverb (nor). Of the nouns, one has the plural suffix -s.
Of the verbs, one is in the form of the past participle (forgoiten); there are two
auxiliary verbs (have, do) and two finite verbs (wair and appear).
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These word types are in turn organized into three of the most common phrasal
combinations in English. So, we have noun phrases (my hut, every evening), verb
phrases (have forgotten) and prepositional phrases (to my hut). The noun phrases
show instances of pre-modification with determiners (as in my hut, the sound) and
post-modification using either a prepositional phrase (the zay to my hut) or an of
construction (the sound of vour footsteps). These are all very common ways of
grouping words in English.

These words and groups of words in turn realize the main functions typically
found in combination in sentences, such as subjects (f), objects (the way 1o my
hut), verbs (appear) and adverbials (every evening). 'T'he three clauses each
demonstrate three common verb patterns, respectively: verb + object (ie a
transitive verb pattern); verb + preposition (for) + object ; and a verb with no
object (ie an intransitive verb). As well as the basic statement form of subject +
verb (L wait...) there is an example each of (1) the inversion of subject and verb to
make questions (Have you forgotten..?) and (2) the use of a ‘dummy operator’ +
not to form negative statements (you do not appear). 'The way English verbs are
marked for tense and aspect is also exemplified, with two verbs in the present
tense unmarked for aspect (wait, appear) and one example of a present perfect
construction (hawe. .. forgotten). Finally, at the level of connected discourse, the
conjunction bur connects the two parts of the second sentence, signalling that
what follows contrasts in some way with what went before. And the repetition of
you across the two sentences helps connect them.

This rather detailed analysis of one very short text is simply intended to
demonstrate how much ‘language’ there is in a text and, therefore, how much
potential texts have for the purposes of exemplifying features of language — of
phonology, orthography (ie the writing system), vocabulary, grammar and
discourse — for teaching purposes. Stuck on a desert island with only a book of
haikus at hand, a resourceful teacher has the means to teach a great many facts
about the language. (This is not meant to imply, of course, that teaching facts
about the language is all that is involved in language teaching. For a start, it
ignores the possibility of using texts to trigger language production on the part of
the learners.)

Discovery activity 1.3 Unpacking a text

Here is another poem by Ryokang. Can you ‘unpack’ its grammar? That is to say,
what further features of English grammar does it display that might usefully be
highlighted for learners?

1.6
I expected to see only pink blossoms

but a gentle spring snow has fallen
and the cherry trees are wearing a white coat.

13
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Commentarymm m

Like the first Ryokan poem we looked at, this one has a representative range of
high frequency features of English, including all the parts of speech (except for
prepositions, if you discount the infinitive marker z0). Unlike the first poem,
however, this one is particularly rich in adjectives (pink, gentle, white). It also
includes another form of noun pre-modification which is very common in
English: the use of nouns to modify other nouns, as in spring snow and cherry trees..
Also of interest is the verb + fo-infinitive pattern, extremely common in English,
represented by expecied to see. Here, too, is an example of an infinitive (o see), as
well as a regular past tense verb (expecred) and examples of each of the two aspects
in English: the perfect (has fallen) and the continuous (are wearing). These,

| incidentally, demonstrate agreement (or concord) in English, ie the way singular

' subjects take singular verb forms (Aas) and plural take plural (are). Another
feature that is well represented in this text is the article system, including both the
i definite and indefinite articles (the, @) and the ‘zero article’, ie the absence of any
1 determiner in front of a noun phrase, as in pink blossoms. &

‘ Incidentally, between the two texts (1.5 and 1.6), only three letters of the alphabet
_ (U, g, ), plus three each of the consonant and vowel sounds in English, remain

| unrepresented. Eleven of the 25 most frequent words in English occur, some of
H them more than once. Grammar coverage across the two texts includes:

* all the parts of speech

¢ the basic article system

* common ways of forming noun phrases and preposition phrases
 firstand second person subject pronouns and possessive adjectives
* transitive and intransitive verb constructions

* the infinitive '

+ affirmative and negative statements and question forms

* present and past simple tenses

+ continuous and perfect aspect

* sentence-initial and sentence-medial adverbials, and

* additive and contrastive connectors.

In short, a good deal of the traditional elementary syllabus is locked up in these
| two poems — ‘a world in a grain of sand’, as William Blake put it.

I should stress, at this point, that I didn’t have to look hard to find texts that have

| such rich seams of grammar running through them. Al texts have grammar and —
(i especially if they are authentic texts, but not too specialized — the grammar that is
i embedded in them is bound to be fairly representative of English grammar as a
whole. In this sense, language shares a feature of other complex systems: its
smallest self-standing components (ie texts) are miniature representations of the
system as a whole (ie lexico-grammar).

i I'said that a good deal of grammar is ‘locked up’ in the two poems and I chose the
[ (phrasal) verb ‘locked up’ deliberately. The fact that the texts contain examples of
: X, Y and Z features of English grammar is not of much use to language learners
a) if they don’t notice these features, and b) if they don’t know how representative,
typical, frequent, generative, etc, these features are. That is where the teacher
comes in. It is by means of the teacher’s expertise that these features are
‘unlocked’. The process is not dissimilar to the way the secret of the hieroglyphs
was unlocked by Champollion using the Rosetta Stone.
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Classroom application.s

At strategic points in each chapter we will be looking in more detail at ways of
exploiting texts for language work. But here are a few basic text-unlocking
techniques to get you going.

1 Dictate a short text —such as one of the haikus by Ryvokan — and allow learners

to compare and correct their texts, before asking them to:

* count how many sentences there are

* count how many words there are and how many words are repeated

» 1dentify the word classes (noun, adjective, etc)

* say how many countable nouns there are

* say how many uncountable nouns there are

* say how many adjectives, determiners, adverbs, etc, there are

« underline all the verbs

* identify the tense, aspect and voice of each verb phrase

« find any collocations, ie words that you think might co-occur frequently

(learners can check their intuitions against a good learners’ dictionary)

+ find any figurative or idiomatic use of language, including phrasal verbs

» identify any cohesive devices

 find any pronouns and identify their referents (ie the words they refer to).
2 After this detailed analysis of the text, ask the learners, working together, to try

and re-construct it from memory. It may help to provide some word prompts

on the board, eg:

... pink blossoms

... gentle spring snow

cherry trees ... white coat.

3 Prepare a ‘gap-fill’ version of the text for a subsequent lesson. Here is how a
colleague of mine used this gap-fill idea with a group of ESL students in
Oregon, who are studying the English of Natural Resource Technology
(NRT), in order to work in that field once they return to Central America:

There was a lull in the conversation. I waited, then piped up with how
interesting one of the required books for NR'T was. The book’s all about how
to find one’s way in the wilderness, read topographical maps and things like
that. I said I'd just learned how to determine direction using a non-digital
watch. Interest! Well, I said, let me read the short paragraph to you...

The paragraph became a point of discussion among pairs. [...] Finally,
students read the paragraph to themselves, discussed it, then listened to me
read it once more as they read along.

We took a break, during which I wrote up the paragraph on the board. Next,
I created gaps in place of the ‘grammar’ or function words, which I
transferred to the other half of the board in random order. If a word occurred
more than once, I marked it accordingly, e.g. ‘the (x7)’.

After the break, I asked the students to fill in the blanks then compare with a
partner and finally with the original text. [...] Fifteen minutes left... I ask for
the difference between function/grammar words and content words by
pointing out that we’ve been finding function words. I talk quickly about how
learning grammar might just be learning how to fill in the spaces between the
content words or mix them successfully with the grammar words.

' 15
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How could you do this on your own? Right, find a text, copy it, get rid of the
function words and put them back like we did. Problems? How to best getrid |
of the words. We need to leave the text alone for a while so we're not just
working from memory as we did today to some extent (still provided a
meaningful challenge to students, I think). -

Rob Haines

Rob’slesson is a good example of how even short texts can be used productively
to unlock language features. After all, every word in a text yields a potential
language lesson. In any text, therefore, there resides a whole syllabus waiting to

i be uncovered.

|
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Think back over your day (assuming you’re not reading this at breakfast). How
many texts have you engaged with — either receptively or productively? And how
many kinds of texts have you engaged with? Well, probably so many that it’s
impossible either to recall them or to list them, especially if you include spoken
text. Just to give you an idea, here’s how my day started:

* radio news (spoken, receptive)

* two pages of a novel (written, receptive)

* sporadic conversation with partner (spoken, interactive)

 reading and responding to e-mails (written, interactive)

* listening to programme details on radio (spoken, receptive)

* overhearing snatches of partner’s phone conversation (spoken, receptive)
* making shopping list (written, productive)

* consulting reference books on discourse analysis (written, receptive)

» writing this paragraph (written, productive)

And that doesn’t count the incidental, sometimes accidental, noticing of such
domestic trivia as food package labels, the logo on the fridge, the initials on the hot
and cold taps, the brand name on the computer keyboard I am using to write this
with and so on.

In this chapter we will address these issues:
What distinguishes text from non-text?
What distinguishes one kind of text from another?

Discovery activity 2.1  Texts or non-texts?

Look at the following seven extracts. Which, in your opinion, qualify as texts?
What are your criteria?

2.1
For the perfect cup, use one tea bag per person and add freshly drawn
poiling water. Leave standing for three to five minutes before stirring gently.
Can be served with or without milk and sugar.
2.2

17
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&3 1 The university has got a park.
2 It has got a modern tram system.
3 He has got a swimming pool.
4 Ihave got tickets for the theatre.
5 Rio has got some beautiful beaches.
6 She has got a good view from the window. I°
2.4 T |
Suzy Stressed gets up late and has a shower. She doesn’t have breakfast. She |
goes to work by car. She gets to work at five to nine. She uses the lift. At
eleven o’clock she has a cigarette and a black coftee. Suzy has lunch at half
past one. She finishes work at six o’clock. Then she goes to an Italian class.
She gets home late. After that she watches TV, She has dinner at eleven
o’clock. She goes to bed very late. Suzy is very stressed. Do you live like
Su-zy?1 L
2.5 2.6
Ilike a pumpkin. S0 go
I'ike a celery. go  so
Go toward the 21st century. sl ow
go oh
2.7 low ow
YOU ARE NOW o

ENTERING I

THE HUMAN HEART

Commentarymm m

The fact is that all seven of these ‘language events’ (I'm avoiding using the word
text at the moment) actually happened. Thatis to say, they are all attested instances
of language in use. In that sense, they have some claim to be considered as texts.
Some, however, seem more acceptable as texts than others. The first, for
example, is a recognizable text type, ie a set of instructions typical of food
packaging (it was, in fact written on a teabag wrapper). The second clearly
belongs to the very general category of Jetrer and has the obvious purpose of
thanking someone for something. Moreover, both 2.1 and 2.2, as short as they are,
seem to be entire texts (although the second might make more sense if we knew
something of the previous correspondence — what dzsk is being referred to, for
example?). And both texts are organized in a logical way: at the very least, they
both have a beginning, a middle and an end. They also use language in a way that
is acceptably well-formed (although the second one contains a spacing error —
sendingme — suggesting a fairly casual production process, in turn indicating an
informal medium: it is in fact an e-mail). Which brings us to the last point; their
appropriacy. Each was appropriate in the context in which it originally occurred.
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Tosum up, both 2.1 and 2.2

+ are self-contained

* are well-formed

* hang together (ie they are cohesive)

« make sense (ie they are coherent)

* have a clear communicative purpose

» arerecognizable text types

* were appropriate to their contexts of use.

On all of the above grounds, their status as texts seems unproblematic.

‘T'he other five ‘texts’, however, appear not to fulfil all of these conditions. Text 2.3
doesn’t hang together: it’s just six unconnected sentences; 2.4 is obviously written
to display a feature of grammar, but it is neither identifiable as a genuine text type
nor does it have any apparent communicative purpose; the fifth one makes no
sense whatsoever and it’s difficult to imagine a context in which it would make
sense (see Chapter 5 for more on this); the sixth makes slight sense, but seems
more playful than communicative and it’s not clear that it is self-contained, even
as poetry; and 2.7 is difficult to situate — where would such a text be appropriate?
In short, texts 2.3 to 2.7 fail a number of ‘text’ tests. They are either

* notself-contained, or

* not well-formed, or

* notcohesive, or

* notcoherent, or

* not communicative, or
+ nottypical, or

* notappropriate. B

Over the next two chapters we will look at each of these qualities in turn (although
not necessarily in the above order). In this chapter our concern is with cohesion.

Cohesion

Let’s take a look at the ‘text’ 2.3 again:

The university has got a park.
It has got a modern tram system.
He has got a swimming pool.
I have got tickets for the theatre.

Rio has got some beautiful beaches.
10

=N L A o I

She has got a good view from the window.

Tniually, it looks as if this is setting out to be a connected piece of text. The it of
sentence 2 looks as if it refers to the umiversity of sentence 1. These expectations are
dashed, however, by the mention of a tram system: universities seldom, if ever, have
their own tram systems, modern or otherwise. And by sentence 3 we are in no doubt
that what we are reading is a series of isolated sentences, whose only common
element 1s the grammar structure have got. The fact that the sentences are numbered
is, of course, a dead give-away. In fact, they could be re-arranged in any order
without disturbing the integrity of the exercise, in which, by the way, students of
English have to convert the uncontracted forms of has/have got into contracted forms.

19
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On the other hand, text 2.4, about Suzy Stressed, is clearly not a collection of
isolated sentences. Qur assumption that the pronoun ske in the second sentence
refers to the subject of the first sentence is not disappointed.

Suzy Stressed gets up late and has a shower. She doesn’t have breakfast. She
goes to work by car. She gets to work at five to nine. .. etc.

In fact, every sentence seems ‘tied’ in this way to the subject Suzy Stressed. Moreover,

there are no unexpected fram: systems to throw us off balance: the word breakfast, for
. example, sits comfortably with has a shower in the first sentence and goes to work in
I | the third sentence. They belong to the same lexical set, and, together with other
‘ expressions such as gets home, has dinner, goes to bed, and so on, form a kind of lexical

chain of topically related lexical items. The repeated use of time expressions (five to
nine, eleven o’clock, half past one, etc) forms another lexical chain. There is also some
direct repetition of vocabulary, such as the word work in the third and fourth
sentences, which also reappears later in the sentence She finishes work at six o’clock.
Finally, connecting expressions like then and after that make explicit links across
sentences. They serve to bind their respective sentences to the ones that preceded
them. Note, also, that it simply wouldn’t be possible to rearrange the sentences so
that the text started with Then she goes to an Italian class, or After that she waiches TV,
for instance. Both then and after that make sense only by reference to previous text.

To sum up, the text is made cohesive (in the way that example 2.3 isnot) by a

combination of lexical and grammatical devices. The lexical connectors include
_repetition-and. the lexical chaining of words that share similar meaning. The .

grammatical connectors are pronouns (she and that) and linkers (zhen).

Discovery activity 2.2 Cohesive devices

Here is another text, in this case, an advertisement. Can you find examples of
lexical and grammatlcal cohesmn in it? Are there any other devices that bmd |t

i1 together asa text’?

2.8
i ‘ Bei ng Under Whatever else in your life may be spinning out of confrol, it doesn't have lo be spols.
i1 Rule number one, two and three: clean skin is the secref of clear skin.
ik . N
I, COI‘II‘I‘O' IS With a name like Johnson's Clean & Clear,
N H it's no great secret whose cleansing lotion you should be using.
K know'ng "he i'snog : g lotion you sho using

No olher cleanser removes more of the dirt, oil and make-up that can lead o spols.
And whot's even better it does this without drying.

secret of cleaner,

Iractually fingles on your skin to tell you it's working. |

clearer, more yirgesonyou kntosl . 1

b .f I k' Not that it needs to. You can see for yourself g
eautitul skin. A fresher, clearer complexion that even soap and water can't match.

L]
Take it from us. Use Johnson's Clean & Cleor as o onestep cleanser,
or an after cleansing astiingent, and you'll never get in a lather over spots again.

(And it's not soap.)

20
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Commentary EEN

o e e S P 1241

clearer; c!ecm, cz’eaner, c!eansmg, and cleanser. The fact that these wordq are
prominent is, of course, not accidental, since they carry the main thrust of the
advertisement’s message (control through cleaner, clearer skin) and many have
positive connotations. :

‘There are a number of words that are thematically related and which form chains
running through the text (eg skin, complexion; soap, cleansing lotion, cleanser, water,
after-cleansing astringent, lather) plus a number of synonyms (fresher, cleaner), as
well as the antonyms dirt and clean, and under contrel, out of control. There is also a
rudimentary list: dz'ﬂ, ol and makehup.

their ; referents (15: concepts prewously introduced into the text), as in Being under
control 1s knounng the secret of cleaner, clearer, more beauriful skin. (And it’s not soap.)
Here, the pronoun 7 in the second sentence refers back to the secret in the first. Iz
can also refer forward, and to a general idea, rather than to any specific word or
clause, as in: Take it from us. Use Fohnson’s Clean & Clear as a one-step cleanser [.. .},
and you’ll never get in a lather over spots again.

lake it from us also demonstrates how some pronouns do not have referents in the
text ltSle but outmdc 1t. Thus, the referent of us is not retrievable from the text,
“either before or after, but refers to the sponsors of the text (ie Johnson). Likewise
vour and vou in the sentence It actually tingles on your skin to tell you it’s working
refer to the reader. This 1s also a kind of cohesive device, since it binds the text to
its larger context. T'he technical name for language that makes direct connection
o thc matcr:al world is deixis (ad}ectlve dezcr,zc)

Note, by the way, that the sponsoring authority (womenme‘: called the author) of
the text is not necessarily the same individual as the wrizer. In this text, for
example, the pronoun us does not refer to the actual writer, who was no doubt the
anonymous employee of some advertising agency, but to the company itself.

Another form of grammatical cohesion is displayed in the sentence And what’s
even beiter it does this without drying, where does this stands for (or replaces) the
proposition expressed in the previous sentence (ie: removes more of the dirt, otl and
make-up that can lead to spots). The combination of does and this is unintelligible
without reference to the previous sentence, hence it is a feature of the text’s
cohesion.

The use of do/does to substitute for a preceding verb phrase is called substzution,
Words hke 50 ar and not commonly substitute for whole clauses, as in:

Will it rain? ~ [ think so. (= I think it will rain)
Will it rain? ~ I think not. {=I think it won’t rain)

Substitution can operate at the level of individual words too. 'The pronouns
one and ones commonlv stand in for nouns or noun phrases, as in these two
sentences from an advert for Beefeater gin (which also displays clause

substitution using so):
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2.9 ' N
| Isitimportant that a gin comes from London? The ones that don't, seem to think soj‘

The second sentence, unpacked, would read: The gins that don’t come from London

seem to think that it is important that a gin does come from London. This is a good

example of how cohesion works to pack elemenrs of previous text mto the text that
il follows. L

i Another form of substitution is ‘substitution-by-zero’, as in this example from the
? cleansing | lotion ad:

i It actually tingles on your skin to tell you it’s working. Not that it needs to.

‘ Needs to what? Needs to tingle on your skin, etc. Rather than repeat this, the

i | _ writer simply leaves a blank, which the reader fills in. The technical name for

| I']: ‘substitution-by-zero’ is efizpm, ie the leaving out of elements that can be retrieved
; from elsewhere. In the gin ad, quoted above, The ones that don’t [...] is an example
of ellipsis, where come from London, retrievable from the previous sentence, fills
the empty slot.

The term cohesion suggests the presence in a text of explicit linking words, such as
koweven but, airkougk and 80 on. There is only one explicit linking word in text
2.8: the use of and in the second sentence (And it’s not a soap), and later on in the
sentence beginning And what’s even better... Andis an instance of a conjunction.
Other conjunctions are but, so, or and because. These typically have a sentence-
internal function — that is, th ey connect clauses inside sentences. Connectors that
link sentences are called conjuncts. (They are also commonly called lnkers.)
i Common conjuncts-are such sequencing expressions as s furst, to begm with, lastly,
: . the reinforcing expressions what’s more, furthermore and expressions used to make
HEt . concessions, such as however, in spzw of that, on the other hand. Note that the
5 absence of conjurncts, apart from and, in the Johnson’s ad suggests that perhaps

the text is so cohesive already that it doesn’t need them.

| i ~And what’s even better displays yet another cohesive device: the use of
comparahves to build on, and thus connect to, previous text. The phrase zihat’s
| ‘ even betre'r presupposes a previous mention (direct or indirect) of something good.

‘l j: Another grammatical feature of the text that serves to give it internal consistency
i and hence acts as a kind of cohesive device is the use of zense. Apart from the will
' | in the last sentence, all the main verbs are in the present and are unmarked for
| _aspect (ie there are no continuous or perfect forms). Another way of connecting
| | text, which is neither lexical nor strictly grammatical, might be best described as i
i rhetorical. For example, in text 2.9, the presence of a question in the text ([s iz
“important that a gin comes from London?) raises the cexpectation of finding an

| answer in the text that follows. When this expectation is met, we have a further,

| ‘ rhetorical, means by which sentences are connected and the text is made cohesive.

Another form of rhetorical cohesion is what is called parallelism, where sentences
‘echo’ one another. In this ad, for Seiko watches, parallelism is established in the
i repeated use of I LS not your..

I’s not your music.

It’s not your handshake.

It’s not your clothes.

It’s your watch that says most about who you are.
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Apart from binding the text together, the parallelism serves to highlight the
contrast between the first three lines of the text and the ‘punchline’, where the
pattern is subverted. As we will see in Chapter 7, it is a device that is frequently
Usedrinliterary texts. W -

"o sum up, there are a number of ways that texts are made cohesive, and these
cohesive devices (also called linking devices) are traditionally classifi ed at the level
of le)ﬂs, grammar and dlscourse (or rhetoric). These include;

* lexical cohesion:
— direct rf:pennon word families, synonyms and antonyms
— words from the same semantic field, lexical chains and lists
— substitution with one/ones
g_rg__mmatlcai cohesion
— reference: pronouns, articles (more on this below)
— substitution of clause elements using so, not, do/does/did, etc
- ellipsis of clause elements
— conjuncts (also called linkers)
— comparatives
— tense
* rhetorical cohesion
— question—answer
— parallelism

Reference

We have noted the way that elements in a text refer to other elements (their
referents) both inside and outside the text and how this cross-referencing serves to
bind the text together, connecting sentences with other sentences and connecting
the text to its context. Reference is such an important aspect of cohesion —and
one that causes trouble to learners — That it’s worth looking at it in more detail.

Reference, as we have seen, is commonly achieved through the use of pronouns.(Ae,.
we, 1t; this and that, these and those) and articles. We’ll look at each of these in turn.

We have seen how pronouns refer back to previously mentioned referents. Here’s
another example, from a Ukrainian folk tale,

2.10
One day a dog left his home and went out into the wide world to get a job.

He worked long and hard and finally took his wages and bought a lovely new
pair of boots. ..

The pronoun /e and the possessive determiner /s have back-reference to the dog.
Back-reference is technically called | anaphoric reference. The words heand /s act
like Jittle index fingers, directing us back in the text to these first mentions. (In actual
fact, the pronouns are directing our attention not at something back in the text, but
at a concept that has been introduced into our evolving mental construction of the
narrative as a result of our reading of the text. This mental construction is called a
schema. Only occasionally, when we have ‘lost the plot’, do we have to physically
search the text itself to find the source of a reference. But, normally, it is to the
mental schema we refer, not to the text. More on schemas in Chapter 3.)
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_Less commonly, and for certain stylistic effects, the referring pronouncan . .
anticipate the referent. This kind of reference is called cazaphoric. The underlined '
words in the following text'? point forward to their referent, rather than back:

2.11 ' '
He's played junkies and city slickers, Jedi knights and US rangers. He's at home ‘

inHollywood's boulevards and Glasgow's tenements. He spends his life in the arms _
of beautiful women and is happily married ... . It seems Ewan McGregor can do anything { *
he wants, q

I
. The pronouns it, this and that can all refer back (ie anaphorically) to whole topics
| (rather than single nouns) that have been mentioned previously. For example, in
] | , the last sentence of the following extract from a book review!?, the pronoun it
|| | refers to the complete proposition expressed in the preceding sentence:

2.12 ' N
. I ‘HARD work, no pay, eternal glory,’ Society president and astronautical
] ran the internet ad for volunteers for a engineer Robert Zubrin relates the
couple of weeks in a simulated Mars checkered history of the project, as well
base at Devon Island in the high Arctic, as his experiences as a crew member.
or in the Utah desert. More than 400 Zubrin describes himself as mercurial,
applied. In Mars on Earth, Mars optimistic and romantic. It shows.

What shows? Not Zubrin, obviously. Here 7z refers to the whole idea of Zubrin
being mercurial, optimistic and romantic. '

_Asarule, itis used to continue referring to the same topic, ##is draws attention to

_new orimportant topics and that has the effect of distancing the writer (or

_speaker) from the fopic. For example:

2.13

. SOUND

| " ... When the sound wave strikes our ears, it causes our eardrums to vibrate and
' '|| nerves send m;guals to the brain. This is ho_w we hear. If there were no air, there
;|| i would be nothing to carry the sound. That is why there is no sound in space.'”

‘ ‘The pronoun this, in referring to the whole process described in the sentence that

|i! | precedes it, serves to bring into sharp focus the point the writer is making. On the

i | other hand, the writer has chosen that rather than zhis in the last sentence, perhaps

L because she is referring to something that is rather peripheral to the main topic,

|‘ il il] which is SOUND. If the topic had been SPACE, she might have chosen zhis
mstead. Another difference between his and that is that the former can refer both R

back and forward in a text, whereas that only ever has back reference.

‘ ; Pronouns can have referents outside the text, as well as inside it. That is to say, the
| index finger can point beyond the text: we saw this with the pronoun s in the

| i Johnson ad: Take it from us. Reference outside the text is called exophoric

L reference. The referent may be in the form of visual information on the page, as in
| this caption to an illustration in a children’s reference book!®:
! i 2.14 | )

‘ : This is a Roman valve that allowed water to be pumped uphill. Water would

then come out of fountains such as the one shown here.
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Or, as in the case of spoken language, the referent may be in the immediate physical
environment. 'To continue the story of the dog in the Ukrainian folk tale (text 2.10):

On his way home he met up with a rabbit, who said, ‘Those are beautiful boots,
indeed. May | try them on, please?”

Like pronouns, the definite article the can also make connections back, forward
and outside the text Agam, tO return 10 ‘the Story dbout the dog, note how each

=

The dog was so proud of the boots that he agreed, and he sat down to take them ‘
off. The rabbit sat down next to the dog, pulled on the boots and admired himself. l

The function of the is to signal knowledge that is grwen, ie knowledge that is shared
between writer and reader (or between speaker and listener). Itis as if to say: you
know which dog (or boots, or rabbit) I am talking about. The reason we know, in this
case, 1s because the dog and the boots and the rabbit have been introduced to us
previously in the text, using the indefinite article g to flag new information:
Adog... apairof boots... a rabbit.

Adog... the dog is a clear example of the way new information becomes given
_mforq}gs_lpon Often, however the noun is not repeated verbatim in this way (dog —
dog), but is expressed diffcrcntlv eg by a synonym or a more general term, as in
the following story opening 7, where the Beduin’s son is referred to successively
as son, boy and child, where the town is referred to as the place, and where the

Beduin himself is later called the father:
2.15

A Beduin once had business in the cattle market of a town. He took his
young scn with him, but in the confusion of the place he lost track of his boy
and the child was stolen.

The father hired a crier to shout through the streets that a reward of one
thousand piasters was offered for the return of the child. Although the man
who held the boy heard the crier, greed had opened his belly and he hoped
to earn an even larger sum. So he waited and said nothing.

On the following day the crier was sent through the streets again. ..

The above text also demonstrates how a noun can be made definite, not by what
has already been said about it, but by what is about to be said about it. That s, the
refers forward in the text, rather than back. The answers to the questions Which
cattle market? and Which confusion? are not located back in the text, but
immediately after the noun: the cattle market of a town; the confusion of the place.
Likewise: the return of the child. Other ways of qualifyving a noun so as to make it
definite include the use of relative clauses, as in the man who held the boy. Nouns
can also be made definite- through the addition, for example, of adjectives,
especially adjectives that imply uniqueness, as in the following day.
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of reader and writer, where there is only one moon and only one sky. When thereis |

Neither forward nor back reference seems to account for the use of the definite
article in the streets, however: The father hired a crier to shout through the streets. ..
Which streets? There is no answer to the question that is explicit in the text. In this
case, of course, the reader infers which streets are being identified by reference to
the previous mention of @ town: towns have streets (and post offices and bus
stations and town halls and mayors, and so on). Once the town ‘schema’ is
activated, therefore, it would be unnecessary, even pedantic, to specify which °
streets by writing, for instance, the streets of the town.

Here is a more contemporary example'®, where, once the basic schema has been
triggered, the answers to the question Which? can easily be mferred First of all,
here is the first line:

2.16

In the evening Hamim took me to his movie theater. .

How many things and events does the above sentence evoke? Now read on:

We entered by a side door and stood near the screen, watching the show, It
was a steamy Los Angeles mystery dubbed into Arabic. | forget the title and
plot ... Hamim told me he had seen the movie before: but I noticed now that
he intended to see it again. | wanted to leave, but ... we stayed to the end.

In this text, none of the nouns identified with ke have been mentioned previously.
How do we know, then, which screen, which show, which title, etc, is being
referred to? The identity of each is, of course, easily recoverable by reference to
the mental schema of the movie theatre. If you substituted just some of these items
with others from a different schema, you can easily see how the word ke no longer
fits, since it no longer ‘points’ to a shared schema:

[n the evening Hamim took me to his movie theatre. We entered by a side
door and stood near the aquarium, watching the antelopes. ..

Definiteness is a quality that is not only inferred from clues in the text, but also
conferred by recourse to common knowledge of the world ousside the text. The
underlined references in the opening of the following (Armenian) folk tale!® are
all recoverable from our knowledge of the world. (You should by now hf: able to
explain the other instances of the.)

