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WRITING: THE FORGOTTEN SKILI.

Nicholas Taylor and John Malousek

F.N.FE.P. Aragon

in his boek "Deschooling Society" Tvan Tllich discusscs the
enormous step which learning to read and write constitutes. The
example he gives is of Lhe indigenous Lribes of the Amazon, about
whomn he says that political awareness begins when they learn to
read and write, because of the permanence of the wrillen word. A
thought which you express in wriling is no longer an ephemeral
idea tossed around in your mind, to be regarded as of limited con.-
seguence: it is now something which has acquired stability, which
can be hardened into the basis for an edilice of olther thoughts. In
other words, lllich is implying that the acquisition of reading and
wriling skills in a person’s first language constitutes 2 major
increasce in his Lhinking ability and consequently in his conununi-
cative ability.

Without becoming involved in & discussion of the implica-
tions of literucy at such an clevated level as political awareness,
we can, nevertheless, observe the useflulness of being able to
read and wrile al & communicative level. Life involves many
wriling activities: filling in forms, writing letters and notes,
signing cheques ete. ALl Lhe same time, relurning somaewhat to
the 1deas of Illlich, the ability to write, to sct down one's
thoughts, implies the ability to organize and express them.

If we accepl the unportunce of lirst language literacy from
a very basic communicative point of view, it would appear to be
logical to extend the same argument to second language learning,
The same comununicative abililies which the individusl requires
in his native language must be egually uselul and necessary in
any olher language which he may learn,




Unfortunately, due to the influence of audio-lingual thearies
of language teaching, the development of writing in a second language
is a2 skill which has heen largely neglacted., The belief thal the teach-
ing of listening and speaking should preceed the teaching of reading
and wriling has tended Lo resull in Lthe total or partial disregard for
the teaching of writing, Whereas it is true in firsl langusge acquisi-
tion that a child learns to understand and speak bhefore he learns ta
read and wrile, this is not necessarily the case with & second lang-
uage. To begin with,generally the learner will already he literaze
in his [rst language when he is confronted with & second language.
Moreover, literacy in a first language generates the desire or need
for literacy in the second language - if the individual is at a level
where he can interpret and [ill in docurnents in his [irst language,
he will naturally want and need to do this in his second language,

Therefore, writing activities should form part of a course
from its beginning, commencing with simple activitics of a
communicative nature, such as filling in forms with perseonal in-
formation {name, address, etc). Another aspect of second lang-
uage learning where writing could play an imporsant role is that
of controlled progression and reinforcerment; in other words, Lhe
progressive advancement of the second language level without an
enormous increase in the number of mistakes being made by the
learner. We found an example of this problem in cur own ex-
perience teaching Engligh at universitly level, using a course with
Little or no consideration of progressive writing activities, There
are six levels in the four--skills course,. ranging from beginners
to advanced-inlermediate level. We experimented by asking a
second level group and a fourth level group ta perform the same
task: to write a composition in English on the same topic. The
rather depressing result was thal the fvurth level group did no
better than the second level group. In fact, if anything, they
madae mars mistakes, Interestingly enough, however., when
analysing the studentsa’ compositions, il could be seen that the
fourth level sludenls were trying to express themselves in a far
more complex way than the second level ones and they were
making a mess of it. Their gram:natical sbilily did not mnatch
their readiness to communicate, The fact is, morcover, that
the same thing can he ohserved in class with regard to their
oral expression and even in their answering of multiple choice
exarns. Studenls in the sixth level, for example, will be making
the same mistakes as they were making in fourth level.
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Obviously something is missing [rom the students’ lecarning
of English and it is arguable that this missing element is the practice
and development of written expression. IThis being the case, the
problem Lies in the focus of teaching lowards multiple choice exams.
This is because we are preparing our students (and let us accept
that :f an exam exisls then our Leaching must in some way be direct-
ed towards it} for what is in the end a linguistically unproductive
activity: recogruzing the correcl altornative.

This raises the guestion as to what a four-skill course is
all aboul. While it must be accepted that multiple cheice examns
have the advantage of being easy to mark, objective and eusy to
computerize in order to improve them by reference Lo the statistics
provided, at the same time, il we accept that exams constitute
nol just the physical end uf the term. but also its end in the sense
of its goal (that the students must pass their examns), it would appear
logical 10 cunclude that tests really ought to contain 2 more pros-
ductive element.

llere we relurn to the original argument for the awvcessity
of written expression in the teaching programume. It is a fact,
proved by vhservation if not Ly slalistical evidence, that if exams
do not contain an element of written expression, the students will
not be motivaled towards performung written tasks during the
course. lf we accepl Lhat conununicative wriling tasks should
form part of a second language course, then we must include at
least one writing item in every cxam we give to our students, in
order lo motivate them o do some writing in class,

In what way can writing be used not only as a useful com-
municative skill, bul alzo as a Lool to supporl, somchow, sccond
language learning? The answer lies in the role of writing to
clear up doubls that the student may have and to exposc and
correct his mistakes. The heard word and, worse still, the
word spoken by the sludent himsel!, may be erroncous; the
student is doubtful and loses cunfidence. Only the wrillen word
is "correct" for the learner, Morweover, the word written by
the student himsell may he incorrect, but at lesst the uncerlainty
vanishes. The student has made a decision. It may be wrong,
but it has been expressed permanently, it can be corrected,
the correction can be seen, referred Lo and questioned countless
times and, it is to be hoped, acted upon.
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The fact is that "learning" or "acquiring" a second lane
guage also inveolves the acquisition of a large number of mistakes,
through mis-hearing, misunderstanding and misinlerpretation.

If these mistakes are not to take root, forming the basis for false y
fluency or inhibiting the student's progress, the student must be
given the uppurtunity to correct them. In other words, a degree
of what may be termed "conscious learning' must enter the
scene. Wriling could be an important part of this. The learner
has to organize his thoughts: c¢xpress them carefully. lle has
to make decisions and, if he does make mistakes, he will not
remain in doubt, because the correclion is as visible as the
error and any necessarcry explanation will be durable. Most
students probably need to feel secure in what they are learning
and Lhe decision-making and permanence unplicit in written
exercises, together with the apportunities for correction and
explanation which they provide, are an essential aspect of the
growih of this security.

The failure to corrvect basic errors progressively and
the growth of false {luency are important problems. Many
students seem to struggle their way through a four-skills
course and end up far [rom [luent or happy with their Fnglish,
Moreover, in order to promote the expressive basis of a course, ;
examining shouid have a greater basis in production aclivilies. '
There1s a Lig difference for the student in an ¢xam situation
between having to react productively in a context and rmerely
having to recognize a response out of a given numhber of
alternatives, Only when exams reflecl Lhe course itsell]
which should involve students' learning to communicale
elfectively 1n & second language - in our case in English --
will wriling be uble Lo come inlo ils own as an important as-
pect of the course, both as a farmal constituent of the process
of second language learaing and as a natural, communicative
element of the second languages, which should be acquired
by the learner for its own sake,




