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ABSTRACT

An investigation was made in to  what constituted the subject o f English as first language 

in the Transvaal at w xtr.dary  school level over a period of th irty  years, from 1942 to  

1972, a period which was bounded by im portant changes o f syllabus. Inform ation for 

the study was obtained from  official publications 01  the Transvaal Education Departm ent 

during that period: syllabuses, Language Reports to  the A dm inistrator, the Annual 

Reports, public exam ination papers and examiners’ reports, and reports o f the Education 

Bureau. The titles of the prescribed works for the period were collated and analysed.

Some o f  the language tex t books in use in the Trans 'I  at various times were analysed 

A sample o f internal exam ination papers in Com position and Com prehension for Std 8, 

set by Transvaal teachers at the end o f 1973, com pleted the source material.

The study outlines d ifferent concepts o f the nature of English as a school subject.

Present and projected trends in English teaching in major English speaking countries are 

described, as a background against which to  in terpret the changes noted in the teaching 

o f the subject in the Transvaal over the given period, and in order to  throw  light on 

possible future developm ents in the province.

The source materials are analysed in chapters on Syllabuses, Prescribed Works, Public 

Exam inations and Internal Exam inations The analysis deals w ith aims, subject matter, 

the ethos o f the subject, and the assum ption:, bo th  explicit and implicit, o f  the 

education authorities and the teachers.

Ti e s.udy describes how changes have occurred in every aspect o f the subject over the 

thirty  year period. Language teaching has changed from  instruction in formal Latinate 

grammar, through a period o f rigorously proscriptive and prescriptive teaching, to  a 

concern with ability to  com m unicate in given circumstances and with the use of language 

in m odem  society. Spoken Engl.sh has also developed from being confined chiefi.1 t j  

proscriptive speech training, to  playing a bigger role in all English teaching Written 

English has changed slowly from  formal essay and le tte r writing to  w ritten com munica­

tion o f various kinds In the prescription o f set works there has been a shift away from 

the classics o f  previous centuries to  the work of tw entieth  century writers.

These changes have been accom panied by a change in the subject m atter and ethos of 

English. The language which pupils in the nineteen seventies are expected to  study and 

produce no longer conform s to  a V ictorian model, as it did th irty  years ago. The subject 

m atter is no  longer literary and dom inated by the British way o f life I he shill to



subject n a t te r  which i« o f interest to the contem porary child coincides with a shift in 

aims. Instead o f presenting the child w ith a culture which he must be able to  reproduce, 

the teacher reeks to draw the child out. Personal developm ent and self-confidence in the 

use o f  language are given priority.

The investigation has shown the need for close co-ordination among the various 

authorities directing the subject, the examiners and the teachers. There has been a lack 

o f com m on policy and sense o f  direction, which is shown particularly by inconsistencies 

and fluctuations o f  standard in the selection o f prescribed works, but is also apparent 

in 'h e  erratic developm ent o f the subject over a wide front. Recom m endations for 

future curriculum  developm ent in English are made.
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I t is 'ill too easy to  invent a ‘discipline’ and then tc  lim it the 

problem s to  precisely those which that di.cipline can handle, no 

m atter how  arbitrary and meaningless such a lim itation may be 

from  the human p o in t o f  view.

Angus Me ntosh  (1969)



CHAPTER ONE

BACKGROUND

I I  INTRODUCTION

i his study is an a ttem p t to  desciibe the dom ain of the secondary school subject 

‘English Higher" in the Transvaal educational system over the pest thirty  years. It looks 

at the aims, the assum ptions o f adm inistrators, examiners and teachers, the subject 

m atter, the activities, the m aterials (tex t books and prescribed books), and the ethos 

of th< subject. The evidence used for drawing conclusions about ispects o f the

subject is mainly to  be found in official docum ents: syllabuses, reports and exam ination

papers. Changes in approach that have occurred over the period are described, and the

developm ents in the Transvaal are placed in the contex t o f contem porary thought and 

practice in Bntair., Canada and the United States o f America. Comparison w ith these 

countries helps to  explain changes that have occurred, and also gives us some leads in 

predicting future developm ents in the teaching of English in the Transvaal.

1.2 LOCAL BACKGROUND

The starting date o f 1942 has been chosen for this study as it marks a significant 

po in t in the history o f education in the Transvaal. In a sense we are looking at the 

post-war period, but, as in Britain, the origins o f the developments that took place 

after World War II lie in the wai years themselves. The experience of the Depression 

years, followed by the upheaval o f  the war, gave a trem endous im petus to educational 

planning

In the Transvaal, a m y o r revision of the school syllabuses took place in 1942 

(Bot, 1951). This reorganisation followed the publication o f the Nicol Report o f 1939 

(Lynch, 1952). In making its recom m endations, the Nicol Educational Commission, 

which sat in 1937, responded to  two social pressures One was that the educational 

system should ensure that there should be no more poorly educated whites in the 

country. As a result, p rovocation  al, so  called Junior High Schools were established in 

1937- 33 (Lynch, 1953:107), in which pupils were prepared for the Junior C crtifica 'e 

Exam ination, and in 1942 public exam inations at the end of primary school were 

abolished (van d tr  Walt, 1944).

The Jun ior High School* did not fulfil expec-ations. Their curricula, according to  the 

Lynch Report f 1950), :em ained too  academic for the early school leaver, and



consequently the schools were disbanded tn 1951 (Lynch, 1952:153, Bot, 1965). 

Following the publication o f the Steyn Report (1953) and the Van Wyk Report (1955), 

it was announced in 1958 that a different kind o f provision for non-academic pupils 

was to  be introduced in 1961. This involved differentiation in to  three streams within 

the high schools The new system lasted until 1972, when it began to  be phased out 

and replaced by a system o f d ifferentiation on two levels according to  subjects, w ith 

a parallel "practical course" for non-academ ic pupils.

The o ther pressure to  which the Nicol Commission responded concerned the language 

question and national unity. Education was seen as a means o f social engineering:

Ve accept the absolute ideal o f  one nation for Sou th  Africa  
an i consider that the school m ust actively co~operate in 
helping to  realise that ideal. (212)

It spoke glowingly of

Two peoples, each w ith its ow n culture, co-operating sincerely 
to build up a Sou th  African nation as a political and economic 
unit. (215 ) (Quoted: van Staden. 1955:295)

The background to this was the continual wrangling over the language medium in 

Transvaal schools which had been going on since before Union in 1910 (Coetzee, 1941). 

Disagreement included the question of making the official languages com pulsory; the 

establishm ent o f separate or parallel medium  schools, and parental choice o f  medium of 

instruction for their children. The Nicol R eport failed to  settle these matters, and they 

were regularised only once the new national governm ent had come to  power in 1948, 

when a definitive Education Ordinance was passed in 1953 (Bot, 1951 and «.- o j ). 

Because of the delicacy o f the language issue, one o f the provisions of this ordinance 

(Section 55 (3Kb)) laid down that the D irector o f  Eduw 'tion should each year furnish 

the A dm inistrator with a report on the state o f the languages in the schools. Extracts 

from  these Language Reports have been used for the present study. It is indicative of 

the im portance of the language issue in the Transvaal that the Annual Reports o f the 

D irector o f Education also emphasise language affairs -  bu t always from the po in t of 

view o f bilingualism. A typical com m ent Is this:

A s far as the teaching o f  the tw o o fficia l languages Is concerned.
It Is clear fro m  the reports ( o f  the inspectors) that inspectors 
and teachers are fully aware o f  their especial task in this 
direction and. on the whole. It is possible to report favourably 
o r  this m atter (Report, T E D ..  1955)

Upon further exam ination it becomes apparent that rem arks like these refer to  the 

teaching of the official languages as second  languages In the analysis o f the official



literature which follows, it will be »een that there is little evidence that the same 

urgency or significance has been attached to  the teaching o f  the home language. In 

soite o f the significance o f  the language issue, it is difficult to  detect any effect that 

this has had on the teaching o f English Higher Grade.

1.3 TRENDS IN THE TEACHING O F ENGLISH

The teaching o f English in the Transvaal is best understood in the light of developments 

tha t hrve taken place in the countries which are most influential in this field Britain, 

as the home o f  the English language, is the most im portant. The U.S.A. has developed 

along different lines, and in some ways (e.g. in the use o f educational hardware) is a 

b e tte r indicator than Britain o f changes that lie ahead. Canada gives us a synthesis of 

the other tw o cou tries. Together they provide a yardstick which can help explain 

what we find, and identify possible areas of emphasis peculiar to  the Transvaal scene.

English teaching has changed since the war years. The change is not a simple linear 

progression, as Shaycr's history of English teaching this century shows (197.1.):

A C Capcy, in reviewing Shayer’s book, says (1973:252):

The scene has always been complex, darkness penetraleii 
b y  light, sense and nonsense working together

At any one time there are always visionaries writing and enlightened practice in schools, 

as well as reactionary pronouncem ents, conservative adm inistration and bad teaching 

Through it all certain changes arc discernible Geoffrey Summvrfield says.

In bo th  Britain and the United States, th e n  the English 
curriculum is responding to tw o  major pressures, from  
chc.nges within the subject and fro m  social factors. (1971:9)

Changes within the subject, yes: these changes, such as developm ents in linguistics, we 

can identify But social factors' simply mean that the world is changing, and with it 

English teaching A full account of these changes would involve a history o f  society 

and a history o f ideas since the 19th century. Thus instead o f attem pting to  describe 

the influences that have shaped m odem  English teaching, this account will be restricted 

to  the actual changes detectable.

There is a catch phrase which in a nutshell sums up the change taking place in English 

teaching: from  C ontent to  Process. This is the theme o f  Postm an and Weingartner s 

T earhhg as a Subversive A c tiv ity  (1969). It is a useful umbrella phrase under which to

list the changes taking place in all the different concerns o f  the English teacher.

Different com m entators give varying analyses of the subject, bu t it will be seen in the

accounts tha t follow that they agree basically on the nature of the change.



4

Shaycr (1972:6  24) identifies five basic approaches to  English from which teaching 

has gradually moved sway this century. They are:

(1) ‘The Classical Faliacy’ -  construing, ‘allusion hunting*, parsing,

figures o f speech etc.

(2) ‘The Old English Fallacy’ — the philological preoccupations o f the

Oxford school.

(3) ‘Com position and the Im itative Fallacy* -  writing based on jo o d  models.

(4) ‘The Moral Fallacy’ — pupils read and w orked on ‘improving* passages

containing moral precep's.

(5) ‘Grammar and the C ontent Fallacy* -  the idea o f faculty training.

Wilsford (1973) has analysed the model o f English that emerged at the famous

D artm outh Seminar o f American and British teachers o f  English in 1966, which has

been described by John Dixon in Growth Through English (1967), Wilsford reports,

There are m any 'Growth Through English' variables that 
force a choice am ong teachers as against traditional 
values (88)

O f the 35 variables he nas isolated, he gives five key sets o f bipolar variables’, as 

follows (9 0 -9 1 ) :

Correct English — Talk

Literary heritage -  Engaging literature

Expository writing -  Expressive writing

Produce evaluation -  Process assessment

College preparation — Life preparation

These variables stress the value of the activities as the pupil perform s tli- m in the 

clauroom  rather than aiming at assessment o f pupils a t the end, against preconceived 

standards or in com petition with each other. Subject m atter is chosen to  ‘m eet the

needs o f the students in on ten t and interest*.

Dixon sums up the extrem e stand o f the D artm outh Seminar as follows (1967:114):

Our subject is experience, wherever language is needed to  
penetrate and brinr It Into a new and satisfying order

The American w riter Jam es M offett explains it as follows (1968 6):

English. M athematics and foreign languages are nol about 
anything tn the same sense that history, biology, physics, 
and o ther primarily empirical subfccts are about something  
English. French, and m athem atics are sym bol syitems, into  
which the phenom enal data o f  empirical subjects are cast
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and by m ean, o f  which we th ink about them  Sym bol 
system s or. not primarily about themselves, they ere 
about o ther subjects. When a student learns' one o f  
these systems, he learns how to operate it. The main 
po in t is to  th ink and talk about other things by means 
o f  this system

This is no t a new idea; George Sampson had already voiced it in his remarkable book 

English fo r  the English in  1921:

English is really no t a subject at all It is a condition  
o f  existence rather than a subject o f  instruction (28)

But Sampson was a prophet before nis time, and it is only recently that we find his 

ideas being taken up with the enthusiasm as of a new revelation -  with corresponding 

reactions from  the unconverted, such as G. Boomer o f Australia, who writes 

scathingly (1973 :19) of

Advocates o f  the b im-the-textbooks-and-teach-from -the-heart' 
philosophy, such as James M o ffe tt

Iz 'J ie  S tra tta , who as a co-author o f the epoch-making tex t book R eflections  (Clements 

963) has him self influenced the history o f English teaching, has in recent 

lions outlined what he sees t e changes in English teaching (1972a; 1972b; 

1973). Bas.cally, the shift has been i 'o m  using literature as the touchstone o f English, 

to  basing everything on the needs and interests o f the pupil. English can then move out 

from the pupil’s personal concerns in a search for ob.iectivc correlatives to  inner states 

o f  feeling and thought". (1973:107)

Most writers point out (h it  the p si war shift to  child-centred education has found its 

main expression in English. John Dixon in Growth Through English (1967:1 — 2) gives a 

rather t 'n p lis t ic  model o f this change, beginning in the time o f the Industrial Revolution, 

and ilminating in the ideal o f ‘personal growth’. All the books on ‘creative writing’ 

that appeared in the 1960s epitomise this approach. The lengths to  which it can be 

taken when if finally becomes a popular fad can be judged from  the publisher’s blurb 

for the Penguin English Project (1970):

A ’though we use language fo r  everything, the con ten t o f  
the English lesson is In a sense the child h im self arid what 
he is capable o f  sharing w ith  o ther children and with
adults.

Stratta describes how the shift from  literature-oriented to  pupil-oriented teaching has 

a fleeted the entire English curriculum : writing is no  longer based on literary models; 

reading is no longer drawn from a given corpus o f  classics, and language stuuy is no 

longer based on a l.atinate model o f  perfect English. The change in language work has
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been closely analysed by Halliday, M cIntosh and Strcvens in The Linguistic Sciences 

and Language Teaching (1964), where they epitomise it as a move from prescriptive 

and proscriptive teaching, to  descriptive and productive teaching. Walsh (1969:112) 

describes it as ‘removing the emphasis from  formal correctness and placing It instead on 

successful com m unication’.

S tra tta  on his own does not m ention the growing emphasis on the spoken word, but 

his co-authors in his latest work, John Dixon and Andrew Wilkinson, (S tratta et a l , 

1973), restore the balance, for they ire  well-known proponents o f this aspect o f English. 

They point out that dram a is increasingly being used by English teachers. Hanratty is 

given a chapter o f Denys Thom pson’s Directions in the Teaching o f  English (1969) to  

discuss the growing part played by spoken English.

O ther additions to  the conten t o f English can be noted. Michael Marland, also writing 

in Directions (1969), sa. s.

One o f  the major trends over the tw en ty  past years has 
been a substantial increase in the  am ount a pupil writes 
over a year (61)

The trend began well before 1949 Blackr luced some striking evidence of the

change since the 1920s in Good Enough fo r  the Children? (1963).

A further addition to  the subject m atter has been noted in the U.S.A., which may 

reach South  Africa before it reaches Britain. Fraser (1963) reports the findings o f 

Jew ett (1958), who made a nationwide survey o f changes in ‘secondary school programs 

in English’ between 1932 and 1958. In addition to  trends we have already noted, he 

says that Jew ett found

In response to  the Increasing urgency o f  the world situation,
m any English programs have com e to  Include som e literature
o f  o ther cultures in addition to  English and Am erican  
literature (*4)

It is possibly only a m atter o f time before South African schools, responding to  

sim ncr pressures, start setting works in English by black writers living in Africa.

There is ano ther change taking place in English teaching, which on a humble level it is 

easy to  docum ent as an extension in subject m atter over the years, but which has 

im plications that may ultim ately alter the whole nature o f the subject. As the reading 

m atter for English nas widened, it has come more and more to  include material from

newspapers and magazines. The mass media have becom e the object of critical study.

Even more so across the A tlantic than in Britain, o ther mass media than the printed 

word have been included in English studies. A Canadian survey (O ntario  Institu te for
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Studies in Education, 1968:24) reports,

The subject m atter o f  English seems to  be proliferating
a' an alarming rate;

and it identifies this ex tra subject m atter as ‘distinctive grammars o f the mass media' -  

television, film, paperbacks, .Jvertising  etc

In England, Robert Shaw, writing in the Times Educational Supplem ent (1972:28), feels 

that it is not enough for English teachers to  m ount ‘sporadic civil defence campaigns 

against fall-out from  advertising and television’. He is scornful too o f ‘vestiges of 

awareness o f “ new" media in the use o f “ audio-visual aids” , saying the phrase itself 

(audio-visual aids) is patronizing and inaccurate in a culture where those (media) are 

central’. And this is where some writers see the nature o f English being re olulionised 

It is the arrival o f Marshall McuUhan’s ‘post-Outenherg age’. According to  M J  tih ui, 

this does not involve a simple w’ o f subject m atter, but a change irom the 

‘nineteenth  century world o f  classified data’ to  the ‘in tricate and com plex integral 

world o f electronic inform ation ' (1966: 198—199). The life o f the classroom must be 

rc-onentated, say McLuhan and his followers. This is also one o f the main predictions 

made by Far ell (1971) on the basis o f a.i elaborate exercise in futurology which he 

undertook  for the National Council o f Teachers o f English in America. He invited 

hundreds of prom inent teachers a id academics connected with English teaching in the 

U.S.A. to  forecast future trendr in the subject, and found that they were o f the opinion 

that ‘the symbolic value system ’ o f education will have to  change in order to  make 

contact w ith our im m ediate culture! environm ent (p .23). ‘Multi-media, multi-sensory 

learning will receive greater emphasis than does print, (p. 158) The world is witnessing 

the beginnings of this reorientation, but it is still in its infancy.

1.4 CURRENT STANDPOINTS

Under the broad heading o f ’English as process’ the changer, outlined above find 

expression in a num ber o f d ifferent interpretations today. In practice teachers may 

fluctuate in their approach, and different, even contradictory, emphases may be con­

fused within schools, departm ents or syllabuses. The picture is clearer if one looks at 

the work of writers on the teaching of English, among whom it is possible to  identify 

d istinct standpoints.

Much o f the argum ent about English still uses concepts first form ulated for the 

tw entieth  century by F.R ceavis. HoUindalc, .  cussing contem porary English teaching 

under the heading ‘Why have things gone wrong? ‘ (1972:334), has to  re > r  back to 

Lcavis and Thom pson’s Culture and Environm ent (1933) as seminal I he same book
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is also called seminal by Poole and Shephard in the influential preface to  their Impact 

Teacher’s Book (1967:6). The Times Literary Supplem ent, in Introducing a series on 

The State o f English Studies in British Universities (1972:126), puts Leavis at the centre 

o f  the argum ent: it endorses Leavis’s views, but goes on to  show that they are regarded 

w ith cynicism by today 's disillusioned young academics:

'English literature, magnificent anti match'ess In diversity 
and range, and so fu ll and profotuui in its registration 
o f  changing life, gives us a continuity, that is not y e t dead 
There is no other; no o ther access to anything approaching 
a fu ll  certainty o f  mind, spirit and sensibility -  which Is 
what we desperately need.' F.R. Leavis's words are stirring, 
meaningful, and -  to  m any who are studying and teaching 
in our universities -  ridiculous

There are tw o threads in Leavis's argument: tha t literature is a means of cultural 

continuity , and a means of making one a better person. Nowadays the great proponent 

o f  English as a means o f  continuity  is Fred Inglis, whose views are used as a reference 

point in the present study. Most writers today still share Leavis’s second argument; 

they believe that literature in the English course uplifts and ennobles the pupil; that it 

provides the ‘objective correlative’ to  the child’s personal concerns referred to  by 

S tra tta  (above). Mulford, in his contribution  to  Directions in the Teaching o f  English 

(1 9 6 9 :4 2 -4 3 ) , puts it as follows:

One o f  the m ost significant developm ents in the reaching 
o f  English In recent years has been the way that the concern 
fo r  the transmission o f  literarv culture . has gradually merged 

with the o ther concern, fo r  the kind and quality o f  the 
child's own world

Nevertheless there are tw o distinctive emphases found today: a concern for culture (in 

its new m anifestation as society ), and a concern for the individual.

First, English and society: Leavis's concern for standards has developed in to  a full-scale 

critical study o f  popular culture. The m ovement was carried by books like The Uses o f  

Literacy (Hoggart, 1957), Culture and Society  (Raym ond Willi-.ms, 1958) and 

Dtscrtmin~,tion and Popular Culture (Denys Thom pson, 1964). Hollindale says (1972:334),

The English lesson became a means o f  training and protection  
fo r  sensibilities endangered b y  the influences o f  m odem  
society, and its concerns overlapped w ith social science.

The publication o f the tex i book R eflections  (Clements, Dixon and S tra tta , 1963) 

began a flood o f English text books based on the study o f social themes, which is 

still m ounting in 1973. Conjointly w ith this shift in subject m atter, the status of 

established literature in the English course has been changed to  that o f source material,



to  be used alongside any o ther reading material in the study of themes. In Scotland, 

the D epartm ent o f Education’s Central Com m ittee on English has announced in a 

Bulletin (1968:28),

We regard w rtkw htle lit erasure to be any imaginative 
writing which o ffers the pupil improving experience

When teaching dees focus on the quality  of literature itself, through critical analysis, 

this study is part o f the wider field o f media studies. L iterature also takes its place 

alongside all the other m anifestations o f language is  the source of linguistic material 

for language studies. This is the approach taken by the Schools Council Programme in 

Linguistics and English Teaching, outlined in the Project's theoretical publications (1968; 

Doughty et a l,  1972) and im plem ented in its teacher’s handbook, Language in Use 

(Doughty e t a l, 1971). The pupil’s entire linguistic environm ent, spoken and written, 

is critically analysed (This approach has been discussed in more detail by the present 

w riter in tw o papers published in the Education Bulletin  o f the 1 ransvaal Education 

D epartm ent, 1970 and 1972).

Lcavis’s belief in the refining qualities o f literature has also strengthened the hand of

those who pu t the child first in English teaching. L iterature, establish 'd  by tradition as

the domain o f  English teschers, has kept its place, bu t is used to  fulfil far different

aims to  those orig*- 1 by those who chose the content o f courses. It is not

taught as a mod Jt in order to  im part knowledge of cultural heritage, but

because, as Sire

(it)  o f .  ,  .he r u d e r  the opportun ity  to  reflect upon living 
experience In a m ore organised and conslde'ed manner than 
he Is able o ften  to  do while participating in the day to  day 
business o f  living (1972a: 100)

This explains why David H olbrook’s stream  of books on English teaching, published in 

the 1960s (1961, 1964a, 1964b, 1967a, 1967b), show a dual concern for good literature 

and for the child 's em otional health. In English fo r  M aturity ( ! 9 6 l ) he says,

Teaching poetry is at the centre o f  English

(Q uoted S tratta , 1972a: 100)

Then we have him expounding his theory o f English as psychotherapy:

English Is no su b 'e c t’, bu t a means to  personal order, balance 
and effectiveness in living To give . (students) adequate 
verbal capacities Is at one w ith  giving them  re lie f from  inward 
turmoil, a degree o f  self-respect and relf-possesslon. and the 
ability to em ploy their potentialities -  no t only In ‘English 
and other 'subfects' or at w ork -  bu t as lovers, parents, friends, 
m em bers o f  the com m unity . (Q uoted O ntario  Institute, 1968)
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H olbrook's belief in the therapeutic value o f  verbal expression gives the theoretical 

background to  the interest in ‘creative writing’ that has arisen over the last decade. 