2.17 |

There was once a rich man who had a very beautiful wife and a beautiful daughter
known as Nourie Hadig (tiny piece of pomegranate). Every month when the
moon appeared in the sky, the wife asked, ‘New moon, am I the most beautiful, or
are your’ And every month the moon replied. ‘You are the most beautiful’...

"The answers to the questions Which moon? and Which sky? are not to be found in |
the textat all, nenher exphculy menuoned nor lmplmtly mfc:rrcd The referents are

only one of something, we always know which one is being referred to!
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Shared world information can consist of things in the immediate context, like the
cat or the corkscrew, or things in the local context, like the post office, the pub, or
things in the national or global or universal context, like the Queen or the United
Nations or the sun.

Exophoric reference means that a lot can be left unsaid when speaking or writing.
When, for example, my neighbour buzzes and asks, “Can I borrow the electric
drill?’ T understand that she means the electric drill that is part of our shared
world, the one she has borrowed a number of times before. Likewise, the referent
of the in a note pinned up in the office (‘Can you switch off the lights when you
leave?”) is in the shared world of reader and writer. It is this ‘insider’ knowledge
which makes it difficult, often, to understand other people’s mail (if you are the
kind of person who reads other people’s maill). Take this e-mail I sent to my sister:

2.18
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The prevalence of the definite article in this text reflects both the close relationship
between writer and reader and the fact that the writer is not so much relaying news
as responding to, or commenting on, events that are already familiar.

Nominalization

Pronouns and articles are used to refer backwards, forwards or outwards, to
specific referents. But we can also make references in a less focused, more general
way, using certain nouns, a process called nominalization. 'To return to text 2.11,
for example, in the sentence Robert Zubrin relates the checkered history of the project,
the word project has no previous mention in the text, but refers back in a general
way to the events described in the first sentence of the text. Nouns that are
typically used to ‘nominalize’ actions and events include situation, process and eway.
Ideas, too, can be referred to, using words like idea, theory and viewpoint. And,
very commonly, words like explanation, criticism, proposal, suggestion, etc, are used
to refer to what has been said or written. For example, in this extract?® two writers
have just mentioned how they first heard about the ‘recovered memory’
controversy and how it prompted them to collaborate on a thriller:

2.19

Since we had come across the idea together we decided to write it
together. Much of that process seems vague now, but [ remember the
day before we started writing. ..

Here, both the idea and that process refer back in a general way to previously
mentioned thoughts and events.
27
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Classroom applications

It should be fairly obvious that the way reference works can only be properly
understood when both referring expression and referent are locatable in the
context. The meaning of a word like r/e, for example, is not easily containedin
sentence-length examples. The same can be said for i1, this, that and other referring
devices. This suggests that, at the very least, learners need to meet and use these: .
items in contexts beyond the level of the sentence, ie in extended segments of text, -

Discovery activity 2.3 Referents

One way of raising awareness as to how articles and pronouns work to achieve
cohesion in a text is to ask students to identify the referents (ie the things referred
to) of each instance of reference in a text. And, in the case of the definite article,
to say why the referent is being presented as definite. The referent can be either in
_ the text, orinferable from the text, or in the world outside the text. If it is in the
I text, it could be back in the text (anaphoric reference) or forward in the text

: (cataphoric reference). If it is outside the text (exophoric reference), it could be in
i the immediate physical context, or in the general knowledge of the world that the

‘ . speakers share. Try doing it with this joke?:

|‘ :-_
il 2.20 ' e

1l An American, a Frenchman and an Australian were sitting in a bar overlooking
!Ii | Sydney Harbour. ‘Do you know why America is the! wealthiest country in the?
| | world? asked the? American. 1t*s because we’ build big and we build fast,

| | We put up the® Empire State Building in six weeks.'

il “ _ ‘Sixweeks, mon dieu, so long! snapped the” Frenchman. ‘Ze8 Eiffel Tower

I _ | i , | we put up in one month exactement. And vou®,’ he continued, turning to
Hi |1| the'® Australian, ‘what has Australia done to match that! 17

il |: |' ‘Ah, nuthin’, mate. Not that I know of

The American pointed to the'? Harbour Bridge. ‘What about that 137 he'4
; h ' asked.

The'? Australian looked over his!® shoulder. ‘Dunno, mate. (1t 7] wasn't
; 'i I there yesterday ’

|
‘i H | Commentarym m -

|
' ‘ Here is a suggested answer to the task:

it 1 The referent (country) is made definite by a superlative adjective, which implies
I | that there is only one such country with this quality and hence the question
Which country? has only one possible answer, which, in this case, occurs backin
the text (America).
| 2 exophoric: in the knowledge that the speakers share: that there is only one
.| world.

3 anaphoric: refers to ‘an American’in line 1
f 4 anaphoric: refers to the whole clause ‘why America is the wealthiest country
| in the world’
i 5 exophoric: refers to the speaker (and his compatriots)

II 28
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6 exophoric: only one Empire State Building in the world. It is a characteristic
of proper nouns that, by virtue of their uniqueness, they are always definite.
"T'his doesn’t mean, of course, that all proper nouns take the definite article.
Think of your own name, for example.

7 like 3

8 like 6

9 exophoric: refers to the person being addressed

0 like 3 .

1 anaphoric: refers to the Frenchman’s previous claim, ie that the Eiffel Tower

was put up in one month

12 like 6

13 exophoric: refers to the actual bridge.

14 anaphoric: ‘the American’

15 anaphoric

16 anaphoric

17 exophoric: the actual bridge il

1
1

A slightly easier text for students is the Ukrainian folk tale?2, which you now have
in its entirety. It is rich in cross-references:

2.10 (complete)

Why Dogs Chase Rabbits

One day a dog left his home and went out into the wide world to get a job. He worked
long and hard and finally took his wages and bought a lovely new pair of boots.

On his way home he met up with a rabbit, who said, ‘Those are beautiful boots,
indeed. May I try them on, please?

The dog was so proud of the boots that he agreed and he sat down to take them
off. The rabbit sat down next fo the dog, pulled on the boots and admired himself.
Suddenly he jumped up and ran away.

And that is why dogs still chase rabbits. They are trying to get their boots back.

A logical follow-up to reading the text and identifying the references would be to
ask learners to restore the referring words to a ‘mutilated’ version of the text:

One day (1) dog left (2) home and went out into (3) wide
world to get (4) job. (5) worked long and hard and finally took
(6) _ wages and bought (7) lovely new pair of boots.

On (8) way home (9) met up with (10) rabbit who said,

‘(1D

Note that for some of these gaps there may be more than one possible option,
eg (1) aor the, (8) his or the, according to the intentions of the writer, and
therefore learners should be asked to justify their choices, explaining what
dlfference% nmeaning (if any) are implied.

are beautiful boots, indeed. May I try (12) on, please?’ etc.

Conjuncts

We have devoted quite a lot of space to the subject of reference — but what about___
conjuncts (commonly known as linkers)? Their very name suggests that they play
acrucial role in holdlng a text together. In fact, as we saw in text 2.8, they are not
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as prevalent as you might think: that particular text was held togéther more by
lexical and referential cohesion than by any explicit linkers — apart from two
instances of and. Of course, the amount of explicit signposting will depend to a
large extent on the type of text we are dealing with. Here, for example, is an
extract from a book on applied linguistics®>, with the explicit linkers underlined:

2.21

As was pointed out earlier, Standard English is generally defined by its lexig l
and its grammar. In fact, when you come to look for it, standard lexis is very
elusive; so elusive that one wonders if it can be said to exist at all. And on -
reflection it is hard to see how it could exist. To begin with, the notion of
standard implies stability, a relatively fixed point of reference. So if I invent
a word, for example, it is not, by definition, standard, But people are
inventing words all the time to express new ideas and attitudes, to adjust to
their changing world.

Note that even in this text, where every sentence is explicitly linked to a previous
one, the linkers are all relatively non-academic, apart from the phrase as was
pointed out earlier. In fact, three of the most common linkers are each represented in
this text: and, but and so. So common are these that there are grounds for arguing
that, for the purposes of speaking and writing, most learners need learn only these
three (plus a few sequencing linkers), reserving the more obscure or formal linkers,

such as nevertheless and furthermore, for recognition purposes only. It stands to

reason that these are best presented to learners in their contexts, ie in connected

_______

Discovery activity 2.4 Conjuncts

‘ ‘ ldentify the sentence conjuncts in these short texts and classify them. (Note that, r
I forthe purposes of this discussion, we are interested only in ways that sentences
‘ ' are linked one with another, as opposed to internally. Sentence-internal linkers, eg~

|

'SUCH as in text 2.22, can be ignored for the time being.)

2.22 '
Cold-blooded creatures, such as reptiles, cannot control their body temperature like we

can. This is why they prefer life on land, where it is easier for them to warm up. But there
are some reptiles that have adapted to ocean life 24

e

i 2.23 ' '

| ! Ancient Egyptians were skilled at making mummies. The body's insides were removed,

‘ - except for the heart. Next, the body was left to dry for 40 days. Then it was washed and

| ‘ filled with linen to keep its shape. Finally, the body was oiled and wrapped in linen
If bandages.?s |

Il

il 224

| , A spider has eight legs. So it is not an insect. It is a type of animal called an arachnid 28

.]'| 30
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2.25 ]
Plant-eaters must spend much of their time eating in order to get enough nourishment

(goodness from food). A zebra, for example, spends at least half its day munching grass.
The good side to being a plant-eater, though, is that the animal does not have to chase
and fight for its food as hunters do.?’

2.26 )
Roman baths were more than a place to get clean. They were also places fo relax, meet

friends and get fit 28

Commentarymm m

Conjuncts can express a number of different categories of logical relation between
parts of a text. The main categories (with examples from the above texts in bold)
are:

* additive — that is, relations of addition, exemplification, similarity, emphasis:
also, too, as well, moreover, what’s more, in addition, for example, likewise,
simtlarly

* adversative —that is, relations of contrast or alternatives: but, though,
howewver, on the other hand, in fact, alternatively

* causal - that is, relations of cause and result: this is why, so, therefore, as a
result

+ temporal —-that is, relations of sequence in time: next, then, finally, in the
meantime, ever since.

_Notlce that some conjuncts are single words (usually adverbs), such as
nevertheless, eventually, while some are preposition phrases (as a result, in

addition), and I;he:t_-_‘:__a_r_em_h@x_s Lh,at,_ggmnt_nf entire clauses, such as what’s more,
this ts because. ...

'The above categories, too, are very broad categories and it would be mis leading to
think that the ifems within a category are mtercha.ngeable For a start, there are
different syntactic constraints on where each conjunct can be placed in a
sentence. Compare, for example:

a) The film was slow. But I enjoyed it.

b) The film was slow. I enjoyed it, though.
and

a) Jackie’s a vegetarian. Karl is a vegetarian, too.

b) Jackie’s a vegetarian. Karl is also a vegetarian.

‘There are also stylistic differences, some conjuncts being very formal, even
pompous (rotwithstanding, whereupon) and others bemg relatively 1nf0rmal and
characterlstlc of spoken languagc (stll, what’s more).

A]] __qt_" these [d{,‘t()[‘b create problems for learners, resulting in under-use and over-

use (as we shall see below} and rmsuse, asin these Examplt:b (the xmsused hnkerq
“dre underlmed)
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1 Totell you the druth, I come from a small family. There are four of us in our
: | family: My mother, my father, my sisier and I I dare say, we also have got a
.l eal. Tis name is Mozart

2 Hrrcappmg can be very irritating if we are logether with other people ov if we hiccup
! : for a very long dime. However, some peaple can hiccup for hours or even days.

| I i 3 Then we were on the road again, bui only for hatf an our The tyre punciured. T
I opened the bool and realized we didn't have an exira yre and the ‘ool to
TR changes it. Al least we pull up in froné of the holel at midnight.

4 My surprise was when I arrived at home, there was a police car in froni of my
door. Firstly I thought that something wrong had happened. However, when I
came in my home, I could see all my family sat in my siting room with a
policeman and a man.

I 0 Im quite used not only to speaking English with cusiomers but also dealing

i ' 1 with people that have English as a second language. For that reason, I'd like to
| ' practising my English even during my leisure dime.

i Probably what the writers meant were, respectively:

! 1 I'mughtadd...

2 Infact..

| 3 At last (or Eventually...)

|l 4 At firstand (possibly) Indeed.. . (since itis unlikely the sight of a policeman

| ‘ Ll allayed his initial fears!)

il :ii i 5 The choice of that rather than this has the effect of distancing the reason from
I ! the consequence; in fact, This is why. .. might work even better to join the two
" sentences. W

fl ‘| all Classroom applications

_The tendency, especially at beginner and elementary levels, to teach the language
| |;: fl i through isolated sentences means that many learners are uncertain as to how to
I” Hl “weld such sentences into connected text. Here, for example, is a text written by an
| || ‘ elementary studentin response to the task Write a paragraph each about your free
| ‘ time, recent activities and future plans:

JIRALE 2.27

|
| ‘i | | ! spend my free lime doing my homework.
‘ o " I spend my free lime going o a walk with my friends.
! ! I spend my free time lislening music.
| I Last weekend I slayed at home with my family.
‘ ot Last holiday I went o Tarragona and I went to the beach
‘- ! Last weekend I went o the disco with my friends.
|

The next few months I'm going to stay ai home all the day, studing.
! I'm going o a picnic in a week.
1 I'm going to have a long holydays the nexi few months,

“ Essentially the text is nothing more than a list of sentences, or, rather, three sets of &
ol lists. The only apparent connecting device is the repetition of the sentence frames
! I (eg I spend my free time -ing). This (inadvertent) use of parallelism is perhaps more
' suitable to a song than a written composition! What would help would be the
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inclusion of some basic conluncts especially those that express addzzmn, such as and
and also. Asking learners to 1dennfy and categorize the conjuncts in a simple text or
texts (as you did with texts 2.22-2. 26) 1s one way of drawing attention to them.

One way of forcing the use of linking devices might be to ask the student who
wrote text 2.27 to redraft it using fewer words and fewer sentences. Another
problem with cohesion is a tendency of learners to overuse certain sentence-
internal linkers, stich as and and because In the following text the learner
Incorporates because mnto practically every sentence.

2.28

In iy free lime I like 4o pass when my family. We go to swimming pool because we
like fo swimming too much. A lot of dimes I go to video club and I get a film
because we like very much the films foo. I can not go to the cinema frecuenily
because [ have two childven The last {ilm that all the family saw was Atlaniis
because other film they do not will like.

Showmg learners that, in order to express causality, there are alternatives to
“because, such as so, might, hclp here. Also, substituting some sentence-internal
links with links across sentences, using formulae such as tAis is because. .. and Lhﬂs 15
why... would also help vary the rather repetitive sentence structure. One way of
“doing this rmght be to reformulate the text and ask the learner to note any_
differences. For example: '

I'like to spend my free time with my family. We love going swimming so we
often go to the pool. And, because we also like films, I go to the video club a
lot. I have two children so I don’t go to the cinema very often. The last film
that we watched together was Atlantis. This is because there was no other film
that they wanted to watch. :

e e e 6 i 0 T 7

lmkcr% mlght look like this:

_‘,\i-..._ T T L, S P ek i —

Re-write each of the following sentences at least twice, choosing
from these patterns:

_Toften go to Chinese restaurants because I like Chinese food.

= I like Chinese food so I often g go to Chinese restaurants.

— Because I like Chinese food I often go to Chinese restaurants.

— I often go to Chinese restaurants. This is because I like Chinese food.

— Ilike Chinese food. This is why I often go to Chinese restauranis.

1. My flatmate doesn’t go out much because he is shy.
2. The seas are rising because the Arctic ice is melting.
3. etc.

Of course, it is important that learners get beyond this rather mechanical stage
_and start writing short texts of their own creation. One way of doing this mlght be

tc} y set a task such as:

Describe some changes that have happened in your town/neighbourhood
in the last few years and explain why these changes occurred.

The causal element of the task rubric (explain why...) should require the use of at
least some of the causal linkers practised prevmusly
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teaching implications of this discussion of cohesion can be summarized as:

_atext make sense?

Chapter 2 What makes a text?

An overemphasis on teaching conjuncts, however, at the expense of a focus on
other ways of making texts cohesive, can result in the kind of stilted, over-
connected type of text that is parodied by Ann Raimes in her article ‘Anguish as a

Foreign Language’?®:

Louie rushed and got ready for work, but, when he went out the door, he saw the
snowstorm was very heavy. Therefore, he decided not to go to work. Then, he sat
down to enjoy his newspaper. However, he realized his boss might get angry
because he did not go to the office. Finally, he made another decision, that he
must go to work. So, he went out the door and walked to the bus stop.

Raimes comments: ‘Many of us, at one time or another, have praised a student for
such a piece of writing. No grammatical mistakes. I have seen such flat
paragraphs as this applauded as excellent and I, too, have assessed similar papers
with a check mark and the comment “very good”.’ Raimes attributes this attitude
to a pre-occupation with ‘bottom-up’ processes, as opposed to ‘top-down’ ones.
Bottom-up processes focus on getting the details right at the expense of the whole:
“We have, I fear, trapped our students within the sentence. They worry about
accuracy; they stop after each sentence and go back and check it for inflections,
word order, spelling and punctuation, breathe a sigh of relief and go on to attack
the looming giant of the next sentence.’

As an antidote to this bottom-up view, one idea might be to ask learners to remove
conjuncts from a text, leaving only those that are absolutely necessary and making
any other adjustments (eg in the ordering of the sentences) that might be required.

Conclusion

In this chapter we have considered how a text can be distinguished from a random
collection of sentences and what implications this might have for learners in
interpreting texts and in producing their own. We looked principally at the
question of cohesion — what is it that binds the parts of a text together? The main

* expose learners to texts rather than to isolated sentences only

* draw attention to, and categorize, the features that bind texrs together

» encourage learners to reproduce these features, where appropriate, in their
own texts

* provide feedback not only on sentence-level features of learners’ texts, but on
the overall cohesiveness as well.

In the next chapter we will address the question of coherence: what is it that makes
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What makes a text make sense?

In the last chapter we looked at the way a text hangs together — how is it is ‘made
cohesive’. But a text needs to do more than simply hang together. It also needs to
make sense, In this chapter we will look at ways that this is achieved and the
relation between this sense-making quality (a text’s coherence) and its internal
cohesion. To do this it may help to unravel a text in order to demonstrate that its
coherence is more than simply a function of its cohesive ties.

Discovery activity 3.1  Ordering

Here, for example, is a short text from a children’s encyclopedia®. The sentences
have been re-arranged and lettered. Can you sort them into their correct order?

‘What linguistic (and non-linguistic) clues did you use to help you do the task?

3.1a
a) Two years later his father took him to play at concerts in the great cities

of Eurcpe.

b) Mozart wrote church music, opera and nearly 50 symphonies.

c) The Austrian composer Mozart was a musical genius.

d) He worked hard but earned little money and died very poor at the age
of 35.

e} He began writing music at the age of five.

Commentarym m m

In case you didn’t get it, the original text is as follows:
3.1b

(c) The Austrian composer Mozart was a musical genius. (e) He began
writing music at the age of five. (a} Two years later his father took him to play
at concerts in the great cities of Europe. (b} Mozart wrote church music,
opera and nearly 50 symphonies. (d) He worked hard but earned little
money and died very poor at the age of 35.

_The point of this exercise is that the correct ordering of the sentences does not
depend on cohesive ties alone. The only sentence that is explicitly linked to its
predecessor is (a) because of the connector lazer, Neither it, nor sentences (e) and
(d) — because of the referring pronoun /se — could begin the text. But apart from
that constraint, they could go anywhere, technically speaking. Nevertheless, our
expectation, as readers, is that the text will more or less follow the chronological
order of Mozart’s life. Moreover, it simply wouldn’t make sense to put sentence
(a) at the end, for example:

3.1c B
He worked hard but earned little money and died very poor at the age of 35.

Two years later his father took him to play at concerts in the great cities of
Europe.
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Coherence :
This capacity of a text to ‘make sense’ is called coherence. An incoherent text, such
as 3.1c, doesn’t make sense: however closely connected its individual sentences
might be, it is non-sense. Coherence is a quality that the reader derives from the
_ text: it is not simply a function of its cohesion. Even quite cohesive texts can be
; nonsense, as in this invented example: ;
3.2 ]
The Austrian composer Mozart was a musical genius, He has got a swimming |
pool. It actually tingles on your skin to tell you it's working. Water would
then come out of fountains such as the one shown here. And that is why dogs
still chase rabbits,

‘The text, in case you hadn’t noticed, is constructed out of sentences from other
texts in this and the previous chapter. Meaningless as it is, it is not without
| cohesion - the sentences are notionally connected by the use of pronouns,
it __.__suhqtlru‘rmm and conluncts Butitis incoherent — however hard we try, we can’t
get it to make sense.

Cohesion, then, is a surface feature of texts, independent of the reader.
-. | i _Coherence, on the other hand, results-from the interaction between the reader and |
| i the text. This is not to say that cohesion and coherence function independently. 4:*
| Writers intentionally use cohesive devices with the aim of making their texts easier-
to follow, ie more coherent. But if the text is basically nonsense, no amount of
linkers will make it coherent. Unfortunately, a lot of student writing reflects an
over-dependence on the cohesive ‘trees’ at the expense of the coherent ‘wood’, as

' we qha]l see qhorﬂv

Fn“‘;t Lhc"mgh we need to consider what exacﬂy itis that makes atext Coherent -

| eye of the beholder

‘ - I| T he 1ssue of coherence is usually approached from two perspectives: the micro-
: ‘I it level and the macro-level. At the micro-level, readers have certain expectations of 5
HI how the proposition (ie the meaning) of a sentence is likely to be developed in the

IRl sentence or sentences that follow it. When these expectations are met, the

5 | immediate text will seem coherent. At the macro-level, coherence is enhanced if
h

[ a) the reader can easily discern what the text is about, b) the text is organized in a
AR way that answers the reader’s likely questions and ¢) the text is organized in a way
‘ ; that is familiar to the reader.

it Micro-level coherence

We’ll start by looking at the micro-, sentence-by-sentence, level.

Discovery activity 3.2 Logical relationships

Match the two halves of these short authentic texts. What is the logical relation
between the two parts of each text?
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1 Shares in Parmalat, the Italian

global food group, fell by more than
50% after a three-day suspension.

A Pool, brook, stunni.ng views, lush

groves, comfort, privacy.31

2 Doctor Foster went to Gloucester

In a shower of rain.

They may be recovered via the
lodge on payment of the current fee.

3 Magical Provence: modernized

farmhouse in medieval village.

Add Spice Paste and stir well.

4 Shockingly, 10 passengers on a

flight are at risk of DVT.

The company had been plagued by
apparent balance sheet
discrepancies.??

Bicycles parked other than in the
racks provided are liable to be
impounded.

We are blocking the pavement.
Thank you.

Boil water in a saucepan.

Schollflight socks can help prevent

you being one of them.33

T To all smokers: Please cross the G He stepped in a puddle
road to smoke. Right up to his middle
And never went there again.

Commentarym m B

The complete texts are: 1-D, 2-G, 3-A, 4-F, 5-B, 6-C, 7-E. The exercise should
have been easy to do: apart from anything else, there are lexical clues that bind the
_ texts together. But, there are also implicit logical connections and it is these that
help create the feeling that the (admittedly minimalist) texts make sense. The
logical connections are the same as those we looked at when discussing linking
devices, but note that there are no explicit conjuncts signalling the relation
between the two sentences. We take the relation on trust. Here are the relar_lons

+ additive, as in text 3-A. The second sentence gives details about, or spemﬁes,
the statement in the first sentence. This movement, from general to specific, is
one that readers are ‘primed’ to recognize.

+ adversative, as in texts 4-F and 5-B. In 4-F the second sentence, in claiming to
solve the problem stated in the first, makes a contrast that could have been
signalled with Aowever, for example. In 5-B (which was a notice in the forecourt
of an Oxford college) there is a contrast between impounded and recovered,
which could have been signalled with but or however.

* causal, as in texts 1-D and 7-E, where the second sentence provides a reason
for the situation or request mentioned in the first.

* temporal, as in texts 2-G and 6-C, where the chronological order of events
(and then...)1s implied, rather than explicitly stated. Note that when two past
tense sentences are placed together, and in the absence of any other evidence,
we assume that the first happened before the second, as in John sang a song.
Janet told a joke. W

T'he above texts have; been chosen to demonstrate how whole (admittedly short)
texts cohere because of the kinds of expectations that are both set up and satisfied
by their component parts. This happens both at the level of the whole text and
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—also at the local level, from one sentence to the next, such that at any point in a text .
any one sentence both reflects what has gone before and anticipates what is going
to come. The sentence ‘represents’ the text at that point. Take a sentence
randomly chosen from the middle of a text:

(12) The genes carry all the information needed to make a new plant or
animal.

We can fairly safely assume that the previous sentence was about genes, and thEit
the sentence that follows will develop this general statement further by saying
something more, and possibly more specific, about either genes or information.
Let’s see if this is in fact the case:

(11) Each partis called a gene. (12) The genes carry all the information
needed to make a new plant or animal. (13) They decide its sex and also
(0 what characteristics it inherits.

ol Our hypotheses have been confirmed: sentence 11 introduced the term gene and
i sentence 13 specified two sub-sets of information subsumed under all the
E tnformation in sentence 12.

We could repeat the exercise with sentence 11 and sentence 13, reflecting back
and projecting forward, and again with sentences 10 and 14, and so on, until, in
Niatim theory, we had ‘guessed’ the whole text — or, rather, a limited set of potential
] ;i‘ whole texts. We are able to do this not only because of cohesive clues like the
L definite article the that goes with genes in sentence 12, suggesting a previous
!;%} i i mention, but also because the information in sentences is distributed i na

| ] predlctable way. In English, sentences (and the clauses of which they are
W ! " composed) have a simple two-way division between what the sentence is about
AR (its topic) and what the writer or speaker wants to tell you about that topic (the
R comment). Moreover, the topic of the sentence is often associated with what is
| 11 !‘ already known, or given. Given information is information that is retrievable
1! because it has been explicitly mentioned at some prior point in the text, or
|! - because it is inferable from the text or from the context, or because it is part of the
il ! shared world knowledge of writer and reader (or speaker and listener). Given

iR ‘ | information normally precedes new information in the sentence. The new
i information is typically placed in the comment position.

Theme and rheme / Topic and comment

clause. The different terms derive from different theoretical viewpoints and also
from the need to.distinguish the topic of a sentence from the topic of a text (Wlmh*
‘ | we will discuss below). In our example sentence the topic is the genes:

‘ ‘ , The topic and comment are also called the theme and the rheme of the sentence o

topic (theme) |comment (rheme)

. glven information | new information
i ; . — —
il (12) The genes | carry all the information needed to make a new plant or animal:{

The topic is the launch pad’ of the message and is typically - but not always -
realized by a noun phrase (the grammatical subject of the sentence). The
comment is what the writer or speaker considers to be ‘newsworthy’ about the
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topic: what you as reader or listener need to pay attention to. (For this reason, the
comment typically carries the major word stress when articulated.)

The tendency to place the new information in the latter part of a clause or sentence
is called end-weight. This new information, in turn, often becomes the given
information of the next sentence, as in sentences 11 and 12. Or the same topic is
carried over and a new comment is made about it (as in sentences 12 and 13):

E |

topic (theme) | comment (rheme)

grven tformation | new information

(11) Each part | is called a gene.

(12) The genes | carry all the information needed to make a new plant or animal.

(13) They decide its sex and also what characteristics it inherits.

Predicting ‘backwards’ again, we can be fairly sure that the word part (in the
theme of sentence 11), or one of its synonyms, was either the topic or comment of
sentence 10. This is in fact the case:

topic (theme) comment (rheme)

(10) Different parts of each chromosome carry different ‘coded messages’.

(11) Each part 1s called a gere.

Going back again, we are not surprised to find that chromosome is ‘carried over’
from sentence 9:

topic (theme) comment (rheme)

(9) Inside every cell are tiny chromosomes.. .

(10) Different parts of each chromosome | carry different ‘coded messages’.

(11) Each part is called a gene.

The comment may consist of more than one element (as in sentence 13), only one
of which may be carried over:

topic (theme) comment (rheme)
(13) They decide its sex

and also what characteristics it inherits.

(14) Some inherited characteristics | are stronger than others.
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L These patterns of topic and comment can be represented like ThlS (after
McCarthy 1991)3*:

1 topicl comment’
. 2 2
topic” ——» comment
.3
fopic” = s etc.
2 topicl — » comment!
topic!’ —— 3 comment?

i v

‘ [l topic! ——— » etc.
|

ii’f L] | 3 topic! ——— » comment! + comment?
HH :

S IUplCz = comment’

Il

i | .3 4
! topIcT ——» comment

The Genetics text demonstrates how writers mix and combine these patterns in
!l order to carry their argument forward in the way they feel is most coherent. (It
il would be rare to find a longish text that adopted one pattern at the exclusion of
| | i ' i others.) As readers, these alternating patterns of topic and comment help us make
| sense of the writer’s argument. Disrupting these patterns, by moving topics to the
comment position, for example, would prove very distracting:

(| .. Different ‘coded messages’ are carried by different parts of each

i {i ‘ chromosome. A gene is what each part is called. The information needed
i to make a new plant or animal is carried by the genes. Its sex and what

i || , characteristics it inherits they decide. Stronger than others are some

i ‘ inherited characteristics...

|| | I "There are other means, as well, for signalling the evolving argument of a text. One
' 1s through the use of nominalization (see page 27). There are key words, such as
T way, problem, answer, situation, process, and so on, that can either encapsulate what
| ‘ | ' has gone before or set up expectations as to what is to come. Here is another
f ‘ iR 'segment from the text on genetics. Note how the underlined words ‘gather up’ the
' adjacent sentences, both retrospectively and prospectively:

H | (6) Each parent passes on certain characteristics to its offspring. (7) This
!| | process is called heredity. (8) Heredity works in an amazing way.

i | B Process encapsulates the entire proposition expressed in sentence 6. Way,
‘especially in theme position, signals that some kind of description will follow. It
| would be very odd if the sentence that follows way did not go on to outline how, in
I fact, heredity works.
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Discovery activity 3.3 Logical relations

It's time to look at the whole of the Genetics text®>. You should now be able to
identify the logical relations between its sentences, showing how each sentence
either anticipates the sentence that follows, or encapsulates some element of the
sentence that preceded it.

3.3

GENETICS

The science of genetics explains why living things look and behave as they
do. Advanced animals have two sexes, male and female. Each individual
produces sex cells. If a male and female sex cell join, the female cell grows
into a new individual. Each parent passes on certain characteristics to its
offspring. This process is called heredity.

Heredity works in an amazing way. Inside every cell are tiny chromosomes,
largely made of a chemical called DNA. Different parts of each chromosome
carry different coded messages. Each part is called a gene. The genes carry all
the information needed to make a new plant or animal. They decide its sex
and also what characteristics it inherits.

Some inherited characteristics are stronger than others. They are dominant.
Weaker ones are recessive. Genes for brown eyes, for example, dominate
over the weaker genes for blue eyes.

Commentarym m m

The following outline summarizes the logical relations between the sentences of

the text.

(1) GENETICS Statement of topic.

(2) The science of genetics explains The topic (genetics) 1s now a given,

why living things look and behave as having been announced in the title

they do. and takes theme positon. The
definition that follows is the ‘news’
and takes the rheme slot. The
embedded question (Why do living
things look and behave as they do?)
predicts an answer. The rest of the
text in fact answers the question.

(3) Advanced animals have two ~ The topic (advanced animals) echoes

sexes, male and female, part of the comment in (2) (hving
things) — this suggests that (3) is the
beginning of an answer to (2).

(4) Each individual produces sex - Again, the topic (each individual) is a

cells. ' re-focusing of the Living things,
advanced anvmals thread — same topic,
new comment, with the word sex
carried over. The dynamic verb
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(produces) suggests a process is being
described (compared to (3), which
describes a state), and since processes
usually have stages, we can predict
more sentences with more dynamic
verbs.

(5) If a male and female sex cell join,
the female cell grows into a new
individual.

This sentence is almost entirely
composed of ingredients from the
previous two sentences: the topic
combines elements from the
comments of both sentences (3) and
(4), 1e male and female, sex cell(s); the
word individual is also carried over.
Again, the dynamic verbs joins and
grows confirm the ‘process’
hypothesis.

(6) Each parent passes on certain
characteristics to its offspring.

Re-phrasing of parts of (5): male and
female = each parent; new individual =
offspring. New dynamic verb: will
there be more stages to the process?
And will these certain characteristics
be itemized?

(7) This process is called heredity.

This process summarizes the text to
date. Herediry 1s given special
emphasis by the use of italics,
suggesting it’s a key word which will

be further explained or elaborated on. |

(8) Heredity works in an amazing
way.

Previous comment becomes topic;
way anticipates a description.

(9) Inside every cell are tiny
chromosomes, largely made of a
chemical called DNA.

Cellis carried over from (4); two
comments: chromosomes and DNA. If
this is the description of a way
something works, itis incomplete,
because so far there are no dynamic
verbs. We expect more to follow.

(10) Different parts of each
chromosome carry different
coded messages.

Chromosome is carried over from (9).
Dynamic verb (carry) suggests this is
part of the way signalled in (8) and
anticipates further sentences with
dynamic verbs, since ‘ways’, like
‘processes’, have stages.

(11) Each part s called a gene.

The topic is the same as (10); new
comment, given special emphasis

(italics) which anticipates further

commentary.




Chapter 3 What makes a text make sense?

(12) The genes carry all the
information needed to make a new
plant or animal.

Previous comment becomes topic;
information is similar in meaning to
coded messages in (10).

what characteristics it inherits.

Same topic as previous sentence.
Characreristics is carried over from (6).
Again, will the characteristics be
itemized?

(14) Some inherited characteristics
are stronger than others.

One of the previous comments
becomes the topic.

(15) They are dominant.

Re-wording of previous sentence.

(16) Weaker ones are recessive.

Weaker ones = othersin (14); the
structure of the sentence imitates (15)
—and is an example of parallelism
(see page 22).

(17) Genes for brown eyes,
for example, dominate over the
weaker genes for blue eyes.

At last, and as expected, some specific
characteristics are mentioned (see 6,
13 and 14); dominant becomes
dominate; weaker is repeated; genes is
repeated twice.

"T'his analysis does not in any way exhaust the intricate network of intertwining
themes and arguments in this one text: not for nothing does the word zexz derive
from the Latin texere, to weave. In fact, some writers use the word texture to
describe the combined effect of such structural features of a text as the topic-
comment organization and of its internal cohesion, both grammatical and lexical. B

It is important to stress, at this point, that texture is not simply a decorative or
stylistic quality of texts, but that it fulfils a vital communicative purpose. When we
are reading a text — or listening to spoken text — we are attending only to the
immediate sentence or utterance. We cannot process the whole text all at once.
(Of course, with a written text, you can glance back through it, but, generally, we
don’t.) Therefore, as readers and listeners, we need guidance as to what has gone
before and what is yet to come. The immediate sentence has to represent the text

- at that moment. Or, as John Sinclair puts it, “The text at any particular time carries
with it everything that a competent reader needs in order to understand the
current state of the text.”*®

This view of a text unfolding in time has led Sinclair to propose a radical theory of
text, which argues that the text is only the immediate sentence. This focal sentence
either encapsulates the immediately preceding sentence, or it sets up an
anticipation of the sentence that follows (what is called prospection). So far this
argument is consistent with our analysis of the genetics text. In fact, its coherence
is achieved almost entirely by acts of prospection, that is, by setting up an
expectation that is immediately satisfied, as in:

Heredity works in an amazing way. — Inside every cell are tiny
chromosomes, largely made of a chemical called DNA. etc.
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But Sinclair goes on to argue that, for all intents and purposes, the rest of the text

apart from the immediate sentence exists only as a trace or an echo: It is not subject

to mental consultation, hence there cannot really be such a thing as anaphoric (or

back) reference. This is of course easier to argue with regard to spoken language,

where it is simply not possible to consult the textin any physical way. But Sinclair

! extends the argument to written text as well. The interconnectivity of textsisonly |
an artefact, he argues. Itis available for us to study after the event, butitisnotan |

accurate way of modelling what happens when we actually read. What does

happen? As the focus of our attention proceeds from one sentence to the next, the

state of our mental representation based on the text — the knowledge shared by

writer and reader — is continuously updated through processes of encapsulation

and prospection. Referents in the sentence, such as pronouns, do not ‘point back’

1 in the text. Rather, they point at what has become shared knowledge, much in the

I same way as definite articles or proper nouns do, as in the sentence from text 2.18:

il And the apron will be perfect for Sant Pol barbies. .. The referents are not in the text,

‘ 1 | but in the reader’s and writer’s heads, as it were.

| '| Sinclair concludes that ‘a text does not consist of a string of sentences which are
T intricately interconnected, but of a series of sentence-length texts, each of which is =
a total update of the one before’ .37 As compelling (and exciting) as Sinclair’s b
argument is, it does not invalidate the study of cohesion in texts, but it does

suggest that the processes of encapsulation and prospection demand more attention
than they have been normally been given.

Reader expectations

Notall texts are as transparent as text 3.3, which, apart from anything else, was

written for children and therefore is relatively straightforward and unadorned.

Some texts do not yield their sense without more of a struggle. Nevertheless, as

readers we approach a text assuming it will make sense until proven otherwise,

| even if it means putting our initial hypotheses on hold, or even abandoning them

‘ HilEe: altogether. Take these two sentences, for example:

I 3.4 . L ,

il (] (1) Ilearned to read around my sixth birthday. (2) I was making a dinosaur in

| school from crépe bandage and toilet rolls when I started to feel as if an
AR invisible pump was inflating my head from the inside.

Our understanding of the first sentence suggests that the second sentence will be

connected to it either in some temporal or causal sense, eg it will relay the

, circumstances, or the cause, or the effect of the writer’s learning to read. The past
B continuous in sentence 2 ({ was making a dinosaur...) tends to support the

i temporal hypothesis, as it is a verb form often used to set the scene for some

| 4 particular narrative event. It’s only when we get to the “invisible pump’ that the

| ‘ ' hypothesis starts to wobble a bit. Perhaps the writer is implying that the

| ‘ experience of learning to read felt like his head was being pumped up. But how is

the dinosaur related to reading? Is the dinosaur a red herring? Let’s put our theory

on hold and move on:

| .j (3) My face became a cluster of bumps, my feet dangled limp and too far away
' to control.

!.
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While this possibly relates to the sensations described in sentence 2, the theory
that it has something to do with learning to read is becoming untenable. We are
compelled to read on with no clear idea of what the connections are:

(4) The teacher carried me home on her shoulders.

Well, now sentences 2, 3 and 4, are starting to cohere. Sentences 2 and 3 are
related in an additive way (What’s more...) and 3 is related in a causal way (So...).
But we are still none the wiser as to how sentence 1 fits in. Much later in the same
paragraph, after the writer has described in detail the onset of mumps, the
connection at last becomes clear:

(12) When I caught the mumps, I couldn’t read; when I went back to school
again, I could. (13) The first page of The Hobbit was a thicket of symbols, to be
decoded one at a time and joined hesitantly together... (15) By the time I
reached The Hobbit’s last page, though, writing had softened and lost the
outlines of the printed alphabet and become a transparent liquid, first
viscous and sluggish, like a jelly of meaning, then ever thinner and more
mobile, flowing faster and faster, until it reached me at the speed of thinking
and I could not entirely distinguish the suggestions it was making from my
own thoughts.™® '

Itis now clear, in retrospect, that sentence 2 launched a long detour in which the
circumstances leading up to the writer’s learning to read are described in detail.
Normally, this would have been signalled more obviously, eg It happened when [
was away from school with mumps... Perhaps the writer wanted to suggest that
there was more than simply a temporal connection between the experience of
catching mumps and the experience of learning to read. The imagery of
accelerating fluids in sentence 15 is not unlike the invisible pump image in
sentence 2, as if learning to read is like catching mumps. The text is not only
coherent but there is a coherent sub-text as well!

The writer has taken certain risks, testing the reader’s faith in the coherence of his
rext, but it all comes clear in the end. (It’s no coincidence, either, that the extract
comes from a book about reading.) The writer is able to take these risks because
he knows that readers are on the constant look-out for clues that will support their
assumption that texts are, first and foremost, coherent — that they make sense.
These clues are usually close at hand, in the associated text (or the co-text) —and
often in the adjoming sentence. Or they may be in the context where the textis
situated. (For more on co-text and context, see Chapter 5.)

When, occasionally, two sentences are juxtaposed whose relationship cannor be
established, we have to conclude that their juxtaposition is accidental, as in this
lluminated sign on a café in the USA in 2003:

3.5

OUR PRAYERS ARE WITH THE TROOPS
TRY OUR FRESH TENDER HOME COOKED TURTLE
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Discovery activity 3.4 Rogue sentences

Good readers can usually spot lack of coherence quickly — in fact, the capacity to
do so is sometimes used as a test of reading ability. What, for example, is the
sentence that doesn't fit in this text®9?

3.6 2k
TORTOISE AND TURTLE

(1) Unlike other reptiles, tortoises and turtles have hard shells to protect
their bodies.

Tortoises are land animals. (2) They live in warm countries and eat plant
food. (3) A tortoise cannot run away from an enemy. (4} Instead, it tucks its
head and legs into its shell. (5) Some tortoises can live to be much more
than a hundred years old —older than any other animals.

(6) Turtles live in the sea. (7) Some seaweeds can be eaten. (8) They have
flatter shells than tortoises and use their legs as paddles for swimming.
(9) On land they are very clumsy.

See also REPTILE.

Commentarymm m

'The rogue sentence is, of course, number 7. A fairly easy exercise, you’ll agree,
but it can be made more difficult depending on the choice and length of the text
and the choice of ‘rogue’ sentence. It can be made still more difficult if the text,
along with its inserted sentence, is jumbled up (as in text 3.1a) — so that the
exercise becomes a test of the ability to recognize cohesive ties as well as overall
coherence. ®

The above exercise is a type of ‘deletion’ exercise. The opposite process involves
- insertion. Insertion exercises also require (and therefore test) the ability to recognize

NI Discovery activity 3.5 Sentence insertion

| Here is a text from Henry Widdowson’s Teaching Language as Communication°

& & (in which the sentences have been numbered for convenience). The two sentences
| I . that follow (A and B) have been extracted from it (in no particular order). Can you
A re-insert them? As you do, consider the kinds of skills and knowledge that you

_ i ‘ | need to enlist in order to do the task. How would you prepare students to do
similar tasks?

" A In some respects, however, it is unsatisfactory.
B But what exactly do we mean by this?
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3.7
(1) The aims of a language teaching course are very often defined with

reference to the four language skills": understanding speech, speaking, reading
and writing. (2) These aims, therefore, relate to the kind of activity which the
learners are to perform. {3) But how can we characterize this activity? (4) What
is it that learners are expected to understand, speak, read and write? (5) The
obvious answer is: the language they are learning. (6) We might mean a
selection of lexical items recorded in a dictionary combined with syntactic
structures recorded in a grammar. (7) In this view, the teaching of a language
involves developing the ability to produce correct sentences. (8] Many
teachers would subscribe to this view and it has been productive of a good deal
of impressive language teaching material. (9) We may readily acknowledge
that the ability to produce sentences is a crucial one in the leamning of a
language. (10) It is important to recognize, however, that it is not the only
ability that learners need to acquire. (11) Someone knowing a language knows
more than how to understand, speak, read and write sentences. {12) He also
knows how sentences are used to communicative effect.

Commentary EEN

___ T@:ﬂz;_r_ .f:j_[’g}_, althoug_h__ﬂps_ 13 c.)f course Very__;mpor_ta.nt It_a_lso 1nvolves the abﬂlty to
understand and follow the thread of the argument, sentence by sentence, including
recognizing what is ‘new information’ in each sentence. This in turn involves more
than simply understanding the words and the grammar. Familiarity with the
argument itself, and with this kind of text and writing style, is an obvious advantage.

To prepare learners for this kind of task requires, therefore, that attention be given
to the formal ties between sentences, including the use of reference and conjuncts.
It also means encouraging learners to read for meaning — stepping back, as it were,
from the text in order to get its overall gist. For example, learners would be
advised to read the whole text first, before attempting to re-insert the missing
sentences. Knowing that the text is a complete paragraph would help matters.
Since paragraphs (in academic writing) typically start out by presenting the
writer’s case, going on to elaborate it or give examples, before finally summarizing
it, it’s generally a good idea to ) pay special attention to the begmnmgq and endings
of paragraphs. In the case of the above text, Widdowson’s whole argument can be
summarized in sentences I,11and 12.

The missing sentences, by the way, fit in like this: A comes between sentences 8
and 9; B comes between sentences 5 and 6. &

Classroom applications
End weight

‘The principle of ‘end-weight’ — of placing the newsworthy information at the end of
the clause —is one that can form the focus of a number of classroom tasks. Asking
learners to choose the best of a number of options for continuing a text can help draw
attention to the way given and new information is typically distributed. For example:
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‘. . Choose the sentence (a or b) that is the best way of continuing the
o text. )
i' i 1 The ancient Egyptians buried their pharaohs in tombs called pyramids.
R a In Giza, near Cairo, are the most famous pyramids. |

b The most famous pyramids are in Giza, near Cairo.

2 Some pyramids are made of more than two million blocks of stone. ;
a 'T'hey were dragged into place by teams of workers.
b Teams of workers dragged them into place.

3 'The pyramids were built to house the body of the pharaoh.
a Inside each pyramid is a secret chamber.
b A secret chamber is inside each pyramid.

4 This is the tomb where the mummy of the pharaoh was laid.
a Robbers have stolen most of these mummies.
1B b Most of these mummies have been stolen by robbers.
R eic. -
L P
i | ! You'll probably agree that the best way of continuing the first sentence of the text
‘ is option b, where the end-weighted comment of the first sentence (pyramids) L
. becomes the topic of the second. By the same principal, 2a is the logical choice. In
3, the new information is a secret chamber, which suggests it should go into the
comment slot at the end of the sentence, as in option a. Similarly, robbers is new
information, so 4b is the preferred choice.

A similar kind of awareness-raising activity is to ask learners to spot the sentences
that are ‘back-to-front’ in a text. The exercise on pyramids could serve as the basis
for such a text. For example: What are the two awkward sentences in this text?

(1) The ancient Egyptians buried their pharaohs in tombs called pyramids.
(2) The most famous pyramids are in Giza, near Cairo. (3) Some pyramids are made of I
more than two million blocks of stone. (4) Teams of workers dragged them into place. (5) '
The pyramids were built to house the body of the pharaoh.

(6) Inside each pyramid is a secret chamber. (7) The tomb where the mummy of the
pharaoh was laid is this. (8) Most of these mummies have been stolen by robbers.

|‘ (Answer: 4 and 7)

Passive constructions

“ . Notice that a number of the alternatives in the exercise on pyramids involve a

i choice between active and passive constructions. This is a reminder that one of

| ii: | the chief functions of the passive is to allow for the possibility of placing the object
| i of the verb in the theme slot — normally the domain of the grammatical subject —
and at the same time placing new information in the rheme slot:

topic (theme) comment (rheme)
. Brutus stabbed Caesar to death.
f — Caesar | was stabbed to death by Brutus.
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If English only had active sentence constructions it would be difficult to divert the
reader’s focus on to what is newsworthy in a sentence. Moreover, it would be
difficult to maintain topic consistency over extended stretches of text. Compare
these two versions of the same text (passive verb forms are underlined):

3.8a

Napolecn regained power in 1815, He ruled for a hundred days. But
Wellington defeated him at the Battle of Waterloo. Napoleon surrendered
to the British and they exiled him to St Helena, where he died in 1821.

3.8b -
Napoleon regained power in 1815. He ruled for a hundred days. But he was

defeated by Wellington at the Battle of Waterloo. He surrendered to the
British and he was exiled to St Helena, where he died in 1821.

This suggests another exercise type, where information 1s re-formulated
according to a different point of view. For example, here are some short
encyclopedia entries about famous ptuplc.41 Can you re-write them so that they
are about.famous achievements instead?

Cervantes, Miguel de He wrote Don Quixotein 1605,

Hill, Mildred and Patty  They wrote Happy Birthday in 1893,
Gates, Bill He started Microsoftin 1975.

Fender, Leo He invented the electric guitar in 1948.
Roddick, Anita She started The Body Shop in 1976.

Don Quixote Don Quixole was writien by Cervantes in 1605,
Electric guitar

Happy Birthday

Microsoft

The Body Shop

The next stage might be some more productive activity, such as writing the
description of a process from the point of view of the thing being processed (eg
coal) or of the people who process it (eg coal miners). It is more likely that the
former will require more use of passive constructions than the latter.

Cleft sentences

Certain constructions, such as cleft sentences, are used, like the passive, to alter the
normal order of sentence elements, in order to place special emphasis on new
information. For example, the second of these two sentences is a cleft sentence:

1 Robin paid.

2 It was Robin who paid.

Like the passive, cleft sentences are best understood and manipulated in context.
Which of the above sentences, for example, best fits these mini-contexts?
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i A I'was mistaken in thinking that Jan paid for dinner. _ .Jan
| just left the tip. »
B Jan, Robin and I had dinner together. . Jan left the tip.

In this context it should be clear that the cleft construction adds extra emphasis in
order to contradict, or correct, an earlier statement or inference (as in A above).

E
i
&

;
3

The given information is ‘Jan (or somebody else) paid.” The new information 5'

("No, Robin did.”) is superimposed on to this original statement. &

| We can represent the distribution of topic and comment like this: ‘r:

' topic (theme) comment (rheme)

| (1) Robin paid.

i (2) [It was] Robin who paid. P

In (2) it was is in brackets because it’s not really a topic at all; it’s simply a way of
filling an empty slot, a bit like the iz in Ji was raining. =

The use of ‘mini-contexts’ to practise passive and cleft constructions would seem
to be essential. An exercise that simply asked students to change statements like |
Robin paid into It was Robin who paid, with no reference to a context, would notbe |
addressing the significance of the choice between the two constructions.

An exercise type that addresses a number of ways that sentences can be combined
coherently is one in which learners are asked to textualize, ie turn into coherent
text, a number of isolated propositions. For example;

Use this information to write a short text entitled ‘Paper’. You can change the
order of information in the sentences, but try to maintain the order of the
sentences. You can combine sentences, if necessary.

The Chinese invented paper.
The Chinese originally produced paper from plant fibres and rags.

The Arabs introduced paper to Europe.
This happened in the Middle Ages. i
Parchment had been the standard material for written and printed documents until then.
Paper eventually superseded parchment.

From the nineteenth century wood pulp was used to make paper.
Plant fibre and rags continued to be used to make some kinds of paper.
Waste paper is recycled to make most paper nowadays.

In France they introduced the first machines for making rolls of paper.
This happened in the eighteenth century.

Early paper was hand made.

Early paper consisted of single sheets.

‘ Bt One of several possible ways of textualizing these sentences might be the following:

(1) Paper was invented by the Chinese, who originally produced it from plant
‘ i fibres and rags. (2) It was introduced to Europe by the Arabs in the Middle

1l Ages. (3) Until then the standard material for written and printed documents
‘| | had been parchment, but this was eventually superseded by paper. (4) From
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the nineteenth century paper was made from wood pulp, aithough some kinds
of paper continued to be made from plant fibre and rags. (5) Nowadays most
paper is made by recycling waste paper.

(6) The first machines for making rolls of paper were introduced in France in
the eighteenth century. (7) Early paper had been hand made and consisted of
single sheets.

The textualizing process has involved the following kinds of operations:

* transforming active constructions into passive ones, in order to achieve end-
weight (eg sentence 1)

» re-arranging the order of elements in the sentence, again in the interests of
end-weight (eg sentence 3)

» combining sentences using relative pronouns (eg sentence 1) or linkers

~ (egsentence 4)

* using referring pronouns, such as iz, to connect sentences and avoid repetition
(eg sentence 2)

» changing verb forms in order to re-position events relative to other events
(egsentence 7).

Macro-level coherence: Topics

At the macro-level, texts achieve coherence because they are obviously about
something, that is, there is an identifiable topic, or topics. This is a slightly
different sense of the term topic than the one we have been using to talk about the
themes of sentences. Of course, the topic of a text is often also the topic of at least
some of the individual sentences in that text. Even without its title, text 3.6, for
example, 1s clearly about rorroises and turtles since these comprise the topics of
most of the sentences in the text. What other clues, apart from such obvious ones
as headings and titles, indicate topical coherence?

Discovery activity 3.6 Key words

Key words are those words that occur with a frequency that is significant when
compared to the normal frequency of these same words, as determined by corpus
data. That is to say, if a word occurs, say, five times in a text that is a hundred
words long, but only ten times in a general corpus of a million words, it is clearly
disproportionately represented in the text. Chances are that the word’s
prominence in the text is not accidental, but is due to the fact that the word is
intimately related to what that particular text is about.

Here are the key words of three texts. The first set of key words (which are ordered in
descending order of significance) comes from a text you are already familiar with.
Notice how just the key words alone convey a strong sense of what the text is about.

1 heredity, genes, characteristics, weaker, cell, female, sex, male, carry, eyes,
each, individual

Can you work out the topic of each of the texts from which the two lists below were

derived?

2 striker, goalkeeper, ten, headed, penalty, corner, shot, ball, yards, cross, goal,
home

3 paint, door, edges, frame, brush, colour, separately, painted, face, room, each, side
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Commentarym m m

I shouldn’t have to reproduce the texts to be able to prove that the second is the
report of a football match (from a tabloid newspaper) and the third is from a DTY &
(Do-it-yourself) book and 1s about the painting of doors. The point of the exercise E

is simply to show that the topic of a text is, to a large extent, carried by its words. |}

il And that, moreover, these topic-carrying words tend to be nouns. ® L:
A II
E.

£

, As we saw when we looked at cohesion, chains or threads of lexis ripple through

I * texts and hold them together. This suggests some useful classroom activities, both

: in advance of and after reading a text, and also as preparation for writing or
speaking. In advance of reading a text, for example, learners can be asked to
brainstorm all the words they know that are related to the topic of the text, using
dictionaries to top up, if necessary. In this way, they are well primed, cognitively
speaking, to make sense of the text when they get down to actually reading it.
Brainstorming the vocabulary related to a topic in advance of writing about the

| topic is also a useful pre-writing task — on the understanding, of course, thatnot |

i all the words that have been brainstormed need to be included in the written text. i

i ‘ i The same goes for preparation for a speaking task. !

5! i Post-reading vocabulary work can involve the mapping of lexical chains in a text |
i (or in the transcript of a listening text, too, of course). Scrutiny of these word
sequences can help in the unpacking of difficult texts.

Discovery activity 3.7 Lexical chains

You may not be entirely sure what the following poem?? is about, but you will B

probably agree that, because of the tight lexical chains running through it, it is .
about something. Can you identify at least two chains of words that run through it? '

Ln

b

3 - 9 T It !-
" | DEATH OF THE POET i
This year This year &
the roof of my hive the roof of my hive
broke open to the sky gave up
my bees buzz and let everything
like anxious flies down.

will they learn to feed on
absence?

my combs are filling
with dark space.
Forget selling myself
to the first sweet tooth
that sniffs along

the night air is licking me
clean out of honey.

Does it matter
that the moon is pouring
through my holes?
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Commentarym m m

There are at least two themes here that intertwine through the length of the poem.
The first is the more obvious one, pertaining to bees and honey: htve, bees (and, by
association, flies), buzz, combs, sweet, honey. The second has to do with the act of
opening, emptying and thereby destroying something and consists of two sub-
themes, represented on the one hand by these verb phrases: break open, gave up,
licking me clean out of, let everything down, and on the other by these noun phrases:
absence, dark space, holes. The combined effect of these interweaving themes is to
suggest the destruction and exposure of a bee-hive, which — with or without the
title — seems to be some sort of metaphor for the poet’s own sense of implosion
and creative emptiness. The point, though, is that, because of its lexical ‘texture’,
the poem seems to make sense, even if we have to work hard to locate that sense.
It’s about something. B

But word chains on their own are not enough to make a text coherent. Indeed, it
would be quite possible to compose a text that is complete nonsense, but that is
still lexically cohesive. Thus:

Ten cross goalkeepers shot a striker and then headed home from the ball. ..

The words of a text need to be organized in such a way that they form internal
patterns within the text and also so that they relate to the world outside the text
insofar as the reader understands 1t. We shall look at these two aspects of
coherence in turn.

Internal patterning

" The internal patterning of a text is realized locally in the way words — or their
synonyms or derivatives — are carried over from one sentencg to the next, as we
saw in the discussion of information structure in sentences. Often the comment of
one sentence becomes the topic of the next. In fact this ‘carrying over” happens
globally, too. That is to say, it occurs over quite long stretches of text. Here, for
example, is the first sentence of a news report in a scientific journal®?:

3.10
(1) A draft version of the honey bee genome has been made available to

the public — a move that should benefit bees and humans alike.

Not surprisingly, a number of words in this sentence flow over into the next two
sentences (you might like to predict what they will be):

(2) The honey bee [(Apis mellifera) is multitalented. (3} It produces
honey, pollinates crops and is used by researchers to study human
| genetics, ageing, disease and social behaviour.

However, considerably further on in the text, parts of sentence 1 are still popping
up, to the point that sentence 11 paraphrases it almost exactly, using the same or
similar vocabulary:
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(1) A draft version of the honey bee genome has been made available to
the public — a move that should benefit bees and humans alike. [.. ]

'3
(11) The genome’s publication is good news for beekeepers and victims i
of bee stings alike. ]

Note how the proposition the honey bee genome has been made available to the public
has been ‘nominalized’ into the noun phrase the genome’s publication. And notice
how should benefit in sentence 1 becomes s good news in sentence 11— another
instance of nominalization (see page 27). The transition from public to publication
is a form of indirect repetition based on derivation. The change from benefit to
good news is one based on synonymy. By tracing these repetitions, both direct and
indirect, through a text, we can get a clear sense of what the text is about, which in
turn helps integrate the text into a coherent whole. Even in the very last sentence
words from sentence 1 make a re-appearance:

(1) A draft version of the honey bee genome has been made available to
the public — a move that should benefit bees and humans alike. [....]
(23] This is the first time that the amassed sequence data have been

made publicly available.

i A R i
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Michael Hoey, in a fascinating stu dy44, has shown how these patterns of lexical
repetition can extend further still, over the whole length of a book, in fact. He
argues that it is the cohesion induced by these recurring patterns that accounts, to
a large extent, for the sense we get of a text’s coherence, a view that leads Hoey to
question the whole cohesion-coherence dichotomy.
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Discovery activity 3.8 Lexical patterns across long texts

You might like to test this theory on this very book. Flick ahead or back a few pages
and take one or two sentences at random from the body of the text. How many
words in those sentences are repeated on this page, either verbatim or in the form
of derivations or synonyms?

Classroom applications: Key words

Traditionally, the checking of students’ understanding of a text involves asking a
series of comprehension questions, often about discrete details of the text. While
this may be a valid testing activity (although I have my doubts), it does not
provide much assistance in understanding the text if learners have no idea what
the textis about. In the absence of any global understanding of the text, post- i
reading tasks may well be a waste of time.

One of the first things to establish, then, is the topic. This may require nothing
more than to direct students’ attention to the title (if it is obvious, like Mozarz, for
example), or to unpack the title if it is dense or otherwise not so obvious (eg Honey
bee genome sequenced). In the absence of any title or headline, readers have only the
text itself to guide them. Of course, the teacher could simply tell them, “This is a
text about bees.” But practice in identifying the topic is good training for learners.




Chapter 3 What makes a text make sense?