Imagination and involvement have become the two criteria for judging the success o f a 

child’s w riting (See Assessing Com positions, a pam phlet o f the London Association for 

the Teaching o f  English, 1965.)

The child-centred approach o f Holbrook and his successors (Whitehead, 1966; Stuart, 

1969) is founded on psychology. Recently, this approach has been supported by Peter 

Abbs on philosophical grounds Abbs has w ritten  prolifically in the 1970s on what he 

calls the phenomenological nature of English teaching The following quotations from

his article 'English in Crisis’ (1972) illustrate his ideas, and indicate his indebtedness to

Leavis:

[English teaching is based on] an order which has its roots 
in the tougher side o f  the R om antic  M ovem ent and which  
is now finding fu rth er confirm ation in the Phenomenological 
and Existentialist m ovem ent. (122 )

English teaching loses its e lf on a personal and enduring 
relationship betw een the teacher and the child. (123)

When the teacher affirm s a fin e  m ovem ent o f  the body in 
drama, a delicate perception In writing, a sym pathetic  
understanding in discussion, he is affirm ing som e o f  those 
qualities o f  being which ine R om antic  revolution understood  
as the alternative to  the essentially passive, the outwardly  
insatiable b u t inwardly stunted  consciousness, created b y  'he  
func tiona l society. Such affirm ation by the teacher and by  
the children o f  individual and imaginative activity is the  
surest way o f  developing that deep reservoir o f  creativity 
which the child/adolescent/adult w ill need i f  he is to  retain 
his ow n hum anity in the shrill and self-confessed inhum anity  
o f  mcxlern life (1 2 3 -1 2 4 /

Abbs is perhaps the most articulate apologist for the child-centred approach to  English 

teaching w ho is writing today.

U ndoubtedly this approach can have in practice a bad effect on English teaching.

Doughty pointed this out in the first paper o f what la ter became the Schools Council

Programme in Linguistics and English Teaching (1968: 1 -6 ) , and he quotes Summerfield

as having warned about the same degeneration in 1966. The weakness lies in pu tting  the

emphasis on English as a set o f  activities in which teachers seek for highlights’ o f

inspirational experience -  a non policy o f ad hoc excitem ents'. The result o f  this

episodic’ approach, Summerfield is quoted as writing, is

Engitsh syllabuses which fa il to  de fine  their educational 
obfectives w ith  any sense o f  articulated progression or w ith  
any degree o f  inclusive generalization.



II

Against the extrem es o f  child-centred teaching, o f English as process at the cxptN»e of 

content, there have always been those who have fought for w hat they believe are high 

standards. Prof. G.H. ban tock  is one Writing in Freedom and A uthority  in Education  

(1952), Bantock affirmed Matthew A rnold’s standpoint that culture is worthwhile in 

itself and sets standards that children must aspire to. ’Creativity*, he believes, is leading 

to  the lowest com m on denom inator. In the U.S.A., Jacques Barzun takes the same 

stand (e.g. in The House o f  Intellect. 1959). Bantock and Bf.rzun recently joined forces 

with like-minded Englishmen in The Black Papers on Education  (Cox and Dyson, 1971), 

in which the abandonm ent o f rigour and standards in education is deplored.

I S THE AIMS OF ENGLISH TEACHING

In order to  summarise the preceding two sections, cu rre rt aims of English teaching are 

presented below in tabulated form. The aims listed here have been extracted from all 

the literature on English teaching, referred to  in this study or cited in the bibliography, 

which has been published since approxim ately 1965 This includes recent Transvaal 

syllabuses. The aims as I sted here have not v^en classified according to  whether they 

are ‘m edian’ or ‘terminal* objectives, nor according to  the specific requirem ents of any 

particular group o f  pupils. All the aims identified in the source material have been 

collated and are listed; the weight attached to  them in any particular teaching situation 

would be relative to  the exigencies o f the situation. Some o f the aims are irreconcilable, 

some are old fashioned, bu t tney have all been expounded recently as aims of English 

teaching. Where possible, the original phraseology has been retained

in ihe design o f this taxonom y the following works have been consulted Bloom (1956), 

Taba (1962), Merrill (1971) and the Transvaal Education D epartm ent (1964). For the 

sake o f clarity, an index precedes the full listing Section 3, ‘Requirem ents o f the 

Subject’, is listed in the index only. The reason foi this is that aims in education are 

usually identified from  the three sources given here — pupil, society and the nature of 

the discipline, bu t in practice the third section would simply entail rewriting from a 

different point o f view the aims already outlined in the first two sections.



AIMS OF ENGLISH i CACHING

INDEX

REQUIREMENTS O F THE PUWL

1.1 Intellectual
1.1.1 Knowledge (C ontent)
1.1.2 Skills
1.1.3 Im agination and thinking (reflective thinking)

1.2 Affective (Sensitivities and feeling*)
1.2.1 Aesthetic
1.2.2 Em otional and personal

1.3 Religious and moral
1.3.1 A ttitudes
1.3.2 Values

1.4 Social

1.5 Physical

REQUIREMENTS OF SOCIETY

2.1 Vocational
2 2 Social
2.3 Cultural

REQUIREMENTS O F THE SUBJECT

3.1 Reading
3.2 Listening
3.3 Writing
3.4 Speaking
3.5 Literature



ALMS OF ENGLISH TEACHING

REQUIREMENTS O F THE PUPIL

1.1 Intellectual

The pupil should be provided with the facts and techniques 
essential for econom ic stability.

1.1.1 Knowledge

The pupil should be conscious of the power of language

He should be aware o f the social aspects and functions 
o f English. (How language operates in society.)

He should have a simple knor. ledge o f the terminology 
of grammar as a too l lor le a f in g .

He must have an insight in to  the structure o. language.

He should have a sense o f environm ent, history and 
culture, i he should be culturally enriched.

His horizons and experience should be ex ten d 'd .

1.1.2 Skills

The pupil must learn to  com m unicate effectively.

His linguistic resource must be developed, i.e.:
His vocabulary m ust be brought out and developed;
Me must learn to  control sentences, paragraphs and 
sustained pieces o f writing.

He must learn to  speak and write

fu en tly ;
lo ic a liy  (orderly); 
accui s te ly ; 
convincingly; 
clearly; 
courteously

He m ust be trained tii recall.

He m ust learn to  listen and read
intelligently (with understanding);
thoughtfully and critically;
observantly;
perceptively;
discrim inatingly;
sensitively,
with involvement;
with atten tion  to  others, and courteously ; 
w ith stamina.

He must be trained in habits o f 
listening;
reading — widely, for entertainm ent and for instruction; 
thinking.

He must learn study skills.
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1.1.3 Imagination and thinking

The pupil must develop his powers o f thinking
logically; (w ith ability to  see relationships); 
methodically.

He must develop his imagination.

He must extend his horizons and experience.

He must learn to  unde.stand the role o f man in the 
world and develop a vision of hum an possibilities.

1.2 Sensitivities and feelings

1.2.1 Aesthetic

T o develop the pupil's aesthetic response and taste.
T o  ennch the pupil's life.

1.2.2 Em otional and personal

To help the child through the process o f m aturation. 
To prom ote his personal development.
To help him understand himself.
T o  prom ote and extend the pupil's em otion.! 
experience.
To encourage independent thought and originality. 
T o  provide for the pupil’s artistic creativity.
To prom ote the pleasurable occupation o f the pupil. 
To provide him with a sense o f fulfilment and 
achievement.
T o develop in him the right attitudes towards work 
and reading.

1.3 Religious and moral

The pupil should develop spiritual m aturity
He should develop a moral sense: a sense o f moral responsibility,
sound attitudes and values.
He should be reasoning, unprejudiced and tolerant.
He should be sincere
He should develop a sense o f tenderness.

1.4 Social

To develop the pupil's resources for handling social 
relationships.
To develop in the pupil a sensibility to  o ther people's 
feelings
The pupil must be able to  use his language confidently.

1.5 Physical

The pupil must develop poise and self-confidence.
The pupil must learn the m otor skills required for 
reading, writing and speaking.



REQUIREMENTS O h  SOCIETY

2 .1 Vocational
The pupil must be able to  com m unicate effectively according 
to  given circumstances
The nupil m ust be equipped to  contribute to  corporate 
economic stability.

2.2 Social
T o  develop the pupil's social com petence.
The pupil m ust isem  to  listen and respond to  others 
perceptively and sensitively.
He must learn to r.hare and co-ooerate.

2.3 Cultural
The pupil must acquire a " ‘rise o f cultural tradition and of 
the environm ent.
He must acquire a knowledge of our literary heritage



CHAPTER TWO 

T h r  SYLLABUSES BEFORE DIFFERENTIATION

2.1 INTRODUCTION

During the period 194 2 -1 9 7 2 , five new English Higher G rad, syllabuses for Stds 6 - 8  

were introduced, and four for Stds 9 -1 0 . Their dates o f publication, usually a year 

prior to  their im plem entation, were as follow*:

1942 Stds 6 -  10
1945 Stds 9 -  10
1948 Stds 6 -  8
1959 Stds 6 -  10
1967 Stds 6 -  10

Occasionally am endm ents to  the syllabuses were made in the interim  by announcem ent 

in the D epartm ental Circulars

The syllabuses for all the standards o f the secondary school were never published 

together. In 1942 and '9 4 5  the syllabuses for Stds 6, 7 and 8 we-e published as part 

o f the primary school syllabus which started with the grades; in 1959 and 1967 the 

syllabuses for Stds 6 8 still aopeared separately from those for Stds 9 and 10

although the Jun ior Certificate, which could ' regarded as marking a break at the end 

o f Std 8, h I by then been abolished. N ot only did the syllabuses appear separately, but 

i* will be seen that they differ markedly from  each o ther in approach, indicating that 

they were drawn up by different com m ittees who did not correlate the syllabuses. This 

discontinuity  is most marked in the d ifferent approaches to language evinced by the 

1959 Stds 6 - 8  and Stds 9 - 1 0  syllabuses.

2.2 THE 1942 SYLLABUSES

2.2.1 1942 Syllabus for Stds 6, 7, 8

The tone o f  this syllabus is liberal the approach child centred. The General Introduction 

states baldly: ‘The determ ining factor is the need of the pupils.’ Ch Idren arc also put at 

the centre in com position writing. ‘Com positions on subjects about which the children 

may reasonably be expected to  write freely.’ Furtherm ore, ‘The writing o. verse is 

greatly lv  be encouraged ’ Most notably, the section on grammar attem pts to  be open- 

minded :

Som e teachers re fa rJ  the study o f  grammar as a desirable 
and even necessary aid In the s tu d y  o f  English, others do  nut 
f  'or those w ho ag’ee w ith the fo rm er a course In grammar Is 
p w ffe re d  . . .

I t  Is no t essential that a form al grammar lesson, as such, should  
be Included In the tim e-tab's each week



However, the wel’-intetVioncd liberality of the Syllabus is contradicted in many of the

details which are included by the authors, who see English in practice as having a

distinct subject m atter that must be taught to  the pupils by the teacher. By advocating 

the appointm ent o f specialist subject teachers for English, they are accepting that 

English is a discipline with its own unique concerns This is more typical of an approach 

to  English as a con ten t' subject than as a "process' subject:

The D epartment stresses the advisability o f  having specialist 
teachers, technically well equipped and im bued with  
enthusiasm fo r  their sub/ect This is adm ittedly important 
in all subjects a t this stage H e S tds 6 -  6’). but particularly 
so fo r  English, which is m uch more concerned with the 
spirit o f  things, and in which above all, there should be no
possibility o f  the teacher's r .urding the subd visions as
separate entities

Although they stress specialisation, the authors contradict th em -lv cs <n a muddled way, 

(c- they >3cm to  be moving towards a view of English as ‘process’, tuuging by their 

use i* the phiase ‘concerned with the spirit of things and their hope that the sub­

divisions o f the syllabus will not be carried over to  the teaching programme. If that is 

so, nothing ever came of this trend. In fact, notw ithstanding the developm ent of 

thinking along the lines of English as ‘process’ which can be seen in successive 

syllabuses, official D epartm ental policy has not changed thirty years later, for the idea 

of having specialist bngiisn teachers has spread even to  appointing them in primary 

schools. The T E D La.igvi ge Re .ort o f 1970 reads:

Favourable reports have already been received from  various 
inspection circuits where subject teaching has been introduced  
in one form  or another in prim ary schools . . . A s one 
principal remarks

'A fter  subject teaching has been in practice fo r  some time. I 
feei thai it has proved very successful fo r  various reasons 
In any subject, b u t especially in a language. It is essential 
that the teacher who is interested in the language, who has
a good knowledge o f  it, should be made responsible fo r  it

In very general ternv, this is a reasonable com m ent to  make about any subject, but as

a reference to  the place of the m other tongue in school it ignores the need and

opportunity  for integration o f English with the o ther school subjects, o f the kind so 

admirably described by Haggitt tl9 6 7 ) , and it disp’ays ignorance o f  the role o f language 

in the to tal school curriculum

The 1942 Syllabus for Stds 6 - 8  illustrates well the tensions and conflict that 

accom pany evolution in thinking on teaching the subject ‘English' In spite o f the 

‘m odem ’ views expressed in the general com m ents quoted above, the Syllabus is still



very much the product o f a more traditional approach. This can be detected in the 

language style and the terminology used, as well as in the choice of subject m atter, 

the confused thinking about language and the confusion between productive and 

prescriptive teaching methods.

The rose style used by the authors o f the Syllabus is ornate to  a degree never repeated 

in i /sequent syllabuses. Significantly, the purple passages occur ii the sections on 

literature -  presumably the style is considered appropriate to  the subject matter.

English teaching was one of the last strongholds of this kind o f euphuism, mistakenly 

based on literary models, that has long since lost any resemblance to  the language of 

the age -  even as used by poets. N ot only did it appear in syllabuses, but pupils were 

expected to  im itate it in their own com positions and verse Referring to  the teacher's 

obligations in selecting literature, the Syllabus reads.

He m ust be careful, however, to  temper his choice to the 
shorn lamb, and no t to  despise the assistance o f  the lowly 
com ic or even the lurid tales o f  dreadful men. For such 
children it is the first step that coun.s in the ascent o f  
Paruas.us, and though a great m any will always be tolling 
travellers on  the lower slopes, y e t  the success o f  the teacher 
will be vpaged [sic, u n fo rtu n a te ly ]b y  the num ber w hom  he 
has induced even to  a tte m p t the climb Whatever height is 
reached, the climb should be an honest, sturdy at tempi, etc.

The rom antic atm osphere clings to  some o f the topics suggested, under the quaint title

unique to  the English classroom, o f ‘lecturcttcs’ :

Imagined figures, eg. 'Justice';
How to  m ake Putter

(S td 7)

(It is interesting to  note that the lat*er topic survived as a relic o f a bygone pastoral age 

until the new Syllabus of 1960 replaced it w ith suggestions for imaginary broadcasting'.)

SPEECH TRAINING

The section on spoken English is still .ailed 'Speech Training’, w ith all that implies of 

prescriptive and proscriptive training and its concom itant moral judgm ents:

Just because the playground speech is frequen tly  slovenly, 
th e  teacher must always be on guard to p reserve the high 
quality o f  the classroom standard  . . .

The teacher should a tten d  to  pronunciation, articulation, 
intonation, phraiiing, modulation, m od iflca tk  i o f  tempo, 
th e  elim ination o f  vulgarisms and the coun:*iactlng o f  
undesirable Influences.



GRAMMAR AND LANGUAGE WORK

It is no t clear what criteria govcm td the selection of material for the optional 

‘G ram m ar’ section distinct from the ‘Language Work’. Under the fo.i, er, for example, 

we find Subject, Predicate and Object, but under the latter heading are listed, among 

others, Word Form ation, Propositions, Sequence o f Tenses and Active and Passive Voice. 

Presumably ‘Gram m ar’ consisted o f  Latina(e grammatical analysis Confusion over 

grammatical categories is shown by the inclusion of ‘Litend and Figurative’ in the 

following section o f ‘Language Work':

I I  Recasting sentences und sentence sequences:
Sequence o f  tenses 
Direct and indirect speech.
A ctive and passive.
Interrogative and categorical 
Negative nr.J positive.
Literal and figurative.
Rhetorical question and statem ent

F urther logical confusion has resulted in the inclusion under ‘Language Work’ of 

'Allusions: com m on classical, literary and historical'. One can see the authors’ dilemma: 

allusions, to  them, were part o f the ‘facts’ o f English (as they could not fit convenient­

ly in to  any other subject), where in the English syllabus could they appear7 Similarly, 

abbreviations had to  be taught; they were also part o f the cultural material that could 

be pvt in the English syllabus We find them listed undet ‘P unctuation’.

A further heading, ‘Spelling and Vocaoulary’, provided scope for yet more factual 

material:

Phonetic sym bols can be a useful aid In the teaching o f  
correct speech, and it Is suggested that pupils should be 
able to  recognise the phonetic  sym bols associated w 'h  
any sound, particularly vowel sounds

ORAL AND WRITTEN COMPOSITION

The m ost notable feature o f the suggested topics for oral and w ritten com position is 

th i lack o f  scope for originality and the use o f imagination. 1 he section on O ra1 

C om position for Sid 6 (on which the work for the o thei standards is based) is w orth 

quoting in full in order to  illustrate this:

O R AL COMPOSITION

1 Describing and telling the story o f  pictures and picture series 
Interpreting plans and diagrams

2 Descriptions, making use 6 f  Illustrative diagrams where n e c e ssa ry
(a) technical wl*at It is', how  it works':
(b ) o f  operations : how  to m ake butter, how to  m end a 

puncture, how to m ake a m odel aeroplane:
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(c ) actual or imagined scenes, the same scenes viewed unaer 
d ifferent conditions;

(d ) actual or imagined experiences;
(e) persons well know n  to  the speaker;
( f)  imagined figures, e.g.. Father Christmas; 
ig ) plays, films, books and characters.

3  Reproduction o f
(a! anecdotes and jokes;
(b ) stories fro m  d ifferen t points o f  view and according to  

varying circumstances
4 Story-telling fro m  outline; com m unity  story-telling; 

original tales.
J  Biographies and autobiographies
6 Dramatisation: stories; scenes fro m  novels and history; plays and  

sketches w ritten by individual pupils or groups; charades. Staging 
o f  plays fo r  class and public presentation.

7 R ecord o f  doings in the classroom.
8  Discussion o f  reading matter, literature, matters o f  topical 

interest, plays and characters.
9 Expanding m atter fro m  condensed form , e g , fro m  a telegram
10 Summarising
11 Talks by pupils on item s o f  interest culled fro m  newspapers, 

periodicals, encyclopaedias, etc.
Lecturettes by pupils on topics o f  interest, including hobbies 
and careers.
12 Debates, fo rm a l and inform al

It can be seen that most o f this work involves handling ready-provided material -  

reproducing, expanding, summarising. Even when imagined' scenes and experiences arc 

m entioned, the fo.m idable heading o f 'descriptions’ limits the possibilities o f their 

treatm ent.

The section on Written Com position for Std 6 also leaves little opportunity  for personal 

expression:

V 'R ITTE N  COMPOSITION.

1 Paragraphs on com m on objects; experiences and scenes, familiar 
processes and operations, Icral events and newspaper reports, 
either real or imagined

2 Themes suggested b y  the exercises in paragraph writing to  be 
developed Into more sustained efforts In descriptive com position

3  Pages from  a diary
4 S tory: reproduction (see oral); com pletion  (beginning or ending 

given).
5 Co-operative writing o f  a book, the subject and treatm ent, plot, 

chare, ters, division Into chapters, e tc  , being discussed by the  
whole class before the writing o f  the separate chapters is under­
taken by groups. Plays and magazines similarly tS ee  Oral 6.)

6 Compositions: descriptive (see o 'I work).
7 Biography and autobiography.
8  L e t t e r s -  

Friendly letters.
Letters dealing w ith difficulties, such a* complaints.

9 Summarising  -
(a) Sum m ary In no te and sentence form . Telegrams



Advertisem ents, posters, content bills, 
headings, captions.

(b )  N ote making, with subheadings
10 The wtUing o f  verse is greatly to  be encouraged
11 Throughout the course a tten tion  should be devoted  to  

punctuation.
The practice o f  making rough drafts and o f  effecting corrections 
before making a fa ir copy should be encourage.

C onsideration o f  this list reveals that a pupil may be original when he develops a 

paragraph on an experience or an imagined newspaper report, but even stories are 

half-finished beforehand for the uupil. The final com m endation o f the practice o f 

preparing a fair copy can only reinforce the cumulative effect o f stamping out 

spontaneity.

The Std 7 Syllabus adds to  the above list o f  uncreative topics:

Business letters F requent practice in the use o f  standard 
business phrases, b u t w ith  avoidance o f  stilted and  
artificial phraseology

A difficult distinction! One is led to  w onder to  what ex ten t the teaching of 'L e tte rs 

o f  sympathy", introduced in Std 8, involves similar frequent practice in the use of 

standard phrases.

Apparently out o f keeping with this form ality -  this emphasis on facts and on 

reproduction -  is the warm recom m endation of verse writing. However, w ithout 

further elucidation we cannot be sure w hether this refers to  the writing of free verse 

as practised in the sixties and seventies, or whether it refers to  the formal construction 

o f verse according to  the rules o f  prosody. The latter practice had formed part of the 

English curriculum  ever since English became a school subject, where its presence added 

respectability to  the subject because similar verse writing constitued an im portant part 

o f schoolwork in Latin and Greek. Shayer (1972:121) quotes a num ber of writers who 

advocated a switch to  free verse writing in the nineteen thirties, but adds,

This is n o t to  say that the prosodic' approach with its 
classically derived scansion patterns d id  not continue, but 
It tended  to  take second plan, to  freer form s after 1 9 )0

In making virtually no allowance for the child's personal, imaginative expression, this

Syllabus is typical of the broad trends in English teaching o! the earlier part o f  this

century. Shayer (1972) describes how, until the 1920's, nearly all com position was of

the type which im itated models, although individual w riters on English m ethod tried

frequently to  change this. He quotes the great Philip lla rto g  as writing in 1907,

(T h e  teacher) m ust adm it unquestiom ngly the right o f  each 
child to  Have an opinion o f  his ow n In dealing w ith his subfect.

(Shayer. 1972:24)



But, sayi Shayer, ‘imitation* was still being advocated in the 1930s: R.K. Polkmghome’s 

Easy S teps in English Composition, (1931) ‘actually reproduces short prose extracts for 

younger pupils to  copy out to  “ improve" their English ' (Shayer, ibid.)

The 1942 Transvaal Syllabus, while not advocating wholesale im itation, is nevertheless 

still close to  this tradition in its emphasis on the working o f given material.

In keeping with the presentation in the Syllabus o f English as a body o f facts is the 

authors' a ttitude towards literature. The Syllabus accepts the need to provide children 

with books that will appeal to  them , but nonetheless takes a firm stand.

Fashions in children's reading change, bu t there is a solid core 
o f  all tim e books  [sic] o f  pleasure and every child should be 
given the opportun ity  o f  entering in to  possession o f  this heritage.