As we have seen, the best indicators of the topic are the key words and the key
sentences. 1he key words are those that are content words (ie not grammar words
like articles, prepositions, etc) and ones that recur in the same sentences with
some regularity, although possibly in different forms (eg genome made public;
genome’s publication). Atleast some of them will occupy the topic slotin the text’s
sentences fairly frequently.

The key sentences are those that begin the text, or come near the beginning, and
which reflect the content of the headline, title and subtitle (if there is one). It often
pays to focus initially on the first sentence of a text, eg by writing it on the board,
dictating it, or having a student read it aloud, and to “‘unpack’ it, before going on to
read the rest of the text. Other key sentences are those that repeat or paraphrase at
least two, maybe three, elements of that first key sentence. And so on. Training
learners to seek out these clues not only gives them an idea of what the topic is, but
a mini-summary of the argument of the entire text.

Schemas and scripts

So far we have been looking at the internal relations and patterns operating across
the words and the sentences that comprise a text. But however interrelated a textis,
it doesn’t make much sense if it doesn’t somehow correspond to the reader’s idea of
the world outside the text. Take the word bee, for example. If we hear someone say
Be careful in the orchard. There are bees, we can make perfect sense of this by
reference to what we know about bees and the fact that, not only do bees like
orchards because of their flowers, but bees sting. We have activated a ‘bee schema’.
A schema is simply the way knowledge is represented mentally. A bee schema
includes the knowledge that bees frequent flowers and that bees sting. Itis also
likely to include the fact that bees make honey, they live in hives, they buzz and they
are always on the move. Indeed, it’s this last fact that enables us to make sense of
language that is used metaphorically, such as I’'m as busy as a bee. Of course, the
depth and breadth of a schema will vary with each individual: a beekeeper’s
schema for bee will be much more elaborated than either yours or mine.

If, however, we heard someone say Be careful in the orchard. There are goalkeepers,
we would be hard pressed to find anything in our orchard schema or our football
schema that would help us make much sense of it. In the absence of an accessible
schema, the text is senseless.

Related to the notion of schemas, are scripts. Scripts are the ways in which we
come to expect things to happen. If a schema can be represented by a “spider
diagram’, with various branches radiating from a central node, a script, being
sequenced, is more like a list. For example, catching a bus in L.ondon used to

follow this sequence:

« walit at stop

« board bus

« sitdown

« pay conductor when he or she approaches.

Nowadays, the LLondon bus script goes like this:

* wait at stop
» board bus
» pay driver
» sit down.
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If you come from a culture where you are used to the former script, you may be

caught off guard by the latter. (In fact, the LLondon bus script is already being «4
replaced by a new one, which involves buying the ticket from a machine at the bus
stop and punching it when you board, something I learned to my cost recently.) i
Discovery activity 3.9  Scripts . |

To take another example, take a minute or two to write a short description of your
house or apartment for someone who has never visited it. Imagine, for example,
it's part of a letter you are writing to a friend.

Commentarym m m
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Now, I am fairly confident that your description did not start with the colour of
the walls, or the garden shed. Rather, you probably followed an apartment or
house script and your description was possibly organized along similar lines to
this e-mail I received from my niece:

3.11
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In fact, there seems to be a ‘macro-script’ for describing anything static, of which
the house script is one variety and of which text 3.11 is one instance. The macro-
script organizes information according to the following parameters (among others):

T TR

» from general to particular (it’s a 19505 house with three bedrooms...)

= from whole to part (a lounge... there’s polished floorboards in the lounge)

» from ‘including’ to ‘included’ (... cellar {for all that Barossa wine)) !

» from large to small (three bedrooms, a lounge. .. one bathroom. ..)

+ from nearer to further, front to back, or outer to inner (three bedrooms etc... and |
big backyard)

 from possessor to possessed (Dan and I have bought a house...)

» irom now to then (Dan and I have bought a house. .. the kitchen and bathroom will
eventually need renovating).

These parameters are not carved in stone, of course, but to work in the opposite
direction, eg from small to large, would create a marked effect. Sometimes, too, there
is a tension between the parameters, so that, for example, the backyard, although
bigger than the kitchen, is mentioned after the kitchen, because it is further away. B
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Macro-scripts

Other macro-scripts apply to processes, to biographies and to narratives. We saw,
at the beginning of the chapter, how the ‘biography script’ determined the order
of sentences in the text about Mozart (3.1). The biography script tends to follow
a chronological order. But this is not the case with all past narratives. Take the
news story script, for example. If you remember the story of the confused police
dogin Chapter 1 (text 1.2), you may recall that the events are related in this order:

* A police dog (Shep) got the sack.

« A man was taken to hospital.

» Shep’s handler had been called to a burglary.

» He was told the suspect was in the building.

» Officers carried out a search.

» Shep wandered off.

» He bita man.

» A police spokesman commented on the incident.

The story appears to start with the outcome of the events, before filling in the
narrative details of the incident itself and concluding with a comment. In fact, it
would be more correct to say that the text starts with a condensed summary,
including the main participants and the setting, of the story. This initial summary
18, in turn, an expansion of the headline that precedes it:

Police dog sacked after biting innocent man

A police dog in Basel, Switzerland, has | bystander at the scene of a burglary.
got the sack for biting an innocent

Bearing in mind that the purpose of news texts is to present xneews, ie that which is
newszworthy, rather than simply to recount facts (as in an encylopedia, for example),
it is not surprising that news stories focus on outcomes, especially when these are
unusual or catastrophic. The dog’s being sacked is more newsworthy than the fact
that it bit someone. (An American newspaper editor famously said, “When a dog
bites a man that is not news, but when a man bites a dog that is news.”)

News stories, then, set out to address the reader’s (usually unvoiced) question when
he or she opens the newspaper, or logs on to a news website, or turns on the 'T'V:
What’s new? (or What’s happened?) The purpose of the headline is to provide a
succinct answer to the question. Typically, this will include some kind of activity or
event, someone or something affected by the activity, an agent and possibly a
reason. Either the agent or the affected party will take topic position in the headline,
as in this sample of headlines from the website news service ananova.com:

topic comment
affected event agent | reason
Poiicc dog sacked - . after biting innocent man
Pet k'anéaroo hailed - for saving farmer
| Caravan damagg_d by low i]ying CoOw -
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| topic comment

agent event affected
Cat saves drowning lamb
| Kitten survives 70C tumble wash -

!

21
kiz

If this attracts the reader’s attention sufficiently, then the first sentence of the text
addresses the reader’s next questions: Where? When? Who? Having established the
circumstances, the text goes on to answer the reader’s next most likely question:
How did it happen? At this point the narrative unfolds, each stage in it an answer to
the reader’s question: What happened then? Finally, the reader may be left still
wondering as to the significance of the event, and the final comment, (usually by
one of the participants or some kind of authority or expert), answers the question:
So what? Or, more elaborately: How has this affected things, or how will it affect things?
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In other words, the text is organized in order to answer the reader’s evolving
questions. All texts are organized to answer the questions that the reader puts to
them and this is probably the single most important factor in terms of a reader’s
assessment of the text’s coherence. The text will make sense if the reader, at any one
point, is satisfied that his or her questions are being answered, and in the right order,
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This helps explain why scripts are the way they are. The features of the house g
description script, as displayed in text 3.11, are not arbitrary, but respond to the
reader’s need to get the big picture first (What does it look like?), before having the
details filled in (What’s it got inside?). Likewise, the encyclopedia text (as in 3. 1)
answers the reader’s need to know not What’s neww? but Who was Mozart? What did .
he do? What did he do next?

In this sense, texts are tnteractive. Or, as Michael Hoey puts it, “Texts gain their
meaning from a reader’s interaction with them.*> As readers, we come to texts with
unanswered questions (or what would be the point of reading them?). We search the
text for answers: if the writer has been co-operative, the text will answer our
questions, and in more or less the order we would expect. These expectations relate
to cognitive factors (the way we think about things, or perceive or experience them,
for example) and take the form of scripts. Over time, the way scripts are routinely §
realized through texts has given rise to certain predictable rext types (the news story,
the encyclopedia entry, etc), such that familiarity with the text type makes the
interactive process even more fluid. (We will return to the topic of text types in
Chapter 5.) The text will also raise further questions —and will provide answers, or
atleast explain why it can’t provide them. The cumulative effect of this dynamic
interaction between text and reader (or listener) is a measure of the text’s coherence.
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il Discovery activity 3.10 Keeping the reader in mind

dii Before you read the following text, imagine you are faced with the challenge of
painting a door. You have never painted a door before. You consult a DIY manual.
What kind of questions would you want answered?

Now read the text*. What questions does the writer attempt to answer at each

stage of the text? Did these correspond to your own questions? On balance, did
the text answer most of your questions, and in the right order? Does it pass the
‘coherence test'?
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3.12 T
Doors have a variety of faces and conflicting grain patterns that need fo be painted

separately — yet the end result must look even in colour, with no ugly brush marks or
heavily painted edges. There are recommended procedures for painting all types of door.

Remove the door handles and wedge the door open so that it cannot be closed
accidentally, locking you in the room. Keep the handle in the room with you, just in case.
Aim to paint the door and its frame separately so that there is less chance of touching wet
paintwork when passing through a freshly painted doorway. Paint the door first and when
itis dry finish the framework. If you want to use a different colour for each side of the door,
paint the hinged edge the colour of the closing face (the one that comes to rest against the
frame). Paint the outer edge of the door the same colour as the opening face. This means
that there won't be any difference in colour when the door is viewed from either side. Each
side of the frame should match the corresponding face of the door. Paint the frame in the
room into which the door swings, including the edge of the stop bead against which the
door closes, to match the opening face. Paint the rest of the frame the colour of the
closing face.

Commentarym m B

There are probably more answers than you had questions for in this text —but the
writer has had to anticipate not only a variety of doors and colour schemes, but
different degrees of background knowledge on the part of the readership.
Nevertheless, these are some of the questions that you might have asked (and
which the text answers):

What do I need to know before I start?

What is the effect I'm aiming at?

Is there any set procedure or order?

What precautions ought I take?

Where do I start?

What do I do next? (And next? etc)

What if I want to paint each side a different colour?
etc.

Of course, there are many other possible questions, including those raised by the
text itself, eg What if I lock myself in?! But on the whole, the text is comprehensive.
It is also very explicit and unambiguous: notice how often key words like door and
frame are repeated, and consequently how few pronouns there are. Cohesion is
achieved lexically, with few conjuncts. The definite article is used frequently,
suggesting either a narrow field of reference, or a lot of shared knowledge, or both.
The cohesion is more an effect, though, than a cause, of the text’s sense-making
capacity, ie its coherence. This coherence is achieved because the writer has the
reader tn mind. A '
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Classroom applications: Macro-level coherence

There are many teaching implications of the kinds of macro-level features of
coherence we have been looking at — such as topics, schemas and scripts. Some
applications have already been mentioned, such as the usefulness of brainstorming
topic-related vocabulary in advance of reading or listening and writing.

o

R

e e

i Other implications for classroom reading or listening activities include the
o following: i

Schemas and scripts

T e

Just as it is important to establish the topic of a text, so it is to establish the schema
and/or script of a text — either in advance, by brainstorming around a theme, for
example, or after reading (or listening to) the first one or two sentences, or after
having read or heard the whole text. Some conventional text types have very .
clearly associated schemas and scripts. Consider, for example, how the following &
text openings setin train a number of associations, both in terms of the topics and
their associated words and in terms of the organization of the subsequent text:

1 Once upon a time there was aking. .. :
2 Iam sixteen. I have been dating the same boy now for...
3 'To select the required program, turn... i
4 Unwanted facial hair can be embarrassing. Now...

5 This man walks into a bar and he says to the barman...
6 There was a young girl from Nebraska...

When dealing with texts in class, the teacher needs to estimate the extent of the
learners” familiarity with both the content of the text and with the text type itself
I and to adapt the approach to the text accordingly. In Chapter 6, where text
{lE difficulty is discussed, we will look at more ways of doing this.

Comparing texts in the learners’ mother tongue with the same kind of texts in the
target language (eg English) can help alert students both to similarities and to b
differences in the way such texts are organized. Because human cognition is -
essentially the same, irrespective of language and culture, the organization of such |,
basic scripts as narrative and description are likely to be more or less the same. 5
This is good news for students: their expectations about a text are more likely to

be met if they realize what kind of text it is and that it will be organized along

similar lines to a text in their own language.

As with the text about painting doors, it is often a good idea to let the learners
themselves decide the questions they would like answered in the text. Apart from |
anything else, it may be more motivating to answer your own questions than

someone else’s. To do this, though, it is essential that the learners have a clear idea
of what the text is about, what kind of text it is and where it comes from.

Writing )
Helping learners write coherently presents more of a challenge. Consider the
following piece of written work, for example:

b 3.13
it On balance, #his is a very complex subject, still nowadays, in spite of the fact thai this is

not a new discussion. To find an easy answer and a more or less vapid solution for the ii
problem is practically impossible, because # grows bigger and bigger every day. Al this
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moment (n our history foo many people would have to work together and colaborate with
one ancther and unforiunately il is something very uncommon in our days.

In my opinion, everylhing should be secondary in front of the fact of saving the lives
of thousands of people, but there are some other things, apart from culture, that should
be placed firstly in a secondary place. For example, I think it would be a good siariing
point if the rich couniries reduced their expense of arms and used that money lo send
food to the more poor ones.

Only in the last sentence does the reader start to get a clue as to what the issue is
that the writer is attempting to address, which is the contribution developed
countries might make to global problems. One writer has called this kind of
rambling, barely coherent style ‘spaghetti writing’“:

Spaghetti writing is the kind of loose-jointed composition writing which
second-language students can produce in paragraph after paragraph. It is
characterized by long incoherent sentences and a surfeit of subordinate
clauses in search of a main one. All language stimulates expectations, but so
often these expectations are not fulfilled in spaghetti writing and a however or a
so leads the reader to a wrong conclusion. It is difficult to correct, because
tinkering with a relative or a conjunction will not solve the problem and the
usual correction shorthand (Sp, T, Art — spelling/tense/article) is inadequate:
short of rewriting the passage, there is little the teacher can do.

Litde the teacher can do after the event, perhaps, but there is quite a lot the teacher
can do before the writing gets to this stage. I concluded the previous section by
saying ‘coherence is achieved because the writer has the reader i mind’. The
challenge, in setting writing tasks that have any hope of achieving the production
of coherent texts, is to devise ways of helping learners to keep their readers in mind.
Here are some suggestions: '

» When setting the writing assignment, make sure that the task rubric specifies a)
the kind of text, b) the purpose of the text, and, most importantly, ¢) the reader.
Ideally, the reader should be someone the writer knows who will actually read
and respond to the text — for example, another student in the class or
mstitution, or an on-line pen pal. If this is not possible, a ‘putative’ reader
should be specified — that is, an imagined reader who would be typical of this
kind of text’s readership. And of course the reader could be yourself, the
teacher, but not ‘teacher-as-corrector’. Rather, ‘teacher-as-reader’.

* Having established the readership, the writer should then brainstorm the kinds
of questions the reader is likely to want to have answered. This is especially
important in factual writing, but applies equally well to discursive writing of the
type attempted in text 3.13.

» Suggest that the writer includes at least some of these reader questions in the
body of the text, in the form of rhetorical questions. Note how Widdowson uses
rhetorical questions to good effect in text 3.7: What is it that learners are expected
to understand, speak, read and write? The obvious answer is: the language they are
learning. But what exactly do we mean by this? etc...

* Challenge writers to sequence their sentences in such a way that no conjuncts
(so, therefore, finally, etc) are necessary. Note that this is not always possible,
especially with adversative relations, eg but, however. Where a conjunct is
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necessary, suggest they use one that includes the word this, as in this means. . .,
this is why..., because of this. .., despite this. . ., etc. This (1) will ensure that any
conjuncts are firmly anchored.

» Remind writers that the topic and the way the topic is being considered, needs
to be spelled out lexically and early on in the text. This may mean repeating,

paraphrasing, or re-formulating elements of the rubric in the opening sentence, ©
So, if the rubric asks the writer to Suggest wavs developed countries can contribute |

to global well-being, an appropriate opening sentence might be: How can
developed countries contribute to global well-being?

» Show learners how sentence topics are frequently carried over from the
comments of previous sentences. Thus, a follow-on sentence to the opening
one might begin: Global well-being [depends on a number of factors. .. | can be
defined as. .. [ was once thought to mean. .., etc/.

» Explain to writers that lexical repetition is not necessarily a bad thing. Show,
using authentic texts, how effective writers use both direct and indirect
repetition to convey their argument and to create cohesion. If the rubric
includes words like developed countries and global well-being, these should re-
appear in the body of the text, along with derived forms and synonyms, such as
development, developing, nations, international, welfare, etc. This is where some
pre-writing dictionary work might be useful — pre-activating not only key
words, but derived forms and synonyms as well.

» Having written a first draft, learners should read this aloud to other students, in
pairs, or at least silently read and then comment on each other’s texts. Any
point where their ‘audience’ asks for clarification should be considered a
potential ‘danger spot’ and subject to re-writing. Ask students to summarize
the gist of each other’s texts, even if this has to be done in their first language. If
they can’t easily summarize their colleague’s argument, then there may well be
something wrong with the coherence of the text.

* Asalastresort, be prepared, as teacher, to tell the writer, ‘I’'m afraid, this
doesn’t make sense.’ This is best done on a one-to-one basis, if possible, where
you can challenge the writer to tell you what it was he or she intended to say.
Often this is enough for the bits to fall into place, for the logic to emerge, for
coherence to kick in.

Conclusion

In this chapter we have looked at ways texts achieve coherence — ie how they make
sense to the reader — through a combination of local (or micro-level) and global
(or macro-level) effects. Writers use cohesion to help readers create coherence in
a text, but it is the degree to which the reader is able to interact with the text that is
the true test of coherence. Ultimately the reader has to decide whether the writer
has kept the reader in mind.

The discussion has centred almost exclusively on written texts. Do the same
principles apply to the production and interpretation of spoken texts? What
makes spoken text coherent? What are the particular characteristics of spoken
text that distinguish it from written? And what are the implications for teaching?
These issues will be addressed in the next chapter.
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In the last two chapters we have been arguing that a text is more than simply a
random collection of sentences. We have shown that the parts of a text are
interconnected (ie a text is cohesive) and that a text makes some kind of overall
sense (ie it is coherent). But the discussion has been limited to written texts only.
It’s now time to re-assert the fact that texts are not only written, but are also
spoken. (Remember that, initially, we defined a text as ‘a continuous piece of
spoken or written language’ (p. 6).)

There are a number of reasons for emphasizing the spoken dimension. For a start,
language originates in speech, both historically and in terms of an individual’s own
linguistic development. And most day-to-day language use is spoken. Moreover,
from a teaching point of view, most (but not all) learners of a second language are
keen to acquire at least a measure of oral fluency, so the study of spoken discourse
ought to hold some interest for programme designers, coursebook writers,
examiners and, not least, teachers themselves. And finally, there are a number of
ways in which the boundary between spoken and written language is rather
blurred, which suggests that to discuss one apart from the other may distort our
understanding of how speakers and writers create and interpret text.

Discovery activity 4.1 Differences between written and spoken texts

In the following conversational extract43, four Australian women, all related, are
talking about the fact that one of them (Greta) will move into her parents’ home
while renovations are being done on her own. This leads into a discussion about
the way computers become obsolete so quickly and mention is made of a scheme
whereby old computers are re-cycled. The speakers are:

Joan (74), her daughters, Greta (47) and Claire (41), and her daughter-in-law, Alice
{38), who is married to Joan's son, Philip.

(The sign | indicates an overlap, ie where one speaker starts speaking before
another has finished.)

Skim the extract and note at least five features that characterize the text as being
an instance of spoken language:

4.1

Computers

Lgreta Andum I'll take the I'll take the computer over because I’ve got my work
stuff on computer so. Dad can play with the Internet or something.

2 Claire | think | should give um Philip my computer and I'll keep the laptop |
love it. [laughs]

3Greta |had, | | took it into work to see whether they could load you know work
stuff up onit. The guy sort of looked at me and said how old is this? And
it's about four years old but of course you know in eomputer terms
that's...

4 Alice  Ancient.

SGreta Ancient. So.
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just extraordinary.

il 10 claire Well there is a big programme that ah people buying up computers you
know we we but what d’you do with them you just chuck "em out.

11 Alice  Mmm. No.

12¢laire Andthere'sa...a they're sort of doing... recycling them for use in you
know underprivileged areas and third world countries and stuff.

13 Joan Or give them to your relatives.

14 Greta [chuckles)

15 claire  Well. Yeah. | mean um. But it's just it's you know like all these analogue
phones. In in in about four months’ time you know they're gone.

16 plice | Oh don't talk to me about analogue phones.

17 Greta Have you got an analogue phone?

18 Alice  Nono

Ei

©Alice  Oh I've got a laptop that's | don’t know how older than Apple. You can't ©

even write : i

7 Joan LWhat's you know, the idea that you sort of, people i

5 8 alice [ but it's not even worth fixing. Just throw it out, You know. |4
; J Greta By the time they come out by ‘
i the time they come out they've already improved them. You know. It's r

e e

T
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Commentarym m &

You probably noted a number of obvious features of spoken language that are not
usually present in written language, such as hesitations, false starts, repetitions
and incomplete utterances. You may also have noted the frequent use of
expressions like you know, well, oh and mmm, as well as several instances of vague
language such as sort of, ... or something, ... and stuff. Perhaps vou picked up on the
informal register, as in the guy and you just chuck "em out. And you may even have

‘ . noticed how many sentences and clauses are connected by the relatively simple

i connectors and, but and because. What you won’t have noticed, but what would of
course have been present in the original conversation, is the use of stress and

' t intonation to signal, among other things, what information is given and what

i ,! information is new.
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il We can categorize these various features of spoken language according to whether
they derive principally from a) its spontaneity, b) its interactivity, c) its
interpersonality or d) its need to achieve coherence. We’'ll deal with each of these
characteristics in turn.

Spontaneity

b Most speech is produced ‘on-line’, that is to say in real time and with little or no
time for much forward planning. This accounts for a number of characteristic
features which we will call performance features. These include I

T e T AR S e e T T T S St S Lt

+ filled pauses: I should give wum Philip my computer
« repetitions: I in about four months’ time
+ false starts and backtracking: And there’s a... a they’re sort of doing. .. recycling them

I + incomplete utterances: What’s you know, the idea that you sort of, people

Another effect of the spontaneity of speech production is its ‘one-clause-or-
phrase-at-a-time’ construction. Rather than being built up in sentence-length
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units, speech tends to be produced in smaller ‘runs’, each run representing a unit
of meaning. These runs are tacked on to each other, rather than being embedded
inside larger units (as is typically the case with formal writing) and are often linked
by the highly frequent conjunctions and, but and se. So, Greta’s turn 3 is
constructed out of these elements:

The guy + sort of + looked at me + and said + how old is this? + And it’s about four
years old + but + of course + you know + in computer terms + that’s... ancient

This cumulative construction principle tolerates the addition of sentence ‘slots’
that in written language would be considered ungrammatical. For example, when
Greta says I'll take the computer over because I've got my work stuff on computer so.,
the final so occupies the sentence “tail’: a place reserved for some kind of comment
on, or qualification of, what has been said. (The same speaker uses the same tail in
turn 5: Ancient. So.) Common tail-slot-fillers include question tags (isn’t he?,
didn’t they?), adverbials that convey speaker attitude (actually, really, quite frankly),
vagueness expressions (and that sort of thing) and topic clarifiers, as in [t needs a bit

of a prod that fire.

A similar slot is available at the head of utterances, which is typically used to
‘announce’ the topic of the utterance that follows, so that Alice might have said:
Analogue phones. Don’t talk to me about analogue phones.

To make on-line production even easier, many of its individual runs consist of
‘chunks’. Chunks are multi-word units that behave as if they were single words and
typically consist of short formulaic routines that are stored and retrieved in their
entirety. In the above extract sort of, of course and yvou know are typical chunks, but
so also 18 in computer terms, where computer fills a variable slot in the frame i X
terms. Likewise, about X years old is another example of a frame with a variable slot.

Of course, this segmentation into bite-sized chunks not only makes production
easier, but it makes processing on the part of the listener easier too. This is a fact
that is sometimes forgotten when materials writers write texts for listening
practice that are constructed out of sentence-length units, rather than clause- or
phrase-length ones. In a well-intentioned attempt to ‘tidy up’ spoken language,
they may, in fact, be making it harder to process.

Interactivity

Talk of the type represented by the conversation about computers is clearly
interactive: the speakers interact by taking turns to speak, keeping silent when
others are speaking, interrupting at times and signalling their agreement or
amusement by grunts, laughs and chuckles. An obvious instance of this
interactivity is the asking and answering of guestions, as in:

17Greta Have you got an analogue phone?
1B Alice Nono

Speakers also acknowledge their audience by asking and answering their own
(rhetorical) questions:

10¢Claire ...but what d'you do with them you just chuck 'em out.

Another interactive device is the back-channelling that listeners do in order to
register that they are following the speaker’s drift, as in:
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10 ¢claire ...but what d’vou do with them you just chuck 'em out.
11 Alice  Mmm. No.

Of course, with so many speakers jockeying to have a turn, it’s not all plain sailing, -
and this is reflected in the number of interruptions and overlapping turns which
the transcription attempts to capture:

P T e AT

Il 6 Alice You can't even write

! 7 Joan | What's you know, the idea that you sort of, people |

! 8 Alice | but it’s not even worth fixing. Just throw it out.

’ You know.
° Greta | By the time they .

come out by the time

In order to manage the cut-and-thrust of interactive talk as smoothly as possible,
speakers use a number of linguistic devices, called discourse markers, to signal their
intentions and to show how what they are going to say, or have just said, is
connected to what went before or what is coming up. Discourse markers are not
unlike the gestures and devices that drivers make use of in order to indicate their
intentions in heavy traffic. Take, for example, turn 15:

e Gt L e g e

15 claire Well. Yeah. | mean um. But it's just it's you know like all these
analogue phones.

s TR R e e

The speaker/driver starts the turn/manoeuvre by using the markers/indicators well
and yeah to provide a fairly non-committal response to what has just been said
(Joan’s light-hearted suggestion of giving old computers to one’s relatives rather
than to some charity). This is followed by the marker [ mean that signals that some
kind of clarification is going to follow; then bur signals that this clarification
perhaps contrasts with what has gone before (Joan’s flippant remark) and you
know appeals to the shared knowledge of the other speakers as a new topic is
introduced (analogue phones).

T L g s

These discourse markers signpost the shifts and turns in the on-going interactive
progress of the talk. They also have a connecting function identical to that of the
cohesive devices that we looked at in written texts. They connect the elements
within speaker utterances and across them. Notice, too, that they frequently take
the form of multi-word units, or chunks: I mean..., vou know. ..

PO I R T

fi

i

What is not so obvious from the written transcription of this conversation is the way E
that changes in pitch and emphasis, ie infonation, also serve to signpost the direction |
and interconnections of the talk. So when Claire says like all these analogue phones the F
words analogue phones are emphasized by means of a marked step up in pitch, E
5 conferring on them the status of new information and a new topic of conversation. |
{

¥

E

I

1
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|
|
J | Interpersonality

3 Conversation is not simply the exchange of information, but has a strong
] interpersonal function. That is, it serves to establish and maintain group
solidarity. Casual conversation is often punctuated by laughter, or at least
chuckles. (Interestingly, people who are speaking tend to laugh more than people
who are listening.) Even when speakers disagree, they do it in such a way as not to
i threaten the face of other speakers. Hence, speakers use hedges, such as yeah but, in
1 order to blunt the force of a disagreement. Or thev use vague language in order not
il to sound too assertive and opinionated: i
I 66 :
i
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12 claire ... they're sort of doing... recycling them for use in you know
' underprivileged areas and third world countries and stuff.

And they are constantly referring to shared knowledge and appealing for
agreement through the use of markers like you know, question tags (such as isn’t
1t don’t you?) and rising intonation.

They also demonstrate empathy by completing and repeating each other’s
utterances, as in this example:

3 Greta ... butof course you know in computer terms that's...
4 Alice Ancient.
> Greta Ancient.

These attempts to harmonize the joint construction of talk are further
demonstrated in the frequent use of exaggeration and strongly evaluative
language. The choice of ancient rather than simply old is a case in point. The use
of evaluative language acts as a means of flagging the speaker’s attitude to what is
being said, in order to minimize the chance of misunderstanding and also to bring
the talk into line with the views of the other speakers:

° Greta ... by the time they come out they’'ve already improved them. You know,
It's just extraordinary.

And, a little later in the conversation, Claire and Alice, who have been discussing
the uses that mobile phones are put to, comment:

Alice Oh they're amazing.
Claire Unbelievable.

This on-going evaluation of talk can also take the form of swearing and the use of
expletives, a distinctive feature of some conversational registers. A (relatively
mild) instance occurs a little later in the conversation:

Greta Itis is just quite extraordinary what is on that on that bloody Internet.
Absolutely extraordinary.

When conversationalists fail to demonstrate ‘high involvement’ in any of these
ways, they risk being considered cold or even hostile. The character Joe in the
British TV comedy The Rovle Family 1s almost catatonically unccoperatjve49:

Dad [struggling for conversation] Antiques Roadshow’s on in a minute.
Joe Oh aye?

Dad Barbara's mother's down, why don't you nip through and say hello?
Joe No.

[pause]

Dad So life treating you all right, is it?

Joe Can’t complain. [pause] Nice bit of cake.

Dave Did you hear the thunder last night?

loe No.

Dave Slept right through it then?

Joe Must have done.

When Joe finally leaves, Dad comments:

Bloody hell, he’s hard work, ain’t he?
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il Coherence

Conversation that 1s stripped of those features that result from its spontaneity and
those that signal 1ts interactive and interpersonal character, reads fairly flat on the
page —not unlike written language. Here, for example, is the beginning of text 4.1

&

3 stripped down: -

| I ?lt
| Greta I'll take the computer over because I've got my work stuff on computer.

g Dad can play with the Internet. ¢

: Claire | should give Philip my computer and I'll keep the laptop. | love it. .