This section o f  the Syllabus ic entitled ‘The Heritage of Books’. Among the works, 

nrainly classics, recom m ended for Sid 7 are, significantly, M ore Stories fro m  Shakespeare 

and The Stories o f  Sum s o f  the B e tte rk n o w n  Operas Knowledge of the conten t o f our 

heritage m ust be im parted, even if our pupils do  no t encounter the oiiginals.

2.2.2 1942 TSSC Syllabus

This syllabus differs from the Syllabus for Stds 6 - 8  in that it is Simply a brief outline 

of the contents o f the final examination. The TSSC Syllabus continued to  be published 

in this form  until the change to  d ifferentiation in 1959 required a lengthier discussion 

o f the course itself.

The longest section is on oral exam inations, owing to  the need to  detail the com plicated 

organisation necessary for the testing (which is m oderated by an inspector). The test is 

in three parts

(i) Reading aloud from a prepared book, or, after perusal, 
from an unprepared book.

(ii) Recitation -  Prose (50  lines); verse (100  lines).
(iii) Speech -  Ability to  answer readily questions arising out

o f the passages read or recited, and to  carry on a 
conversation on ordinary topics o f general interest.

This is similar to  the regulations for the Junior Certificate oral exam ination o f the 

same period, except that for the lower exam ination pupils had to  recite 20 lines of 

prose and 50 lines of verse.

Some confused instructions regarding the recitation are given:

Each candidate should be encouraged to  subm it an anthology  
o f  prose and verse passages collected b y  h im self (he' Jlj and 
to  m em orise fro m  these passages about SO lines o f  p 'o se  and 
100 lines o f  poetry  Further, the candidate will be ca'fed
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upon to  re c it ' one or more passages fro m  the anthology  
subm itted  and to  show an appreciative understanding o f  
the conten t

The liberal-sounding ‘encouraged’ is difficult to  reconcile with ’will be called upon’; 

bu t apparently the anthologies were in tact com pulsory although the compilers o f the 

regulations were reluctant to  put it so blatantly, for they added a section headed 

‘Suggestions Regarding A ntho'ogies', ‘in connection with the prose and verse passages 

to  be collected by candidates.' (My italics the phrase implies obligation.)

These suggestions for an anthology are a well-intentioned attem pt to  make literature 

more enjoyable and interesting for pupils; the section goes in to  far more detail than 

any other part o f  the Syllabus. A call is made for enthusiasm on the part o f the 

teacher, and pupils are to  be encouraged to  read widely as a background to  the 

anthology, which they should also be encouraged to  illustrate. The requirem ent that 

candidates should always possess a certain am ount o f knowledge concerning the life 

and work o f the authors chosen by them ’ is reasonable in this context.

These ‘Suggestions Regarding /anthologies’ were regularly reprinted in the Handbook in 

exactly the same form right up until the differentiated syllabuses o f i959 were 

published O n ; suspects that what was at first a good idea to  bring freshness to  the 

teaching o f literature later became a chore and eventually ossified.

In 1942 there were still only two w ritten papers in the secondary school certificate 

exam ination, an arrangem ent that lasted until 1946 when the present system ot three 

papers was introduced. The exam ination was arranged as follows:

Oral exam ination 90 marks
Literature 200  marks
Language and com position 160 marks

(bssay 65, Lang. 95)

T otal 450 marks

It can be seen that the mark allocation is in keeping with the traditional bias o f the 

Syllabus in that it emphasises literature.

The section on literature reveals the same intention  to  make the subject interesting and 

enjoyable which is evinced by the notes on oral w ork and the anthologies; but there is 

tension between the approach to literature for the sake of enjoym ent and the approach 

to  literature as a factual subject that m ust he ‘learnt’. The au thors of this syllabus are 

advanced in their thinking, but hampered by traditional forces They prescribe ‘A period 

o f  literature for which a tex t book will be prescribed’, yet stress that the set works 

themselves be studied for literary appreciation
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Two plays, o f  which one m ust be Shakespearian, to  be 
read with reference to  the plot, characterization, and 
general literary quality

The (six) books should be studied from  a literary aspect.
Annotations, etym ological or other, save where necessary 
fo r  an Intelligent appreciation o f  the text, should be 
avoided

There is a marked difference between the note on the essay in this Syllabus and the 

notes on com position in the Syllabus for Stds 6 - 8 .  This illustrates how the junior 

certificate and TSSC syllabuses were often compiled by different com m ittees with 

little attem pt, apparently, at collaboration: the syllabuses differ in basic principles, let 

alone showing any attem pt at building a sequential programme involving continuity 

from  Std 8 to  Std 9.

The 1942 TSSC Syllabus for the essay paper reads:

\n  essay o f  about three pages (80  lines) In length, a choice 
o f  subjects to  be given, allowing scope fo r  bo th  boy and
girl candidates, and fo r  originality and imaginative treatm ent

Mere we lind that the Syllabus makes specific m ention o f  the need for originalitv and 

imagination, qualities which are so strikingly ignored in the junior one

The quaint wording, ‘boy and girl candidates', is as old-fashioned as the purple prose 

in the Stds 6—8 Syllabus; like the title o f the poetry book prescribed for the TSSC in 

1956, A Poetry b o o k  fo r  B oys and Girls, it reveals a way o f thinking about seventeen 

and eighteen year old school leavers that would not be found thirty  years later.

(See p 60% In 1942 pupils were still regarded as juveniles who had to  be taught; the

idea o f  them  as young people with whom  the teacher works, had not yet developed.

The language section o f  this Syllabus merely lists the type o f question that may be 

le t:

(1 ) Points involving knowledge of grammatical principles;
(2) the correct em ploym ent in sentences or in continuous 

passage o f specified words;
(3 ) paraphrasing, condensation or p rtcis; expansion o f notes;
(4) the structure o f the sentence, including analysis, 

indirect speech, e tc .;
(5) the structure of the paragraph, style, rhetoric, and 

rhetorical devices; prosody;
(6 ) a le tter on some suggested topic o f a literary character.

This list is weighted heavily towards theoretical knowledge which can be taught, learnt 

and tested. Only (2), (3) and (6) involve usage, though (2 ) is really a test o f vocabulary, 

unrealistic in practice and purely a m atter o f chance. The way (4) tails o ff in to  a 

tired e tc .' indicates that this list is simply a repetition o f  the traditional ‘grammar
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questions’ so often given as drill in text books and set in examinations. T h ; examination 

has becom e an end in itself, an unreal exercise, and the syllabus has been debased, to  

become a specific preparation for this exercise

2.3 INTRODUCTION OF COMPREHENSION QUESTION -  I .

It was announced in 1944 (T E D Exam inations Circular No. 24 o f 1944) that as from 

December 1944,

One comprehension typ e  o f  question  [sic] will be Included in 
the exam ination question papers fo r  Language and Composition',
English Higher Grade

This was a hurried step. It is unusual that a change in the public exam ination should 

be im plem ented in the same year that it is announced, as the need to give teachers a 

chance to  prepare their pupils usually necessitates a delay o f two to  three years. 

Furtherm ore, no details about the nature o f the com prehension question nor the new

mark allocation were given This inform ation was provided only th wing year.

2.4 1945 TSSC SYLLABUS

In February 1945 changes were announced in the TSSC English exam ination which

were to  come into effect in the final exam inations o f 1946 -  a more reasonable time 

lapse which makes one w onder all the more at the precipitate introduction of the 

com prehension question the previous year (T E D. D epartm ental Circular Vol XI 

No. I, 1944).

The big change was that English was now to  be examined by three papers instead of 

two. At the same time certain changes were made in the mark allocation, resulting in 

a different emphasis on the various com ponents o f the course The essay was taken out 

of the language paper in order to  make room  for the new com prehension test, and was 

made a ’com position’ paper on its own Marks for literature were reduced by 40, of 

which 15 went to  the c s a y  and 25 to  the newly designed language paper. As a result, 

literature lost its extrem e dom inance in the exam ination. The new arrangement was 

as follows.

Oral exam ination 90 marks
Language (Com prehension test, additional language

questions and le tter) — tw o hours 120 marks
Com position — two hours 80 marks
Literature — tw o and a

half hours 160 marks
Total 450 tiriaBts
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Language Paper

A breakdown o f the mark allocation for thi$ paper reveals what a radical difference 

was made by the inclusion of the com prehension test. Previously, all 95 marks had 

been allocated to  the miscellany o f questions which Bruce (1969) calls 'trivia' These 

‘trivia’, which are further discussed on pages 85—86 include all the short grammar 

tests involving sentences, phrases, analysis, transform ations etc The marks for this kind 

o f  question were now reduced to  3 0 - t o - 40 marks, while the com prehension test was given 

the remaining 6 0 - t o - 70. Bruce has shown (p.25) that in a com bined language and 

essay paper, if 15% o f the marks arc allocated to  trivia', this is enough to  enable a 

very weak candidate or even a foreigner, w ho could not express himself in English' 

to  pass (p  29)

The TSSC authorities, in reducing the marks for 'trivia ' from 60% to  between 15% and 

20% o f the to ta l for language and essay, were taking a massive step to  reduce this 

possibility. Furtherm ore, the regulations governing the type of language question were 

made far more general in order to  allow for more adventurous questions. All that the 

icguiations sta te  (cf. those for 1942, p 24) is

A choice o f  questions to  test knowledge o f  idiom and  
vocabulary, verse form , grammatical structure and/or 
logical thought

O f course, there was still scope for trivia in the com prehension test, judging from the 

In troductory  Note on this which was included here and republished in the third term 

o f  1947 (T  E D Dept Circ. Vol. XII No. 3, 1947):

INTRODUCTOR Y  N O TE  O N COM PREHENSION TEST

The  question expliquee or comprehension test has proved its 
usefulness fo r  a number o f  years in France and Britain, and  
elsewhere A m oderately long passage o f  prose or verse Is set, 
the candidates are asked to  read it through carefully and then  
to  answer a variety o f  questions on it The passage m ust be 
good, an exam ple o f  language effic ien tly  used, and the questions  
should be designed mainly to test the candidates' ability to  
read accurately and to  understand the meaning and implication  
o f  w hat they read

Som e o f  the questions can belong to  fam iliar types expansion, 
precis [sic] (supplying a title or giving in one or tw o  sentences 
the main idea o f  the passage), paraphrase (pu tting  in the 
candidate's ow n words the meaning o f  a particular sentence or 
sentences); questions on Idiom and vocabulary, or the signifi­
cance o f  selected words and phrases, or their force ami 
appropriateness, questions on th e  simpler figures o f  speech 
( e g  m etaphor and similar) [sic] and their effects



When the syllabus was reprinted in the 1952 Handbook, the reader was still referred 

to  ‘the in troductory  note on Com prehension Test', though no such noie was actually 

printed Presumably it had been the intention  to  publish this Note on the question  

expliquee' yet again, but through an oversight it was om itted It was never printed 

agsin.

Essay Paper

F or this paper a num ber o f  changes were made to the regulations o f the 1942 

Syllabus:

A t least nine choices will be o ffered  on a variety o f  topics.
A n  opportun ity  rnay be given to  treat a topic as speech, 
le tter or other recognised fo tm  ( to  be defined  by the examiner)

N B This paper is not Intended to  be a test under 
pressure, bu t a means o f  discovering a candidate’s capacity 
fo r  deliberate and orderly expression while handling a given 
subject.

Originality and imaginative treatm ent were now dropped from the rubric. It was to 

be many years before they received m ention again with reference to  candidates’ 

essays, and then it was only in the Exam iners' Reports bewailing the absence o f  these

qualities (e.g. in 1958). Had the neutral woiding o f this Syllabus, repeated in the 1952

Syllabus, an effect on teaching which gave rise to the Exam iners’ plea for more 

originality? In o ther respects, the serious tone o f the wording o f the Note in this 

section indicates the increasing im portance of the essay in the exam ination the emphasis 

was moving tow ards what the candidate could do for himself, instead o f stressing 

reproduction.

Literature Paper

Six books were still to  be set. A text-book on the history o f literature had last been 

set in 1943, and in 1944 a tex t book had still been listed among the prescribed works, 

‘though this book is not specifically prescribed’, so that there was now room available 

for one more literary work The position regarding literary history was now regularised:

No period o f  literature will be prescribed I t is assumed,
however, that in studying a brsok some a tten tion  will be given
to the type (genre) o f  literature o f  which it is an exam ple

So there it is: a clearcut switch from the study of history to  the study of genre

A form at for the literature paper was laid down which has remained in use until the 

present. The paper was to  be In tw o sections, one requiring ‘Brief answers o f  a factual 

nature’. It will be shown later ,pp 8 9 - 9 0  ) that the brief answers later developed



in to  a more searching kind of test than the factual one for which they were designed.

2.5 CHANG*: IN DIVISION OF PAPERS -  1947

It was announced in the third term  of 1947 (T E D Dept. Circ. Vol. XIII No. 3) that

a change in the TSSC would be implemented at the end o f that year In 1945, when 

the essay was put in a separate paper, the le tte r had remained part of the language 

paper. This had m eant that tw o hours were allocated to  the essay, thereby ensuring, as 

the syllabus intended (see above), that it was no t a test unuer pressure’ ; for the two 

hours allocated ensured that candidates would not ha e to  hurvy. The letter, however, 

had remained in the crowded tw o-hour language paper. This position was now altered 

by <king the 'e ttc r  out o f the language paper and adcing it to  the com position paper.

U nfortunately Mis m eant that the distinction between the writing of continuous prose

and the Disjointed answering o f short questions war now made complete

2 6 1948 SYLLABUS F u R  STDS 6, 7, 8

This Syllabus is very similar in appearance and con ten t to  the 1942 one. Like its 

predecessor, it is published as part o f a full series o f syllabuses for the Grades to 

Std 8, and is based very closely on the prim ary school syllabuses. The two stages are 

linked in a sequence which provides progression from primary to  secondary school

The Syllabus for Stds 6 8 is divided into the same sections as before Oval Com position, 

W ritten Com position, G .»r (though ’O ptional’ is now added in parenthesis to  the 

heading). Language Wo Literature.

Oral Com position

The Oral Com position sectio. nains some new topics. In an apparent attem pt to 

step up the cultural content i s Syllabus, ’S tories o f well-known operas’ are now 

added to  this section in addition to the book on this subject which is recom m ended 

for Std 7. Mock telephone conversations and broadcasting make their appearance. 1 imes 

were changing .n d  the Syllabus was adjusting to  electronic developments, though it was 

not yet ready to  cast off the rural world o f b i tter making
The prescriptive, moralising section on Speech T im in g  has been dropped in favour o f a 
new approach, apparently more dynam ic in intention .

P m 'lice  in the 'tunes' o f  English to  express pleasure, 
cordiality, surprise . . . etc.

W ritten Com position

The W ritten Com position section remains tne same except for the addition of 

-com prehension tests’ (surely misplaced in this category? ). It was pointed out in the
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discussion on the oral and w ritten com position sections of the 1942 Syllabus (pp. 19,20) 

that they militate against original, imaginative writing by pupils. Here these sections arc 

repeated, to  remain in force until the next syllabus appeared in 1959: two decades 

devoted to  the earnest m anipulation o f  words w ith little rcyird for the ideas they 

express W hether the syllabuses imposed dutiful obedience on the teachers for rtl these 

years, or whether the syllabuses simply reflect the way in which English was in fact 

taught during this period, it is difficult to  say. But it can be said that English was 

taught in this manner, w ith regrettable effectiveness. Our evidence comes from  the 

Inspectors themselves, w ho throughout the 1950$ reported tha t pupils’ writing was not 

original. Tw o examples from the Inspectors' Annual Reports will illustrate how striking 

the Inspectors found this lack o f originality

There are, however, still som e who, when teaching th e  home  
language, do r o t  create sufficient opportunities fo r  the pupil 
fo r  original expression. Too m uch o f  the written w ork consists 
m erely o f  transcription

(R eport for Pretoria, T E D  1955)

In the hom e frngi1 tge, more stress could be laid on oral work 
and on the need fo r  more originality in the work.

(R eport for Boksburg, T E D  1955)

Reports in similar terms were made by the Inspectors tight up until 1958, the year 

before the new syllabus was published. The Inspectors had obviously lost sight of the 

syllabus which was responsible fot thv. state o f affairs (or at least gave 't respectability), 

nor did they realise that they were deploring the work of teachers who were -imply 

doing their duty.

Some o f the specific topics for writing listed in 19*2 were now modified. ’Argumentative 

com positions for Std 7 became 'C om positions on controversial subjects' This is in fact 

a gnificant change, as it shifts the emphasis from sterile, formalised debate, to  a concern 

for the child’s own experience One other ray o f light is the omission of the requirem ent 

for frequent practice in the use o f standard business phrases' The new instruction is, 

'Avoid commercialese ’

Gram m ar and language work

Toe optional section on Gram m ar -  consisting o f synthesis and analysis -  is now 

prefaced b> a remark which in its confusion reflects the confusion and uncertainty of 

the authorities who, by making ‘gram m ar’ optional, reveal tha t they were in a tight 

spot:



The teaching o f  grammatical terminology I func tion  Is 
on ly o f  value in to  far as it helps to  clanjy word order, 
grammatical structure and/or logical thought.

What they mean is, do not teach grammar as a load o f  useless inform ation for its own

sake. But if  grammar, when properly applied, clarifies in the way that they say it doss,

how can any teacher afford to ignore it? The weakness of the ‘and/or shows remarkable

lack o f conviction for a syllabus.

In their doom ed efforts to  distinguish a separate category for ‘Language Work' the 

Syllabus com pilers have rew ritten the 1942 section as follows:

Exercises to  test range and intelligence o f  reading 
Further exercises n weaving o f  sentences.
Sim ple proverbs
Sim ple similes and m etaphors in their context.
Direct into lndir‘ oeech and vice versa 
Elim ination o f  co. /.ton errors, e.g. between yo u  and I

Though ‘literal and figurative' have gone, proverbs' have been included -  an open 

invitation to  teachers who favour the m em orisation o f lists. Also w orth notice is the 

persistence of twee language in the English syllabus, this time in the phrase ‘weaving of 

sentences'. A cause for alarm is the insistence on 'ex e rc ises , which suggests artifical 

work out o f context, and the hint in the first two lines that English work has as its 

raison d ’itr e  evaluation and assessment.

L iterature

The flowery section on The Heritage o f Books’ which appeared in 1942 has been 

replaced Uy a sober discussion of graded reading and the use of the library. The Syllabus 

stntes tha t The average pupil should be encouraged to  read from  tw enty to  th irty  books 

a year’, bu t unfortunately  adds the clause. Tw o or three books should be studied 

intensively each year ' This is unfortunate because such an arrangem ent encourages 

leathers to  concentrate on the two or three set books to  the exclusion o f all o ther 

reading.

Thy Syllabu* pves no aims for the treatm ent of literature w ith pupils at this level, so 

tha t there is no safeguard against literature teaching being dom inated by unimaginative 

exegesi.i. The recom m ended book lists contain a strange variety o f  books, from the 

solid V ictorian classic (presum ably for intensive study) to  the frivolous and ephemeral 

(presum ably for the pupils’ widei reading): from  Silas Marner. The C hildrens L ife o f  

the Bee and Lam b s Tales, to  the William books



Conclusion

The overall conclusion that can be drawn from this Syllabus is that it is useless to  do 

a patchw ork revision o f  an old syllabus and expect it to  stand up to  the test o f time 

until ye t another syllabus is introduced. While the 194#» Syllabus om itted some o f the 

most antiquated features o f the 1942 one, it remains essentially the same in spirit and 

in tention Consequently in most respects the 1942 Syllabus remained in force until 

I960  -  thus covering tw o decades during which educational thought in South A fn e i 

v-as developing and the South  African way o f life was changing rapidly (Lanham, 1970). 

The 1948 Syllabus was really a repair job, a rearguard action, instead o f  a courageous 

venture into the future.

2.7 STANDARD OF ENGLISH IN 1956

In 1958 the Education Bureau o f the Transvaal Education D epartm ent published a 

research report. Die Skolastiese Peil van Leerltnge In Hulle Moedertaal (T E D . 195f b). 

The purpose of the research had been to discover how pupils' ability in their home 

language compared with that o f pupils in the past, and, in the case o f  English speaking 

children, with that o f children overseas No doubt this research was to  some ex ten t 

prom pted by pu die criticism that pupils’ English was deteriorating -  a popular point 

of view especially strongly held in South Africa where the nfluence o f the other 

official language is feared and resented.

Tests were adm inistered in order to  com pare pupils' standards in 1956 with those 

achieved by pupils tested by E.G. Malherbe in 1938 and by the National Bureau o f  

Educational and Social Research in 1948, w ith m atriculants in 1939 and 1947, and with 

pupils in England and Australia in 1956. The 1956 English speaking pupils were found 

to  be weaker than those o f 1938, o f  the same standard as those o f 1948, better than 

the m atriculants o f 1939, weaker than those o f 1947, the same as English pupils and 

weaker than the Australians. Overall, the R eport concluded that the standard of English 

pupils had not improved as much as that o f  the Afrikaans pupils, but that the results 

were no t satisfactorily conclusive

O f interest to  the present study is the conclusion that the Report apparently reached 

about the standards of English teaching

D*e peil van moedertaal ondenvys in Transvaal het oor 'n 
tydperk van 18 faar oor die algemeen verbeter -  d il het 
in elk geval nie versleg o f  agteruttgegaan nie



Coining i* it does about half-way through the period under review in thia study, the 

1956 research pn-vdes a useful contro l in considering the developm ent o f English 

teaching in the Transvaal. A t least we know, as the Report rather negatively points out, 

that changes in syllabuses and exam inations hai4 not brought about a collapse of 

standards.



33
CHAPTER THREE 

THE SYLLABUSES AFTER DIFFERENTIATION

3.1 DIFFERENTIATION

In 1959 new syllabuses for Stds 6 - 1 0  were published, to  be implemented in 1960 and 

exam ined a t the Std 10 level for the first time in 1961. These syllabuses introduced 

differentiation in the secondary school. There were to  be three streams, based on 

overall academic ability: the C Stream, who would leave after Std 8 or else normal)', 

repeat Std 8 in one o f the other stream s in order to  be able to  continue at school; 

the B Stream who would w rite the Transvaal Secondary School Certificate at the end 

o f Sid 10; and the A Stream  who would write the Transvaal University Entrance 

exam ination.

The Language Report for 1959 announced the introduction  o f the English Syllabuses 

as follows:

N o t only have th ey  beer drawn up w ith a view to the im plementation  
o f  the policy o f  differentia ted  education, b u t use has also been 
m ade o f  the opportun ity  to  bring about far-reaching changes i i  
the content and to  introduce the newest m ethods The new 
syllabuses resulted in new text-books o f  a quality no t achieved 
hitherto being produced

The accuracy or otherwise o f this eulogy may be judged from the discussion o f the

syllabuses which follows.

3.2 THE I9 6 0  SYLLABUSES

3.2.1 I9 6 0  SYLLABUS FOR STDS 6. 7. S

This syllabus, and the one for Stds 9 and 10, are very different from earlier ones in 

appearance. Q uite clearly they are com pletely new in detign and wordiif,. This indicates 

tha t they had been com pletely revised for the first time since 1942. The badly needed 

revision of the English curriculum  had arrived.

One difference between these and previous syllabuses that is immediately noticeable is 

how much longer they are. Subject m atter, m ethods, materials, and the principles on 

which their selection is based, are discussed at length, bo th  in a preamble and in the 

tw o sections into which the Syllabus is divided. These are followed by schemes of 

w ork presented in tabulrr form, carefully streamed

The B scheme Includes the C  core. The A scheme includes 
bo th  B and C schemes, w ith  something in addition

Teachers are told to  treat the divisions as elastic rather than rigid*. These schemes.



which must have involved trem endous work in their com pilation, are ultimately spuriou 

bo th  in their intended progression from one standard to  another and between streams.