Greta | took it into work to see whether they could load work stuffup onit. The |

guy looked at me and said how old is this? It's about four years old but
in computer terms that's ancient.

Alice I've got a laptop that’s older than Apple. You can’t write but it's not ;
worth fixing. Throw it out. |

‘ But there is no doubt that, even when stripped of the characteristic features of ;
| spoken language, the text makes sense. That is, it is coherent. (In fact, without the
. distraction of all the ums and ahs, it is possibly more coherent, which is one reason, g

perhaps, why fictional dialogue, as in novels or drama, usually dispenses with i
these features. Itis also one reason, perhaps, why textbook dialogues are like they ¢
are: transcribed conversations, such as 4.1, are notoriously difficult to make sense
of — an issue we will return to shortly.) But unlike written text, whose coherence is
principally the responsibility of one person, the writer, coherence in the computer |
conversation is a collaborative enterprise. The speakers co-operate to ensure that &
what they say is relevant to what has been said before and to the overall purpose of
the talk. Failure to co-operate in this joint work is likely to result in conversational
breakdown, and the resultant lack of relevance is often a characteristic of the
speech of mental patients, as in this instance>;

Doctor What is your name?

Patient  Well, let's say you might have thought you had something from before,
but you haven't got it anymare.

Doctor I'm going to call you Dean.

A less pathological example of conversational incoherence is this transcript of an
on-line chat exchange, in which the initiator (‘ten’) doesn’t realize that he is
chatting not with a human being, but with a computer program (AOLiza!) that
has been designed to simulate conversational interaction:

4.2
ten how you been?
AOLiza have you asked anyone else?
ten no, should I?
AOLiza why ‘no’?
tlE ten idon't know, like to get it from the source. what's up? :
! ' AOLiza does that trouble you?
il ten does what trouble me? i
Il AOLiza are such questions much on your mind?
Ll ten sorry, missed the last. could u resend?
| i AOLiza i've told you that apologies are not required.
i ten ok. so how are you? :
il AOLiza  why do you ask? i
E’l i
HEH I
h r
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ten just wondering. how's the job? the family? stuff like that.
AOLiza have you asked anyone else?
ten about what?

The ‘conversation’ continues in this rather bizarre fashion for another 35 moves,
before “ten’ says:

ten idon't know. i feel like i'm having a conversation with myself.
AOLiza don’t you really know?

ten .what are you talking about?

AOLiza what comes to mind when you ask that?

ten i'm just trying to figure out what this is all about

AOLiza do you enjoy being just trying to figure out what this is all about?
ten what's that supposed to mean?

AOLiza why do you ask?

ten good bye

AOLiza I'm not sure i understand you fully.

ten that makes two of us

Discovery activity 4.2 Coherence in talk

What is it about the preceding ‘conversation’ that threatens its coherence and
raises doubts in ‘ten's’ mind? At the same time, how is it that AOLiza does in fact
succeed in keeping ‘ten’ chatting on-line for a total of 70 turns?

Commentarymm m

There are a number of ways that AOLiza’s responses might set alarm bells ringing.
For a start, he/she (/it?) doesn’t follow the ‘script’, that is, the conventional way of
conducting certain routine exchanges. In the initial greeting, for example, AOLiza
departs from the usual script by following the question kow vou been? with another
question, have vou asked anyone else? Moreover, several of AOLiza’s questions seem
to have no obvious connection to what preceded them, as in:

ten ... what's up?
AOLiza does that trouble you?

On the other hand, some of AOLiza’s questions do seem to connect with the
preceding comment and this 1s no doubt one reason why ‘ten’ was persuaded to
keep chatting. For example:

ten sorry, missed the last. could u resend?
AOLiza i've told you that apologies are not required.

Because AOLiza has been programmed to respond to the word sorry by making
an explicit reference to apologies, some degree of relevance can be inferred.
Likewise, when ‘ten’ comments:

ten i"'m just trying to figure out what this is all about

AQLiza incorporates his utterance into its own response (albeit somewhat
awkwardly):

AOLiza do you enjoy being just trying to figure out what this is all about?

"T'his technique conveys at least the illusion of relevance and is sufficient incentive
for ‘ten’ to keep on trying.
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Relevance

In his lectures on logic and conversation, the philosopher Grice proposed a
number of conversational maxims (or rules) to which speakers adhere and without
which conversation would simply break down. One of these maxims concerns the
relation of the speaker’s utterance to the ‘accepted purpose or direction of the
talk-exchange’. Grice sums up this conversational maxim as: Be relevant. This
means that, unless given explicit indications to the contrary, speakers assume that
each other’s utterances both relate to a mutually agreed topic and follow on from
one another. Even where the relevance is not explicit, we will attempt to infer it.

One very obvious way that speakers signal the relevance of what they are saying is
by repeating all or part of what previous speakers have said.

AOLiza’s technique — of incorporating bits of the other speaker’s utterance into its
responses — is well attested in studies of the development of child language, as in

Adult You do that one
Child Now | do that one

Indeed, amongst themselves, children seem to be able to sustain long
conversations that consist entirely of repeating or slightly modifying one another’s
utterances. In this transcript of two three-year-old twin boys interacting”, the
‘conversation’ is sustained almost purely through the repetition of three words:

B1 you silly you silly

B2 no Toby's silly

Bli you silly

B2 no you silly no not, you silly
Bl you silly

B2 no not no silly

Bl no silly

B2 no no you silly you silly

(etc, for another 36 turns)

Similar, though less prolonged, ‘incorporation sequences’ are common in adult
conversation. Later on in the computer conversation cited earlier, for example,
the following sequence occurs:

Claire No no | want to buy I've got an analogue |'ve got an analogue.

Greta | No no she's wants she's got an analogue. She’s
got an analogue.

Alice Oh you've got an analogue as well?

Alice and Greta ‘echo’ Claire’s phrase got an analogue in such a way that the
exchange is tightly bound together and maximum cohesion is ensured.

Repetition serves at least two functions: it binds utterances together, thereby
enhancing the sense that speakers are being relevant. It also creates a sense that all
participants are in harmony — that they are ‘singing to the same hymn sheet’ —and
thereby supports conversation’s interpersonal function. One researcher of
conversational repetition concluded, ‘Repetition is a resource by which
conversationalists together create a discourse, a relationship and a world.>?

Lexical repetition is a good indicator that the speakers are all ‘speaking to topic’.
This notion of topic is a key one in terms of conferring coherence on talk. Itis the
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lack of a consistent topic that characterizes the AOLiza chat, such that, at one
point, ‘ten’ comments, ‘i’'m just trying to figure out what this is all about’. In the
computer conversation (text 4.1), there is no doubt as to what the conversation is
about. Not only are the words computer and laptop repeated, but also the phrase
work stuff and different permutations of o/d and ancient, all in just six turns:

Greta And um I'll take the I'll take the computer over because I've got my work
stuff on computer so. Dad can play with the Internet or something.

Claire I think | should give um Philip my computer and I'll keep the laptop |
love it. [laughs]

Greta I'had, I 1 took it into work to see whether they could load you know work

stuff up on it. The guy sort of looked at me and said how old is this?
And it's about four years old but of course you know in computer
terms that’s...

Alice Ancient.

Greta Ancient. So.

Alice Oh I've got a laptop that’s | don't know how older than Apple.

Here it is clear —just from the words that are repeated — that the speakers are
‘speaking to topic’. Of course, topics can change, and there is a good example of
that in turn 15 of the same conversation when Claire says:

Claire it's you know like all these analogue phones
which prompts Alice to respond: '
Alice Oh don’t talk to me about analogue phones

which, in fact, signals the beginning of a long sequence where they talk about
nothing else! This is a good example of how topic shift is co-operatively managed
(and another instance, incidentally, of how repetition across turns reinforces the
sense of shared purpose).

Alongside direct repetition, there are various forms of indirect repetition that also
serve to maintain topic consistency and to bind talk together. One of these is the
use of lexical chains, such as other words relating to the theme of computers:
Internet, Apple, load up; and the use of referring expressions, as in these instances
of the pronouns iz, they and them:

Greta | took it into work to see whether they could load you know work stuff up
on it.
... by the time they come out they've already improved them

As in written text, conjuncts, such as se, and, but, or, make connections within and
across utterances:

Claire And there's a... a they're sort of doing... recycling them for use in you
know underprivileged areas and third world countries and stuff.
Joan Or give them to your relatives.

And we have already seen how discourse markers, such as oh and well, signal the
speaker’s intentions as to the direction that the conversation is taking. All these
features, then, contribute to the overall coherence of the talk.
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Macrostructure

But there is another, more top-down, way that talk is imbued with sense and that
is the way it conforms to certain fairly predictable organizational sequences, or
macrostructures, which extend over several turns. We saw how AQLiza failed to
adhere to the standard greetings script:

ten how you been?
AOLiza have you asked anyone else?

Predictable two-way exchanges, such as greetings, or saying thank-you, are called
adracency pairs:

Al Hi!

A2 Hi there.

Bi Thanks for that.
B2 You're welcome,

Three-part exchanges are characteristic of a lot of classroom talk, where they are
called IRF (initiate — respond — follow up) exchanges, as in this example:

Teacher (initiates) What is the capital of Peru?
Student (responds) Lima.
Teacher (follows up) Good.

In the following joke, the student fails to recognize the script:

Teacher What's the protective outer layer of a tree called, Tom?
Tom | don't know.,

Teacher Bark, Tom. Bark!

Tom Waoof, woofl

Even longer predictable sequences characterize transactional talk — that is, talk
whose purpose itis to achieve the exchange of goods or information.

Discovery activity 4.3 Service encounters

Here is a transactional dialogue from a coursebook®?*. How could you describe its
macrosiructure? To what extent do you think it is a typical example?

4.3

Assistant Yes?

Riaz Could | have a packet of aspirins, please?

Assistant Here you are. Anything else?

Riaz Have you got any toothbrushes?

Assistant Yes, these are five pounds, and those are seven pounds fifty.
Riaz One of those, please. How much is that?

Assistant Five pounds eighty for the aspirins and seven pounds fifty for the
toothbrush. That’s thirteen pounds thirty, please.
Riaz Here you are. Thanks a lot.

SERb e et e 8
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Commentarymm m

The dialogue embodies a number of features of what are called service encounters,
such as:

' Assistant Yes? sale initiation
| Riaz Could [ have a packet of aspirins,
please? sale request
Assistant Here you are. Anything else? sale compliance
Riaz Have you got any toothbrushes?
Assistant Yes, these are five pounds and those
are seven pounds fifty. | sale enquiry
Riaz One of those, please. sale request
Riaz How much is that?
Assistant Five pounds eighty for the aspirins
and seven pounds fifty for the
toothbrush. That’s thirteen pounds
thirty, please. sale
Riaz Here you are. purchase
Thanks a lot. ' purchase closure

What is slightly unusual about the dialogue is that there is no second sale
compliance, ie after One of those, please. Research suggests that the sequence sale
request and sale compliance form obligatory elements in service encounters and the
seller would say something like Here vou are or There you go plus Anything.else? or
Will that be all? Also missing (but not obligatory) is an opening and a closing.
These typically consist of greetings, like Good morning and formulaic parting
shots like Have a nice day. Depending on how well the seller and buyer know one
another, openings and closings may be quite extended and chatty, as in this
example, recorded at a supermarket check-out in New Zealand>-:

[O = Operator; C = Customer]

Down to — ah — one crutch.

Good for you.

On my right side. Tell me, the Sheba pet food. You've got beef cuts,
beef and kidney, but no turkey in... R

0 Good morning.

Cc Morning.

0 How are you?

Cc I'm fine thanks.

0 You look well. You look nice.

Cc ... had — had ten days in hospital.
0 Oh, did you? You feeling better?
Cc I've had a new hip put in.

0 Oh, well good for you. As - is - you going well with it?
C Yep.

0 Super.

C

0

C
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Opening and closing

As with service encounters, conversation between friends also has its openings
and closings. A famous example of the latter is the prolonged closing attributed to
the heir to British throne, in a secretly recorded mobile phone conversation with
his girlfriend, part of which went like this”®:

He Don't want to say goodbye.

She Neither do |, but we must get some sleep. Bye.
He Bye, darling.

She Love you.

He Bye.

She Hopefully talk to you in the morning.
He Please.

She Bye. | do love you.

He Night.

She Night.

He Night.

She Love you forever.

He Night.

She G'bye. Bye my darling.

He Night.

and so on for another 24 turns!

Story sequences

It might seem, though, that apart from openings and closings, casual conversation
has no structure at all. However, researchers have identified several organizational
features of casual conversation that suggest that it does in fact have predictable
macrostructures. One of these features is the regular occurrence of story
sequences, story being defined very generally as to include:

» atemporal location

« specification of participants
+ asequence of events

¢ evaluation

So, in the conversation about computers quoted earlier, Greta’s short account of
her interaction with the technician at work constitutes a rudimentary story:

Greta | had, | | took it into work to see whether they could load you know work stuff
up on it. The guy sort of looked at me and said how old is this? And it's
about four years old but of course you know in computer terms that's. ..

Alice Ancient.

Greta Ancient. So.

The temporal location is simply in the past, no further specification being given.
The participants include herself and the technician. The sequence of events 1s
captured in the main finite verbs: took it in, looked at me, said. ..

The evaluation expresses the speaker’s attitude to the story and underscores the
point of the story. The use of the word ancient deliberately exaggerates the age of
the computer and accounts for the technician’s look and question. The point of
the story would have been lost if the speaker had simply said:

i
i
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The guy sort of looked at me and said how old is this? And | said it's
about four years old. So.

In fact, it could be said that the evaluation (or moral) of this little story continues
all the way to the point where the topic of analogue phones is introduced. That is,
the story triggers a commentary on the wastefulness of built-in obsolescence and
what might be done about it.

Speech-in-action

Another kind of talk — apart from stories and their commentaries — is what is called
speech-in-action. This is talk that focuses on the immediate environment of the
speakers, including whatever the speakers themselves are doing. An example
occurs a little later in the same conversation from which the extract about
computers comes:

Greta That fire's died. I've got to get this fire going.

Claire Er.

Joan You've got the ah bellows there.

Claire Good on you brown owl. [laughs]

Alice - [laughs]

Greta I'll just a little bit of extra thing. Can someone just go and get a get a

Claire Alog?

Notice that speech-in-action has a high proportion of deictic language, ie
expressions that refer directly (or * point’) to the people, things or activities in the
immediate environment. For example: that fire... this fire... you... there. And the
verbs go and get imply both movement away from the place where the speakers are
and movement back to it.

Casual conversation, then, consists largely of alternating sequences of story-plus-
commentary and speech-in-action, all framed by openings and closings. This
kind of organization comprises the loose macrostructure of conversation, Like the
rules of a game, it is a shared familiarity with this overall structure, along with a
commitment to conversation’s largely interpersonal purpose, that provide a safe
and predictable framework within which speakers can appear to be spontaneous
and creative.

Discovery activity 4.4 Features of speech

To summarize, here is another extract from the same conversation that Computers
comes from. Can you identify ...

.. features that owe to its spontaneous construction?
.. features that owe to its interactive nature?

.. features that serve its interpersonal function?

.. features that lend it coherence?
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4.4

Gas barbecue

1
2

Claire
Joan

Claire
Joan
Claire
Joan
Greta

]

- Or

8 Claire
9 Greta
10 claire

[general laughter]

11 Alice
12 joan

13 Claire

14 Greta

15 Claire Oh they're dreadful.

| think you should get the gas connected.
Oh look. I'll have to wait until Adrian [her husband] passes on to the
next stage before | do that.
Why?
He can't abide the thought of gas. | don't
| Why?

He must have been

| You should've heard him you should’ve heard him
carry on the day that we were having the barbie at my place and he said
to me oh Greta he said... he said that's gas isn’t it your your barbecue.
And | said yes. And he said... but everything will taste of gas.
[laughs]
| said what like just like yours taste of barbie of lighter fluid.
Yes.

Like all the best restaurants in the world.
Oh there you know cooking with gas is the ]
|_{)h | can’t stand having to
cook on electric stoves.
LNO. Hotplates.

Commentarym m m
Evidence of spontaneity:

* repetitions and false starts, eg [ said what like just like yours taste of barbie of
lighter fluid.

» clause-by-clause, and phrase-by-phrase, construction, eg and ke said to me +
oh Jane+ he said + he said + that’s gas + isn’t it + your your barbecue.

+ formulaic language (‘chunks’), eg You should’ve heard him; ... can’t abide the
thought of... ; and he said. .. and I said. ..

Evidence of interactivity:

« questions, e.g. Why?

+ back-chanelling, eg Greta: I said what like just like yours taste of barbie of lighter
fluid. Claire: Yes.

« interruptions and overlapping turns, as in turns 12 and 13, for example

+ use of discourse markers, primarily o#.

Interpersonal features:

* laughter
« hedging language, eg I think you should get the gas connected. ..

« discourse markers that appeal to the listener, e.g. 04 look, you know
+ evaluative language, e.g. [ can’t stand... they’re dreadful
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Coherence features:
topic consistency, signalled by

» lexical repetition, eg gas, barbie/barbecue, cook[cooking

» lexical chains, eg gas — barbecue — lighter fluid — cooking — electric stoves —>
hotplates

» referring expressions, eg Adrian... he... him; hotplates. .. they. ..

+ substitution, eg before I do that (ie before I get gas connected)

» linkers, eg And I said ves. And he said. ..

macrostructures:

+ adjacency pairs, specifically question and answer, as in turns 3 and 4
 story structure (turns 7 to 11), including temporal location, participants,
events and evaluation. B

Classroom applications

How 1s spoken language dealt with in the language classroom? Are the features
that we have identified adequately represented in classroom materials? Should
they be? What kinds of texts and activities are best suited for the development of
competence in this area?

Discovery activity 4.5 Representation of spoken language

Let’s start by looking at the way spoken language is typically represented in ELT
materials. To what extent, for example, do coursebook dialogues reflect the
language features of the Computers extract?

Here, for example, is an invented — but | think fairly typical — dialogue on the theme
of computers written in ‘TEFL-ese’. How does it differ from the Computers
conversation (text 4.1)?

L

Kevin, have you got a minute?

Sure. How can | help you?

Can you have a look at my computer?
What's the matter with it?

It keeps crashing.

How long have you had it?

It's only four years old.

That's very old for a computer.

Can you fix it?

| can fix it, but you should get a new one.
What can | do with the old one?

You could give it to charity.

That's a good idea.

PWPOPHPPOPOFPRP> =
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Commentarym m m

On the plus side, the contrived dialogue provides a number of useful expressions,
such as Hawve you got a minute? How can I help you? What’s the matter with it? That’s
a good idea. It also embeds some representative examples of frequently targeted
grammar items, such as the modal verbs can, should, could, without these being
overly obtrusive or unnatural. In this sense, it lends itself to a variety of classroom
applications.

What is notably absent from the dialogue, however, is any evidence of the
spontaneous and collaborative construction of talk. The turns, all of roughly equal
length, alternate with machine-like precision, with no overlaps, interruptions,
false starts or repetitions. There are no pauses, filled or unfilled, no incomplete or
ungrammatical utterances, and therefore nothing to reflect the consequences of
on-line production in real-time. From the point of view of coherence, though, this
might not be a bad thing. As we saw above, talk which has been ‘tidied up’ like this
is easier to read on the page. But it is not necessarily easier to listen to: without the
pauses, repetitions and false starts, the informational load becomes much more
concentrated, and therefore more difficult to process aurally, especially for
learners. It’s like listening to the spoken equivalent of text messages. As noted
earlier, materials writers who write simplified dialogues in the interests of making
things easier for learners may sometimes be making them more difficult.

Also, language models that lack the characteristic ‘stops and starts’ (called
disfluencies) of spoken language may convey a misleading message to learners
(and some teachers), ie that such disfluencies are mzstakes and are to be avoided.
It may come as a relief to learners to discover that native speakers, too, are
tongue-tied at times. There is a good case, then, for exposing them to naturally-
occurring, spontaneous (ie unscripted) examples of spoken language,

One significant difference between texts 4.1 and 4.4 is that the latter is more
transactional than interpersonal. That 1s to say, it is concerned primarily with
‘getting things done’, rather than with the maintenance of interpersonal relationships
(as in Computers). On the whole, casual chat of an interpersonal kind is under-
represented in EL’T materials, in favour of the more utilitarian exchanges associated
with obtaining goods, services and information. There may be good reasons for this,
such as the fact that, for many learners, ‘getting things done’ will be their primary
objective in using English. Nevertheless, even ‘getting things done’ involves a degree
of interpersonal ‘grooming’ and the kind of language associated with social
grooming perhaps deserves inclusion, even in the most mundane exchanges. If
learners are given no guidance as to how to oil the social cogs, they may end up
sounding like the neighbour Joe, in the Royle Family extract on page 67. &

And guidance need not involve a great song and dance. The invented coursebook
dialogue (text 4.4) could be simply and easily improved by the addition of some
vague language, some evaluative language, some appeal-type discourse markers,
attitude-type tails and backchannel devices. For example:

What's the matter with it?

It keeps sort of crashing. You know.

I see. How long have you had it?

It's only about four years old or so.

Wow. | mean, that's incredibly old for a computer, actually.

mr>m>m
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It could, of course, be argued that coursebook dialogues are a genre apart (we’ll
be looking more closely at genre in the next chapter) and that their function is less
to replicate the features of spoken language than to contextualize targeted
language items in typical but intelligible contexts. Besides, many of the more
idiomatic or regionally localized features of spoken language may be of little use or
interest to learners whose objective 1s English as an international language.

What’s more, if learners are being exposed to a regular diet of spoken language in
their classrooms, through, for example, their interactions with their teacher, then
there may be less onus on the coursebook to provide realistic models.
Unfortunately, as it happens, this is not always the case.

Discovery activity 4.6 Teacher-learner interaction

Here, for example, is an extract of actual teacher—learner interaction. In what ways
is it similar to — and different from — naturally-occurring conversation of the type
exemplified in the Computers extract?

4.6 .

Phil Collins

T OK, look at the last text on the sheet that Cathy gave you OK?... What's
it about? ... the last text.

S1 The last text...

T Who's it about?

s2 It's about Phil Collins’ life.

T Yeah. It's about Phil Collins... erm ... what does Phil Collins do?

s2 ... Singer

S1 ... plays drums | think

T He's a singer and he...?

S3 Plays drums

T He's a singer and he plays the drums so he's a...?

S4 Drummer, he's a drummer.

T OK. Does he sing well? Does he sing well? Is he a good singer?

Ss Yes [laughter]...

Commentarymm m

It should be obvious, from this small extract, that the ‘conversation’ is very one-
sided, with the teacher asking all the questions and the students answering them,
using the three-part IRF framework that we looked at on page 72.

T Who's it about? (initiate)
52 It's about Phil Collins’ life. (respond)
T Yeah. (follow up)

Several of the questions are in fact less questions than oral gap-fills:

T He's a singer and he...?
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Moreover, the teacher’s questions are all display guestions, ie questions that require
the learners to display knowledge that is already known by the teacher. Such
questions, apart from being rare in naturally-occurring conversations, usually
require only one- or two-word answers and therefore provide the respondent with
little conversational ‘rope’ to play with. Compare them with real questions, such as
Who’s your favourite singer? or Do you play an instrument?

In short, the spontaneous, (two-way) interactional and interpersonal features of
conversation are almost totally absent from this kind of discourse. This does not
disqualify it as a form of discourse in its own right: this kind of ‘teacher talk’ has a
long tradition and it serves a very useful pedagogical purpose. Butit can no way

! be considered a valid model for — or practice of — casual conversation. Hence,

| learners who are exposed only to this kind of interaction might emerge less than

| fully prepared for the realities of fast-moving, interactive, chat. And it is often

i ‘conversation’ that learners nominate when asked what it is they most hope to

I improve on.

How, then, are learners to acquire conversational skills?

Discovery activity 4.7 Conversational skills

Look at these two activities. Both are targeted at the development of
conversational competence. How do they compare?

Conversation Conversation
0 Listen to this recording of a real

—

e e i R S S
e i I

Form groups of three to five.

Write the following topics on cards:

—last weekend
—arecent film
—agood resfaurant
—S0me spaorts news
—ananimal story

Make more cards by adding two or three
more topics of your choice.

Shuffle the cards and place them face
down in front of vou.

One student takes a card, reads it aloud
and the group discusses the topic.

When the group feels that there is nothing
more to say about the topic, the next card
1s picked up, and so on.

conversation and answer these
questions:

How many speakers are there?

Which speaker speaks the most?

Which speaker speaks the least?

How many turns does this speaker have?
Which speaker interrupts another speaker?

One speaker tells a story. Put the
stages of the story in order:
significance of the story

time and place

solution

problem event

characters

&80
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Commentarymm m

The first extract adopts a deep-end approach to the development of speaking skills,
plunging the learners into a speaking task to see how they cope. It assumes that
many of the characteristic features of spoken language are transferable across
languages and that what learners chiefly need is classroom opportunities to
activate these features. An over-reliance on deep-end activities, however, ignores
the fact that learners may need to know how certain conversational routines, such
as introducing a new topic, are realized in English. Expressions like &y the way or
speaking of which do not necessarily translate directly from the learner’s first
language and may have to be taught.

The second extract, on the other hand, takes a more analytical approach to the
teaching of speaking skills, treating speaking as the accumulation of a number of
discrete sub-skills — a sort of walk-before-you-can-run approach. What this
approach tends to ignore is that many of the speaking sub-skills that are targeted,
such as turn-taking and story-telling, are already part of the learner’s speaking
competence in their first language. They don’t need to know that speakers take
turns or that stories are staged, so much as how turn-taking and story-telling are
realized in Enghsh, plus opportunities to practise this skill. B

So, to sum up, the deep-end approach perhaps credits too much knowledge on the
part of the learner and the walk-before-you-can-run approach assumes too little.
Some sort of compromise might be in order.

Discovery activity 4.8 Task-based learning

How does the following activity combine elements of a ‘deep-end’ approach and of
a 'walk-before-you-can-run' approach?

Conversation

o In groups of three, choose one of these 9 Now, listen to a recording of some
topics and have a short conversation about | people talking about these topics.
it. At any point, any student can then :

introduce another one oftlhe topics. mentioned.

last weekend b Write down any expressions that speakers use
arecent film : in order fo

a good resfaurant —introduce a new topic

S0Me Sparts News —refurn toan old topic.

an animal story

a Number the topics inthe order that they are

¢ Study the transcript of the conversation and
note down any other useful expressions that
you would like to practise.

9 Now, repeat part 1 of this activity, but
this time try and use some of the
expressions you noted in part 2.

——

&1
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Commentaryl i N

This sequence combines both the deep-end plunge and the focused analysis of
data. By inviting learners to choose and incorporate features they themselves have
noticed in the data, the approach allows for the fact that students will be coming at
the task with different abilities and styles. And by both starting and ending with
the performance of a speaking task, the approach fits into a task-based learning
framework. W

Classroom applications

Combining a deep-end approach with an analytical one is relatively easily
achieved simply by selecting and sequencing activities of each type. Thus, in the
task you have just looked at, the sequence begins with a deep-end activity (have a
short conversation) and is followed by an analytic one (study the transcript). This, in
turn, leads back to a re-run of the deep-end activity. Building up lesson sequences
that alternate between these two poles ensures that learners are getting the best of
both worlds.

Other possible activity combinations include:

Dialogue re-writing

« Listen to a naturally-occurring conversation.

» Study a transcript of the conversation, noting particular features, eg
backchannelling.

« Take a coursebook-type dialogue that lacks these features and re-write it in
order to incorporate them.

+ Rehearse it and then act it out.

Transcribing

« Have a conversation or discussion in pairs or small groups and record it.

+ Transcribe the recording, or part of it.

« With reference to the transcript, discuss ways in which the conversation could
be improved.

* Re-do the conversation, incorporating the improvements.

Task repetition

Learners should be able to move around to do the following activity, either mulling -
that is, freely moving around the class — or organized into a dvadic circle, that is, one
half of the class seated in an inner circle facing the other half, who are seated in an
outer circle. At a cue from the teacher, learners change partners. In the dyadic
circle they do this by all the learners in one of the circles moving around one place.

« In pairs, learners have a conversation about a pre-selected topic, eg last weekend,
or a problem that ts worrving me.

+ Theyv change partners and repeat the task, adjusting to the new partner.

» They change partners again, and so on.

Here, there is no explicit analysis stage, but the effect of repeating the same task
allows learners, over successive rehearsals, to pay less attention to what they are
saying and more attention to kow they are saying it. They may also be picking up
useful words and expressions from the other learners that they talk to. So the analysis
is working at an implicit, incidental level, but need be no less effective for that.




Chapter 4 Spoken texts

Conclusion

Just as written texts are more than a collection of random sentences, so too are
spoken texts more than a collection of random utterances. While many of the
distinctive features of spoken language derive from its spontaneous and
collaborative construction, this should not be allowed to mask the fact that
speakers are as intent on achieving coherence as are writers. Even ‘text’ so
apparently formless and purposeless as casual conversation has shape, structure
and sense. Moreover, its sense is co-constructed, each speaker building on what
other speakers have said and always keeping the other speakers ‘in mind’. The
mechanisms which give talk its structure, such as turn-taking, openings and
closings, adjacency pairs and macrostructures, and the requirement to make
contributions relevant, are common to all cultures and languages, so probably do
not to be taught again ‘from scratch’. What learners need, on the other hand, is
practice at transferring these skills into their second language. It may help them do
this if they have exposure to models of spoken language that more closely
approximate spontaneous, collaborative talk than is often the case. This may
simply involve maximizing opportunities for talk in the classroom. One of the
saddest things I heard a student say was, ‘Our teacher is very good, but she
doesn’t talk to us.’
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Texts in context

So far we have been looking at texts ‘from the inside out’, as it were. That is, we
have been concerned with the way that texts are internally structured and
inherently meaningful. We have been looking at specific features of texts and how
they relate to other parts of the same text, that is to say, the co-text. But texts do not
existin a vacuum. They are written and read, spoken and listened to, by particular
people in particular situations and for particular purposes. In other words, they
have contexts. In this chapter we will look at the way the context influences both
the production and the interpretation of texts.

Contexts of use
‘Take, for example, this sentence:
Just cup your hands together and roll close to the outlet.

On its own, it’s quite difficult — if not impossible — to work out what it means. The
use of the imperative forms cup and roll suggest it might be some kind of
command or instruction, but beyond that it’s difficult to know, for example, what
the outlet refers to. When we add the rest of the text (ie the co-text), the meaning
starts to become more clearly focused:

5.1

Evaporation is the most hygienic of the practical methods of hand
drying. Just cup your hands together and roll close to the outlet.

There are elements of cohesion in the text —notably the repetition of the word
hand/hands. Moreover, our expectation that sentences are juxtaposed because
they are somehow mutually relevant enables us to make sense of the second
sentence in terms of the first — for example that it has got something to do with
evaporation, perhaps. But until we know that the text was originally found on a
hand-dryer in a washroom (its context) and not, say, in a science textbook, total
coherence is still elusive,

Put simply, texts not only connect internally, but they connect with their contexts
of use.

The study of language in its contexts of use — and how these contexts impact on
the way we produce and interpret texts —is known generally as pragmatics.
Because the pragmatic meaning of an utterance or text is context sensitive, it is
variable, as opposed to its semantic meaning, which is more fixed. For example,
the semantic meaning of the word steam is (according to the dictionary) the hot
vapour formed by botling water. What, though, would you make of this instance of
the same word in the form I once encountered it?

5.2

STEAM
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[ve tried this out on a number of people and they have come up with some
original, even ingenious, suggestions, such as that it is the sign leading to the
relevant section of a rallway museum. If you turn to page 185, you’ll see that it is
indeed a sign, but a road sign, and it is situated in an area of geothermal activity
(Rotorua, New Zealand, to be specific) in order to warn motorists of the
possibility of reduced visibility due to steam. Without this contextual information,
the textis open to a variety of interpretations.

In fact, it took an anthropologist to realize that, without context knowledge, the
meaning of a text is difficult, if not impossible, to unpack. It was Malinowski, working
in the early years of the last century in the South Pacific, who first observed that ‘An
utterance becomes intelligible only when it is placed within its context of situation.’

Of course, very occasionally not even these contextual clues can help. Here is an
English text I found on a hot water thermos flask in a hotel room in China (and
which I have already mentioned, in Chapter 2):

5.3

Ilike a pumpkin.
I'ike a celery.
Go toward the 21st century,

With the best will in the world, I cannot get this text to make sense. I can only
conclude, therefore, that this is not text at all, but simply decoration, in the same
way that random words are sometimes incorporated into fabric design.

On the whole, however, the relation between a text and its context are more
transparent. This 1s partly due to the knowledge we have, as members of a shared
culture, as to what texts are likely in what contexts and what the distinguishing
characteristics of these texts might be.

Discovery activity 5.1 Contexts of use

Identify the likely context for each of these texts (the first of which you have met
already). What clues helped you do the task?

5.4
For the perfect cup, use one tea bag per person and add freshly drawn
boiling water. Leave standing for 3-5 minutes before stirring gently. Can be
served with or without milk and sugar.
5.5

TEA

Tea is made by pouring boiling water on to tea leaves. The leaves come from
tea bushes, which are grown mainly in India, Sri Lanka and China. Tea first
came to Europe from China in the 1600s. At first it was brewed and stored in
barrels, like beer.
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&6

5.6

51 Chris, do you want some cream on yours or?
S2 Just a little hit.

S1 It's terrible for your arteries. [inaudible].

55 Have a cup of tea and wash it down.

56 So Adam, coffee?

S5 I'll have a coffee as well thanks.

5.7

We followed John into the tiled café. It was set back from the road and was
not so far from where our van was now parked.

It's a French hotel,’ John whispered. ‘I think it might be a bit expensive.’
‘We'll just have some tea,” Mum reassured him and we sat down in the
shade of the terrace.

The tea they brought was made from mint leaves and was very, very sweet,
Mum locked into the pot. “It's like syrup in there,’ she said.

Commentarym ® N

Even without reading the texts closely, the lay-out alone should have helped you
identify the text types (assuming you were familiar with such text types). And it
should be obvious that text 5.6 is the transcription of a spoken text, while the others
are all written. A closer look at the language of the written texts helps classify them
as, respectively, instructions (note the imperative verbs, for example), factual
information (the passive constructions help identify this) and narrarive (the past
tenses and quoted speech are a giveaway). The spoken text (5.6)° seems to be
taking place in the context of a meal: note the offers and acceptances.

It doesn’t need sophisticated text analysis skills to conclude that both texts 5.6 and
5.7 are probably extracts from longer texts. The pronoun yours and the linking
expression as wellin 5.6. seem to refer back to prior information, while, in text 5.7,
the writer seems to assume that the reader already knows who JFohn and Mum are
and that the riled café and our van have already been mentioned.

A still closer study of the texts enables us to refine our predictions. For example,
we can deduce that the instructions in 5.4 were written not simply to give
instructions but also to promote a positive feeling towards the product itself. Note
the choice of words with positive connotations such as perfect, freshly drawn, gently.
This in turn suggests that the text is part of the packaging of the product, rather
than, say, an extract from a reference book. (" The text does in fact come from the
wrapping of a teabag.)

Text 5.5 may have been written with younger readers in mind, since it is relatively
simple in terms of the language used a{ld the concepts it conveys. (In fact, it
comes from a children’s encyclopedia“g.)

The people in text 5.6 would seem to be on familiar terms, judging by the use of
first names and the use of informal expressions such as just a little bit, wash it
dozn. Also, the comment about arteries, which might be considered impertinent
in a more formal context (eg tea with the Queen), suggests a jokey familiarity.
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And 5.7 might either be a memoir (it’s written in the first person (we, our) and the
writer refers to one of the characters as Mum) or fiction, or a combination of the
two. (In fact, it comes from a novelsg,) [ |

Context, text type and text

To sum up, the language choices in these texts — such as the use of the imperative,
or of the passive, or of narrative tenses, or of informal vocabulary, or of words with
positive connotations — seem to reflect the kind of text each one is. And, in turn, the
kind of text each one is seems to be a reflection of particular context factors, such
as the text’s purpose and topic, its audience and its mode (ie whether spoken or
written). That is, there is a direct relation between the lower-level choices of
grammar and vocabulary — what, for convenience, I will call text (uncountable) —
and the text type itself. In turn, there is a relation between text, text type and the
context in which the text operates. We can illustrate this relation like this:

CONTEXT

TEXT TYPE

TEXT

One immediate implication of this relationship is that, given text, it is possible to
make confident predictions about both the text type and the context (as we saw
with the example 5.6 above, for instance). Conversely, given sufficient information
about the context, we can make accurate predictions about the kinds of texts you
would be likely to find there and the textual features of these texts as well.

Discovery activity 5.2 Predicting text type in context

What texts would you expect to find in the following contexts? In what ways might
these texts be similar or different?

- the noticeboard in the teachers’ room of a language school
+ inside a bus
+ amagazine targeted at teenage girls.

Commentarymm m

If your teachers’ room is anything like mine, it will contain an assortment of short
texts, some of which will be purely administrative and factual (such as schedules,
announcements of room changes and of meeting times and topics, lists of stand-
by duties, minutes of meetings, etc). There will be others which will have a more
regulatory function (appeals to teachers to clean up after eating, to fill in class
registers, and so on). Here is one from my own school:
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5.8

DO’S and DON'TS

Reception

— Registers belong in reception except during class-time.

— Don’t make any changes in registers — send students to reception.

—Don't put students up or down without seeing Jenny, then send student to reception.
| —Phone reception and Jenny before 1pm if you're sick (evening teachers), f
— Phone reception as soon as passible if you're sick (morning teachers). '
etc.

And there will also be such ephemera as texts advertising local services, or
offering domestic items for sale, or asking for donations of books for a specific
charity. There may also be some light-hearted material of only marginal
relevance, such as a cartoon clipped from a satirical magazine. And a postcard or
two from teachers who are currently on vacation.

‘T'he bus, on the other hand, will have a more restricted range of texts and none of
them will be as informal as, say, holiday postcards. But, like the teachers’ room,
there will be a mix of factual material (eg information about routes and fares),
advertisements and rules-and-regulations-type texts, although these are likely to
be more formally worded than the teachers’ room notices. As an example of the
degree of formality, the following comes from an intercity bus:

5.9

In the interests of safety and comfort if you wish to use this |
seat you must wear the seatbelt provided. In addition,
passengers are asked to remain seated until the coach
comes to a complete stop at your requested bus stop.

"I'he teen magazine will include a variety of text types, from the
factual-informational (Fane’s fashion news, Meet the boys, I guit school to save the
Jforest), to the more interpersonal advice-type texts (Ask anything, Quiz: What’s the
secret of your success?, The style council) plus a lot of advertising. The style, of
course, 1s likely to be less formal even than the teachers’ room board. Here, for

example, is some teenage advice®?;
5.10 o . . _
R u I e 1 . abrina Everyone likes presents, I know 1 do!
. Keep love sweet by surprising your boy with
Give hi prezzies. It doesn’t matter what you give — it'll make
Ive nim him feel appreciated and loved. And if your luck’s in,
sweettreats. | you'll getabig thank you snog too!
n

We have seen, then, that given a text (as in examples 5.4 to 5.7), it’s possible to
work outits context, and given a context, it’s possible to predict the kind of text
you would find there (as in examples 5.8 to 5.10).
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Text functions

Giwen a context... But what is it about a context that determines the way a textis
realized? What are the features of the context that impact on the way that
language 1s used in that context?

Various theories of language and context have been proposed, each identifying the
contextual factors that most significantly affect the language choices involved in text
production and interpretation. Most theorists agree that a key factor determining
the structure and language in a text is its function. In fact, Michael Halliday (the
father of functional grammar) defined text as ‘language that is functional. By
functional, we simply mean language that is doing some job in some context, as
opposed to isolated words or sentences that I might put on the blackboard. 61

We saw, for example, that the texts typically found in a teachers’ room or in a bus
divide more or less into two main categories: those that are factual—nformational
and those that are more like rules and regulations. Various systems have been
devised to itemize and classify key language functions. Here, for example, is one
such list of ‘macro-functions’, that is, the larger functions under which more
specific functions are subsumed:

1 referring — thatis, using language to convey or solicit information

2 expressing feelings — for example, saying what you like or dislike

3 regulating — using language to influence people and get things done, such as
requesting, ordering, giving or refusing permission, promising, warning, etc

4 interacting — using language to establish and maintain social relations (also
called the social or interpersonal function)

5 playing — using language imaginatively and playfully.

Discovery activity 5.3 Text functions

Categorize the following texts according to their macro-functions:

5.11 5.12
The ladies and gentlemen who smoke are kindly Thank you
requested to use the ashirays and o leave them for
in the corridors. We would also be pleased if they
refrain from smoking in the classrooms. Thank NOT SMOKING.
you very much for your cooperation. ’

5.13
TOBACCO

Tobacco is made from the dried leaves of the tobacco plant. It originally
grew wild in America. The Spaniards brought tobacco to Europe in the 1500s
and today tobacco is grown in Asia, Africa and Europe as well as America.

Tobacco leaf can be made into pipe, cigar or cigarette tobacco, or snulff.
Smoking is a harmful habit. It is especially bad for the lungs and heart.

s 14—
I loved McFly’s first single and can’t wait for their album to come out.
Me and my mates made up a dance fo it and it's well funny. | even
caught my dad singing along to it on the radio. Sarah, Glasgow.
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5.15 5.16
S0 go
go so
sl ow
go oh
low ow

oh

Commentarym m m

Text 5.11 is clearly regulatory. Basically, it’s a very elaborate way of saying You can
smoke in the corridors but please don’t smoke in the classrooms. Text 5.12, commonly
found in taxi cabs, is of course also regulatory, but adopts a slightly more subtle
approach than 5.11. In fact it disguises the regulatory function using a form that is
more often associated with the interpersonal function of thanking. Thatis, the
literal (or semantic) meaning and the pragmatic meaning don’t necessarily match.
As noted above, pragmatics is the study of how we ‘read between the lines’ of texts
like this. The reason that text 5.11 is so elaborate and 5.12 so indirect is that, of all
the language functions, the regulatory one is the most sensitive. Telling people
what to do or not to do carries certain risks — what are called threats to face. In
order to reduce this potential threat, we are often compelled to resort to
linguistically quite complex evasion strategies.

By contrast, text 5.13 (which comes from the same source as text 5.5,
incidentally,) is basically referential, in that it conveys factual information. Of
course, it could be argued that there is an implicit message in the final two
sentences that has a more regulatory intention, such as to warn. It’s significant, for
example, that the message SMOKING CAUSES HEART DISEASE (ona
cigarette packet) is called a health warning rather than, say, a medical report. This is
another instance of how context affects our interpretation of a text’s purpose.

Text 5.14 (from a magazine for teens) expresses the writer’s feelings about a pop
group, so has an expressive function. Text 5.15isa poemm, part of a longer
sequence, and simply plays with words that have the ‘oh’ sound — the form of the
words taking precedence, temporarily, over their meaning. Hence its function is
mainly playful.

Text 5.16, because it is simply the polite acknowledgement of something that
someone has done, is essentially interpersonal. In fact, apart from the implication
that the disk has arrived, there is very little informational content at all in this text.
However, it fulfils an important social function, as do other ‘content-less’
expressions like Hi! How are you?, Have a nice day!, etc. Such ‘polite noises’ are
said to have a phatic function. (This does not mean, though, that all expressions of
thanks are purely phatic: see text 5.12 as a case in point.)

Pragmatics also explains how we read text 5.1 (the instructions on the hand-
dryer) as regulatory (telling us how to do something) rather than purely
referential, as it might initially appear on the basis of the first sentence. When
there is a mismatch between the surface form of a text and its context we are
compelled to look for alternative ‘readings’. As we have seen, these alternative
readings often have a regulatory function - what on the surface looks like a
statement of factis actually trying to get us to do something. Take the health
warning on the cigarette packet, for example.
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One implication of the fact that texts don’t always mean what they say they mean
is a legal one. A great deal of litigation is expended on interpreting the intentions
of writers or speakers. You only have to think of President Clinton’s legalistic
squirming when asked if his claim that ‘there is no improper relationship’ with
Monica Lewinsky was true:

‘It depends upon what the meaning of the word ‘1s’ is... If the... If he... If
‘is’ means ‘is and never has been’, that is not an... that’s one thing. If it
means ‘there is none’, that was a completely true statement.’

Nearer to home, a colleague of mine once sent a joke postcard to his Director

of Studies claiming he was having such a wonderful time on holiday that he’d
decided not to come back for the next school term. Not being a student of
pragmatics, perhaps, the Director of Studies took it literally and he came back to
find he had been replaced! This shows how it is not just individual words or
phrases, but whole texts, that can be misconstrued. B

Context and register

We have seen how the purpose of a text affects its production, although not in
ways that are always completely transparent. What other contextual factors
determine the choices of language we make when we create a text? And can we
relate these factors directly to specific formal features of the text?

Of all the possible components of the context that might impact on the language
choices in text production, just three seem to be particularly significant:

« the whar of the situation — what kind of social activity is going on, and about
what sort of topic (what is called the field)

+ the wwho of the situation — the participants, their relationship and so on (what is
called the tenor/

* the how of the situation — the means by which the textis being created, eg
e-mail, fact-to-face talk, broadcast talk, written monologue and so on (what is
called the mode).

These three contextual dimensions — field, tenor and mode — determine what is
called the register of the resulting text. That is to say, different configurations of
these dimensions demand different kinds of choices at the level of grammar and
vocabulary, and these choices create textual effects that we recognize as being
appropriate to the context of the text’s use. Thus, the register of a teenage
magazine allows for such words as prezzie and snog that would be inappropriate
in a children’s encyclopedia or in academic correspondence, for example. By the
same token, you would not expect expressions like ladies and gentlemen. . ., are
kindly requested to..., we would also be pleased if..., on a teabag wrapper.

Let’s look at an example of register at work. I once sent an article to a prestigious
academic journal and was pleased to get the following e-mailed response from
the journal’s editor:
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5.17

The field in which the text is situated is very generally academic publishing and
accounts for the presence of words such as spring issue, disk copy, production
purposes, word processing program.

The zenoris very formal, even frozen, influenced by the fact that neither of the
participants have met, nor know much about each other’s status. By addressing
me as Professor Thornbury, the writer avoids causing any offence, in case [ am
indeed a professor (which I am not). The use of highly indirect and modalized
language (ie language using modal verbs such as would, could) 1s another way of
crearing a safe distance.

The mode is e-mail communication, usually a rather informal medium, but the
writer uses the conventions of a formal letter, again, just to be on the safe side.

In my reply, while the field and mode remain the same, I seem to deliberately have
adjusted the tenor, opting for a less formal wording, but still maintaining some of
the conventions of a formal letter, eg in the address form and the closing:

518 |

The response is quite startling in the degree to which the writer has picked up
on the adjustment to the tenor:

519§

The text is much more in keeping with the informality of e-mail communication
(including uncorrected errors of punctuation). But, of course, it would not have
been appropriate to have initiated the exchange in this style. Nor could the
adjustment to tenor have occurred had the writer not been sensitive to the signs
I'sent outin text 5.18. This is a good example of how register is both jointly

THHEET
T
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negotiated and in a constant state of flux. Needless to say, this can present enormous
difficulties to writers — such as learners of English — who are not familiar with the
conventions, or cannot easily recognize the subtle indicators of register adjustment.

Discovery activity 5.4  Field, tenor and mode

ldentify the field, tenor and mode of each of these texts and, on that basis, the
possible context in which the text was situated.

5.20 . . 521
This door is alarmed. Hi. R u back yet? How was

Emergency use only. 3 it? Culgr?s.

5.22
I, Henry, take you, Joylene,
to be my wedded wife,

to have and to hold

from this day forward;

for better, for worse,

for richer, for poorer,

in sickness and in health,

to love and to cherish,

till death us do part.

Commentarymm m

For text 5.20 the field is something like ‘public notices of prohibition relating
specifically to doors’; the tenor is distant, impersonal, officialese. The use of the
passive voice in the first sentence is a convenient way of deleting any mention of
writer or reader from the message. This is also characteristic of the mode, which is
written. Notice, too, that expressions like “this door is alarmed’ would be very
unlikely to occur in spoken language (or, if they did, might be rather ambiguous).
"The text in fact was a notice on a door in a hotel. Notice how words like #is in
texts (as in this door) often work as linguistic ‘guy ropes’, tying the text to its
context of situation.

As brief as it is, the field of text 5.21 combines greetings and travel; the tenor is
informal (42, ¢ u I8r (= see you later)), suggesting a degree of intimacy; and the
mode is written, or rather, electronic, since this is of course a text message. The
conventions of text messaging, such as the use of abbreviations and ellipsis
(leaving words out), are not simply a question of tenor (althou gh most text
messages are sent between friends), but are due to the constraints of the medium.
Because text messaging is a kind of interaction that almost happens synchronously
— that is in real time — it has to be done quickly. Like on-line chat, it is really more
like speech than conventional writing. At the same time texting is relatively
awkward, compared to, say, typing on a computer keyboard, and the length of
text is severely curtailed. These mode effects mean that certain time-saving
conventions quickly became established, which, combined with the informal
tenor, have resulted in a distinctive unique configuration of register variables.

As a further example, here is the reply I received to text 5.21:
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5.23
Just got back. In taxi frm airport. Have copies of book. Lets meet up this

week. B.

Text 5.22, which is, of course, the wedding vow, is a highly ritualized promise.
The field is matrimony; the tenor — despite the fact that the participants know
each other —is very formal, as befits the solemn and very public occasion. The
mode is spoken, or, better, recitation, since it involves the speaking of a written !
text. Hence the text has the characteristics of written language, rather than
spoken, and includes archaic and very literary language like “till death us do part’.
Both this text and the text message (text 5.21) demonstrate that some forms of
written language are actually more like spoken language and vice versa. This in
turn demonstrates the powerful influence of context on language in use. W

Genres

We have seen how the context variables of field, tenor and mode interact to
determine the register of the text, realized in choices at the level of words and
grammar. Through repeated use, certain register combinations become
institutionalized and are called genres. The term genre originally came from
literary studies, but its meaning has been extended to mean any frequently
occurring, culturally-embedded, social process which involves language. Take
formal letters, for instance. If you look back at text 5.17, you'll see how the
conventions of the formal letter genre have been replicated in an e-mail. These
conventions are quickly abandoned in subsequent messages (texts 5.18 and 5.19)
— due to the fact that the mode (e-mail) allows a great deal more informality than
traditional ‘snail mail’ type correspondence. In fact, e-mail messages are an
interesting example of a relatively recent genre — one for which it was necessary
to draw up some rules very quickly, in order to minimize the danger of causing
offence due to ‘genre unfamiliarity’.

Many websites, even whole books, are devoted to advising e-mail writers as to the
correct ‘netiquette’. Typical advice includes:

» Don't WRITE IN CAPITAL LETTERS. It comes across as LOUD
and OVER-ASSERTIVE.

« Don’tleave the Subject field blank. A subject helps your
correspondents both to interpret vour message and to store and retrieve
it easily.

« Always start your message with a greeting, even if it's simply Hi!

» Keep to the subject. If you have to cover a number of different topics, it
may be better to send separate e-mails.

» Always sepll-chcek your e-mail. And use correct grammar: if you
doesn’t, you come across as sloppy and even disrespectful. The fact
that e-mails are quick and easy does not excuse slovenly use of
language.
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What is interesting here is that this advice — especially the last point —is rather
preseriptive, and is not always followed, as, for example in text 5.19 above. In fact,
one of the criticisms of a genre-based approach to teaching writing is that it is
unnecessarily prescriptive, a point that T will return to when we look at classroom
applications of genre.

Another instance of a genre that is, literally, inscribed in stone is the graveyard
headstone epitaph. A few years ago a controversy erupted in Britain as to whether
the words dad and grandad were appropriate for a headstone. The message a
family wanted to inscribe was: In loving memory of Frederick Martin Brown who
died on 28th December 1992. A devoted, much loved husband, dad and grandad. The
vicar refused; the case went to court and the judge ruled in favour of the vicar,
citing the Churchyards Handbook, which says, ‘An epitaph is a public document
and not a cosy one at that. Nicknames or pet names, Mum, Dad, Ginger,
inscribed in stone would carry overtones of the dog cemetery.” This is a good, if
slightly bizarre, example of how certain text types become institutionalised, and

it also demonstrates how genres are not arbitrary but reflect the social and cultural
processes that generate them.

Discovery activity 5.5 Genre

Genre analysis attempts to describe both the shared macro-structure of a genre,
as well as the lower-level features (eg of grammar and vocabulary) that texts
belonging to the genre have in common. One way of doing this is to compare
related texts. Here are three texts (two of which you are already familiar with)
which all come from a children’s encylopedia®2. What features — both macro and
micro — do they have in common, and how might these relate to the purpose and
intended audience of the texts?

5.24
TEA
Tea is made by pouring boiling water on to tea leaves. The leaves come from
tea bushes, which are grown mainly in India, Sri Lanka and China. Tea first
came to Europe from China in the 1600s. At first it was brewed and stored in
barrels, like beer.

5.25

TOBACCO

Tobacco is made from the dried leaves of the tobacco plant. It originally
grew wild in America. The Spaniards brought tobacco to Europe in the 1500s
and today tobacco is grown in Asia, Africa and Europe as well as America.

Tobacco leaf can be made into pipe, cigar or cigarette tobacco, or snuff.
Smoking is a harmful habit. It is especially bad for the lungs and heart.
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5.26
SILK

The beautiful smooth cloth called silk is made from threads spun by the
silkworm. This is actually the caterpillar of a moth. When the caterpillar is
fully grown, it wraps itself in a cocoon of fine silk, stuck together with gum.
The ancient Chinese were the first to discover how to wash away the gum
and unwind the silk on to reels. It was then dyed and woven into cloth.

Commentarymm m

Very generally, there seems to be a pattern across all three texts that moves from the
‘general to the more particular. Thatis, THere is a ‘general definition-like statement,
which is followed by more detailed information on cultivation, production and
history. In the case of Téa and Silk the cultivation information precedes the

historical information. In the case of Tobacco, this order is reversed. Only in the case
of Tobacco is there a separate evaluative comment; in Stk the evaluation (beautiful
smooth) is incorporated into the opening definition. In 7éa there is no evaluation.

On the basis of this (admittedly slender) evidence we could claim that the generic
structure of this kind of text includes the obligatory elements: 1 definition, 2
cultivation, 3 historical background and 4 production processes, but that the order of
elements 2 and 3 are reversible. There is an optional element, either separate or
interspersed: 5 evaluation.

A closer look at these elements reveals commonalities in terms of the language that
is used to realize them. The definition statement, for example, starts with a noun
phrase which repeats or elaborates the title of the entry: Téa..., Tobacco...; The
beautiful smooth cloth called silk. .. This is followed by the passive verb phrase s
made, followed either by from + noun phrase (from threads), or by + present
participle (by pouring). Agent-less passive structures recur in other parts of each
text: it was brewed, tobacco 1s grown, it was then dved. In two of the texts the
historical information is credited to human agents: The Spantards..., The ancient
Chinese. ... Unsurprisingly, the historical information marks a shift into the past
tense. All the verb forms in the text are affirmative (ie not negative) and
declarative (ie not interrogative) and all (barring one: Tobacco leaf can be made
into...) are non-modalized. In other words, the information is asserted as factual,
certain and uncontroversial.

From a syntactic point of view, the text is relatively simple. Over the three sample
texts there are nineteen finite verbs in a total of fifteen sentences, suggesting that
there are not many subordinate clauses. The average length of the sentences is !
twelve words (compared to fifteen for the first paragraph of this chapter, for
instance). Nevertheless, the texts are quite dense: apart from the title words (tea,
tobacco, silk) there is not a lot of repetition of words, a number of the words are
relatively uncommon and the proportion of content words (like beer, Spaniards,
caterpillar) to grammar words (like of, is, as) is high. Theoretically, this should
make the texts quite heavy-going. On the other hand, the texts are short and tightly
cohesive: anaphoric (back) reference is frequent, in the form of iz, for example. B

There are a lot of other factors that would be of interest to genre analysts, such as the
relative frequency and distribution of transitive and intransitive verbs, and the
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number and complexity of the noun phrases, including the frequency of proper
nouns and dates. In fact, one of the dangers of a genre-analytic approach is that there
is no end to what is analysable and teaching genre can sometimes become all analysis
and no synthesis. The analysis should not be pursued at the expense of allowing
learners opportunities to apply this analysis in the production of their own texts.

What is important is that all these factors can be related to the kind of context in
which the genre will be used. The audience (children) requires a level of
transparency thatis reflected in the brevity and syntactic simplicity of the texts,
although this is counterbalanced by the lexical density — the result of having to
pack quite a lot of information into a short space. The didactic function accounts
for the assertive and unproblematic way that the information is presented and also
accounts for the one or two instances of explicit evaluation. And the absence of
human agents (apart from the historical Spaniards and Chinese) may even
suggest an ideological stance, since no mention is made of the people (possibly
lowly paid and exploited) who are currently involved in the cultivation and
production of these products. Such hidden ‘sub-texts’ are particularly susceptible
to the kind of analysis advocated by proponents of a genre-based view of text.

What, then; is the difference between a zext type and a genre? Many writers use these
terms interchangeably, or avoid the term genre altogether, preferring to reserve it for
the description of literary texts. For others, the term genre 18 intimately associated
with Halliday’s systemic functional linguistics, which attempts to describe language in
terms of its social purposes. Thus, genre analysis doesn’t simply describe how texts
are structured, but tries to account for these structures in terms of the social and
cultural forces that shaped them. It is not simply descriptive (as in text linguistics) or
even interpretative (as in literary criticism), but explanatory. A text, such as a
headstone, a text message, or an encyclopedia entry, takes the form it does, not
through accident, but because its construction reflects its social purpose, specifically
its particular configuration of the variables of field, tenor and mode.

Classroom applications

The interdependent relationship between texts and their contexts has significant
implications for language teaching and these can perhaps best be summed up by
paraphrasing Malinowski:

A text becomes intelligible only when it is placed within its context of situation.

This maxim applies equally to the understanding and to the production of texts.
Let’s look at understanding first.

Alot of teaching texts, such as those that learners read or listen to in the classroom
or in examinations, are de-contextualized. That is, there are few or no clues as to
where the text originated. This is particularly the case with recorded audio
material, where learners hear only the disembodied voices of complete strangers.
Iypically, learners are asked to read or listen to such texts and then to answer
comprehension questions about them. These questions often focus on specific
details in the text, overlooking the fact that, until the learners have an idea of
where the text originally came from — its context of situation — such details might
be unintelligible. This is because, as has been argued in this chapter, the context
of situation, including the text’s original purpose and audience, determines the
way the textis constructed. Without context knowledge, learners may feel a bit
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like the writer V. S. Naipaul from Trinidad, who, on his first trip to the United
States, attempted to make sense of The New York Times:

‘[ was interested in newspapers and knew this paper to be one of the foremost
in the world. But to read a newspaper for the first time is like coming into g
film that has been on for an hour. [...] It made me feel a stranger, that paper,
But on the front page, at the bottom, there was a story to which I could
respond, because it dealt with an experience I was sharing. The story was
about the weather. Apparently it was unscasonabl%f cool and gray for the end
of July, so unseasonable that it was worth a story.’ 6

Nowadays, coursebooks are much better than they used to be at situating the texts
they use. The fact that many classroom texts are authentic — or appear authentic —
helps learners to make accurate guesses as to the type of text they are — whether,
for example, they are news articles or advertisements or informal letters. The
problem i1s more acute when texts have been ‘wrenched’ from their context,
re-typed, possibly simplified and re-presented to learners without any visual clues
as to their origin: foundling texts, in fact. (We will return to the issue of
authenticity in the next chapter.)