The length of the Syllabus is its weakness It is earnest in tone, bu t uneven, confused 

and contradictory, and in spite ol its discursive nature makes assumptions which arc 

never qualified or justified At no stage does it define w hat the subject is nor state any 

aims. The Preamble is concerned only with differentiation, but in reading it through one 

can pick up hints as to  the authors’ unde standing of the nature o f English as a 

subject:

Work prescribed fo r  the C stream Is the essential m inim um  
which every pupil in that particular standard m ust learn

Teachers will realise that any given exercise can be adapted  
to  the ability o f  the various groups.

This is going to  be a ‘content* syllabus, prescribing material which pupils will have to 

learn.

The Syllabus is divided into tw o sections, ( I )  Reading, literature and speech;

( 2 ' Language and com position. In is  strange division illustrates the futility o f  trying to  

com partm entalize the subject. Subsequent syllabuses all continued to  subdivide the 

subject, though not necessarily along the same lines. It was only in 1968 that a warning 

note was included to  the effect that these divisions were not intended to  reflect the 

actual presentation o f the subject in class.

Reading, literature and speech

In general, the Syllabus makes m oderate and helpful suggestions about the selection of 

reading material and the m ethods that can be used There are, however, some strange, 

if  no t unhappy, features

Concluding a list o f  criteria for the selection ol books, the following repeats:

The language should be o f  such a standari th a f i'ne book  
will enlarge his vo o b u la ry  and enrich his kno\ tedge o f  
idiom  This extension o f  vocabulary is one o f  the primary 
aims o f  English teaching Pupils should  be given frequent 
practice in the use o f  a dictionary

In spite of prior reference to  the im portance o f  books for the pupil’s em otional 

experience, this does give the impression tha t reading is a vocabulary exercise That the 

reader should understand this to  be the im port cannot be entirely accidental; in fact, 

the point is made explicit in the 1968 Syllabus for S tds 9, 10. (See below, p. 47 )

The Syllabus expects the A stream  to read, am ong o ther works, the established 

classics’, and to  study ‘a definite period o f literature’.



Now ccm es a further peculiarity. ‘Poetry’ is treated as a separate section from ‘Reading and 

Literature*. ( It may be r.oted here tha t this strange dichotom y still exists in the minds of 

teachers thirteen years later. One of the Std 8 internal exam ination papers o f 1972 which 

were assembled for this study is headed Literature and Poetry’.)

A paragraph from this section is w orth quoting for the elitist terminology o f the opening 

phrase and the im possibility o f the example suggested:

For the better claxxes, tl is suggested (i) that pictorial, 
chronological charts representing the developm ent o f  English 
literature be placed on classroom walls and copies inserted in 
the pupils' anthologies; I ii) that a further chart, depicting  
a particular period, e g the ballad period, be w orked o u t in 
fu ller detail.

The only o ther guide to  teachers as to  w hat they must do  with poetry is found in the 

Language section, where the A and B streams are required to  team about rhyme, assonance, 

alliteration, inversion, repetition, and iambic, trochaic, dactylic and anapaestic feet -  t! * 

Syllabus thus fulfilling its earlier hints at regarding English as an assemblage o f  facts to  be 

learnt.

The Speech section is the only part o f  the Syllabus of which the approach is similar to  that 

in force in the Transvaal today It advocates fluent, pleasant speech and the use of drama, 

and marks a progressive Jiange from the ‘speech training’ approach o f the earlier syllabuses.

Language and com position

The opening sentence o f  this section reads,

The teaching o f  grammar should  be functional; that is to  say, 
its aim should be the prevention or eradication o f  com m on  
t rrors and the inculcation o f  correct sentence structure.

Thus we find tnat thi» Syllabus is explicitly prescriptive (‘inculcation’) and proscriptive 

(‘prevention or eradication ) What has happened here in the Transvaal in 1959 is exactly 

what the redoubtable Ballard saw happening in England tw enty years earlier (incidentally 

.■mother indication o f the time lapse betw een innovation in English teaching overseas and its 

in troduction  in South  Africa). The process which Ballard saw at w ork is described by 

M ittinU  1970:34):

In England. P B Ballard ( 1939) accused teachers deprived  
o f  form al grammar as a weapon o f  a ttack  -  o f  fashioning  
'other weapons equally apt tc deade i and stupefy '.

The new weapons referred to  were prescriptive teaching m ethods, whereby the teacher tries 

to  ensure that pupils d o  no t make certain  mistakes in their language usage A num ber o f 

writers have pointed out how unrealistic (his approach is: the popular ‘mistakes' picked on



actually constitu te only a tiny fraction o f the whole language; there is really no agreement 

as to  w hether they are indeed mistakes; and pedants usually worry only about their own 

favourites while ignoring someone else’s. Barbara Strang (1962) calls this ’popular pendantq  , 

Fowler (1926) called these favourite ite m s‘fetishes’, and Halliday, McIntosh and Strevens 

(1964) call them 'sh ibboleths’.

Ballard was rig h t In the Transvaal, formal grammar had been optional for twenty years. 

Obviously the time had come to  drop it from the syllabus altogether; neither could the 

vacuum be filled with proverbs and prepositions, for opinion had progressed beyond that 

subject m atter too. The emphasis naturally swung to  usage (’function*), but the only way 

this could conceivably be taught was by prescription.

On the merits o f this kind o ' hing, Halliday e la l  have this to  say:

There is no poin  ing in poie h'cs against prescriptive
teaching as such he same ft. ere are. in our view, tw o
ways in which p o s it’" m  m ay be done b y  prescriptive
language teaching  . hat it too easily becom es proscriptive,
with all a tten tion  n what mu.,t not be done. The
other is that it rr v  occeny, and there is no dou b t that
it still o ften  d o e .1 place In the teaching o f  the native 
language

(1964: 2 2 9 -2 3 0 )

Both these criticisms apply to  this Sy I ibus, as the details which follow the statem ent of 

the general aim go on to  shew. An account o f them follows.

The section lists what ti e tea :her has to  deal w ith; this includes

Verbs incorrectly spelt or incorrectly used, e g practise, 
license, advise, devise, prophesy, niuun fo r  complain; 
centre round fo r  centre in; qu it fo r  leave; sh ift fo r  m ove  
( house); scandal used as a terb

It is w orth noting the linguistic confusion of this miscellany: phonetics, orthography, 

semantics, prepositions (in a section on verbs) and colloquialisms. Such ignorance o f simple 

linguistics lays teachers open to  accepting ti e fallacies o f ’popular pendantry’.

A lthough formal gramm ar is excluded, the old Latinate concepts are invoked to  pro tect the 

authors' favourite fetishes:

Errors connected with the  use o f  participle, gerund and  
Infinitive e g The teacher objected to  him  eating in class

(The example is a long-lived favourite o f  English text books.)

The stress on linguistic purity  leads to  the invocation o f esoteric examples:

Err- rs In elliptical sentences e.g. 'No one has and no one 
will answer the  question '



Confusion in the use o f  such verbs as prefer and  would 
rather.

I f  I  had spoken ! should have know n what to  say.

Teachers arc warned,

The work In this section should be related closely to the 
pupils ' ow n speech, and com position,

and

Teachers should avoid giving their pupils lists o f  words which  
are no t subsequently used In some fo rm  o f  composition,

yet the language o f  the examples given in the Syllabus itself is remote from the pupils' lives; 

it is tha t o f another age, if not o f  a kind found only in grammar tex t books:

We w inter in Durban ( Verb, because it expresses what we do.)

end
e.g. labour, labourer, belabour 

The exercises envisaged are apparently self-fulfilling a/ they will only serve to  test the 

examples given — exam ples which have been perpetuated by the text books and have 

acquired unique rules for their m anipulation:

Changing, fro m  direct to  indirect speech, sentences and simple 
passages, involving statements, questions and commands and 
the fo llow ing adverbs: now, to-day [sic, hyphenated] yesterday, 
tomorrow, ago. here

The traditional catch w ords arc worked in willy-nilly:

Exam ples o f  sequence (o ffe n ses)  w ithin the sentence He 
said that he had lain on the couch.

(The purpose o f this is really to  test the form s o f the irregular verb to  lie’ and has nothing

to d o  witn sequence o f tenses.)

The authors deceive themselves when they justify  their references to  Latinate grammar by

calling it ‘functional’ grammar:

Parts o f  speech should be rec.' r.ised and defined  b y  their 
functions, e g. W inter is cold. (N oun, because it is the  
name o f  som ething )

This kind o f definition is semantic, no t functional.

A confession o f the narrowness o f this grammatical system is the remark o f  the Syllabus 

Itself.

To c o n t e n d  the possible e ffec t o f  m e  inev-iabie sim plification
( o f  this system )  teachers should  read good prose aloud to
their classes as o ften  as they can
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In spite o f  the unoriginal, clichtd nature o f  its own language section, the Syllabus expects 

the pupils to  be original:

While the piifMIs o f  all the groups should be drilled frequently  
in correct grammatical construction, more in the way o f  
content, originality and thought should he expected  from  the 
A and B groups

The unfortunate C streamers, it is assumed, have no ideas o f their own, and are sentenced to 

the mind-shrinking exercise of filling in blanks. Some o f the w o n t possible consequences of 

‘.reaming are realised in this section:

Teachers will realise that any given exercise can be adapted to  the  
ability o f  the various groups For instance, where Group C might 
fil l  in a sl'tgle word in the sent n e t The '"ild  waves on the 
rocks alt thm ugh  the storm y .ig h t'( 'b ro ke  dashed', 'thundered').
Group A m ight be asked to  cl nstruct a sen ence to  convey the 
idea o f  waves on the shore during * storm  For a first exercise in 
paragraph writing, Group A m ight be given a topic sentence only:
E lo ff  S treet on  a Saturday morning presents an anim ated scene’ 

in  Group C, on the o ther hand, the exercise m ight take this fo rm  
'The room  was very un tidy  On the floor The walls 
The table On the windowsill In the fireplacr From  
the ceiling . .

U nderstanding the nature o f ‘composition* as a school activity appears in all respects to  be 

a weakness o f the Syllabus There is no h int o f the notion that original com position can be 

a valuable educational and personal experience for even backward children -  a view which 

had already been convincingly stated by Marjorie Hourd in The Education o f  the Poetic 

Spirit in 1949, and which other writers were prom oting at the time that this Syllabus was 

published However well-intentioned, the Syllabus remains circumscribed by an extraordinarily 

narrow view of w hat children's writing can achieve:

Teachers should take advantage o f  every opportun ity  o f  giving 
reality to  the com position lesson For Instance, an exercise m ay  
take the fo rm  o f  an article fo r  the '•lass magazine, a notice (in  
prose or verse) advertising a class activity, an en try fo r  an essay 
com petition: a letter may be a real letter, to  be posted  to  a 
living person

The argum ent that an exercise becom es real' if w ritten for an essay com petition, verges on 

sophistry

3.2.2 I 960 SYLLABUS FOR STDS 9. 10

This Syllabus was com pletely new, bearing little resemblance to  the preceding one 

U nfortunately it was also apparently created w ithout any reference to the Syllabus for Stds 

6 -  8 which was beir g drawn up at the same time, for even allowing for the differences in 

emphasis required for the senior classes these syllabuses remain incom patible in their



approach to  different aspects o f the sub ject 

D ifferentiation

Unlike its ju n io r counterpart, this Syllabus does no t discuss differentiation in the English 

course T here is a separate column for B Stream activities in the scheme of work which is 

laid out in tabular form, t u t  almost w ithout exception no distinction is made in the work.

L iterature

The Syllabus is heavily orientated  towards literature: in terms of sheer length, close on four 

fifths o f  the space is devoted to literature, the rest covering the following topics:

Reading and speech
Language and vocabulary
Sentence
Paragraph
Essay writing
L etter writing
Principles o f debate and discussion 

A philosophy o f the study of literature is propounded, in a style which adds to  the confusion

o f the argum ent itself

There is a difference betw een objective and subjective value, the 
latter tending to  transfer the personal state o f  m ind o f  th e  reader 
to  the work adm ired Notwithstanding, literary appreciati n is 
based upon subjective judgm ents, upon personal likes and  dislikes, 
provided they are substantiated by evidence Illustration and  
quota tion  should, therefore, support the pupil's judgments.

And later:

The ideid Is t r  y ie ld  to  the author a willing ear, but to  possess 
one's own tnt<. grity o f  judgm ent

Here are echoes of the purple prose o f 1942, in which apparently the authors o f  syllabuses 

th ink it fitting  to  discuss literature The m ethod o f approach tha* ic proposed is practical 

criticism, b u t the precise language of E liot and LA. Richards is d isto rted  by sentim entality .

When reading prescribed books, the pupils should be rem inded to 
give the con ten t tim e to  m ature in the m ind  They should  
transcribe quotations w ith the object o f  writing about 'he  books, 
so that each will illuminate cither the author's craft or the  
render's reflections upon it. They should read to  catch the  
writer's peculiarities o f  sty le  They should  m ake a com m onplace  
b o o k  o f  his m em orable phrases, and should  note especially the 
m utually enriching use o f  nouns and adjectives.

The idea o f prom oting practical criticism through the transcription of quotations is unusual 

It has all the appearance o f  the old m ethod of culling literature for improving' aphorisms, 

which is de«cril I by the historians o f  English teach ing  Palmer (1965) and Shayer ( I9 7 2), 

bu t which had otherwise apparently disappeared in the Trans' sal ( if  had ever been used I



before 1942. The idea is so contrary to  trends m the Transvaal that it is no t surprising that 

this suf testion was never taken up.

This Sy labus marks a well-intentioned attem pt to  swing the study o f  literature to  a personal 

respon* by the pupils The exam inations and examiners’ reports for the nex t ten years 

record the growth pains o f this approach — and there are indications that this Syllabus played 

a recognised part in bringing about this change. By 1964 we imd the following announcem ent 

being made:

The B ook C om m it lee has not selected specific poem s fo r  
intensive study, as has been the practice in the past, fo r  the  
English Higher Examination, because the C om m ittee feels  
that the  teacher should  be allowed to  select the material 
that he regards as m ost suitable fo r  his ch ie f aim: the 
understandi.ig o f  poetry rather th a n k n o w le d g e  o f  
particu'ar poem s

(Annexure to  Circular M inute No. 27 of 1964)

(This dev-lcpm ent is discussed further in C hapter 5, p. 9 4 .)

In emphasising literature to  such a large ex tent, th<* Syllabus explains that it regards 

li'e rc iu re as incorporating language, speech and com position. L iterature is seen as the basis 

for a ‘hum anistic discipline' and thus as ihe core o f the subject English This view, which is 

som ething of a reve.-s.on to  ihe p r e - 1945 position, was apparently com monly held in South 

Africa at the time, to  judge by a contem porary d.ssertation from the University o f Cape 

Town The latter is entitled ‘An investigation in to  the teaching o f English literature in 

South Africa today at school-leaving and university-entrance level’ (Honikmmi, 1959), but 

in the tex t the au tho r in fact equates ‘literature’ with English:

As literature is one o f  the m ost im portant school subjects, 
it would seem that it is not being given enough atten tion  

three or fo u r  periods a w eek being spent on English 
literature throughout the year

(p 102)

Honikm an finds herself in the usual predicam ent over literary history. She regards it as an 

essential part o f ( the ordinary pupil’s) education’ which should be ‘en trenched’ in the 

syllabus (p 59), but says on the o ther hand,

It is n o ' necessary to  describe how literature is taught in the 
average school -  o fte n  a 'po tted ' life  o f  the author Is d ictated  
together w ith  notes on 'style', figures o f  speech, philosophy, 
e t c , passages are set to  be read at home, and very little 
scrutiny o f  the te x t its e lf is carried o u t In the classroom  
Seldom  are pupils called upon fb> a considered opinion o f  
the qualities o f  passages : ladled
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The Syllabus oi I960 does not, like Honikman, mention literary history, but it does resemble 

the Honikman thesis in advocating practical criticism as the m ethod of teaching literature 

The S llabus is notable for the firm stand it takes against short, factual questions:

C ontextual questions have the value only o j informing the 
examiner that the candidate has read the books which  
ought to  be assumed, and not made the basis o f  the whole  
examination.

In saying this, the Syllabus has com e a long way f-om the Mackit Memorandum, draw n up 

for the Joint M atriculation Board in 1943, which proposed

A com pulsory question to  test the candidate’s knowledge o f  
the set books This should  o f  course not be an essay qu tstion . 
bu t sim ply a knowledge or inform ation test that m ay be answered  
in som e kind o f  tabular fo rm

(p. 34)

However, although the Syllabus is against shoit tests o f factual knowledge, this criticism 

has been ignored by the TSSC and TUT. examiners, who have continued to  set contextual 

questions in the spirit o f Mackie’s 1943 proposal The exam iners have also ignored the 

warning of the Syllabus against com prehension questions as a means o f examining 

literature:

Comprehension tests shou ld  be used sparingly, and then only  
to  relate the passage chosen to  the understanding o f  the book  
as a whole Detached com prehension passages are o f  little 
holistic value

No doub t there is some tru th  in w hat the Syllabus says, but in fact th public examinations 

continue to  maintain a balance betw een this type o f question and the essays which the

Syllabus prefers.

Language

This section, as has been pointed ou t, is xtrem ely brief, in contrast to  the involved and 

'•ng thy  exposition o f the Std 6 -  8 syllabus. The following points are listed:

Parts o f speech
The Principles o f Predication and Subordination (see Jespersen's 

The tssentials o f  English Grammar, chs. VII -  X)

Clausal and Phrasal Analysis 
Tenses

T>,s grammar is accom panied by a hedging and uncertain gloss:

Grxunrnur is the anatom y o f  speech, n o t its physiology, it has 
nr, m uch  creative value The purpose o f  it Is to  e x o h ln  the  
structural units and fu n c 'io n s  o f  speech, as m o n  or less 
abstract entities The active concern o) the student should be 
with com position (Le. lively com m unication), w ith  the  
m ovem ent o f  Ideas, relevance, f i t  nets o f  expression, ability



io  stim ulate thought and em otion in others The o ld  name 
fo r  the b ite r  was rhetoric

Although the Syllabus makers were so uncertain about grammar, apparently teachers 

were not. By the time the schools had had time to  grow accustomed to  the Syllabus, 

the Inspectors were reporting as follows:

G ood schemes o f  work have been drawn up w ith greater 
emphasis on the func tiona l rather than the form al approach

( T E D .  1964)

The functiona l approach Is gradually being adopted Schemes 
o f  word  [sic] were revised and the preparation is more  
m eaningful More grasp was shown o f  the value o f  purposeful 
oral work as a vasis [sic ] fo r  all w ritten work is being 
realised m ore and more. [sic]

( T E D .  1965)

The Language Report for 1966 states that in teacher training,

A difference is being made betw een the m cthodics for the  
m other tongue and the o ther bnguage [sic]

( T E D  1966)

One can only assume that such confidence stemmed from blithe continuation of 

old-fashioned gramm ar teaching which ignored the changes in the air that the Syllabus 

only hinted at. The quality of the English in the Reports, one might note in passing, 

is sufficient to  cast dou b 's  on the efficacy o f the instruction so glowingly reported.

3.3 TH E 1968 SYLLABUSES

Eight years after the in troduction  o f d ifferentiated education the syllabuses were 

replaced The new syllabuses were im plem ented in 1968 and remained in force for 

five years until, at the beginning of i973 , a revised system o f differentiation was 

introduced on a national level, and new syllabuses were introduced, each based on a 

com mon core syllabus for the whole country. The 1968 syllabuses can therefore be 

seen as an attem pt to  update the original differentiated syllabuses and maintain the 

viability o f the system of streaming Within a ih o rt time o f their appearance it was 

known that they would simply be holding the fo 't  until the new national system 

could be introduced

Nevertheless, these 1968 syllabuses are most significant as they will show whether the 

rapid developm ents that took place in English teaching io Britain and the U.S.A. in the 

1960s had reached South A fr.c t yet. It will be seen m the analysis that follows that 

some subtle shifts in viewpoint are indeed apparent, and that the Std 6 8 Syllabus 

also makes some explicit changes tow ards a more productive approach to speaking



and writing. According to  the Language Report for 1969, the changes were sufficient 

to  alarm teachers -  which seems to  provide evidence that, anachronistic or at least 

unrevolutionary as the Transvaal syllabuses often  have been, they were still sufficiently 

ahead of the thinking of the teaching body to  create difficulties in their im plem entation:

The initial uncertainty and a measure o f  uneasiness as to  
the proposed innovation disappeared a fter the demarcation  
o f  the subfect m atter and after further elucidation during 
the regional courses.

( T E D  1969)

3.3.1 1968 SYLLABUS FOR STDS 6. 7, 8

D ifferentiation

Unlike its predecessor which, in its early enthusiasm for differentiation, attem pted to  

delineate a sim pler course for the intellectually inferior C Stream, this Syllabus makes 

little distinction between the three streams:

D ifferentiation will not mean to  any great extern  
differentia tion  in sub/er: m atter

The Syllabus sees the difference as being one o f emphasis:

In the S td  VIII Course the emphasis should be on the  
peculiar and particular needs o f  those taking this course 
here the stress should be on listening, talking, reading, 
and. to  a lesser exten t, writing The various syllabuses 
are elastic rather than rigid

It is notew orthy that although the Syllabus speaks ot the peculiar and particuK r needs' 

o f  the C Stream , neither here nor In the previous syllabus is there an attem pt to  deftn** 

the work for the C Stream  as vocationally orientated. There is always the possibility 

that English for children who are classified as early school leavers -  as were the C 

Stream ers created in I960  -  should be seen as mechanical preparation for the xind o f 

language use tl.-y  can be expected to  encounter in their future (im m inent) em ploym ent. 

When the i rovinces took over the technical high schools fiv-m the D epartm ent of 

National Education on 1st Aoril, 1968, thv pupils in those schools were using a text 

book called O ffice English (Moon, 1961) which typifies this impoverishing approach.

The case against this kind o f English course is given by a group o f teachers at 

M anchester Gram m ar Schoo l in the in troduction  to  their series o f course books 

(Thom pson, A., et a l,  1968: iii):

It is no t on ly fo r  the m ost gifted, b u t fo r  all pupils that 
we advocate such a literary approach to  English, indeed, 
those with less ap titude fo r  acndemlc learning are likely  
to  su ffer m ost from  the arid obstructions o f  traditional
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grammar, or the trivialities o f  that approach, m isnamed  
'practical', which concentrates on business letters, 
recipes, and reports

But it can be said to their credit that throughout the Transvaal syilabuses o f  the 

period under review there is very little hint o f such a narrow in terpretation o f English 

as a preparation for the pupils’ vocation

Integration

In introducing the different sections o f  the Syllabus, the authors make this point:

The various aspects o f  the subject have been considered  
separately, but it m ust be remembered that speech, 
reading, writing and language studies are in reality 
inseparable

The same clause has appeared in each subsequent syllabus It is cvM mce o f the 

quandary in which the authors found them -elves. F or the first time an attem pt was 

being made to  present English as a.i integrated ubject but as long as the content 

m atter remained undefined, the only convenient way o f  outlining the course was to 

list the (physiological) skills involved, w ith a final acknowledgm ent that language is in 

a m ysterious way a factor com m on to them all No m atter how piously the warning 

quoted  above is repeated, teachers will continue to  fragment the Eng':sh course by 

attem pting to  time-table each skill separately -  Monday ‘Speech , Tuesday ‘Essay’, 

Wednesday ‘Sc w ork’ etc Only a syllabus which outlines the organisational principles 

on which a sequential programme can be based, w 'I achieve an integrated approach to  

English; yet no  such syllabus can be drawn up which will suit all teachers and pupils 

in ail circum stances It is a dilemma to which the 1 nnsvaal has not yet found a 

solution

A discussion o f the Syllabus follows in the order in which the ‘aspects' are listed. 

Significant o f the new emphases in the subject is the position o f  ‘Speech’ at the 

beginning

Speech

T he nvluence o f  the growing science o f psycholinguistics can be detected in this 

section The publication o f A F Watts’s The Language and M enial Developm ent o f  

Children (19 4 4 ; brought a significant new dimension to  English by drawing attention 

to  the maimer in which children acquire language and thought. In subsequent years 

theories on the role o f language in personal developm ent have been refined by many 

writers, and reference to  this theoretical w ork has become com m on in syllabuses and 

books on English teaching



This l'v68 Sy llabus is the first in the Transvaal where such explicit references are 

found. It bases its argument on tw o premises:

(Speech) Is the prim ary human way o f  establishing 
social relationship am i expressing personality. In the 
second place . . it is a pow erfu l instrum ent o f  
self developm ent, m o te  pow erfu l probably than any 
other.

The Syllabus concludes.

I f  boys and girls are lo leave ichool properly equipped to  
play an effective role in cow  imporary society,

they must net, as in the past, get rid o f their ‘slovenly’ speech (T E D 1°44 p. 2),

but acquire

ease and confidence in expressing their ideas tc others, 
directly, in speech.

Reading

The them e o f this section is the aphorism, piesumably quoted  from A.J. Harris who 

used it in How io Increase Reading A b ility  (1940: 4):

The emphasis in the teaching o f  reading in the high school 
should sh ift ftc .m  learning to  read to  reading to  learn, and  
to  the deepening o f  understanding.

The disconcerting solemnity of this pronouncem ent is elsewhere in the Syllabus 

counterbalanced by the com m endation o f personal reading ‘both  for study and 

eqjoym ent'. Reading is seen as a means to  the widening o f one’s experience and sharing 

o f the riches o f hum anity. While six books o f literary merit", covering various genres, 

arc prescribed for close study each year -  an increase on the tw o or Hi ret o f 1948 — 

the Syllabus breaks new ground in including

a wide variety o f  reading m ateiia l e.g books o f  reference, 
the daily newspaper, magazines, periodicals, pam phlets and 
brochures

Writing

This section is a continuation o f the argum ent of the Speech section that self- 

expression through language k  a valuable means of personal development. Since the 

previous syllabus had appeared, in which there was no h in t o f  such a theory. Holbrook 

had publish;d  his English fo r  the Refected  and Clegg his The E xcitem ent o f  Writing 

(bo th  in I964> and their ideas had gained popular currency. The Syllabus advocates 

two kinds o f writing, syntactical,, rd  stylistically contrived writing’ including 

summarising and other forms o f f  vtio.val com m unication, and free, original and
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abundant writing (Tl.e term 'creative’ does not appear in the Syllabus.) Associated 

with the tree writing is the recom m endation that such work remain unmarked although 

it should be given a sym pathetic reception by the teacher -  a hint o f the to  mark or 

no?" controversy o f  the sixties.

Thin Syllabus is a belated record o f the pronounced swing during the preceding decade 

to  what may be called ’child-centred’ education. Belated, because to a certain extent 

the Syllabus presents these ideas in a naive m anner ;.s though they had just been 

discovered. This new discovery o f  the child as a person leads the Syllabus to  a touch 

of sentim entality  expressed in ‘poetic’ prose once reserved for discussing the glories 

o f  literature:

Pupils hare m uch that is secret in th tir  hearts, and this 
they will unburden freely and vividly to  the person in whom  
they  have learnt to  confide.

Language and Grammar

This section marks the biggest change from the previous syllabus When all the 

syllabuses o f the th irty  year period are reviewed in perspective, the I960 Syllabus can 

be seen as a freak: ou t o f  keeping with the trend ol earl.er syllabuses towards 

elim inating formal grammar, it was a final flowering of com plex Latinate confusion.

The 1968 Syllabus ignores its predecessor and instead continues the process o f turning 

language study in to  a tool o f productive 'cach ing  The 1 term inology of conventional 

grammar* is a means o f providing the teacher w ith a frame o f  reference for construc­

tive teaching in language usage.’ All that is im portan t’ about figures o f speech and 

poetic devices is the way (they) give im pact to  and illuminate the meaning o f the 

passages in which they occur*. Recognition of parts o f speech and syntactical 

structures should lead to more flexible and com petent expression. A purpose is even 

found for that old sine qua non  o f school English, Direct and Indirect Speech, which 

here is seen as a basis for ‘the writing of dialogue as a creative exercise'

G ram m ar is no longv. an optional part of the syllabus, as it was in the fifties, but a 

tool which teachers can use whenevei necessary, no m atter in what part o f ihe course 

the class is engaged.

3 .3.2 1968 SYLLABUS FOR STDS 9, 10

The Syllabus is divided in to  three sections, viz Reading and Literature, Speech; 

Language and Com position The division o f  the ubject for exam ination purposes 

retrained the same as it had been since 1947, w ith the same mark allocation While



re'XMmnsnding integra tion of the subject divisions, the Syllabus suggests ‘that three 

fitih s of ‘he available tune be spent on reading, literature and speech, and the 

remaining *wo fifths be allocated to  langur ;c and com position’.

Reading and 12 afuee

The bulk o f the Syllabus is in fact devoted to  this section. The aim of reading at 

this level is stated  to  be to  ‘develop and refine the pupil’s em otional experience and 

taste’ and to  enlarge his vocabulary and enrich his knowledge o f  idiom". This extension 

o f  vocabulary," the Syllabus notes, ‘is one o f the prim ary aims o f English teaching’

This statem ent is based on a similar one in the 1960 Syllabus. There is something 

wrong when such a simplistic view of the aims o f  literature teaching at matriculation 

level can be held in 1968. It is indicative o f the uncertainty that teachers have about 

the teaching o f literature, although literature has always been central to English teaching. 

Most high school teachers o f English study only literature at the univers "y; perhaps it 

is to  be expected that their education does not familiarise them w ith the aims of 

English teaching in schools. Teachers and the com pilers o f syllabuses .ccm to  feel 

instinctively that literature is w orth teaching, but everything abou t the subject, from 

choice of books and classroom m ethods to  exam ination, points to  confusion as to  how  

and w hy  it should be taught. Certainly, a full explanation must be far more com ple/ 

than this Syllabus suggests.

This Syllabus and its predecessor provide an exam ple o f how uncertainty over the 

principles involved causes confusion in the choice o f  books Under the heading 

‘A dditional Reading", the I960  Syllabus for Stds 9, 10 had stated,

The need to  encourage reading o f  the English classics 
is fundam enta l to  the appreciation o f  good  wrttim;
The detailed study o f  the prescribed w orks limited  
In six  in num ber . . . should therefore be augmented  
by at least six selected English classics

The 1968 Syllabus gives a very different aim under the same heading of ‘A dditional 

Reading’

t o  encourage wide reading fo r  en joym ent

Yet when this Syllabus gets down to recom m ending actual books for additional 

reading, it ignores this stated aim and listr classics in any case — books which in most

cases are hardly likely to  enthrall the m ooem  teenager or encourage further reading.

F or example, for Std 8 the list comprises works by Kipling, Masefield, Dickens, Shaw, 

Brownlee (C attle Thief), Chesterton. Gosse, S co tt and Blackmore. The sanguine list for



Stds 9 and 10 comprises Austen, Bronte, E.lict, Swif ,  Dickens, Chaucer, Bridges, 

Kipling, Conrad, v.d. Poet and Shakespeare

Speech

This section is repeated verbatim from the i960 Syllabus for Stds 6 - 8 .  It advocates 

dram a and specific oral lessons, as well as making the point that ‘oral work plays a 

most im portant part in o thci section? o f  the couisc’.

Language and Com position

Parts o f this section are quoted  from  the two I ' 60 syllabuses The approach is said to 

be functional; there is still the reference o ‘structional units and functions o f speech 

aa more or less abstract entities'. Form al gramm ar is still listed -  ‘The principle', of 

predication « id subordination and ‘Synthesis o sentences according to  given formulae 

w ith clauses and phrases defined’. But place has also been found for the first reference 

to  semantics to  have appeared in the syllabuse- -  though questions on the emotive use 

o f  language had in fact been appearing in the ixam inations for some time.

Various kinds o f  writing aie listed — esi.ay, p .'id s , letter, objective reports, m inutes and 

rev.ears, and verse com oosition (the last being optional, and for the better pupil’). 

Reading this list, one gets the impression often  made by the syllabuses, that their 

authors feel obliged to  add rem arks even w hire they have nothing to  say:

Letter Writing
( 0  Practice in writing leiteis o f  d ifferent and interesting  

types
(ii) The d ifference betw een the language o f  fo rm a l prose 

and the language o f  the letter,

The Syllabus weakly repeats the suggestion o f 19o0 that essays can be made ‘real’ by 

being entered for essay com petitions. This com pletely ignores what writers had been 

saving for the last decide about the nature o f  writing as a school activity and about 

the criteria to  be used ir: assessing it. It is also com pletely ou t o f touch with the views 

o f the Transvaal University Entianee examiner, who in 1968 was calling for ‘sincerity’ 

in car jida tes’ writing. (T E D. Exam iner’s Report, 1968). It is impossible to view this 

situation  the other way round, and blame the exam iner for veing ou t o f touch with 

the Syllabus, when the exam iner’s approach is mainstream, while the Syllabus is simply 

repeating a ten-year-old clich*.

Conclusion

This Syllabus is no t the confident in terpretation r f  m odem  trends which its junior 

counterpart is. It is a patchw ork crsation, often  relying on passages from  the syllabuses
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o f ten years earlier As though realising that this approach does not do justice to 

con tem pt .ary needs, the Syllabus is tentative in tone. No wonder courses had to  be 

held to  give guidance to  the teachers who had to  im plem ent it.

3.4 CHANGE IN MARK ALLOCATION -  1970

Circular Minute 104 of 1970 announced a change in the mark allocation for English in 

ihs TUE and TSSC. While the marks allocated to  the different written exam ination 

papers had been changed in 1945 and 1947, the total m ark distribution for w ritten 

work, oral woik and the school record had until now remained the same since the 

Transvaal began its own exam ination in 1923. The old and new schemes are given 

below.

TABLE 1 -  ALLOCATION OF MARKS IN THE TUE AND TSSC

Exam ination
Marks

Before 1970 1970

Language 100 90
Com position ( now ‘Essay’) 100 80
Literature 160 150

Total w ritten 360 320

Oral exam ination 90 80
Oral school record 45 40

Total oral 135 120

School record IMO 120

Total 675 600

Note: In a legrettably retrogressive move the title ‘com position’ had, over the years

since 1952. been rh_.,*cd to  ‘essay* -  this a t a tim e when topics in the essay genre 

were disappearing from the actual exam ination papers.

It will be seen that the change in marks involved a reduction in each total The only 

significant shift in the relative weighting given to  com ponents o f the course is the 

lessening in im portance o f  the essay paper. N o clue to  the motive for this is apparent.



CHAPTER FOUR

PRESCRIBED WORKS

4.1 INTRODUCTION

A i English developed as a subject in schools and universities in England in the 

n ineteenth century, the approach to  literature became standardised. This approach, 

which has been m entioned in Chapter One, may be characterized as the ‘literary 

heritage’ approach. It is an historical approach, concentrating on text books of literary 

history and the prescription of periods o f  literature for special study.

The historical approach epitom ises one particular theory o f the teaching of literature in 

schools. A recent American work on the didactics o f English in schools (Hillocks et aL, 

1971) distinguishes it as the ‘conse-vative’ theory. According to  its protagonists, 

literature is a distinct subject m atter within the English curriculum. All the pupils must 

make an intensive study o f the same small num ber o f works which are chosen for their 

established reputation o f high literary merit, and assessment tends to  be based on the 

pupils knowledge of content. This study goes hand in hand w ith a study, at secondhand, 

o f the history o f  literature - names, movements etc. The aim of this approach is to 

leach the pupils their cultural heritage. Consequently the only criterion for the selection 

o f prescribed works is that they must be the ‘b csf, though as a concession to  local 

culiure they may, in the case of South Africa, include works by famous South African 

writers, starting with Lady Anne Barnard who is suitably placed by histcry.

The exclusi'-'. use of the historical approach in England died hard. A circular from the 

Board of Education in 1910 recom m ended that this approach be discontinued 

(Shayer, 1972), and the Newbolt Report (1921 :219) was still attacking the cramming 

o f secondhand btcrary history in 1 9 ?t. In the Transvaal, the demise of the study of 

literary history appears to  have been hastened by the confusion caused by the shortage 

o f tex t books luring the Second World War. In 1942, when this study opens, pupils 

had tw o  tex t books, H udson 's A n  O utline H istory o f  English Literature and Thom pson's 

A First B ook in English Literature (See Table 7) From  these books they were to 

study the com plem entary accounts o f the particular period prescribed for study that 

year. (The periods were set in a cycle: 1745 -1798, 1832—1887, 1887- 1930 etc., so 

that each succeeding generation o f school leavers was familiar with a different period.) 

Both these tex t books were of long standing: Hudson had been reprinted many times 

since its first .ub lica tion  in 1912. Thom pson ran to  seven volumes, each succeeding 

one, covering a different period, produced (according to  the prefaces) in response to



clam orous dem ands from teache heir style is similar; a detailed list o f authois and 

works, with biographies and critical judgm ents, placed in the contex t o f literary 

m ovements Thom pson is more detailed, as he can afford to  be with separate volumes 

per age. anu he includes ‘illustrative extracts’ (p.vi). But their long life was coming to 

an e rd . They were both  prescribed in the Transvaal fc ; the last inr. in 1943. In 1944 

the pi ascribed list still included Hudson, ‘though this book is ne t specifically prescribed.

The pi escribed list for that year was later amended, and the 1945 list had to be amended se /eral 

timer, to  take advantage of existing stock in schools. The fate o f Hudson and Thompson 

during tliese chaotic years is obscure; but by 1945 they had bo th  disappeared.

In c o n t ro l  to  the historical approach there is a different theory of the teaching o f  

literature, which Hillocks ( 1 9 7 ')  naturally labels the progressive, as it regards literature 

as a part o f the em otional experience of the child. This is the approach adopted b) all 

the teachers o f English whose work C althrop describes in his survey o f the best 

contem porary practice in literature teaching in England, prepared for the National 

Association for the Teaching o f  English in 1 9 ,1 (Calthrop, 1971). These teachers have 

vanous criteria for *he selection o f readers, th .  most com m on being that ‘the children 

should enjoy the books which are read’. A nother point they make is a realistic one of 

practical didactics: ‘The appeal o f the book to  the teacher’. They choose a hook if it 

has a particular value in relation to  some o ther area o f  English teaching’ and (implied 

by m ost o f them ) ‘the book stim ulates fu rther reading o f a similar “good ” quality’

’Literary criteria are not ignored;’ says Calthrop, ‘they aim “ to  deepen their pupils’ 

literary awareness and aesthetic appreciation o f literature.”  '

The lists o f Transvaal prescribed works, as far as one can deduce the criteria behind 

their selection, indicate a com prom ise between the two approaches described above.

Generally books have been selected because o f  their e s t o b i  hed position as notable 

works i  the history o f literature, whose w orth as classics is established In recent 

y ta is  there has been a move tow ards selecting works on the grounds described by 

C althrvp landm arks o f English cultural heritage hav been sacrificed l i  make way for 

works that will appeal to  children and have a more im m ediate influence on their lives 

than perhaps the classics may have. The only one o f C althrop’s reported criteria not 

apparent in the Transvaal is tha t o f relevance to  other areas o f  the English course

No dou b t in the closed circles o f  the selection com ic1 Wee human considerations, such 

as a book’s appeal to  the teachers, arc taken in to  account. Also arrying considerable 

weight are the views o f the general public regarding the suitability c f books on moral, 

re'igious and political grou. ds One suspects that the inordinate proportion o f Victorian



writers in  the lists is due to  their safe' themes and language

The prescribed books o f the Transvaal, therefore, represent a narrow, traditional view 

ot teaching literature, additionally circumscribed by public opinion. But the fact that 

the Transvaal system weaves the teachers to  get on with choosing and teaching a g n a t

m any books in addition to  the hard core specially prescribed, indicates that the

authorities are conten t that the humane study o f  literature is left largely in the hands

of individual teachers and their pupils.

The books are selected by a specially appointed om m itlee which selects the books for 

English Lower Grade well Tb com m ittee has to  observe certain stin •tmns with 

regard to  the selection, which tu .  nost particular, remained the sa< ever the 

last tw enty years:

(1 ) Six w orks must be prescribed, one in each o f the following categories:

Novel
Shakespeare 
O ther drama 
Short S tory 
O ther prose 
Poetry

(2 ) One book must be set for two consecutive years.

(3) One book must be set for bo th  the Higher and the Lower Grade.

The poem s to  be studied for the final exam ination have ncr >  always been specified; a

to tal o f approxim ately 2000 imes i  stipulated.

Only four books are examined in the final exam ination, the o ther two being examined 

internally in Std 9

A com plete list o f works prescribed in the Transvaal irom  1941 to  1972 is given in 

Tables 7 to  12 in the Appendix. Th< same books U v t always been prescribed for the 

TSSC and the TUE The books for 1941 arc included as a kind o f check on what was 

happening before this study begins, and to give some sense of continuity. Unless 

specifically referred to, these titles have not been taken in to  account in the d t—uasion.

It should be m entioned here tha t th" com pilation o f this list was no easy task, so that 

it is possible that m inor errors have crept in. In most cases the source of inform ation 

was the onginal D epartm ental Circular or Circular Minute that announced the books 

for the year, but in sorm cases the titles had to  be gleam o from the exam ination 

papers Amendm ents, especially during the war yeart, have had to  be taken into 

account. Conecnuciitly, it lias no t always been possible to  supply 'ie names or the 

initials o f  all the authors and editors.



4.2 THE NOVEL
(See Table 8)

The moet frequently prescribed author over th ;  full period o f thii i ,  y :ars under 

review is Dickens, whose books have been set eight times, at regular intervals. O ther 

authors who pu t in a consideraolc appearance are H.G. Wells. Jane Austen and 

Thackeray, though the ta tter’s run of appearances came to  an end i*i A u tho  ,

most prescribed, in order o f frequency, are J ic k m s  (8 times). Wells ( i Austen (5), 

Thackeray <4\ Conrad and Kipling (3 each). H.G. Wetis 1»« been the r.iosr frequently 

set author si'.ce I960 Individual titles most frequently set are Pride ,/nd Prejudice and 

Kim, each o f  which appeared three times. Kim  first appeared for I951 and I952 , and 

was resurrected nineteen years later in 1971. A survey field in lia n s /a a l  schools in 

1956  (T E D., 1958a) found that among books stocked by w hools, 4 Kipling Reader 

was very widely disused in Std 7 classes, which indicates tha* the later prescription of 

Kim  for Std 10 was not based on considerations of popularity lower down i-. in . 

schools.

Although Joseph Conrad appears among the top six authors this doe not indict ;e that 

he was frequently prescribed Youth  was set in I952, and I he Sigg r o f the  A arcissus 

and Other Storte.i was set tw o years running sixteen years later -  w ith The digger 

itself specifically excluded from the prescription. A higher degree o f popularity for 

Conrad might have been expected if vnc considers that he is one o f otuy tw o novelists 

(Dickens being the o ther) whose works appear in the formidable list o f books commonly 

set by teachers for the 14+ and 15+ age group in I:ngland in 1910, which was published 

by Jenkirson  (1940) in his What do  B oys and Girls Read* hurtherm ore, W.H. Mil tins, 

in his exhaustive survey o f G.C.E. prescribed works from 1955 -1 9 6 5 , noted ‘the 

steadily growing use o f Conrad . (M ittins, 1966: 208)

In ad ition to  Conrad, there are several o ther authors who, for various reasons, one

/night have expected to  appear m ere often. •* is m ost surprising that Ihom as H ardys

works have been set u.tly twice, especially as he is one of the top four novelists in

M ittins’s survey (M ittins, 1966). Under The Greenwood Tree was set in 1942 (a rather

easy choice for Std 10), and Far From the Madding Crowd in 1962. George E liot has

,o« been seen since 1948 The single appearance o f Silas Marner is in marked contrast

' j  the book’- popularity as a set work elsewnere, for example in the U S A , where a

survey in 1964 found tha t

In three quarters to  more than n inety percent o f  secondary 
schools all students In some English classes are required to  
read Macbeth, Julius Caesar, and the indom itable  SH. Marner

(Anderson, 1964, quoted  Hogan, 1965:20)
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Moving back in time to  earlier classics o f English prose, we have already noted the 

disappearance o f  Thackeray, and we find that the Brontes last appeared in 1555, 

although the survey of Transvaal schools held in 1956 found that Jane Eyre, last 

prescribed for S td  10 in 1946, was still the most widely read supplementary novel in 

Std 8. Walter S co tt has become extinct: his last appearance was Q uentin Durward, set 

in 1941, and the Transvaal survey o f 19i>c found that lower down in schools, Ivanhoe 

was one o f  the books with the Urgest num ber of disused copies lying in Std 8 cupbor.ds 

(770 copies in 35 o f the 50 schools investigate 1' O ther notable departures from  ths 

lists o f prescribed works are G oldsm ith (in 1943) and Blackmore's L o rm  Doone (in 

1942).

. he m ost striking feature about this list o f novels is the .acity o f tw entieth century 

works. George Orwell and two South  African writers, R. Lighten and F. Brownlee, are 

the only writers o f this century represented. Modem writers are given much more 

coverage in the sections for drama, short stories and non-fiction However, com parison 

with reading lists in British schools and even of some o f the o ther examining bodies in 

South Africa shows how conservative the Transvaal has been. For example, a British 

Jo in t M atriculation Board report (Fetch, 1967) quotes a F ifth Form  reading list which 

includes novels by Sassoon, Lawrence, Hemingway, Salinger, Golding and Sillitoe.

Mittins reports that G.C.E. titles up to  1965 included Graves's /. Claudius and L.P. 

H artley’s The Go-Between. In 1964 a num ber o f prom inent English teachers published 

a report on the C.S.E. (Cambridge Institu te  o f Education, 1964) in which they endorsed, 

among o ther writers, E M F orster aud Mark Twain as suitable for study at school.

If the Transvaal is reluctant to  prescribe some of the m odem  authors m entioned above, 

there is nevertheless a strong case to  be made out for the prescription of books by 

South African authors. This was one o f the chief recom m endations made by M.J. 

Honikm an ( !959> as a result of an investigation into the teaching o f English literature 

in South  Africa at school leaving and university entrance level in the nineteen fifties.

On the o ther hand, there have buen opponents o f m odem  and local prct ribed works 

G.M.H Bobbins, doyen o f English teaching in the Cape, denounced the choice o f such 

books in 1936

Neglect o f  the great and a tten tion  to  the ephemeral w ould  
no t be tolerated In a study o f  M athematics, Science, A rt 
or Music

The fact that only insignificant work by Lighten and Brownlee has so far represented 

m odem  South African writers is som ething o f a vindication o f Bobbins’s fears o f 

lowered standards No established South  African classics have been set. A notable



absence is Palon's Cry, The Beloved Country, which has been prescribed by 

the N a ttl Education D epartm ent and is also widely read in schools in Britain and the 

U.S.A. Furtherm ore, the suggestion has recently been made* that white South African 

school children should also read w orks in English by black African authors.