One of two ‘context-flagging’ strategies is therefore recommended when using
texts in the classroom:

* situate the text firmly in its context before learners read or listen to it
+ asklearners to guess the context after an initial exposure.

The first strategy might involve nothing more than saying, “You are going to read
a text that comes from the problem page of a teenagers’ magazine.” Or “You are
going to listen to a conversation that takes place at the information desk of an
airport.” This may be all learners need in order to activate their schemas, ie their
mental representations of how things happen, specifically where language is
involved (see page 55).

‘T'he second strategy might involve them reading the first few lines, or skimming
the text quickly, in order to answer the question: Who wrote the text, what about, to
whom and why? If the text is a recorded one, the learners can be asked to listen to
the first few utterances and answer the question: Who is talking to whom, about
what and why? Having established the context, a follow-up question might be: And
what do you think ts going to happen? The idea is to activate the learners’ predictive
skills. By testing their predictions against the evidence of the text as it unfolds,
they become more active and involved readers and listeners.

Discovery activity 5.6 Activating schemata

Try it yourself with this text — part of an authentic conversation between two
women®4. Cover the text with a piece of paper. Reveal one chunk of text at a time,
and each time ask yourself: What are they talking about? Why? Who is going to say
what next? Then check to see how accurate your predictions were:

S1 I didn’t get one with roots this year
s1 I'm ever so pleased with it

but | did my usual <LAUGHS>
s2 what?
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S1 | went out Thursday
I went down to Carpenter’'s Nurseries
cos you know | got my trees from there
§2 yeah

S1 and he'd got lots of rooted ones
and I thought ‘No,
I'm not gonna bother with roots this year’,
cos it's always a pain to me,
I never — never takes in the garden,
I thought ‘Sod it,
I’'m not gonna have any worries'

s2 yeah
S1 50
| bought a beautiful tree,
fiver,
beautiful tree
s2 mhm
S1 when | got home it was too big to go in the house
<SPLUTTER OF LAUGHTER>
S1 and that’s the third year running |'ve done that,

I thought, ‘He'll kill me,’

| thought, ‘No he won't,

I'll see to it myself.’

Here's me six weeks out of hospital

I'm sawing away at this tree.
But five pounds for a nine foot tree

s2 Incredible
S1 and it is the most beautiful shape

Commentarym m m

If you still haven’t worked out what they are talking about, you probably feel like
many learners do, trying to make sense of texts in the absence of sufficient
contextual information. In this case, there is cultural context to take into account
as well, since the women are talking about Christmas rrees. Learners unfamiliar
with the pre-Christmas custom of buying a tree, with or without roots, would have
considerable difficulty with the text, even if they had been told what the word one
(in the firstline) referred to. Nevertheless, the technique of alternating the
gradual disclosure of a text with-discussion as to what is going on is a useful one.
It1s easier to manage, of course, with recorded texts, but a written text can also be
revealed gradually using either an overhead or a data projector. B
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Text production

As with receptive skills work, many classroom writing tasks are de-contextualized,
of the type:

write 250 words about your favourite pop group.
or

You have just won $10,000. What will you do with the money? (10 sentences)
or

Discuss the pros and cons of examinations. (One page)
or

A day in the country. (You have 30 minutes.)

In the absence of any context — including a purpose, an audience and details about
the mode, such as whether it is a letter, a magazine article and so on —itis not
surprising that learners often produce texts of startling banality. In the absence of
a real-life purpose, the task is likely to be interpreted as involving nothing more
than the display of accurate grammar.

Discovery activity 5.7  Contextualizing writing tasks

Choose one or two of the writing tasks above and think of ways that you could
contextualize them, in order to make explicit their function, field, tenor and mode.

Commentarym m N

Some possible ways of adapting these tasks might include:

Your favourite band are playing in your town soon. Write an email (250
words) to a friend, who doesn’t know or doesn’t like the band, and try to
persuade the friend to come with you to hear them.

Or

You've been asked to write some cover notes for your favourite group’s
latest album. Write two or three paragraphs, explaining why you like them
so much.

For the second task:

You’ve just won $10,000. You are going to be interviewed by a local newspaper.
What questions do you think they will ask you? Prepare your answers.

For the third:

Your school is considering dropping examinations from the curriculum,
but is asking for everyone’s opinion. Write to your school board, outlining
the arguments for and against keeping the exams and stating your own
opinion.

And finally:

A travel magazine is offering free flights for the best account of a day spent out
of town, which they will publish in their section called ‘A day in the country’.
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You may feel that these tasks are a little bit contrived and that they are therefore no
better a safeguard against banality than the originals. Of course, the best tasks are
those that are motivated by the learners’ own need to communicate their
individual interests, wishes, concerns and so on. Establishing a regular channel for
doing this may obviate the need to contrive artificial writing tasks of the above
type. One way of contextualizing writing in this way is to ask learners to write
letters to you regularly and to reply to them in kind. While this may seem time-
consuming, it is probably no more so than the reading and marking of traditional
written homework, especially if both teacher and learners have access to e-mail.
And, of course, the content is bound to be more interesting than that generated by
more traditional writing tasks. i

Using a genre-based approach

Finally, what does a genre-based approach have to offer for text production, both
spoken and written? "Typically such an approach begins not with a creative task
but with the analysis of representative examples of a text genre, in much the same
way that we analysed the entries in the children’s encylopedia. This analysis will
focus on:

« the macrostructures of the text — how, for example, it is organized into
obligatory and optional elements and how these are ordered

» the texture of the text, that is, the way that the text is made cohesive through, for
example, the use of linking devices

» the lower-level features of grammar and vocabulary that encode the register of
the text, that is, its field, tenor and mode.

A genre-based approach is particularly well-suited for text types that are both
fairly formulaic and whose mastery confers social advantages on the user. For
example, the ability to write a convincing CV, along with an accompanying letter,
would be an asset for an immigrant looking for a job. Both the CV and the letter
are fairly formulaic and their generic features can be highlighted through the
study of representative examples. This utilitarian motivation partly accounts for
the popularity of a genre-based approach in Australia, with its large immigrant
population.

In theory, however, a genre-based approach is aimed at more than simply the
ability to reproduce formulaic text types. By relating texts to their contexts,
including their social purposes and by raising awareness as to the meaning-
making potential of register features, genre teachers hope to empower their
learners — to give them access to the means of text production that are valued in
the target culture. This worthy objective may be jeopardized if the analysis
becomes too academic. As noted above, there is a real danger of genre analysis
becoming overly pre-occupied with the minutiae of textual features, when what
learners probably need most is to ‘have a go’. The ‘have a go” approach, now
known as process writing, 1s decried by proponents of genre-based approaches,
however. They associate it with uncontrolled self-expression and the perpetuation
of mediocrity.

In the next chapter we will look at ways whereby these two positions might be
accommodated.

101



Chapter 5 Texts in context i

Meanwhile, a ‘light’ form of genre-based teaching might include the following
elements:

* Learners read a text chosen to represent features of a particular genre and their
understanding of the textis checked, using standard approaches, eg checking
of understanding of the overall gist first, followed by more detailed questions.

+ At this pointitis important to establish the function of the text, its intended
audience and its role in the target culture.

* They then look at more examples of the text type. For this reason, it helps if the
examples are not too long: short texts are best for genre analysis. If this is not
possible — for example, in the case of academic assignments — the focus can be on
selected parts of the text, eg the abstract, the introduction, or the bibliography.

+ ILearners compare the texts and identify generic features, first of the overall
structure, including the obligatory and optional elements and then in the use of
language within these structures. It is best if learners do the analysis themselves,
working in pairs or groups, with teacher guidance, as the features they identify
themselves are likely to be more memorable than features that are simply
pointed out to them.

¢ An alternative approach might be to contrast the text with a text that shares
some generic features but is significantly different in one or more respects. For
example, a formal letter on a specific topic can be contrasted with an informal
one on the same topic. In other words, the field and mode remain constant,
while the tenor changes. In this analysis stage it is important that the features
that are identified as generic are significantly so and that the analysis doesn’t get
bogged down in detail.

* Learners then attempt to reproduce the genre in a text of their own. Or they
can ‘play’ with the genre, formalizing a text that is informal (a change in tenor),
for example, or turning a spoken text into a written one (a change in mode). Or
they use their knowledge of the genre to write a parody: this usually involves a
change in field. Writing a children’s encylopedia text on the topic of, say,
garden gnomes or chewing gum would be an invitation to parody the genre.

Conclusion

In this chapter we have looked at the relation between texts and their contexts of
use. Key context variables include the field, tenor and mode of the situational
context, that is, the what, who and how of the language event. The way that these
variables combine and interact determines the register of the text. Certain recurring
register combinations become institutionalized over time and are known as genres.
(Genre theory argues that language is best learned through the analysis and mastery
of specific genres, since such an approach best reflects the way language is shaped
by —and shapes — its social contexts of use. Moreover, mastery of the genres that
are valued by a specific community offers the learner access to that community.
Critics of genre-based approaches query both its ideological stance and the
emphasis on analysis that is often associated with the study of genres and they
remind us that learners need not only to analyse language, but to put it to use.
Nevertheless, any approach that highlights the relation between a text and its
context, so long as it doesn’t get bogged down in terminology, should serve to raise
learners’ awareness about the way texts are produced and interpreted.

One context of use that hasn’t been mentioned is the classroom context. Is there a
genre that is specific to classrooms? What are its functions and features? That is
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Classroom texts

In the opening of his play 7%he Bald Prima Donna®, the playwright Eugene
Ionesco satirizes the kind of language and values that —in his day, at least — were
associated with foreign language classes:

MRS SMITH.  Goodness! Nine o’clock! This evening for supper we had soup, fish,
cold ham and mashed potatoes and a good English salad and we
had English beer to drink. The children drank English water. We had
a very good meal this evening. And that's because we are English,
because we live in a suburb of London and because our name is
Smith. [...] Mashed potatoes are very nice with cold ham. The
mayonnaise was quite fresh. The mayonnaise from the grocer
round the corner is much better quality than the mayonnaise from
the grocer opposite, it's even better than the mayonnaise from the
grocer at the bottom of the hill...

Ionesco realized that the bland, unexciting world of coursebook characters and
the somewhat surreal detail with which their daily routines are described was a
genre in its own right — distinctive enough to be recognized by his audience and
surreal enough to fit neatly into the tradition of absurdist theatre. It was familiar to
his audience because of texts such as this one®®, from the same period:

6.1

It is ten past seven now. Are Roger and David still in the bedroom?
No, they are not in the bedroom now, they are in the bathroom.

David is having a bath. He has a bath every maorning. Roger is
standing at the wash-basin. He is washing his hands and face.
Roger has a bath in the evening, before he goes to bed.

What are Roger and David going to do next? They are going back to
the bedroom. They are going to dress.

As banal as this text may seem to us now, there were in fact good reasons for such
texts being like this. For a start, language teaching texts needed to be intelligible,
even for beginners, and so a degree of simplification was considered necessary,
both in terms of syntax and vocabulary. In this sense, the writers of these texts
were ‘keeping their audience in mind’, or, in Hallidayan terms, respecting the
tenor of the discourse. Moreover, these texts were not designed in order to inform
their readers about the world nor to influence them to change it: they had a purely
pedagogic (that is to say, teaching) function. Part of this teaching function was to
display the target language in contexts that would make it both comprehensible
and also learnable. And part of what makes a language learnable is that its patterns
are frequently and prominently displayed, thereby increasing the chances that
they will be attended to (or neticed) — either consciously or subliminally. Hence the
repetition and alternation of these grammar patterns:

+ present continuous: David is having a bath. .. Rogeris standing at the wash-basin,
etc and
* present simple: He has a bath every morning... Roger has a bath in the evening. ..
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In fact, not to be either simplified or repetitive would be a sure sign of their failure
as appropriate texts for teaching purposes, one would have thought.

Nevertheless, a reaction against texts of this type set in at the same time as a more
communicative approach to language teaching was being advocated. It was felt that
such texts provided poor models of real (or authentic) language use and, moreover,
were obsessively concerned with the forms of the language, particularly its
grammar patterns, at the expense of more communicative features of text, such ag
vocabulary and discourse features. Especially since the advent of corpus linguistics,
ie the systematic study of (often vast) data bases of naturally occurring texts,
artificially doctored classroom texts have been subject to extensive criticism, even
derision. The fact, for example, that few if any scripted dialogues in coursebooks
include such highly frequent items as the discourse markers you know, I mean, but,
erm and so on, is just one instance of their lack of representativeness. Worse, many
coursebook texts actually distort the evidence, presenting language items in ways
that they would rarely or never be used in narurally occurring language use. In this
dialogue in a beginners’ course®’, for example, the modal verb must is presented
for the first time, but in a way that seems rather forced:

6.2
MRS JONES: Come in, Bessie.

Shut the door, please.
The bedroom’s very untidy.

BESSIE: What must | do, Mrs Jones?
MRS JONES: Open the window and air the room.
etc.

What must I do? with its connotations of self-imposed moral obligation, seems an
odd choice in this context. (A corpus search shows that the phrase what must I do. ..
often collocates with ... to be saved? Maybe Bessie has other things on her mind.)

Simplification in coursebook texts could lead to distortion, not just at the sentence
level, but at the level of the entire discourse. The following c1jaiogL‘u::E'“;S not only
misrepresents the way telephone openings and closings are ordered and
elaborated, but seems to have no communicative purpose, in that the speaker
phones simply to tell the listener something he already knows:

6.3

CHRISTINE: Hello. 1s that Uncle Bob?

UNCLE BOB: Yes?

CHRISTINE: This is Christine. I'm in my hotel in New York.
UNCLE BOB: Hello, Christine! How are you?

CHRISTINE: I'm fine. I'm very excited. How are you?
UNCLE BOB: We’'re all fine.

CHRISTINE: My plane arrives in Montreal at seven fifteen this evening.
UNCLE BOB: Yes, that's right.

CHRISTINE: See you very soon. Bye.

UNCLE BOB: Goodbye Christine.

One argument for simplification in coursebook texts was that this made them
easier to understand. It’s true that at the level of vocabulary and grammar the
conversation between Uncle Bob and Christine is easy to process. But as coherent
discourse, it is less transparent. Uncle Bob’s response to Christine’s informing
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him about her arrival time ( Yes, that’s right) doesn’t make sense unless Christine’s
utterance is some kind of coded message (are they secret agents?) or he is hard of
hearing. Moreover, he doesn’t appear to share her feelings of excitement. Maybe
Uncle Bob is a computer program, like AOLiza?

In fact, the lack of correspondence with any kind of reality may have made some
coursebook texts harder, not easier, to understand. And, as we saw in Chapter 4,
when spoken language is stripped of all its repetitions, filled pauses, false starts
and discourse markers, it can become very dense and hence difficult to process in
real ume.

Finally, coursebook texts were boring. They provided little intrinsic motivation
for learners to eant to read or listen to them. Only a perverse imagination could
have responded with anything but a yawn to Roger’s and David’s bathroom
antics, or to Christine’s electric conversation with her uncle.

The communicative approach ushered in a re-evaluation of such texts and one
response was to look to authentic texts for guidance. Accordingly, authenticity
became the standard by which classroom texts were judged, and authentic texts,
ie texts not written specifically for teaching purposes, started to make an
appearance in coursebooks. Here, for example, is a text from a beginners’ course
published in 19825°;

6.4
arties
P MAKING FRIENDS IN LONDON
discos
] is a challenge even for the most sociable of us. You can't just go
pub evenings up to strangers and say: *Hi, I'd like to meet you.’ If you enjoy
wine bars meeting people LONDON LINKUP could be just what you've been
. looking for. We are a friendly cross-section of mostly unattached
films young people aged 20-40, equally divided between the sexes.
concerts Qur aim is to become involved in things that really interest us and
folk to make worthwhile use of our spare time. There's always lots
© happening all over London amangst our 1,500 members who
jazz organise over 150 events each month.
ballet To find out all about us, just drop into ane of our informal
Ki introductory talks. These take place at both 6.30pm and 8.00pm
cooking on the following days (excluding public holidays).
bridge Mondays and Thursdays. At the International Sportswriters’
chess Club, Great Russell Street. (Opposite the YMCA near Tottenham
| football Court Road tube.)
Kii if you would like a chat beforehand, please ring us 01-606 1750.
| waterskiing We look forward to welcoming you, -
horseriding

s LONDON LINKUP  fgsl
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In order to deal with texts like this, teachers were faced with at least two challenges:
how to ensure that their learners understood such texts, and how to decide which
language features of these texts should be selected for teaching purposes. Inevitably,
a number of compromises, especially at lower levels, resulted. One was to select only
the simplest authentic texts, such as restaurant menus and bus timetables, for use at
lower levels. But even purists recognized that this minimalist strategy risked
depriving learners of a sufficiently varied diet of texts and language input. Another
was to produce so-called semi-authentic texts, that is, texts that replicated features of
authentic texts, but which had been simplified linguistically. This strategy is still
widely adopted, especially with texts designed for listening practice.

Discovery activity 6.1 Authentic texts

Which of these texts — all from coursebooks —is a) authentic (ie not originally
designed for classroom use), b) an authentic text adapted for classroom use, or
c¢) completely contrived? What features of each helped you decide? How
successfully simulated is the ‘semi-authentic’ text?

6.5 6.6 . 1
Sarah’s surprise |

Dog bites policeman

hapely Scottish singing

6.7

WHEN POLICEMAN  Alan
Handley received an emergency
call from a fellow officer, who
was trying to arrest three thieves
in a local park, he responded
immediately. When Handley
arrived on the scene, the officer
and his police dog were losing the
fight, so Handley bravely jumped
in. However, the dog did not
recognize him and bit him on the
arm, allowing the thieves to
escape. ‘I was wearing my
uniform, but maybe he didn’t
recognize my number,” joked
Hand]e],f._"ﬂI

sensation Sarah Sownes
broke off her engagement
with American transport
millionaire Laurie Van
Truck yesterday. Sarah has
been seeing Laurie since
her marriage to film star
Steve Newman broke up
two years ago. She said,
‘I've decided to break with
Laurie completely. I don’t
love him. He was helping
me to break into the film

industry, but nothing’s
happened.’”1

Police hold 18 football

fans

in dawn

raids

POLICE investigating football
violence arrested eighteen people
yesterday in dawn raids on homes in
London and the Home Counties.

Detectives said they hoped they had

‘broken the back of a hard-core
element’ of wviolent football fans.
Weapons including knives, coshes and
a crossbow were seized by the ninety
officers involved in the raids.”
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Commentarymm m

It should be fairly obvious that text 6.6 is the contrived text. Even without the
cutely invented names, the unusually high frequency of instances of the verb break
gives the game away and suggests that there is a language agenda here, ie phrasal
verbs. Nevertheless, the text does replicate some of the stylistic features of tabloid
text, including pre-modified proper nouns (American transport millionaire Laurie
Van Truck), alliteration (shapely Scottish singing sensation) and the use of direct
speech. Even the relative simplicity of its language is probably just as much a
characteristic of tabloid newspapers as of coursebook texts. What is less typical is
the absence of any idiomatic language, apart from the phrasal verbs themselves.

Text 6.7, however, makes no concessions to learners, either in terms of syntax or
the choice of vocabulary. The average sentence length of seventeen words
contrasts with twelve in the text about Sarah Sownes, suggesting greater syntactic
complexity. There is no evidence of any form of simplification: rare words, such
as coshes and crossbow, have not been omitted. Nor have the relatively uncommon
words dawn and seized been replaced by more common synonyms, such as early
morning and taken. And the idiomatic expression broken the back of 1s left intact.

Text 6.5, on the other hand, does show signs of simplification, while remaining
true to the generic features of this kind of text. It may be interesti ng to compare
the coursebook version with the original on which it was based”>:

68 and his police dog were losing the

Dog bites man battle, so Kerfoot bravely jumped

in. However, the dog failed to

Hereford, England — Policeman recognize its ally and bit PC Kerfoot

Colin Kerfoot responded instantly on the arm, allowing the suspects to

to an emergency call from a fellow get away. ‘God knows what he

officer who was tackling three would have done if he’d been on
burglars in a local park. When he their side,” joked the officer.

arrived at the scene, the other officer

1

Notice for a start that low frequency words, such as tackling, burglars, battle and
ally, have been replaced by more common synonyms, as has the idiomatic phrasal
verb get azay. In the interests of clarity, a pronoun has been replaced by its noun
phrase referent (When he arrived — When Handley arrived) and joked the officer re-
written as joked Handley. Also, the last sentence has been completely re-cast so as
to eliminate the relatively difficult third conditional structure and replace it with
something that is grammatically more transparent. (The change of proper names,
by the way, has nothing to do with simplification and more to do with copyright.)
On the whole, the text succeeds in sounding like an authentic text, while being a
little more accessible to learners than the original. m

Another way of addressing the authenticity issue when it first emerged was to
argue that a complete understanding of such texts was not necess ary — nor even
desirable. After all, who completely understands the instructions in a computer
manual, and who needs to understand them? Accordingly, tasks were designed to
discourage learners from ‘reading every word’, despite many learners’ strongly
felt desire to want to read every word.

107



Chapter 6  Classroom texts

108

Discovery activity 6.2 Grading the task not the text

In order to cope with the difficulty of ungraded authentic texts, a methodology was
devised based on the slogan: Grade the task, not the text. That is, the learner's
load in processing the text could in theory be eased by tinkering with the reading
(or listening) tasks, rather than by simplifying the text itself.

The following tasks are designed to be used with text 6.4 above. Rank them in
terms of the relative depth of text processing required. That is to say, which tasks
require processing of the text at only a superficial level and which require deep
processing?

Task A

Which of the following are typical Linkup members?
a amarried 30-year-old man

b asingle 25-year-old woman

¢ asingle 50-year-old man

d a divorced 35-year-old man

Task B

What is there to do in London if you like...
music? outdoor sports?
meeting people? indoor games?

the arts?

Task C

Who is London Linkup aimed at?
—bored people

—lonely people

-shy people

—sociable people

—unattached people

Task D
You are interested in becoming a member of London Linkup. What
do you do next?

L5

Commentarym m &

Tasks A and D both require a fairly detailed understanding of a small part of the
text, but not necessarily the whole text. Task B (which in fact is the task that is
offered in the coursebook) requires no processing of the body of the text at all, but
only of the list of activities on the left. In fact, with a little common sense learners
should be able to answer the questions without even referring to the text. It’s
difficult, therefore, to understand why the text was included at all. This raises the

‘question as to whether the strategy of grading the task, not the text may not

sometimes be taken too far, resulting in tasks that are trivial and texts that are
redundant.
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Task C, on the other hand, could require a quite detailed reading of the text, since
itis not immediately obvious whether the purpose of London Linkup is to
‘become involved in things’ and ‘to make worthwhile use of ... spare time’, or
‘making friends’. Moreover, members are described as ‘friendly’ and
‘unattached’: the words shy and lonely are never used. Yet the ‘sub-text’ suggests
that it is precisely these kind of people who are being targeted. However,
processing the text at this level of subtlety would be beyond the means of most
beginner students. Teachers using the text at this level might be content, then, to
use the title (Making friends in London) to elicit ideas as to the kind of organization
London Linkup is, and then settasks Aand D. ®

Texts designed for the classroom

Despite the ingenious attempts on the part of teachers and writers to _
accommodate authentic materials, some scholars, such as Henry Widdowson and
Guy Cook, have begun to question the whole notion of authenticity itself. For a
start, isn’t the classroom a specific context with its own standards of authenticity?
‘The whole point of studying a language in a classroom setting (it is argued) is so
that the learning process can be purposefully engineered and streamlined,
eliminating the hit-and-miss nature of ‘just-picking-it-up-in-the-street’ type of
learning. One way of doing this engineering and streamlining is by deliberately
contriving texts in order to maximize their educational potential. The resultant
texts are appropriate to the context for which they were designed: the classroom.
They are authentic classroom texts, just as prayers and sermons are authentic
place-of-worship texts, or sports commentaries are authentic sports arena texts.
The coursebook text genre, in fact, has a long history, and few learners would have
been surprised by the Roger-and-David type texts that they encountered in the
classroom. (It would be a different matter if they encountered them outside the
classroom, of course.) Learners are quite happy, on the whole, to suspend their
disbelief about such texts. In fact, some learners, like the writer Vladimir
Nabokov, came to cherish them:

I learned to read English before I could read Russian. My first English
friends were four simple souls in my grammar — Ben, Dan, Sam and Ned.
There used to be a great deal of fuss about their identities and
whereabouts — “Who is Ben?’ ‘He is Dan’, ‘Sam is in bed’ and so on.
Although it all remained rather stiff and patchy (the compiler was
handicapped by having to employ — for the initial lessons, at least — words
of not more than three letters), my imagination somehow managed to
obtain the necessary data. Wanfaced, big-limbed, silent nitwits, proud in
their possession of certain tools (‘Ben has an axe’), they now drift with a
slow-motioned slouch across the remotest backdrop of memory.. 74

Nabokov’s story is a good example of the way learners make ‘non-genuine’ texts
authentic for their own learning purposes: that is, they authenticate them.
According to this view, authenticity is not a property of texts, but more a property
of the learner’s response to the text: authenticity is in the eye of the beholder.
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Authentic tasks

A preoccupation with text authentcity has also been questioned on the grounds
that the authenticity of the text may be of less importance than the authenticity of
the tasks that learners engage in when using the texts. After all, it doesn’t require
an authentic menu in order to perform a restaurant role-play. If the task is to
collaborate in choosing a meal, a simplified menu would do just as well. An
inauthentic task, on the other hand, would be to read the menu aloud from start to
finish, or to write a summary of it, or to turn it into a gap-fill exercise. Such tasks,
it is argued, de-authenticate the text, turning it into a mere linguistic object.

Despite these arguments, however, the issue of the interest-raising —and hence
motivational — potential of real texts doesn’t go away. The ‘suspension-of-
disbelief” principle may work up to a certain point. But how much satisfaction is
to be gained from working with texts that were merely designed to display
language? And how much spin-off, in terms of authentic classroom zalk, can be
milked out of a text like the Roger-and-David one above? Or, to cite a more recent
example, the text about Suzy Stressed (on page 18)? Of course, such texts don’t
hawe to be banal. Even a little tweaking — by giving the ‘story’ some narrative twist,
for example — might serve to turn the Roger-and-David text into something quite
interesting. Could their very colourlessness be in fact a subterfuge? Could they be
aliens in disguise? Undercover agents? Lovers?

But what happens when learners encounter a text like this’>?

6.9

THE POP STAR AND THE FOOTBALLER

DONNA FLYNN
& TERRY WISEMAN

TALK TO HII MAGAZINE ABOUT THEIR
LOVE FOR EACH OTHER

This is the most famous couple in the country. She is the pop star
who has had six number one records — more than any other single
artist. He has scored fifty goals for Manchester United, and has
played for England over thirty times. Together they earn about
£20 million a year. They invited Hif Magazine into their luxurious home.

Donna: A lot of the time since we've been together, one of us has been away.
We really have to try hard to be together. We have both flown all over the
world just to spend a few hours together.

Terry: Obviously people say, ‘Oh, you've got all this money, what are you
going to spend it on?’ But the best thing is that money buys us the freedom to
be together.

Donna: It hasn't changed us. We are still the same people. Newspapers have
told terrible stories about us, but it's all lies.

Terry: Our perfect Saturday night is sitting in front of the telly with a take-
away. Our favourite programmes are Blind Date and Friends. You won’t find
photos of us coming out of pubs and clubs drunk, having spent the night with
a whaole load of famaous people.
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Here is a text that is obviously based on people who will be familiar to most
learners (the footballer David Beckham and his wife Victoria), but who have
unaccountably morphed into coursebook characters. Unlike fictitious Roger and
David, Donna and Terry hover somewhere between fact and fiction, such that the
set question Who s the couple in the interview? can be answered in any number of
ways. This peculiar alienation effect makes the text difficult to exploit for anything
other than its superficial language features. As a springboard into a discussion
about the rights and responsibilities of the rich and famous, for example, it will be
all but useless, unless everyone agrees to remove the surface ‘film’ and to talk
about the real people underneath. A genuine text, on the other hand, is much
more likely to elicit a genuine response.,

As evidence of which, here 1s the description of a lesson that a colleague, Peter
Coles, who teaches in Turkey, posted on a teachers’ website:

My weekend students have an exam next week in which they have to
write an ‘informal letter’. This is how it [the lesson] went.

Stage 1. Get students to look at the sample letter in the coursebook
and then we analyse the language and style together. (3 mins)

Stage 2. Group discussing informal letters, noting how even informal
letters conform to certain conditions eg always ask how one is at
the beginning etc. (1 min)

Stage 3. I thought “What the bloody hell am I doing?’ (2 secs)

Stage 4. Opened my diary and found an e-mail from my brother-in-law,
ran to the photocopy room, ran back (out of breath) then we looked at
a real informal letter together. Again noting the style, content etc
In pairs and as a group. (wasn’t looking at the time)

Stage 5. Students wrote letters to me for their homework.

The result: ~ Yesterday I received 18 of the most wonderful, genuine,
honest pieces of writing that I have seen. Expressing thoughts about
the course, their families, their love lives et al.

Real people writing about real things.

Discovery activity 6.3 Purposes of classroom texts

Peter’'s lesson reminds us that texts are used for different purposes in the
classroom: in his case, the text served as a model for a writing task. It was only
incidentally used to develop reading skills, or to focus on grammar, for example.
But what about some of the other coursebook texts that we have been looking at?
What do you think was the purpose (or what were the purposes) that motivated
their inclusion in the coursebook? And how successful are they, in the light of
their purposes?