4.3 SHORT STORIES

(See Table 9)

Mittins (1 9 6 * ' feels tha t short stories are replacing the obsolescent essay in the G.C.E.; 

this does not appear to  be happening in the Transvaal, where essays seem well entrenched 

Nevertheless, the choice o f short stories evinces more flexibility and readiness to 

experim ent than are found in the o ther sections. The opportunity  has been taken to  

provide more South African literature, and the stories are far more m odern than the 

novels. On the fourteen occasions on which collections ot short stories were jet, five 

were South African, and most o f the titles explicitly state that the stories are ‘m odem ’ 

or ‘twen cth century*. One volume contains n ineteenth century stories, and Sherlock 

Holmes has been very popular though he was prescribed only in 1957, three different 

selections o f Holmes stories featured among the books reported by the Transvaal survey 

(T .£  D., 1958a) to  be most in use as extra readers in Stds 9 and 10 in 1956. Together 

they totalled 3330 copies, more than any o ther title listed as being in use at that time 

This success must have prom pted the setting in 1963 o f  S ix Detective Stories -  the 

only overt attem pt to  teach a particular genre o f writing o ther than the six main 

categories. (Teachers themselves could presumably make a closer analysis o f other genres 

with their pupils, making use o f the prescribed m aterial.)

4.4 NON-FICTION 

(See Table 10)

This section contains bo th  non-fiction and essays. In fact, the majority o f books set in 

this section have been volumes o f essays, especially since 1960. O ther works set include 

biographies, travel books, true adventure and even popular science. Over the years 

tastes have changed. The prolific editorial labours o f Guy Boas were last recognised in 

|Q55 Anthologies such as A dven ture  Sought and Unsought would never go down with

the m atriculant o f the nineteen seventies. (A B ook o f  Escapes was found by the

Transvaal survey to  he one o f the most disused titles in Sid 8 in 1956.) This kind of 

anthology, containing simple ex tracts o f mediocre prose, was designed to  present

•  By Prof Bem th Lindfors at the Conference on the Teaching of English in African
Schools, held at the U.B L.S., Lesotho, in January, 1973
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* By Prof. Bem th Lindfcrs at the Conference on the Teaching of English in African 
Schools, held at the U .B .L .S , Lesotho, in January, 1973



children with uplifting accounts o f courage The aim was part o f the old approach to 

English which required the subject m atter o f exercises and reading material to  be 

‘improving* -  morally exhortative and w orthy o f em ulation. The pill was sugared by 

the rollicking advem ur; o f these anthologies. O ther attem pts to  stir the adventurous 

spirit o f  youth  with accounts o f Scott. Spencer Chapman and attem pts on Everest 

petered out dm ing the fifties > probable reason for the disappearance of this type of 

book was the c ifficulty it posed in exam ination. As long as the entire literature 

exam ination concentrated on testing the candidates’ knowledge of the content o f the 

set books, it d d not seem strange to  be testing memorisation o f the facts o f  true 

stones. But as more emphasis was put on testing appreciation, uncertaint„ grew about 

the ain.s and m ethods of teaching and examining non-fiction. This ambivalence is 

illustrated by t i e  1951 Transvaal Circulai wi ich prescribed Strachey’s Queen Victoria 

but added the m te, ‘This is to  be read as a work o f historical portraiture, not memorised 

as a tex t book*.

Th': prescription o f essays clearly presents problem s today. G ood m odem  essays in the 

traditional mode are 'are; consequently either the old classics are m aintained or mediocre 

sem i-m odem  ones arc prescribed. Although Essays o f  Elia were last set in 1941, 

S tevenson’s Virginibuf Puerisque was set as recently as 1961. Hazlitt, though reported 

by M ittins (1966) to  be the top  essayist in G.C.E. lists, does not muce an appearance, 

which is surprising 1 he essays set in 1962 were all w ritten between 1939 and 1942, 

and the conten ts o f Mrrfern Essays, set in 1972, in fact reflect an insular Britain o f the 

earlier part o f this century (even though A.P. Herbert on ’Members’ Pay’ was specifically 

excluded from study). Because o f the shortage o f m odem  essays, anthologies are 

prescribed which contain a variety o f literary forms, such as sketches, letters and 

journal extracts. This is especially true of the South African volumes set. F or it can be 

seen that an a ttem p t has been made to com pensate in this section of the literature for 

the paucity o f S cu th  African worlu. prescribed in the fiction section However, the 

results are similar, for selections containing some pieces o f  dubious literary quality are 

chosen, such as Partridge’s Readings in S o u th  African Prose (prescribed in 1959) and 

Waldman’s Onward from  Table M ountain  (1969  and 1970). Uys Krigc’s Orphan o f  the  

Desert was a recent, more w orthwhile, choice.

4.5 DP. AMA
(See fab le  11)

In the period under review, plays or volumes o f plays were se* sixty times The picture 

tha t emerges is tha t three authors provided the major corpus of works set; no other



author is represented by more than one play. The majority of plays are by Shakespeare, 

which is to  be expected as one o f his plays is set every year. Second in f rt ,uency is 

Shaw, though it is notew orthy that his popularity really dates only from I9 5 i A 

spate o f  his plays followed in the sixties and eai'y  seventies Assuming that Shaw ; 

plays were set only occasionally before then, one can speculate whether this is an 

example o f  the reluctance o f educationists to  prescribe contem porary authors. Did Shaw 

have to  be dead a few years before his play< became respectable enough (bo th  aca­

demically and decorously) to  be prescribed? T.S. E liot seems to  have been similarly 

regarded: he received no m ention before 1964, but since then Murder in the Cathea d  

has been set three times.

The third most com m on au thor after Shakespeare and Shaw is Sheridin: rhe School 

fo r  Scandal •haies w in. H am let and Macb> ih  the top position o f having been prescribed 

five tim es His rem a.kable popularity with the Transvaal Prescribed Books Com m ittee 

com pares well w ith his position among the G.C.E. boards (M ittins), though in England 

it is The Critic which is most often set, a play no t prescribed in the Transvaal in the

period under review In a recent article in The Use o f  English, M. Pittock (1972) makes

some likely suggestions as to  why Sheridan is prescribed so often

Does The School for Scandal deserve its place in the  
school curriculum from  intrinsic merit, or merely because, 
as Graham Greene once averred, it is Restoration Comedy 
w ithou t rhe sex? ( 146)  . . .  I  th ink Greene is right the 
widespread atten tion  it is still receiving in the schools is 
largely owing to  adventitious circumstances (151)

P ittock’* rem arks about adventitious circum stances’ can probably be applied to  a 

num ber o f o the r works that feature in this survey

It is difficult to  infer on w hat grounds various plays of Shakespeare are chosen for 

prescription Twelve of the corpus appear, headed by Hamlet and M acbeth tfive times 

each) and Julius Caesar (fou r times). Possibly overall popularity with the public 

influences selection This would explain the position o f the top three plays, but would 

not account for the fact that another favourite play with the public, Tw elfth  Night, is 

seldom set Tw o other plays. Much A do A b o u t N othing  and A Winter's Tale, which 

are among those most frequently set by G.C.E. Boards (M ittins), are missing altogether. 

If it is argued that these plays are om itted because they are difficult, it is then sur­

prising to  find King Lear set th re ' times (including 1941). Propriety no doubt accounts 

for the absence o f  A ntony  and Cleopatra, and public opinion puts paid to  Othello, 

though bo th  o f  these are popular set works in England and have alio been set clsewhe-e 

in South  Africa. The most surprising feature for a list o f school plays is the poor
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showing o f  the chronicle plays: only Henry IV  Part I and t le ,v v  V appear, each 

prescribed once. It is probable that these plays are not set m ore frequently because of 

the difficulty o f  studying only one play o f the tetralogy at a time. Teachers may feel 

that pupils do not know what precedes and follows the play they are studying, and 

there is no time to  teach the other plays It seems, though, tna t teachers take the 

historical aspect o f the plays too seriously, and that this frightens them off. l b ;  

argument teachers use against the history plays is typically expressed in the following 

personal com m unication to  the w riter from a teacher:

South  African scholars lack the background to  enjoy a play
with an historical background like Henry IV Part I The
Wars o f  m e Roses do no t feature in their history syllabus.

That such opinions are still held by teachers in 1973, and the fact that a chronicle 

play was last set in 1958, indicate that misapprehensions abou t the nature o f  studying 

a Shakesptarc play continue in Transvaal schools. However, there is some evidence that 

it is fear o f the final exam ination that makes these plays unpopular as set works: the 

Transvaal urvey showed that in 1956, thirteen years after H enry IV  Part I was 

prescribed, it was still one o f the most widely read works for supplem entary reading 

in Stds 9 and 10

Apart from the three dram atists who dom inate the prescribed lists, the variety is wide 

and som etim es weird. There is the singular choice o f the Iphigenia in Tauris o f 

Euripides (incidentally, the only work in translation set during the entire period). But 

generally th- choice is conservative, safe', dated: Arnold B ennett, Barrie, Drinkwater, 

Galsworthy, The Winslow Boy. Strange that G oldsm ith appears only oncc. Ben Jonson, 

frequently set for the G.C.E., is absent. Just as no m odem  novelists are prescribed, so 

the playwrights o f the fiftie- u id  sixties arc excluded, presum ably because their themes 

and language are unsuitable for school study. The theme and milieu of m odern plays 

such as those o f Wesker and Osborne are o f course rem ote and inaccessible to  the 

average South African school pupil -  but there has been no sign o f com pensating f i r  

this by setting South  African plays.

4 6 POETRY

(See Table 12)

Until 1944, the prescribed poetry was the work o f a small selection of poets from the 

period of literary history prescribed for study. In 1942 the Victorians were set, in 1943 

it was a range from Hardy to  Spender, and in 1944 the period 1745- 1798 was covered 

by a suitable volume. Eighteenth Century Poets Even after the historical approach was

.........



discontinued, the practice o f  limiting the number o f  poets to  be studied kept its appeal, 

in 1950 only twelve o f the poets in The Poet s Tongue were set for detailed study, 

and in 195^ the set anthology was Eight Poets Ever since then the practice has been 

to  prescribe poem s w ritten by a very wide range o f authors A lm ost w ithout exception 

the approach has been chronological, the list every year beginning generally w ith  a 

tra il i cnal ballad (‘Lord Randal* and ‘Edward’ are favourites) and taking the pupil 

right up to  the tw entieth century, bvt usually ending safely with Dylan Thomas, 

though in 1971 Philip Larkin was included. The relatively few m odem  poems studied 

are an advance on the dram a and novels, o f which we have seen tha t few m odem  

exam ples are prcscnued. Possibly m odern poetry -  carefully selected -  is more 

approachable to  the m odem  pupil. At least th en  is a wider selection from w hich to 

draw ‘suitable* items.

The a ttem p t to  cover every year all the major poets in the historv o f  English Literature 

ditfers little in principle Irom  the earlier approach o f studying literary periods in depth. 

Both aim at introducing pupils to  English poets in their historical context, or at least 

in chronological relationship to  each other. When Transvaal pupils were still studying a 

small group o f  poets from a particular period, they did have the opportunity  to  read 

deeply in the poetry of a single au thor -  a principle still to  be found in the G.C.E.

But nowadays the Transvaal is in fact attem pting in the poetry section to give pupils 

a crash course in English literature w ithout giving them a chance to  study any particular 

poet closely. There is no justification to  be found in the present syllabuses or elsewhere 

for the fact tha t the poetry, unlike any other section o f the literature course, is based 

on an historical approach. It certainly is a curiosity: Roy Knight, w ho is principal o f 

an English college of education and is knowledgeable about these m atters, w rote in 

1972 (Knight, 1972):

There can be few  English literature courses which now  
p lod  relentlessly and chronologically from  Chaucer to  
(perhaps) Tennvson.

A turning po n t in the tradition o f  prescribing poetry was the period 1952 — 1957.

N ot only was the idea o f studying a lim ited num ber o f poets abandoned, but in 1954 

the first S outh  African anthology was prescribed. This was Miller’s Thudding Drums 

which, besides including the usual English poetry, introd. .d  South  African pupils to  

the w ork o f writers o f their own land such as Francis Carey Slater. Tw o years later 

this was followed by the anthologies o f Neville NuttaU which also contain South African 

poems, including, modestly, some o f N uttall's own efforts. The year intervening between

we****** *



Miller and Nulls!) had seen the last o f the old style o f  r.nthology, one entitle A Poetry 

B ook fo r  Boys and Girls One can speculate on what success this title might have had 

with the sophisticated teenagers of the seventies, whose penchant for the sensational is 

pandered to  by anthologists who tem pt them with titles like Wordscapes, Outridings 

Echoes and Voices

Th'jrc are distinct differences between the m anner o f prescribing poetry in the Transvaal 

and that o f  the English G.C.E. boards On the one hand, the O.C E puts great emphasis 

on the study in detail o f the great poets, Spenser, Chaucer, Pope, Milton and Keats, 

whom Transvaal pupils probably encounter through only one or two poems, if at all. 

M itti.is reports that in the 1960s there was a boom  in the romanti Byron, Browning 

etc., bu t that there appears to  be a swing now to the satirists. No such trends can be 

traced in the 1 ranrvaal. On the other hand, besides the attention paid to  the classics, 

the G.C.E. does not neglect the moderns. Ten Tw entieth Century Poets is very com mon­

ly set. The Transvaal, perhaps understandably, shies away from m odern poets, for the 

difficulties o f  establishing a literary canon are beyond the scope o f teachers. Anthologies 

including in their titles the words 'new ' or 'm odem ' are often dated and record the 

obsolete tastes o f previous generations M ethuen's A n  A ntho logy o f  Modern Verse, 

first published in 1921, was prescribed unchanged in 1947, so that pupils reading it 

would find T.S. E liot represented by one poem, ‘La Figlia che Piangc’, em bedded 

between the poetry o f Helen Eden, John Freem an, Rose Fyleman and six poems by 

James Elroy Flecker

4.7 CONCLUSION

In selecting prescribed works the Transvaal has fluctuated between the two criteria 

basic to  the task. The dilemma is explained in the Cambridge Institute o f Education 

Report (1 9 6 4 :11):

Whenever books are given fo r  close study, th ey  should be 
fin e  works, touching the imagination deeply, o f  that 
sim plicity and directness which secondary modern school 
children can absorb

Literary and didactic: the tw o are not easy to  reconcile Where extraneous considerations 

have had to  be taken in to  account, even greater compromises have been made Dull 

books have been set because they are safe, and second rate books set simply because 

they are South  African, while good South African literature has been excluded either 

because It is controversial o r -  might one suggest -  because the Prescribed Works 

Com m ittee was ignorant o f its existence.
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F in J ly , one must conclude after considering the findings of this chapter in conjunction 

w ith the previous chapter on the syllabuses, that the selection o f  prescribed works has 

been to  a large ex ten t haphazard. We need only repeat the ooservation and recommen­

dation made by Dr Stevens (1970:475):

Certainly they  [the examining boards) should take their 
decisions as the  result o f  trenucu* and system  't ic  
curricular study  -  no:, as one som etim es suspects,on the  
suggestion o f  a weary exam iner at the end o f  a neeting  
W hy no t try  Lord o f the Flies? ' or Would B e c k tlt be 

going too  far? ‘
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CHAPTER FIVE 

THE PUBLIC EXAMINATIONS

5.1 THE CONTENT O F ENGLISH EXAMINATIONS

The form  that English took as it developed as a separate university subject in England 

towards the end o f the nineteenth  century dictated the kind o f exam ination thnt could 

be set in the subject. The exam ination tha t emerged at university level was a test o f 

knowledge about English literature on the one hand, and a test o f philology (chiefly 

Ai.glo Saxon) on the o ther (Palmer, 1965). When the School Certificate was instituted 

in England in 1918, the schedule included papers in Literature" and ‘English Composition" 

(Essay and Precis). In subsequent years, as the aims o f teaching literature changed from 

emphasising knox led^c c f  facts abou‘ literature, to  prom oting sensitivity and appreciation, 

it became apparent that the existing form  of literature exam ination was unsuitable. At

the same tim e, the essay paper was felt to  be proving ineffective as a f-'st o f language

usage, with the result that there was increasing dem and tha t school leavers should write 

an exam ination expressly to  dem onstrate their ability in language. Dr. P - records 

that by 1935 the position regarding the es .ay paper was as follows:

Criticism o f  the papers set, o f  the way In which scripts 
were m arked and o f  the inadequacy o f  the tests as 
proving ability to write English had long been vehem ent

(1967 :4 )

As a result o f  this dissatisfaction with bo th  the literature and essay papers, in 1935 a 

new paper. "English Language . was introduced into the School Certificate schedule, 

bu t only, Petch records, "after long and lively debate", and in the face of "strong 

opposition" against which the reform ers finally prevailed. The essay paper, however, was 

allowed to  continue.

In the late 1930s . . the separc: on o f  Language' from
L itera ture’ was regarded as a m alvt reform  This was 

because it was thought possible (though d ifficu lt)  to  test 
a ‘utilisable skill' in the writing o f  English, whereas there 
was considerable d o u b t w hether the study o f  literature 
could be form ally tested, at any rate in an e ttern a l 
exam ination

(Stevens, 1970:18)

Now that Language and L iterature were separated, efforts to  abolish the literatm e 

paper were increased The Spens Report o f  1938 went so far as to  recommend

tha t books should no  longer be prescribed in the School 
Certificate examination.

(Q uoted Stevens, op cit 15)



and the Norwood Report (1941) supported this view, bu t these recom m endations 

never bore fruit.

The Transvaal Second*,y School Certificate has always included a Literature paper; 

language questions were set, bu t as part o f the Essay paper, until in 1346 Language 

was accorded a paper in its own right a division which has remained in force until 

the present. The G.C.E. O-ievel continues to  include separate language and literature 

papers. The A-Ievel includes only a literature paper. It never introduced a language 

paper, but some universities (including O xford and Cambridge) compensated for this 

by ctipulating that candidates for entrance should pass a special examination in language 

called Use of English" (Com m ittee of Vice Chancellors and Principals, 1969).

Today the pendulum  has swung back to  the pre 1935 opinion that language cannot be 

tested by a separate paper. George Bruce, in his authoritative survey o f the G.C.E. 

(1969 :125) w ntes o f "the growing feeling here that it was a mistake when, during the 

liie o f the School Certificate, language and literature were divorced and made separate 

papers’. In 1966 the National Association for the Teaching o f English came out 

strongly againsi the division, and in 1968 the Central Com m ittee on English o f the 

Scottish D epartm ent o f Education announced that it had come to  the same conclusion 

(1968 :28) Boih these bodies go further, for they regard public exam inations as 

inimicahlc to  the study of literature, and advocate internal assessment instead They 

argue that English cannot be fragmented, arH literature is part o f the body of 

experience encompassed by language Now tha t literature is no longer taught as a 

source of facts, but as part o f  the child’s linguistic, em otional, moral, aesthetic and 

cultural experience, there is no reason why it cannot be the object o f the ’utilisabie 

skill’ for which a separate paper was originally instituted. So far this change in approach 

has not altered the structure o f  the Transvaal exam inations, but it has affec ed the 

style o f  questiot that is set

A useful explanation of this shift in viewpoint is provided by Wiseman (1 9 6 1 :1 4 5 -1 4 6 ). 

Exam inations, he points ou t. can be valid according to  syllabus conten t or the aims of 

the syllabus. Until recently — and to some extent it is still true o f the Transvaal -  

Engl ex a m in a tio n  tested conten t: a knowleuge of grammar, o f prosody, o f  figures 

of speech, o f proverbs and idiom atic expressions, o f sun ably ‘literary’ style, o f the plots 

of prescribed works. But the aims ol English teaching -  insofar as the syllabuses have 

ever articulated them  -  have never been so blatantly lim ited to  this sort o f knowlc Ige 

As teachers have tried in their teaching to  develop pupils’ attitudes and habits o f 

thought, the exam iners have been forced to  concentrate more on testing these aims.



in order not to  lose ‘ouch com pletely with the classroom.

b u t. as Wiseman jo in ts  out, the goal-oriented test imposes certain difficulties. First, 

there is 'th e  necessity to  analyse and clarify the aims of the curriculum being tested'

The inadequacies of the Transvaal syllabuses in this regard have been described. The 

next stage is even more difficult: objectives can only be tested in behavioural terms, 

because internal processes cannot be measured (Hillocks el a i ,  1971). When syllabuses 

do list objectives they re usually framed in general, high-sounding phrases such as 

fostering aesthetic sensibility’ or 'read with understanding and appreciation’. The 

challenge facing the m odem  exam iner is to  break these dow n into testable skills and 

attitudes, and then devise questions which can unambiguously test them. W hether the 

aims of the teaching have been achieved will have to  be inferred from the candidates’ 

perform ance in the test.

American writers have been ruthless in their insistance on measurable behavioural 

objectives. Hillocks, fcr example, insists that teachers should eschew term s such as 

understand , ‘appreciate* and ‘interpret*. Bloom’s famous taxonom y (1956) attem pted 

■-it educational objectives in a conceptual framework. Like all such lists, it appears 

at distance in time to  be mecha ic. Nevertheless, it is worthwhile a t the outset o f

an analysis of a body of exsm im  „ . papers to  look once more at Iris scheme:

Cognitive u< main 
Knowledge 
Com prehension 

Translation 
Interpretation  
E xtrapolation 

Application 
Analysis 
Synthesis 
Evaluation

(H andbook I 2 0 1 -2 0 7 )

Affective dom ain 
Receiving 
Responding 
Valuing
Organization (o f a value system)
Characterization (by a value or value com plex)

(1 ) Conceptualization o f a value
(2 j Organization o f a value system

Characterizerion (by a value or vslue com plex)
(Handbook II: 1 7 6 -1 8 5 )

Immediately one realises how unbalanced the Transvaal English papers are The Language 

paper, for example, tests mainly 'T ranslation1 — and then no t at Bloom's elevated level 

o f  the ability to  understand non-literal statem ents ', but at the level o f  paiaphrase, or



simple one-t> one equivalences o f vocabulary. In tne 1972 TUB Language paper, seven 

questions tested vocabulary, definitions, paraphrase and similar exercises. They accounted 

for 37 ou t o f the total o f 90  marks. The equivalent in the TSSC paper was five 

questions totalling 33 out o f 90 marks. When we consider Bloom 's affective domain, 

we may ask to  what ex ten t the Literature papers reach the level o f testing the 

'con .eptualization’ and ‘organization’ o f values.

5.2 EVALUATING THE TRANSVAAL PAPERS

In the analysis of exam ination papers which follows, the two kinds of test which 

Wiseman defines provide two basic questions that can be asked in an attem pt to 

discover w hat was actually being tested, i.e. (i) What conten t, and (ii) what skills (as 

defined in the altns) were being tested? It must furtherm ore be borne in mind that 

the exam iners' reports show that in some cases what was actually being tested was not 

what the examiners believed they were testing.

There is a third question that can be asked which is more im portant than the other 

two in providing inform ation about what the Transvaal exam iners took to  be the 

nature o f the subject. This question may be defined as asking what areas o f  experience 

they saw English as impinging upon 1 i ' e s  not involve simply the subject m atter 

o f essays, passage., sentences etc., but also the values inherent in th t design of the 

exam ination, the form at o f the papers, and the language, bo th  o f the passages and 

sentences quoted, and o f the exam iners themselves as used in the rubric and the 

wording o f  the questions.

5.3 MATERIAL

For the purposes o f this study, it was intended that the public exam ination papers set 

at the end o f  Std 10 in the Tiansvaal should be examined and analysed However, a 

com plete set o f these papers is not available. Missing are those for the first five years, 

from 1942 to  1946. the L iterature papers for 1956 and 1957, and Section 1 (the 

short questions) o f the L iterature paper for 1958. The in troduction  of D ifferentiated 

Education in 1961 resulted in the setting o f tw o separate English exam inations, the 

Transvaal Secondary School Certificate (TSSC) and the Transvaal University Entrance 

(TUB). The pape s for bo th  these exam inations are analysed. In addition to  the final 

exam inations set a t the end o f the year, m pplem entary exam inations are w ritten during 

the following March. As the original and supplementary papers are set by the same 

examiners, who are instructed to  m atch t ie  tw o exam inations as closely as possible, and 

as the supplem entary papers are w ritten by a very small proportion o f the original



candidates, it was decided that for the purposes of this study the supplementary 

exam ination papers would not be included.

Until 1 9 /6  Engikh Higher Grade was examined in the Transvaal by means o f two 

w ritten papers, after which the present system of three papers, ‘Language’, ‘Com position’ 

and ‘L iterature’, was in trod ced. Thus our sample does not illustrate the earlier system 

of tw o papers, b u t it does give almost com plete coverage of the system of setting 

three papers. Each o f the three papers is set by a different examiner, who may continue 

as exam iner in his particular field for a num ber of years. No attem pt has been made 

to  distinguish between the work of individual examiners.

The examiners write reports on the exam ination, which are circulated among the 

schools, com m enting on the candidates’ perform ance and making suggestions to  teachers 

preparing the next year's candidates The rvpoits in their present form began to  be 

published in 19S8; earlier reports are not available. In this chapter the reports are 

referred to  by the date o f the exam ination to  which they refer, and not the date on 

which they were published, which was always in the subsequent year. The reports have 

been analysed for any light they may throw  on the examiners’ views o f the subject in 

addition to  the inform ation concerning 'h is  that is provided by the papers themselves, 

and for inform ation on how the candidates actually perform ed in answering the 

questions in the exam inations.

5.4 THE DIVISIONS OF THE SUBJECT WITHIN THE EXAMINATION

As has been related, the T ansvaal originally set two papers. Language and Com position’ 

and L iterature’ Later these were expanded in to  three papers, ‘Language’, ‘Com position’ 

and L iterature’ C ertain conclusions can be drawi. from  this later division of the 

subject.

First, the writing o f continuous prose is d ifferentiated from the writing of brief 

sentences. (This became fully entrenched when the letter was transferred from the 

Language to  the Com position paper in 1947.)

Secondly, the attem pt to  test candidates’ ability to  write different kinds of prose 

becam e atrophied with the naming specifically o f ’the letter’ as the second part o f the 

com position paper F or years the consequence wa: tha t the examiners, in order ro 

provide some variety, sneaked in o ther kinds of writing as alternatives for com position, 

such as dialogue and journal entries, even tho -gh  they were hardly comparable for the 

purposes o f  reliable assessment. A further developm ent has been that recently the 

exam iner has bent the regulations, ignored the official designation letter’, and required



in i l l  place ether specific kinds of writing, such as reports and notes.

The third implication o f the division o f the papers is that literature is seen »s a 

separate branch of the subject. The division is not, however, com plete, as ir  some 

respects the other two papers are strongly coloured by literature study. On two 

occasions the com prehension test has actually been taken from  a current prescribed 

book. O ther ways in which literature finds its way in to  the other papers will be 

described later

A fourth  separation is that o f the literature paper into two parts; one to be answered 

by essays, the other in the form o f short questions, answerable with sentences or 

short paragraphs. This division invites the testing of appreciation through essays, and of 

simple factual knowledge of the books by short questions. Over the years examiners

have, however, seen the possibilities o f  testing specific responses by means o f the short

questions. Essays, on the othei hand, have often been abused by being used for 

testing simple repetition o f the story.

5.5 TH E ETHOS O F THE EXAMINATION

5.5.1 T he tone of the papers

The ethos o f the subject is inherent in the way the question papers are set. This 

po in t is made by several com m entators. Preen (1970: 189) asks.

D o the regularly set exercises (in particular paraphrase I 
affec t s tuden ts ' habitual thinking about the nature o f  
p o e ty ?  Do the conventional form s o f  the questions, 
and the overall tone o f  the paper provoke inappropriate 
postures in m any answers? Does the practice o f  setting  
questions on each book separately Inhibit the exploration  
o f  interrelationships betw een books? . . .

The very nature o f  the A-level papers has a form ative  
Influence over the average candidate's notion o f  the  
discipline . . . .  The structure, con ten t anti approach 
o f  the papers are based on assupiptions which are not 
made explicit

Indeed to  anyone approaching English exam ination papers w ith an open mind, they 

must appear part o f c m ad-hatter world, w ith a m ystique arid conventions peculiar to  

the world o f examinations.

The rubric that Introduced the section o f short questions in the Transvaal L iterature 

papers for many years in the forties and fifties read,

A n sw e n  m ust be concise Those which are M O RE THAN  
.15 WORDS IN  LEN G TH  WILL BE CONSIDERED POOR
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WhUe o.ie can accept that the imposition of brevity is a legitimate stipulation, as an 

unqualified threat it sounds wholly unreasonable. So too is a question of 1948. Who 

but an exam iner should want to  ask an adolescent the following:

O utline the sto ry  [o f  Rom eo and Ju lie t] in not more 
than 400 t jrds. (56  marks)

The m athem atical niceties o f this operation make the mind boggle

No w onder Frances Stevens com m ented after her study o f A-level papers (1 9 7 0 :4 5 5 -4 5 6 ):

A bove all w hat strikes one is the lack o f  what m ay be 
called gentleness The stand and deliver' tone o f  many
o f  the questions feels incongruous with the  quality o f  
literature

The Transvaal papers are not, themselves, examples of the language o f  tenderness’ 

which lnglis (1969: 20) says em bodies one o f the most im portant values that English 

teachers should impart to  their pupils. The papers are a denial o f what they should be 

affirming.

T o  some ex ten t this k  the inevitable concom itant o f exam inations; bu t there are many 

examples o f how the examiners could have been more positive In the example quoted 

above, the use of capital letters for emphasis would be regarded as anathem a if it 

appeared in the writing o f a candidate. This 'D o as I say, no t as I do’ approach can

become quite ludicro -  »s in the following

Give i mse o f  the first SE V E N  lines in sm ooth

(1957 ,

There is also .*e of a question in the 1958 paper:

fte low  are given examples o f  'Jungle English'; in o ther words, 
th ey  are unacceptable or displeasing, because their language 
is pom pous, or hackneyed, or verbose, or affected.

(The question goes on to  require candidates to  rewrite the specimens in acceptable 

English ) It may be asked why, if the exam iner was so concerned w ith good English, 

he fell back on such a quaint slang term himself, even though he did make the weak 

apology o f putting it in inverted commas.

5 .5.2 Lack of contex t

Reinforcing the abrupt tone o f the papers is their bittiness, their fragm entation, which 

Preen touched on (above). Everything is chopped in to  small pieces to  be tested 

separately The two pieces o f  continuous writing required for the essay paper are on 

quite unrelated topics, apart from the laudabM integration provided when ih o rt questions 

are based on the com prehension passage, the language questions are a hotch-potch of
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unrelated items in no conceptual sequence; w ith few exceptions the prtcis passage is 

not part o f the com prehension test; and the literary works arc seldom linked in the 

same questions.

Frances Stevens comments,

One notices also a kind o f  remoteness The poets speak w ith  
disem bodied voices. The plays m ight never have been near a 
stage (1970: 476)

These observations are equally tm e o f  the Transvaal papers. Above all, so m uch of 

w hat appears is o u t o f  context. This does not only give the subject an air o f unreality, 

bu t it makes the candidates’ task o f registering the desired resprnse to  the questions 

extrem ely difficult, and it makes a reliable assessment o f the candidates’ response 

extrem ely dubious. This is such a significant feature o f  the questions that examples 

will be adduced from each section o f the com position and language papers by . ay of 

illustration.

(1) Essay

The ‘essay’ o r ‘com position’ is a good example. As Dr Fetch says, ‘The essay is set in 

vacuo' (1967: 5). He sums up criticism o f the essay as follows:

The case against the traditional essay is held to  be much  
stronger when examiners take in to  the reckoning the conten t 
o f  an arbitrarily im posed task which has to  be com pleted  
within arbitrary lim its o f  tim e and In the artificial conditions 
o f  the exam ination room

In the Transvaal, w ith few exceptions, right up until 1962 topics were set w ithout any 

explanation or background. This, in spite c f  the fact tha t inform ed opinion had for 

m any years herd that candidates need to  have the topics placed in a context. In 1941, 

the year before our survey starts, Sir Phiiip Hartog’s com m ittee on ‘The Marking of 

English Essays' w rote — and it is w orth noting that this was a repetition  o f views 

previously expressed -

In previous worn on the sub/ect b y  the Director o f  the  
Enquiry it was p o in ted  out tha t In teal life a person does  
not lust 'w rite’ He writes fo r  a given audience and w ith  
a given  object in view

(Q uoted Stevens, op. cit.: 12)

‘Real life’: this is what is lacking in questions such ss these: ‘W ater'; ‘Hats’. The earlier 

papers are full o f such examples, the nearest thing to  context being the qualification 

that a certain topic should be the subject o f a speech in a debate’ In the sixties, the 

TSSC continued in this vein, while the TUE moved strongly away. The form er had ‘The 

Custom s o f the Teenager’ (a chapter from  a book by Margaret Mead? ) for 1964, and in



1972 it was still typical of the TSSC that cnly one o f the seven topics was couched in 

a full sentence, the rest all being single word or phrasal subjects. One topic was to 

write the foreword to  a book -  which, considering the non-existence o f  the book, is a 

prim e example o f lack o f context. In contrast, by 1969 the TUB was specifying 

dialogue and inviting short stories, and giving long, detailed accounts o f  background for 

the letters. In 1970 alternatives to  the le tter were being offered in the "irm of tables 

to  be analysed. The same THE paper (1970) contained an essay topic which provided 

the fullest con tex t o f  all the topics set in the period studied It began with the 

quo ta tion  o f a paragraph on trend setters’ from  Denys Thom pson’s Discrimination and  

Popular Culture, and followed this with the question,

Is man aware o f  what shapes him  to think, fe e l and act as 
he does? What, do  yo u  think, has shaped yo u * (E n title  
your essay, 'Som e Shapers o f  Me'.)

Significantly, the exam iner reported of this question,

Unquestionably the best handled topic and, fortunately, 
one o f  the m ost popular

Similar subjects have appeared in o ther years, but always in the form o f  a short title.

It is therefore fair to  conclude that the m anner in which this particular topic was set 

added m aterially to  its success.

(2) Paragraph

The weakness of setting candidates to  write out o f  contex t is dearly shown by the 

history of the ‘paragraph*. The rationale behind this exercise -  it is n o t discussed in 

the syllabuses -  was presumably that unless candidates could construct a paragraph 

they could not com pose longer pieces of writing. But pity  the candidate who had to  

com pose his paragraph w ithout knowing o f w hat it could be presumed to  be a part.

The choice o f topics in its first year, 1955, is representative o f its annual appearance: 

o f seven choices three were factual, the rest brief titles such as ‘The Idle Man’. Within 

five years the exam iners' reports had begun com plaining that apparently the candidates 

did not know what was expected o f them in this question, bu t it nevertheless limped 

excruciatingly on. In I960  the exam iner reported.

Too many paragraphs were pedestrian and dull: 

the topics that year included Mice; Patterns; Hands; Tea; and Queues Surely the 

exam iner could see that candidates would find these topics ‘pedestrian and dull’? The 

horrors o f 1964 were These I have loved’ and ‘A utum n ha. its own beauty’. The 

exam iner for the 1968 TUE made one last bizarre attem pt to  make the paragraph mean 

som ething:



la k k ie s
M ya tlf
S lum ped!
Vietnam

bu t w ithout a rationale its doom  was sealed. The paragraph was withdrawn the following 

year.

(3 ) Com prehension and P rtd a

Equally as difficult as being able to  produce a meaningful passage out of contex t is 

having to  grasp the full meaning and implications o f a passage that has been extracted 

from  a context. It is not so much that candidates need to  know what has immediately 

preceded the passage set for com prehension -  the examiners usually find self-contained' 

passages -  bu t they have to  transport themselves in mood, and especially in time, in 

order to  understand what is happening. It is easy to  imagine the consternation of a 

Transvaal pupil suddenly confronted, on a hot November m orning in 1959, w ith a

com prehension test beginning with a description o f a character reading The Times and

exclaiming,

' / / • /  Here we have It! Mr Disraeli threatens to  resign The
poor Queen will be forced  to  send fo r  that turncoat
G ladstore

(4) Short questions

Much has been w ritten about the linguistic fallacy o f posing short questions on language

taken out o f context. Edward Blishen (1958: 222) has, rather kindly, described these

exercises as 'm ending punctures in bicycles on which one is never likely to  go for a 

spin Any idea o f the usefulness of these ‘trivia’, as Bruce (1969) calls them , was finally 

debunked by the detailed argum ents o f the Schools Council Eighth Report (1964), as a 

result o f  which such questions were removed from  the G.C.E. O-level (Bruce, 1969:30) 

But in the Transvaal they continue to  be set. A dm ittedly they do  not form as large a 

p roportion  o f the questions as they did in the forties and fifties, and the w orst excesses 

o f lack o f contex t ate avoided nowadays.

In 1959, just afte r the Disraeli question, candidates were asked in cold blood to  give 

the meaning of a list o f poetic quotations, apparently arbitrarily chosen, which included.

A y, in the very tem ple o f  Delight 
Veil’d  M elancholy has her sovran shrine.

However, in 1972 the TUE paper was still asking for lists o l antonym s, and for the use

o f phrases such as ‘credibility gap' in sentences to  show their meaning The m odernity 

o f the phrases now used in such qucstio.is s ti t  does not com pensate for the arbitrary 

nature of their choice



72

Absence o f  con tex t is m ost serious in those questions beloved o f the proscription 

school -  the correction o f  com mon errors. Linguists such as Hailiday, M cIntosh and 

Strevens (Hailiday el a i ,  1964) have shown that the most vital factor governing 

decisions of usage is con tex t -  register, style, tone, mode o f discourse etc. Yet this is 

precisely the inform ation that is w ithcld from candidates. The following is quoted as a 

typical example of this perpetuation o f the m yth o f m onolithic English:

Explain clearly what is wrong w ith any FOUR o f  the se n ten c e  
given below. (Y o u  may. fo r  example, f in d  them ambiguous, or 
illogical, or grammatically fa u lty  In som e way ) A fte r  showing 
what is wrong, write im proved versions o f  the fo u r  sentences.
(I) Have y o u  finished w ith  the bathroom  yet. because I 

want to  come in, y o u  know ?

(TUE 1964)

One might com m ent th a t under the circumstances the quoted utterance is in fact 

exception Jy  articulate!

S.S.J C onditions governing a n sw e r

The unreality o f  the questions is fu rthe r exacerbated by the p ..unar conditions that are 

laid do t r  for their answering. O ften the wording o f the questions is in a kind of 

shorthand vf code * hich presupposes that the candidates have had enough experience 

with these conventions to  know w hat is expected o f them. The wording is part of a 

world o f phantasy, and the candidate is expected to  join in the game with a straight 

face and pretend it is real. A characteristic example, probably unique to  such examina­

tions, is the use o f  the simple past tense foi .maginary situations such as the following.

You attertded a preview o f  a film , a play or a musical recital 
Write a b r ie f critique.

(1 9 5 6 )*

The origin of the unrealistic conditions laid down for the answering o f certain types of 

questions is explained by Ummerman and Melching (1971: 80):

M any writers o f  objectives have thought that the  m easurability 
o f  an objective was o f  prim e importance Thus, to  m ake an 
objective measurable, it o fte n  had to  be m odified  to  reflect 
the school situation and the  types o f  tests it ted at the school.
This leads to  stating conditions and standards pertaining to the  
test situation, such as

W ithout the use o f  class notes or tex tboox , solve at least 
five  problem s o f  type  x w ithin  a period o f  f i f t y  m inutes 

Too freq u en tly  such m odifications result In statem ents o f  
co.sdltions and standards which have no relationship to  work 

_________ oeifbrm anc* m u lre n ien ts .__________

* The ba,lc meaning o f  the sim ple past tense Is to  denote defin ite  past time, i e 
what to o k  place a t a given tim e or in a given period before the present m om ent

(Quirk et a i ,  1973: 8 6 )



Hence we find the following qualification added to  a literature question:

(Q uotation is no t essential inaccurate quotation will be 
penalised.)

(1972 TSSC)

The pnm e example of this process o f evolving unreal standards is the prtcis test. As 

has been m entioned, the passage set is usually unconnected with any other portion of 

the paper. The rubric for the 1972 TUE is typical:

Write a precis o f  the passage below in about 90 words
Excessive length will be penalized
Show  in brackets the num ber o f  words you  have used

C onsequently, it is hardly surprising to  find this trium phant remark in an exam iner’s 

report:

A s always, there w .re  the 'chancers' who carelessly (or 
optim istically) understated the num ber o f  words used It 
should be remembered tha t the markers do themselves 
check the totals given b y  the candidates

(1970  TUE)

It is an indictm ent o f the Transvaal th j Bright and McGregor, writing in 1970, say

th a t they are speaking of the bad old days’ when they describe the prtcis test as

follows (1970: 168)

I t was also a highly conventional test. The working wor'd  
outside school is not littered  with fairly self-contained  
passages o f  approxim ately 350 words in length that are all 
the b e tter  fo r  being reduced to  116 /3  words Indeed such 
passages are so hard to  fin d  that schoolmasters faced with  
this curious dem and fro m  examiners needed special books  
to  enable pupils to  practise acquiring this strange sk ill 
required solely fo r  exam ination purposes

Similar criticisms had already been made more •'taidly by the Schools Council Eighth

R eport (1964: 12):

Moreover, som e o f  the usages which have com e to  be 
traditional in a test o f  the pow er to  summarise are o f  
dubious w orth  I t Is. fo r  example, a com m on practice 
to  ask for a reduction to  a certain num ber o f  words 
. . . .  Worse still is the custom  which has grown up o f  
demanding that all passages alike, whatever th ,  differing  
densities o f  their contents, should be reduced in the 
same ratio. Again, examiners som etim es superimpose 
some o f  the requirem ents o f  a quite d ifferen t exercise, 
that o f  paraphrase, on the sum m ary and expect the 
candidates to  eschew the words used In the original.

‘C onventional’, ‘traditional’, ‘custom ’: these words testify to  the strength of ft* ■ psr* 

d ictating  the form at o f the m odem  exam ination.



5.5 .4  Influence on teaching

The emphasis that exam inations give to  what is measurable is bound to have an effect 

on English teaching. Brian Jackson w rote in English Versus Examinations (1965: 11):

Exam inations necessarily are the terrain o f  the measurable, 

and spoke o f how teachers jdhe.e to  ’the secure syllabus, its attendant texts, tests and 

well-wom habits’ (p. 13). When the present study opens, in 1942, the public examinations 

already had a long history o f influence on teaching in Transvaal schools. Van der Walt 

(1944: 317) concluded ac follows:

Die eindeksamen van die middelbare skoo l het, nieteenstaande 
die kteinere toegewings van die G.M. Road ongehinderd  
voortgegaan en sy invloed op  die skoohverk laat geld, n 
invloed wal volgens bate grtuies uiters venderflik was en nog 
is, afgesien van die ander gebreke van die eksamen.

The fact that the R idout series o f  tex t books (R idout, 1948) was extensively used in 

Transvaal schools in the 1950s (T E D , 1958a) indicates that the type of English 

language work practised in the classroom indeed reflected the bitty , artificial approach 

o f the examinations. However, there is also evidence that there were certain areas in 

which actual practice in schools forced examiners to  m odify their question papers, so 

that it is not always a one-way process. These instances will be discussed later.

5.5.5 Subject m atter and wording of questions

The force of outm oded tradition governs more than the form at o f these p ipers; it lies 

behind the subject m atter of the essay and language papers, and the language in which 

the m aterial is couched -  these tw o aspects being closely connected. If language and 

subiect m atter together create the ethos of the subject, then it can be said that until 

the m id-nineteen iiixtics, the ethos was ‘olde w orlde’ poet c. While most contem porary 

writers agree that English should deal with feelings, the imagination and aesthetic 

experience, and tha t pupils should learn to  handle their experiences, and the vicarious 

experiences of literature, in suitable language, it will be seen that until recently the 

exam inations presented them instead with a spurious world of Victorian sentim entality.

The essay itself, as a literary genre, belongs to  the world o f belles lettres, which 

requires a particular style, som ewhat arch, seldom used by writers today. The topics 

set in the Transvaal papers used to  be all o f a kind ‘Shadows ; Balloons ; The Beauty 

o f Night*. It was noted  above that the old fashioned style of title was still us'-d for the 

paragraph after it had gone out o f fashion for the essay. A variation in wording, dating 

back to  classical times, takes the form  ‘On Buying Presents’ (1959). Even if the topic 

itself is a welM -.tentioned attem pt to  be m odem , the form  in which it is couched must



alienate the m odem  teenager: ‘In Defence o f the M odem Teenager’ (1956). No wonder 

thv examiners were reduced to  com m ents such as this.

M ost candidates who chose to  write on M ountains and 
Valleys faiied to  do Justice to  valleys ( 1 9 5 9 )

The National Association for the Teaching o f English aptly com ments:

There is a curious air o f  weariness about so many o f  these 
papers as i f  setters were at the end o f  their resources. How  
else can we account fo r  the curtness o f  sc m any 'titles’?

(NATE, 1966: 12)

A nother favour):* way o f posing a topic is to  give the opening sentences, and invite 

the candidate to  continue. Presumably the -apid language o f these openings is exemplary 

o f  the style which the exam iner favours In 1948 one read

A s  /  settled  m y se lf in the em p ty  com partm ent. I  was looking  
forw ard to  a pleasant relaxed Journey. Chocolates beside me, 
new novel in m y  lap. I  reflected ‘very satisfactory A t  that 
m om ent, there was a knock at the door  . . . .

Examples over the years reinforce the impression o f cliche though the stereotype may 

have changed:

A new and silent world, born In 7 night o f  snow, had com e
into existence. .

f u5)

A variation borrow ed from  the literature paper takes the form of a pseudo-quotation 

1 tended to  form  the basis o f the candidate’s argum ent:

‘Sport is the usurper who d t ‘hrones King Learning fro m  
his ancient suprem acy! ‘  ̂1950)

A strange feature o f  their use of this kind o f writing is that the exam iners do  not 

seem to recognise it for w hat it is  In the 19 6 1 TUE paper, the first f r r r  topics were 

‘O f the writing o f  many books there is no end’, ‘Gossip’, ’Modem Rush and Good 

C itiz-nship’ -  ye t in his report the exam iner com plained o f ‘poverty of thought, 

insincerity, false "p ie ttin css” ; trite, dull’ writing by the candidates.