Look specifically at texts 6.3 (Christine and Uncle Bob), 6.4 (London Linkup) and
6.6 (Sarah’s surprise).
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Commentarym m R

The phone conversation between Christine and Uncle Bob was probably
designed to contextualize the language of phoning, particularly the potentially
problematic use of this and that, as in Thas is Christine, Is that Uncle Bob? Hence,
we can say that the purpose is primarily lznguistic and specifically pragmatic, in
that it focuses on the way language is used in specific contexts. As we have already
noted, it might have been more successful had the conversation more closely
reflected real-life discourse structures, but it does have the virtue of being short
and easy to process. There may also have been a secondary motive for the text,
which is to develop the book’s ‘storyline’: Christine’s adventures continue in the
next few units. '

The London Linkup advert, on the other hand, was not included for any
specifically linguistic purpose, but more as material for skills development and,
specifically, the development of strategies for processing text beyond the learner’s
current linguistic competence. It has been argued that learning how to cope with
authentic texts involves using such strategies as:

prediction: eg predicting the content of a text on the basis of its title

skimming: eg identifying the gist of the text

scanning: eg finding specific information in the text and ignoring everything else
recognition: eg identifying familiar words in the text

selection: eg selecting as key only those words that carry the main informational
load of the text.

The development of these skills involves choosing authentic materials — the
content being less important than the fact that they are authentic — and setting
tasks that mobilize these skills and, importantly, which discourage a tendency on
the part of the learner to ‘read every word’.

As we have seen, the task that was originally set for this text was perhaps less than
adequate as a means of activating these strategies. But, more recently, this whole
‘strategy-based’ approach has been called into question. For a start, it has been
argued that encouraging learners to process text at this very superficial level - eg
by skimming and scanning — may be counterproductive, since successful reading
involves a much greater degree of engagement with the text than such an
approach allows. Successful readers may, indeed, ‘read every word’, at least some
of the time. By discouraging learners from processing texts at anything other than
a very superficial level, teachers may be giving learners the wrong message.

Finally, the text called Sarah’s surprise is, as we have noted, clearly written to
display a specific language feature (phrasal verbs with break), and therefore its
purpose is primarily linguistic. The fact that the writers have chosen to co-optan
existing genre (the gossipy news item) suggests thata secondary motive may have
been to provide not just a context for the targeted item but some incidental skills
development as well. Exposing learners to examples of different text types (even if
not authentic) might arguably improve their ability to handle these text types in
real life. Certainly, success in processing an example of a text type may at least
motivate some learners to read bevond the text book. B
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"To sum up, we have identified at least two main reasons for including texts in

coursebooks: a linguistic purpose, such as providing contextualized instances of
grammar structures, vocabulary items, pragmatic functions, or as a model for text

production (as in the case of Peter’s informal letter), and a skills development
purpose, ie as material for the development of reading and listening skills.

We should add a third purpose, which we will call text-as-stimulus — that is, the text
is used to introduce content into the classroom that learners can then respond to,

in the form of discussion or role play, for example, or as a prompt for some

writing task or even project work. Finally, some texts are included in coursebooks
purely for their informational content, as for example, when cultural information
1s being conveyed. An example of this might be a text in a business English course
about the conventions involved in accepting an invitation to dinner at a business

colleague’s home.

Of course, one text may serve a variety of purposes, just as one purpose may be

served by a variety of texts. On the whole, however, linguistic purposes have
usually involved using invented texts, while, for the purposes of skills

development, genuine or ‘adapted-genuine’ texts are now favoured. For texts-as-
stimulus it’s likely that genuine texts will work best, on the principal of, as Peter

Coles putit, real people writing (or talking) about real things.

If genuine texts are going to be used effectively, however, teachers need to be able to

address the issue of difficulty. Specifically, what makes a text difficult and what

measures can teachers take to reduce difficulty, or to help their learners cope with it?

Discovery activity 6.4 Level of difficulty

Read these four texts and rank them in order of difficulty. What criteria did you use?

610 S
COLUMN 8
[l A COUPLE from Dandenong | through the city,had got into the tunnel
arrived at the Manly Pines Motel the | and come out the other side. But they
other day. ‘Did you come here through | hadn’t realized they'd passed under the
the tunnel?’ asked Brian Marshall, the | Harbour — and knowing that to get to
manager. "Well we did and we didn’t,” | Manly they had to cross the Bridge,
he was told. They had been driving | they did. Whoops, back in the city..

6.11

Dear Mr Thornbury

reason being that the signature we hold on file differs from that on your letter.

a copy of your current Passport.
| look forward to hearing from you shortly.

Yours sincerely,

Senior Customer Services Clerk

In response to your letter dated 15th May, | regret to inform you that | am unable to
carry out your instructions to send your Debit Card to the destination requested. The

Therefore, could you please sign and return the enclosed Signature Slip and provide
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6.12 [
Tea bags can cure sick building syndrome, say Japanese researchers. People

who move into a new house can suffer nausea and sore throats due to the
chemicals from fresh paint and glue. One of the chief culprits is formaldehyde.
Now the Tokyo Metropolitan Consumer Center has found that tea bags
scattered around the house soak up the formaldehyde, aided by tannin in the
tea. They found that the concentration of formaldehyde in the air fell by
between 60 and 90 per cent. Dry black or green tea is said to work best. 76

6.13 ' ]
ast month my big sister bought a flash new car. It was perfect timing, as T |

was going to a disco and thought it would look really good if she picked
me up in her new cool-mobile. She couldn’t though and neither could anyone
else, apart from my nan [...] The disco was fab — especially as I'd managed to
chat up Josh — the guy I'd fancied for ages. As the night came to an end, they
played My Heart Will Go On and I snuggled up to Josh for a slow dance.
Then, just as we were about to go for our first romantic snog, the music
stopped and the DJ said, ‘Could Lucy Sage please come to the front of the hall,
your nan’s waiting to take you home!” I just wanted the ground to open up and
swallow me, as Josh looked at me and burst into laughter! Talk about uncool!

Lucy, Freddie Prinz Ir fan, Essex '

Commentarymm B

All four texts present varying degrees of difficulty and the relative degree of
difficulty will depend to a large extent on the individual learner, so there is no one
‘right’ answer to this task. The kinds of difficulty specific to each text include the
following:

Text 6.10: The vocabulary is unspecialized and non-idiomatic (apart from
whoops) and should present no major problems so long as the key word tunnel is
known. The grammar and syntax shouldn’t present too many difficulties either,
despite the preponderance of past perfect verb forms. More problematic might be
the use of grammatical substitution, that is the use of did and didn’t in place of full
clauses. What, for example, does the last did stand for? The text type isa
narrative, which provides a familiar schema on which to construct the events, but
because it is unfinished, the point of it is rather elusive. Also, it is not clear what
kind of text this is: it is too vague (a couple. .., the other day...) t0 be a news report,
but the use of real names (Brian Marshall) rules it out as a joke. But the greatest
source of difficulty will be the fact that most readers will have no idea of the
geography that is being described: in other words, they lack the necessary
background knowledge to make sense of the events or to understand the pomt of
the story. Itis in fact a columnist’s anecdote from the Sydney Morning Herald’®

Text 6.11: The vocabulary is more specialized in this text, the field being banking

and bureaucracy, and the register is formal, which in turn means that the language
is syntactically complex (there are six verbs in the first sentence alone!l). However,
the text type (a formal letter) is immediately recognizable, as well as its purpose:
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the discourse structure (apology — reason — consequence) is not only a familiar
one, butis clearly signalled, both lexically (regret, the reason, please) and through
the use of linking words (therefore). The text is both coherent and cohesive.
Because the letter is a response to an earlier letfer, readers are missing some of the
background to the text, but this is fairly easily recoverable from the first sentence.,

Text 6.12: The scientific register may be difficult for non-specialist readers and
this is evidenced in the technical vocabulary, such as Jormaldehyde and tannin, as
well as the relatively high number of low-frequency words: only 80% of the words
in the text fall within the top 2000 most common words in English (proper nouns
excluded). Those that fall outside this range include: aided, chemicals,
concentration, consumer, researchers, culprits, soak, glue, nausea and syndrome. That
means that a learner with a recognition vocabulary of 2000 words would have
difficulty processing the text, even using context clues to guess the meaning of the
unfamiliar words. Compare this to the two previous texts which have a high
frequency quotient of 94% and 92% respectively, which means that the same
learner would recognize more than nine out of every ten words. Moreover the tea
bag text is relatively dense: the proportion of grammar words (like carn, of, into,
the) to content words (like sick, paint, scattered) is very low — just over a third of the
words being grammar words. This is largely due to the high proportion of multi-
word noun phrases in the text, such as sick building syndrome, Japanese researchers,
Jresh paint and giue, etc. In the text about the tunnel, however, there is double the
proportion of grammar words, which suggests that the information is much less
densely packed. The debit card text falls somewhere between the two, being
roughly half grammar words and half content words.

On the plus side, text 6.12 is totally self-contained and doesn’t rely on the reader
having detailed background knowledge nor being familiar with another
dependent text. The argument is presented logically and follows a recognizable
discourse structure, that of the scientific research paper, summarized down to just
five sentences.

Text 6.13: The text type may not be familiar to many readers, being a reader’s
letter to a teenage girls’ magazine describing an embarrassing moment, a regular
feature of such magazines. Lack of familiarity with the text type may be
compounded with lack of familiarity with the style and the concerns of teenage
magazines in general. But because it is clearly a coherent narrative, told
chronologically, it presents no real cognitive challenge to readers in terms of their
being able to construct a matched mental schema of the events. It has the
universally familiar narrative structure of circumstantial information followed by a
series of past events, which include a complication and its resulting outcome,
interspersed with frequent evafuation. Moreover, the situation — the unwelcome
appearance of an older relative and the speaker’s consequent humiliation —is a
fairly well-known, and hence easily recognizable, one. Of course, the whole story
depends on knowing that nan is a colloquial term for grandmother. More than that,
itis the idiomatic and ‘in-group’ vocabulary that would make this difficult for
readers accustomed to more standard varieties of English: ‘slang’ terms, such as
fash, fab, chat up, fancied, snuggled up, snog and uncool would present problems, but
the context would probably resolve many of these.

115



Chapter 6  Classroom texts

116

In short, a ‘comprehensibility ranking” of the four texts would leave little to choose
between texts 6.11 and 6.13, with texts 6.10 and 6.12 more difficult but for
different reasons.

To summarize, then: the factors that influence text difficulty include:

‘Top-down’ factors

* topic familiarity, including background knowledge
* context familiarity

* cognitive complexity, eg density of information

*+ visual support, eg pictures, maps, diagrams, etc

» length

* layout and signposting

+ organization of text

* Internal cohesion, eg linking of sentences

‘Bottom up’ factors

« sentence length and complexity

« grammatical familiarity

+ lexical familiarity and idiomaticity
+ lexical density B

Classroom applications

However vou define authenticity, there is little doubt that texts that come from
genuine sources have a great many advantages in the language classroom. Not
only do they offer the learner reliable data about the language, but they have a
greater chance of capturing the learner’s interest — and therefore attention — than
fake or imitation texts. But, being ungraded, they are often less accessible than
purpose-built texts. The challenge facing the teacher, then, is how to alleviate text
difficulty. Various options are available and the choice of these will depend largely
on the factors that make the text difficult in the first place, as well as on the
classroom purposes for using the text.

We can divide possible approaches into those that involve adapting the textin
some way (text-adaptation strategies) and those that involve designing appropriate
tasks (task-design strategies).

Text-adaptation strategies

shortening

Cutting out unnecessary sections, and thereby reducing the length of the text, is
one way of easing the processing load, but it is done at one’s peril. If the editing
threatens the overall coherence, eg by omitting a key stage in a narrative or
argument, it will make the text harder, not easier.

segmenting

Dealing with the text in short sections, one at a time, can ease the processing load.
A long article from a scientific journal, for example, might best be dealt with in
sections: the abstract, the background, the research question, the method, etc.
However, splitting the text between different readers (or listeners) who then
interact to reconstruct the gist of the text (the so-called jzgsaw technique)
compounds reading or listening difficulty exponentially. For example, reading the
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second half of a newspaper narrative without access to the background
information makes it difficult, if not impossible, to reconstruct a coherent schema
of the story. The problem is exacerbated when learners have to use their limited
linguistic means to communicate to each other their slender grasp of the text.
Jigsaw activities work best when pairs of learners each have two different but
entire texts, preferably of the same length and type, which they each individually
read and then report on, with a view, perhaps, to finding similarities and
differences.

simplifying

This has always been the preferred strategy by materials writers and, as we saw
(on page 104), can take many forms, such as replacing low-frequency, specialized
or idiomatic vocabulary, such as culprits or smog, with high frequency words, such
as causes or kiss. Another way of simplifying texts is to reduce the length and
complexity of sentences, for example by making dependent clauses into
independent sentences. For instance, that last sentence could be unpacked into
two: Another way of simplifying texts is to reduce the length and complexity of
sentences. One way of doing this is to make dependent clauses into independent
sentences. Sometimes simplifying involves expanding the text rather than
shortening it, as when pronoun references are replaced by their noun phrase
referents, or when clause substitutions (such as they did in text 6.10) are made
explicit: they crossed the Bridge. One problem with adapting a text in this way is
that the authentic ‘look’ of the text will be lost: a newspaper article will no longer
look like a newspaper article, but like a classroom text, thereby losing some of its
intrinsic appeal.

co-textualizing

Giving learners the article embedded in its surrounding text can help them
activate top-down schema, making the job of processing easier, When learners
can see that a text is a newspaper article and can see the accompanying graphics
(photos, diagrams, maps, etc) there 1s a much greater chance that the text will be
more easily intelligible.

glossing

Providing a glossary of difficult words in the text, either alongside the text or as
footnotes under the text, can help reduce the vocabulary load and save time spent
consulting dictionaries. The gloss can either be monolingual (such as a synonym)
or bilingual (a translation).

Task-design strategies

_pre-teaching

Perhaps the best-known way of reducing text difficulty is to pre-teach key
vocabulary items in advance of reading or listening. This 1s not without its
problems, however. For a start, what items do you select for pre-teaching? If the
words that are selected have little logical or thematic connection, the pre-teaching
of them can become rather bitty and prolonged. One option is to select only those
words that are uncommon and therefore less likely to be familiar to learners. Most
learner dictionaries, such the Macmazllan English Dictionary, provide word
frequency information. There are also web-based programs that will tag the
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words in a text according to whether they are high or low frequency in the
language as a whole. In text 6.12 above, for example, we saw that there were a
number of words, such as culprits, soak and syndrome, that fall outside the ‘top
2000’ band of the most frequent words in English. However, simply choosing
words to pre-teach on the basis of their rareness does not guarantee that these
words will hold the *key’ to understanding the text. They may be of marginal
importance in terms of the overall understanding of the text, or they may be easily
deducible from context. A more ‘scientific’ approach is to choose the key words of
the text, that is the words that occur with a staristically significant frequency.
Software programs are available, such as WordSmith Tools’?, which can quickly
display the words that occur in a text with a frequency that is more than their
frequency in the language as a whole. These will represent “what the text is about’.
For example, in this section on pre-teaching, the key words are:

frequency

words

text

pre-teaching

key

these

that

Notice, for a start, that key words are usually nouns. Notice, too, that the key

words give you a fair idea of the topic. (Even without a key word program, most
teachers should have a good sense of which words are central to the

understanding of a text and which words are not.) As prcparatlon for a text,
learners could be given these words and asked a) to look up any of the words on
T_he hst that they dun tknow, and b) to hazard a guess as to tht ‘rhe text s 'ebout

brainstorming

_Another pre-reading or pre-listening activity 1s to ask learners to brainstorm what
' thw already know about the Loplc This hLlpb Lhem activate bdekground

knowledge, makmg them better prepared to understand what the textis about.
For example, if the learners are told they are going to read a text about bees, they
can brainstorm any facts they know about bees and report these to the rest of the
class. This, in turn, will require them to access theme-related words (honey, pollen,
fiive, queen, etc) that are likely to come up in the text. 'This has the advantage over
simply pre-teachmg ‘words in that the words are chosen by the learners
themselves, so they are likely to have greater significance and hence be more
memorable. Moreover, because they are all theme-related, they seem less random
than the words selected for pre-teaching often are.

predicting

Again, in order to activate both background knowledge and the most likely schema
’rhat underlies a text, learnem can be eneouraged to pI‘Edl{_T the content and
orgamzauon of _thc te\(t on thc basm of Vcrbal clues - such as hLeatzllmes,J tltles, etc -

pre- teachmg Learners are also llker to be curlous 1o see whether their

— T
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predictions are fulfilled, adding an extra motivation for rcadmg the text. With
“recorded listening texts, playing a few lines at the beginning can help establish the
context. Alternatively, a drawing or photo of the speakers in the situational
context (such as in a bank or a shop) may be sufficient to prompt good guesses as
to what they are saying. Video can be used effectively to situate the text: playing a
sequence with the sound off is a good way of preparing learners for subsequent

combined viewing and listening.

initial skimming
An extension of predicting is asking learners to skim the text quickly in order to

‘geta general idea of its gist, before a more leisurely read through. Setting a time-
hmlt Wlth or wnhout some very. general questlons such as Wko 15 wrmng to

rcadlngs easwr Skunmmg without subsequent intensive readmg, however, isnot
. ﬁkeh to 1mpr0ve readmg skills. Good skimmers are often poor readers. I\’ioreover,
learners whose Curiosity about language extends to wanting to read classroom
texts intensively and analytically will be frustrated with a constant diet of
skimming. T'he listening equivalent of skimming is to play the recording through
once, setting a very general task, eg Who s talking to whom, about what and why?,
before going back and listening to all or parts of the text more intensively.

while-reading and while-listening tasks

Giving learners something to do while reading or listening can help make sense of
a text and ease the load, but only so long as the task is well suited to the text type.
For example, if the text has a fixed sequence, as in the case of a narrative or a set of
instructions, learners can be asked to put pictures in order as they read or listen.
Pictures that might accompany text 6.5 above (Dog bites policeman) could include
those that illustrate the main events of the story, plus one or two ‘red-herring’
pictures that illustrate events that didn’t occur at all.

A sequencing task is not appropriate, however, for a text that presents information
non-sequentially, as in many encylopedia entries, for example. In this case, filling
in details on a grid may be the best way of helping learners make sense of such
texts. For example, a while-reading task for the texts on fea, tobacco and silk in the
last chapter (pages 95-96) might involve completing the following table:

source place of cultivated in products
origin
tea
tobacco
silk

It’s important to note that grid-filling tasks, or sequencing tasks, are not intended
as a test of the reader’s comprehension so much as a framework to help them
organize their developing understanding of the text. In this sense, such tasks are
not so much comprehension tasks as comprehending tasks.
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Discovery activity 6.5 Designing tasks

Go back to texts 6.10to 6.13 on pages 113-114 (the texts you ranked according
to difficulty). Taking into account their differing degrees of difficulty, what strategies
- either adaptation or task-design — could you use in order to alleviate the difficulty?

Commentarym m m

Here are some suggestions for how the reading load could be eased:

text | adaptation task-design

6.10 | = provide a map of the relevant * use the map to predict the best

area

« replace the final did with cross
the Bridge

* add a more complete ending

route to the motel in question

6.11

» provide the letter to which this
one is a response

» add asubject line, eg
Your Debit Card Application

« simplify some language, eg
change the destination requested
to your home address

ask learners to brainstorm
words relating to bank card
set gist questions for initial
skimming: Who s writing to
whom about what?

6.12

« simplify text by substituting
high-frequency words in place
of low '

give learners the first sentence
and ask them to predict the rest
of the article

skim the text for problem and
solution

6.13

» change ‘teen talk’ vocabulary
to more standard expressions,
eg fab to fabulous, snog to kiss,
etc.

pre-teach nan

discuss their own embarrassing
teen stories involving older
relatives

brainstorm vocabulary
associated with going to a disco
sequence pictures of the main
events in the narrative i

So far we have been talking about ways of compensating for text difficulty, in order
to make the text easier for learners to understand. But it’s worth pointing out that
sometimes there is value in increasing the difficulty of a text. If reading or listening is
always made easy for learners, they will be unprepared for meeting unsimplified
texts in non-classroom contexts. At times, learners need to be challenged to draw on
and extend their text-attack strategies. For example, by having to deal with texts on |
Subjects about which they know abs olut—ly nofﬁmg,‘learnerb areforced to mobﬂmc

bottom- up Processes (egfocusmg on gram_mar and Vocabulary}, rather than

——earners of key contextuahnfﬂrmatlon (such as whois w.rltmg to whom about what
and why) compels them to read ‘between the lines’ in order to fill in these gaps in
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their knowledge, And not pre-teachmg vocabulary will encourage learners.to.work

_outmeaning from Lc'in't'extt_The amount of challenge you want to incorporate into a
reading or 11sten1ng task will depend on your assessment both of the text’s difficulty
and the learners’ capacity to overcome any difficulties on their own. Either way, the
factors that influence text difficulty (listed on page 116) provide a useful reference
when considering how to calibrate text-based activities.

TAVIvs TALO

As we have seen, the main reason that texts like 6.1 (the Roger and David text) or
6.9 (the fake David Beckham text) are the way they are 18 because their primary
purpose is not to inform or entertain us but rather to display features of the
language that have been pre-selected for teaching purposes. The not-so-hidden
agenda for the Roger and David text is to contrast present continuous and present
simple. The fake-Beckham text is used to contrast present tense forms (They have
hved in thetr new home since April, They like watching TV on Saturday night) and
past tense forms (7 hey met after a football match). When the aim is solely language
display, then texts don’t need to be true or interesting.

But there is the other — skills-development — reason for reading or listening to texts
in the classroom. Learners need to become more efficient readers and listeners in
their second language. Part of being an efficient reader/listener is having the
capacity to extract information from a text, especially the information that you
need or are interested in. It follows that learners need to hone their reading and
listening skills by using texts that are truly informative and where the information
is of a type that learners may be motivated to seek out. Hence, not only should
learners be exposed to texts designed to display pre-selected language features,
that is, texts-as-linguistic-obyects, or TALQOs, but they should also learn to cope
with rexts-as-vehicles-of-information, or TAVIs.

For the first purpose, ie TALQ, it used to be thought that contrived texts of the
Roger-and-David type would do. We now know that these kinds of texts tend not
to be sufficiently representative of language ‘as it is really used’. For the second
purpose, ie TAVI, authentic texts were felt to offer the best training for real-life
text processing. However, authentic texts, as we have seen, are often too difficult
for learners to deal with, and rather than developing fluent reading or listening,
they may actually inhibit it.

The solution? Combine the two purposes in the one text. The text can be
simplified — in the interests of intelligibility — but also informative. Moreover, it
can be re-jigged so as to include pre-selected language items. Or, better, it can be
chosen because it already includes pre-selected language items. And the tasks that
accompany the text can focus both on its content (ie TAVI-type tasks) and on its
linguistic forms (TALO-type tasks).

Discovery activity 6.6 How useful is the text?

Here is a text from a contemporary coursebook®C. It has been adapted from an
authentic newspaper text. Assess its usefulness as both a text-as-vehicle-for-
information (TAV!) and a text-as-linguistic-object (TALO}. Design tasks that would
support each of these purposes,
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6.14

BEEEEE | first met Will when | was looking for someone to share the house | was renting.
I put an advertisement in the local student newspaper and he was one of the people who
answered it. When we met, we hit it off straightaway and | told him he could move in.

Living with Will was fun. We soon found out that we had a lot in common and quickly
became close friends. We always had really good discussions about everything that was
important to us at the time: politics, the environment, literature and other less important
things like cooking. We also liked the same music and that's important when you're
sharing a house. We fell out a couple of times about the housework. Will thinks I'm untidy
but I think life's too short to worry about things like that. )

When we graduated three years ago, we went our separate ways and since then our
lives have been very different. | went back to my home town and got a job as a production
assistant for art exhibitions. I like my job because I'm helping young people to get involved
in the arts. I'm living with my parents because I'm not earning very much. Will thinks I'm
crazy because maney is very important to him now, but | get a lot of personal satisfaction
from my job. He's earning a lot of money, but he doesn't have time to spend with his
family and his friends. | don't see him very often now. When he comes down for the
weekend we have a laugh, but our lifestyles are so different now that we don't have very
much to talk about.

EEEE Tina and | got on very well together at university. When we first met, we clicked |
straightaway and we ended up sharing a house for nearly three years. We had the same |
attitude to the important things in life and the only thing we argued about was the
housework. I'm a Virgo so I'm very tidy whereas Tina's the opposite. | don't think she ever |
found out where we kept the vacuum cleaner! |

When | left university, | moved to London and got a job in a finance company. | have to
work long hours and | don't really enjoy what I'm doing but | earn a very good salary. I'm
{ very ambitious and | want to get to the top of my profession. | enjoy spending money on
| CDs, clothes, a nice car and going out to good restaurants. Tina's working really hard as
! well, but she's not earning much. | don't understand why she's doing it. | think she's
| having a holiday - it seems very idealistic to me. Anyway, it means that our lifestyles are

very different now so we've drifted apart. We haven't fallen out or anything. We still talk
| on the phone and when | go down to visit her, we have a laugh. | know she'll always be
there for me.
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Commentarym m B

As information, the text has general, human interest, but not a great deal more.
Unless you know Tina and Will personally, there is not a lot here that you will be
motivated to study intensively. Most readers, however, will find something to
relate to, since the text documents a fairly universal aspect of the human
condition, that is, the gradual detachment from one’s former friends. Therefore, it
has lots of potential as a springboard for generating learner text in the form of
anecdotes, reminiscences, even letters. And the photos add faces to a text that
would otherwise be a bit disembodied.

The photos are exploited in the coursebook pre-reading task, which aims to
stimulate learners’ curiosity in the text, by asking them to make predictions:

Look at the photographs of T'ina and Will. Do you think the following
statements are true or false?

a) Tina and Will had similar interests when they were at university.
b) They chose similar careers when they finished their studies.
¢) They have similar lifestyles now.

Some students might respond, a little cynically perhaps, How am I supposed to
know? but they will at least have a little more motivation for reading the text now
than had it been simply ‘served cold’. -

The corrected version of the statements above could then usefully serve as a rubric
for a closer reading of the text with a view to ‘peeling’ off further layers of meaning
from it, but still treating it as a “vehicle-of-information’, ie TAVI. For example:

What interests did Tina and Will share at university?
How did their career paths differ?
How are their lifestyles different now?

The text may not be gripping reading, but as a linguistic object it is extremely rich
and exploitable. At the lexical level, the text is rich in language relating to the
processes of getting to know someone and becoming friends: we hit it off, we
clicked, we ... became close friends, we fell out, we’ve drifted apart, etc. This is, in fact,
the focus that the coursebook develops:

Tina and Will use several expressions to talk about their friendship.
Complete as many of these expressions as you can from memory.
Compare them with a partner. Then look at the article again to check.

a) Two expressions that mean “we liked one another immediately’
We clicked... We hit ...

etc.

There’s also a fair bit of vocabulary relating to housing and domestic chores and
to careers and lifestyle. And, because the essence of the text is a contrast between
then and now, there is lots of opportunity for a contrastve tense focus, not only
between past and present simple, but between past and present continuous (the
house I was renting, I'm helping young people). Learners could be sent on a simple
‘erammar hunt’: find five statements about the past and five statements about the
present. (This could be turned into a race, for more competitive-minded
students.) Likewise, the hunt could be narrowed to continuous forms.
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Apart from the continuous forms, there are also a variety of other uses of the -ing
form: Living with Will was fun... things like cooking. .. we ended up sharing... I enjoy
spending money. ... Again, learners could be set the task of finding all the -ing
words and classifying them.

Even more interesting, perhaps, is the wide variety of uses of the verb have: as a
lexical verb (he doesn’t have time, we don’t have very much to talk about); as a de-
lexical verb, ie part of a verb-plus-noun expression where the verbal meaning is
expressed by the noun, such as we have a laugh, we always had really good
discussions; as a modal verb (I have to work long hours) and as an auxiliary verb (zwe
haven’t fallen out). A task to draw attention to these different uses of have might be
to ask learners to use the text to make their own concordance. That is, they search
the text for examples of had/have, etc and organize them vertically, along with
their immediate contexts:

we had a lo! in common
we always had really good discussions
our lives have been very different
he doesn't have time to spend with his family
we have a laugh
we don't have very much to talk aboul
I have io work long hours
she’s having a holiday

Learners can then attempt to classify the different uses of sawve. This kind of focus
on the short, often overlooked, high-frequency words in a text is a particularly
effective way of re-visiting ‘old’ grammar under the guise of vocabulary, and the
discovery approach, using ‘home-made” concordances, respects learners’ ability
to seek out patterns themselves. And, of course, any text can be used for this
purpose, since any text will have a representative selection of high-frequency
function words init. B

Finding appropriate texts

I said above that, rather than re-writing a text to include targeted language items,
it might be better if the texts were chosen because they already included such
items. The integrity (even sanctity) of the text is not threatened, its authentic
flavour is retained and, on top of that, the targeted item is displayed to best effect.
This is because the fact that zext X embeds grammar item Y 1s seldom a chance
thing. As we saw in the discussion on genre, in order to realize their context-
specific purposes, different kinds of texts encode distinctive clusterings and
patterns of linguistic forms. The fact, for example, that the passive is used in an
encylopedia text, or that subject pronouns are ellipted (ie left out) of tea packet
instructions, is not arbitrary. The choice of linguistic form i1s influenced by the
genre. This means that, given a specific genre, it’s normally possible to predict the
specific language forms that will constitute it. And, vice versa: given a specific
language form, it is often an easy matter to predict in which text types that form
will be prominent. The predictability of this interrelationship between text and
forms is a boon to course designers, in that it offers clues as to where to find
exploitable texts and relieves them of the need to invent their own.
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Discovery activity 6.7 Choosing authentic texts
In what kinds of texts would you expect to find the following language forms?

comparative and superlative adjectives (such as faster, best, most expensive)
prepositions of place (such as in, behind, next to)

present tense with past reference

intransitive verbs (ie verbs that don't take objects)

Commentarymm m

Comparative and superlative adjectives, especially ones with positive
connotations, are likely to occur in advertising texts. A quick scan of the ads in
Glamour magazincm , for example, threw up the following:

THE MOST STYLISH

MEN’'S MAGAZINE It’s a fact. With Clarins, li