It should be remarked that a good candidate can nevertheless do very well on a short 

topic such as one o f those quoted (e.g. ‘M otorbikes’, 1972 TSSC), but in the absence 

o f  further guidance, weak candidates try to  fall back on the traditional essay form — 

which they have probably encountered in a prescribed book -  and dismally fail, as 

the above report testifies.
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The .'ange of topics for letters is extrem ely circumscribed. In the 1940s the li t te r  

topics reflected genteel society o f another age:

A circular 1*1 ter to boys and girls In your neighbourhood, 
proposing the form ation o f  a ilfuryttic society for tennis 
chib, or reading circle)

(1947 ,

But usually candidates could count on a letter o f a certain type being set. L e t t e i  to 

the press were very com mon, even though the exam iners com plained, as in the 1962 

report, that candidates were unable to  achieve the right tone or style because they h .d

nevvr read a real le tte r in a newspaper. The other favourite was a letter to  a friend in

<Xwr to  supply him w ith some unlikely inform ation or news.

The passages set for com prehension provide the m ost obvious index o f what language 

and subject m atter the examiners thought most appropriate for English Two p.issages 

were set, one prose and one verse, until the poetry test was dropped from the TUE in 

1965 and from the TSSC four years later. The orose passages were usually taken from 

either essays or V ictorian novels A part from , oL^ed examples later, the TUE began 

setting  m odem  passages in 1961, the first year o i differentiation, and the TSSC in 

1969. (The TSSC was usually a few years behind the A stream in adopting changes.) 

Typical o f the old fashioned passages tha t used to  be set is that o f  1957, which came 

from  an essay on collecting as a hobby, and ended,

Romance, exhilaration, self- ’nportar.ee -  these are what 
m y labels sym bolized  and recall 'd  fo r  m e That collection  
was a running record o f  all m y happiest hours. It war m y
Jiary, m y  hum ble Odyssey, ana the one w ork I never,
nev ir was w w y  of.

The candidate to  be tested on this would have to  he in sym pathy w ith its antiquated 

cadences and vocabulary, its hyperbole and sentim entality.

When the exam iners set this sort of passage, the same phenom enon occurs that has 

been referred to  above; the exam iner is oblivious o f the quality o f  the writing he 

presents to  the candidate, for in ano her context he expects the candidate to  be 

critical o f similar writing. In the paper from  which the above quo ta tion  is taken, the 

contradiction  is made in a question which is of a type very popular un ’il the late 

1960s, in which candidates are required to  ‘rewrite in plain, simple and correct English' 

passages w ntten  in poor style or full o f  jargon. Th'.’ i we find the candidate w ho had to  

read in ill seriousness the passage about collecting, now has to  ‘correct’ a passage 

beginning. ‘At this juncture we adjourned, as was our wont .

In contrast to  the old fashioned type o f  passage, the com prehension passages o f  the



last four or f  t  years have been selected from  the writings o f m odem  authors such as 

Evelyn Waugh, Peter Fleming, Priestley, Leonard Cottrell and Winston Churchill. They 

reflect alertness o f  mind, vitality o f interest in the world around them, and wit.

The choice o f  verse for com prehension tests never, on the other hand, made a clearcut 

transition from poetry of the past to  m odem  verse True, in 1951 a poem on ‘Pylons' 

(no t Pender’s) was set, and in 1959 the TSSC had Lawrence’s 'Hum m ing Bird’, but 

the* were ou t o f  keeping with the trend tha t lasted throughout the duration o f the 

setting o f this section. In the earlier years, verse such as this was favoured:

For see! where on the bier un. Tiely lies
The pale, the fallen, t h ’ untim ely Sacrifice
To yo u r  m istaken Shrine, to  yo u r  false Idol, Honour

(1949)

However, in the last few ycais o f the life o f this question, a ff .r the TUB had dropped 

it, the TSSC came to  use Shakespeare more often. George Bai iter's ’T o  My M other 

appeared in 1966; in 1967 there was a rebound to  L ytton  Strachey (fo r the prose) and 

Shakespeare's The quality of m ercy’, then the verse fell away altogether.

Of the passages quoted  by the examiner, those next in length after the comprehension 

test are ones to  be rewritten correctly, and those for prtcis, for analysis, and for 

rewriting in either direct or indirect speech. There are also passages to  be subjected to  

a miscellany o f o ther operations which are tested only sporadically, such as changing 

from primary to  historic sequence. Apart from  the passages of deliberately poor prose 

for correction, the&c passages provide further examples of what is deemed appropriate 

material for English examinations. The picture they present is a familiar one. In the 

1940s the subject m atter was still outrageously alien; and it continued to  be o f  a kind 

that was probably strange and rem ote to  candidates, until about 1968 when the new 

syllabuses were introduced, afte r which an obv.ous attem pt was made to  be m odem  

or relevant

Three exam ples will illustrate this p r o f  ession.

(1) Clausal analysis in 1949

O let no t Virtue seek  
R em uneration fo r  the thing It was; 
f o r  beauty, wit.
High birth, vigour o f  bone, desert in service,
Love, friendsh'p, charity, are subjects all 
To envious and calumniating Time

(2 ) Passage for punctuation in 1955:

What Interrupted  /  and were yo u  Indeed narried by a priest



(3) Prtcis in the 1971 TUE: a report from The Star  on Johannesburg’s traffic 

problems.

The language o f  t«c trp o rted  speech/dialogue questions is usually very artificial. It 

consists o f  made-up sentences containing an abnormally high proportion o f pronouns 

and adverbs o f  time and place, and there is an unusual variety of tenses, some of which 

involve rare usages. These passages are apparently custom -m ade for the exam ination, 

which is n o t surprising, for their very existence is artificial; one seldom has to  write 

extended passages of reported speech. Recently, examiners have managed to  use fairly 

norm al language, but before 1961 these questions contained some of the most outdated 

prose in the papers. Bright and McGregot (1970: 266) com m ent:

We also disapprove, rnainlv on grounds o f  feedback, o f  
regular and lengthy rests o f  direct and indirect speech.
I f  such a ques.ion  to always liable to  turn up, pupils 
waste hours learning mechanical and inaccurate rules 
about what to  do  w ith  pronouns, tenses and expressions 
o f  tim e and, which  to m uch worse, waste tim e turning  
good speech in to  appalling narrative or good narrative 
in to  stilted  speech

These w riters do  not go far enough in their criticism: in the Transvaal’s early papers, 

even the original direct or reported speech is ‘appalling’ and stilted’ -  and from an 

alien world:

Snow  declared that in cross-examination the th ie f had 
sta ted  that young  Jack Barthwick had invited him  into  
the house to have a drink  . . . .  Mr Barthw ick hesitantly 
asked i f  the th ie f  Intended pu tting  forw ard this account 
at his trial Snow  though that probable . . . .  / j ^ q)

Who hath done this, th ink ye?  (1955)

Replying fro m  the chair, the Vicar thanked Sir John  
effusively fo r  his h in t that they  m ight have been  
planning too  am bitiously (1956)

M arkheim dem anded to  know  who he was, hu t the stranger 
returned that . . .  ( I9 6 0 )

Lastly to  be m entioned are the individual sentences, set as exercises of one kind or 

another Even here one can only m uvel at the kind of English which the examiners 

believed to  be in use -  for ‘hese questions purport to  test usage The NATE had the 

same impression o f the G C .E . O-levei papers tha t they examined (NATE, 1966: 135) 

Their report criticises the questions that require ‘correcting made-up sentences’ because 

tney are ‘often  w ritten in a strange, em balm ed English’ This criticism is true of many 

of the Transvaal papers. F or example, in 1956 a question that refers specifically to
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‘the speaker* asked for the purpose of this pedantic utterance:

There is not the slightest doub t that we shall win the  
match.

However, since 1968, when the examiners began emphasising, in their papers and their 

reports, the d ifferent kinds of English expression needed for d ifferent circumstances’ 

(TSSC Report, 1968), sentences for com m ent ha-e really begun to  sound realistic:

Oh no? I d o n 't count do I? (TSSC  1970)

It seems tha t there has been a rapid change in the last five years from testing candidates’ 

knowledge o f obsolete Englisn which they might just possibly encounter in the.r reading, 

to  testing their facility in the contem porary language o f their environment.

5 .6 WHAT DO THESE EXAMINATIONS TEST?

5.6.1 Com position

In attem pting an analysis o f these papers, it is useful to  consider a com m ent made by 

Douglas Bames (1970). In an article on internal exam inations for junior secondary 

school pupils, Baynes gives examples of exam ination papers containing up to  thirteen 

topics. (Actual papers set by his English D epartm ent at Minchenden G iam m ar School 

o ften  ran to  t wen tv to p ic a ) He remarks.

The p a p c s  so fat quo ted  Imply a conception o f  priority  
In English leaching in their display o f  subjects -  and by  
the freedom  o f  choice amongst them  -  they emphasise 
the pupil's use oj language to shape and fin d  meaning in 
his ow n experience, real and imaginary, and In ways not 
dicta ted  by the teacher but by the pupil's ow n wishes 
and interests (p. 284)

The two points he makes t ie  also valid for the m atriculation papers the topics set, and

the range o f  choice offered, do  imply a conception o f priority in the subject on the

part o f the examineis.

The subject m atte r o f the lopics set in the Transvaal has already been discussed above; 

the breadth o f  choice m ust now be examined. The Transvaal pa|>ers used to  offer a 

wide choice. In 1947, tak irg  all options into account, a candidate had a choice o f one 

o u t o f sixteen topic* We may speculate whether this is indicative o f a belief on the 

part o f the exam iner that the actual topics were really incidental, the real aim being to 

give the candidates, by m eins of a very wide i  oice, an opportun ity  to  write at their 

best, with as little restriction as possible as to  style, audience or purpose Bruce (1969) 

has pointed ou t that experience with the G.C.E. shows that this generous aim fails in 

its purpose, because a wide choice is more likely to  confuse candidates, and weaker ones
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especially seem incapable o f choosing the topic most suitable to  them. On the other 

hand, it is equally unsatisfactory to  reduce the choice o f topics — to  one some would 

like -  in the belief that such a reduction will increase the reliability o f the examination 

for marking purposes. Certainly, some of the topics set as alternatives in the Transvaal 

papers are so disparate that it is difficult to  see how the candidates’ answers could

ever be com pared; bu t Bruce (1969: 29) points out that to  elim inate alternatives is

unfair to  those candidates w ho do not find a topic to  their liking among the limited 

choice remaining. Some candidates, forced to  take the exam ination, would not be 

interested in any  topic the exam iner co ild think up. But this is an obvious point that 

at least one Transvaal exam iner failed to see; hence the irony of the word ’w anted’ in 

his report:

M any o f  the weaker candidates would have produced better
work i f  they  had had a dearer idea o f  what th ey  w anted to
say before beginning to  write

(1961 TSSC)

The topics that the weaker candidates ’w anted’ to  write on in this case included 

‘G old’, ‘Shoes’ and ‘Advantages and Disadvantages of City Life’.

The num ber o f com position topics was reduced to six when the paragraph was introduced 

in the Transvaal as a separate question in 1955, and it has remained at this num ber 

ever since, though occasionally an alternative within a topic increases the num ber o f 

options slightly.

So far this analysis h.is dealt with the subject ma ter for com position and the range of 

alter.,atives offered The th ird  aspect o f the com position paper is the kind o f writing 

which the papers require. D ifferent kinds of writing, such as expository writing and 

narrative, require different skills and are m astered by pupils at d ifferent levels of 

m aturity. A full description o f  the kinds o f  writing that can be expected of children is 

given in the next chapter, where the internal exam ination papers set in Transvaal schools 

in 1972 arc analysed to see w hat l.inds o f writing teachers expect o f Std 8  pupils.

In the public exam inations set over the years, several kinds of writing have been 

specified A popular genre was the belletnstic essay It would appear, however, that in 

later years, whr n a topic was given w ithout qualification, candidates have preferred to 

use it as a basis for a short story. Before 1968 short stories were actually seldom set, 

but since that date we find the rubric assuring candidates,

By all means a ttem p t a short story. (1972 TUB)

‘Discussions’ were always popular:

This is a scientist's century (1964  TUB!



Occasionally descriptions were required:

Neighbours. (1959)

The only olher kinds o f writing were the h iendly  letters and 'business’ letters, and 

letters to  the editor, until the recent in troduction  o f notes and the in terpretation of 

factual inform ation.

The fourth  aspect o f the com position papers is the qualities w h'ch the examiners wanted 

to  test. O ur source o f  inform ation in this regard is their own reports since 1958. 

Q uantitatively,, their main concern was accuracy. Their reports are full o f lists of 

com m on errors o f spelling, punctuation and usage that they extracted from the scripts 

(e.g. 1964 TSSC). Their o ther priorities also have to  be deduced from negatives -  from 

the statem ents o f what they did not like in the scripts. It is here that a marked 

discrepancy becomes apparent, in tha t the faults criticised by the examiners are those 

which the papers themselves invite. Sometimes hapless candidates were trapped by the 

very questions which the exam iner had fram ed; at o ther times candidates were simply 

responding according to  the traditions of the subject which had beci. built up over the 

years and according to  which they had presumably been taught, but which the examiner 

was now trying to  change. For example, in 1967 the report o f the examiner says that 

many candidates, the very good and the very weak, went for the only abstiact topic, on 

‘Happiness’ As has been shown, this topic is typical o f the kind traditionally set in the 

com position paper.

Chiefly the debate centred on the degree o f sincerity and originality in the candidates' 

writing. In the discussion on the Transvaal syllabuses in C hapters 2 and 3 it was pointed out 

that although sincerity and originality were no t given as aims o f the English course 

until 1959, the Inspectors had com plained regularly since 1955 that these qualities were 

lacking in pupils’ writing. From  the first exam ination report o f  1958, the examiners 

made the same com plaint. But at tha t time the topics which they were setting were of such a 

kind that candidates would have had great difficulty engaging with them. In I960, 

when candidates’ writing was reported to  lack sincerity’ and ’honesty’, one o f the 

topics was The Microscope and the Telescope’. Nevertheless, the exam iner com m ented 

severely, ’It is no t sufficient to  catalogue the uses o f the microscope and telescope 

It was a vicious circle, as Brown and Dixon ( '9 6 8  28) explain in their account of 

how the backwash o f the G.C.E. influenced their college students:

A ll too o ften  students fa ll back on essay form ulae which 
express nothing bu t stock responses or conventional ideas 
Since m any o f  them  com e with little  sense that thinking, 
discussion and writing entail genuine involvement, this Is 
hardly surprising



When examiner* eventually came round to  explicitly inviting personal response, they 

were excitedly surprised by the i suits Reporting on the 1964 TUE topic, 'W het . . . 

means to  m e', the exam iner said that it had been chosen by nearly 50 per cent o f the 

candidates. It

gave rise to  som e very sincere, interesting and, in m any  
cases, moving essays. Written under the pow er o f  personal 
feeling, the expression was free clear and forceful, and  
m ost o f  the usual errors seem ed to  fa ll away

This success encouraged the TUE exam iner to  stress in the wording o f the topics that 

they gave an opportunity  for personal expression. In 1966 five o f  the seven topics 

included in their wording the first or second person pronoun. The introductory rubric 

for the com position paper since 1968 has been the following, significantly couched in 

inform al language:

Try to select a topic that touches a chord o f  your experience 
or a facet o f  yo u r  thinking A VOID writing over-dramatic and 
second-hand fic tio n  By all means a ttem p t a short story hut 
then it should be relevant to  the life you have lived. In  other 
words, BE SIN C ERE

If the exam iner sounds a little desperate, his repeated plea in his reports for true 

experience and sincerity confirm s that candidates were not responding as he would 

have liked. The conclusion to  be drawn from the candidates’ failure to  write sincerely 

is not necessarily that teachers do not encourage sincerity in their pupils' writing, though 

the weight o f tradition shows this to  be likely; bu t it may also be that the examiner is 

being unrealistic in expecting this kind o f writing in a public m atriculation examination. 

C andidates who are quite capable o f writing sincerely and personally may not feel moved, 

or prepared, to  write openlv for the exam ination. On the o ther hand, sincerity’ car. be 

artifical, and there are teachers who boast that they can train their pupils to  produce a 

convincing pastiche of personal writing.

S.6.2 Language

The nature of the prose com prehension test has made it a fool-proof section o f the 

language paper Once the examiner has exercised his whims in the choice of a passage, 

he is at his best in setting qvestions to  test the candidates’ com prehension. There have 

been lapses; the candidates who read o f Disraeli and Gladstone I see p 7 1 *  were asked.

What evidence Is there in the passage that the events described 
to o k  place before the end o f  the century

(Which century is not spccifieu.) But on balance the questions have searching!) tested 

candidates’ powers c f  understanding, o f inference, and of sensibility to  the author's



to re , in tention  end attitudes, end (latterly) to  style and context. O f course, many of 

the questions test paraphrase and knowledge o f vocabulary (in 1972 they contributed to 

the 4 1 1 o f the Language marks awarded for this kind of knowledge); but at least in 

this instance the vocabulary is tested in contex t, with candidates often being specifically 

invited to  deduce the meaning from context.

In contrast w ith the prose test, that o f the verse was a wretched failure. The history of 

this test u  an extrem e case o f  failure to  allow a test to evolve, so that it became 

instead a harm ful anachronism that had to  be abolished. Even after it had been removed 

from the THE paper, it remained as old-fashioned and pointless as ever in the TSSC 

until it was withdrawn from tha t paper too, four years later.

In analysing the faults of the verse com prehe ision test we c m begin by remarking 

that a <ot o f trouble seems to  have been caused by keeping this t r i t  as part o f the 

I anguage paper. In the Natal Senior Certificate, a question on an unseen poem has for 

the past -ecade proved a highly successful part o f  the Literature paper The literature 

exam iner uses the oppoitun ity  to  set a poem that the candidates will find fresh and 

appet ling. It is usually modern, so that there are no obstacles such as archaisms or 

alien background to  hinder testing the candidates’ response to  the poem. In tne Transvaal, 

the Language examiner, in setting the verse com prehension questions, fell fu rther and 

further behind the Literature exam iner in his approach to  poetry, until eventually the 

questions o f the former were being contradicted by the com m ents in t ie report o f the 

latter F or example, the questions on verse set by the Language exam iner concentrated 

on scansion and the identification of types of poem and figures o f speech, long after 

the syllabuses had discontinued m ention o f  such exercises and the literature paper had 

stopped exam ining them The Language exam iner assumed that candidates had been 

taught a num ber o f labels which they had to  be able to  apply mechanically and w ithout 

insight tn io  their meanings, a rd  his questions encouraged this sort o f approach

Which word describes this poetr  — lyrical, narrative or

(1961 1SSCI

On the o ther hand, the TUB exam iner fo r  the same year criticised this very same 

approach ;

/ inures o f  speech are know n nom inally b u t in general are 
not associated in the m inds o f  candidates with sty le  and  
e ffec t Similarly, the terms -  lyrical, epic, dramatic, 
objective, subjective -  were know n as 'terms' w ithout the  
knowledge o f  their implication in describing poetry



However, though the exam iner could contradict his colleague so loftily in his report, 

in practice he set exactly the same sort o f questions, which encourage rote learning 

rather than understanding:

Give a description o f  the metrical pattern
Say to  which o f  the poems the follow ing descriptions co
be applied - lyrical, epic, e tc

The verse com prehension test is one instance where eventually the exam ination no 

longer had any effect on the teaching 01  the subject, for in spite o f regular questions 

on scansion, the teaching o f scansion died out, to  the accom panim ent o f indignant 

expostulations from the examiners. The 1962 T3SC poem was a sonnet by Shakespeare; 

the candidates were asked,

D efine 'personification' and quo te  an example from  the poem  
Write dow n and mark the scansion o f  any TWO lines which 
d iffer from  the general metrical pattern S ta le what the 
irregularities are.

The exam iner reported,

The poetry question was, on the whole, poorly answered In 
particular, the  a ttem p ts  to  q uo t. and scan irregular lines were 
rarely successful

The 1966 TUE exam iner com plained (som ew hat incoherently)

The scansion question revealed m uch uizy am i inadequate 
knowledge

During the last few years o f the unseen poem  the examiners were, if  anything, more

preoccupied with concern for mechanics than they had been a decade previously. In

1957, ahh -ugh candidates had to  paraphrase a poem about a cat* they were at least 

-uso asked,

Which o f  the words given below  best describes the poet's
feelings about her subject * . . .  Give reastms fo r  your
choice Angry, resigned, regretfu l etc

Yet in the 1966 TSSC, when as a change Irom all the Shakespearean passages, there 

appeared as i  dengiitful surprise George Barker’s ‘To My Mother’, not a single question 

touched on the feeling of the poem ; instead candidates had to  date it from internal 

evidence The 1964 TUE paper had an ex tract from  ’Ulysses’; 14 out o f the 24 marks 

were allocated for scansion, recognition o f verse form and naming of figures o f speecn, 

and the o ther 10 were for a paraphrase This unimaginative approach had its just 

reward in a com m ent from the exam iner responsible in 1966 for TUE literature -  whi -h 

apparently also expiessed the opinion of the candidates and their teachers who had 

prepared them  for the exam ination:



The candidates made it obvious to  the examiners that they  
knew  that the study o f  poetry  dees not mean a reproduction  
o f  the 'story' or the recognition o f  figures o f  speech or an 
‘appreciation In mellifluous jargon

And so the tuil wagped the dog and the unseen poem disappeared from the language

paper.

The rest o f the language paper consists o f questions which were dismissed by the 

Schools Council Eighth Report in the following terms (1964: 1 2 -1 3 ):

Our eighth criticism is directed to that part o f  the present 
papers which consists o f  questions on grammatical and 
e th er m inutiae Som e o f  the m ost eloquently critical o f  
the replies we received from  the schools were directed against 
these questions; we share the view that they are o f  do u b tfu l 
u tility  in any exam ination o f  English language and that in 
the 'r  present fo rm  they do great harm

When one comes to  analyse what linguistic skills these questions are aimed at testing, 

three disconcerting features become apparent:

First, the framing of the questions reveals the examiners’ own ignorance o f linguistic 

matters. (A similar weakness was rem arked on in the syllabuses.) A fallacy alluded to  

frequently in the reports is that o f the link between speech and English orthography:

Spelling was o fte n  poor and it was significant that an unduly 
large numbc" o f  wrong spellings was directly attributable to 
poor articulation  (1958)

The exam iners’ ignorance gives rise, for example, to  the num ber of questions in which

candidates have to  distinguish the correct version in given pairs although some are

straight questions of spelling (idol/idle), while others are points o f grammar (who/whom ) 

and other again arc usage (direct/d irectly)

Second is the element o f chance in answering the questions -  that and a shrewd eye

by the candidate for trick questions It is difficult to  know exactly w hat is being

tested when candidates have to  m atch with an accompanying list o f definitions, a list

o f words such as the following:

abscond, annihilate, decimate, delete, depreciate, deteriorate, 
exonerate, expurgate, exterm inate, harass. Impersonate, minimise, 
personify, proscribe (1958)

A lucky candidate, not knowing the correct answers, may pair o ff the right ones; but 

the earnest, average candidate may easily be confused by tlie subtle differences between 

the near synonyms.

Third is the admission by the exam iners that most of these questions require drill



and piactice. There is a strong suggestion that the purpose of the drill is simply to  be

able to  answer the final exam ination paper The following com m ent is typicrl:

T t . r ?  can be no d o u b t that m any candidates wre ill-fitted  
by ability ot training to  pass the Language paper . . .
There was also eiidence to  -suggest that the candidates from  
a fe w  centres had had little practice in written exercises in 
English.

(1963  TSSC)

Bruce (1969: 2 8 -2 9 )  claims ♦hat the am enability o f these questions to  mechanical 

training allows the weakest candidates to  be coached to  pass. The examiner’s report on 

the analysis question for the 1967 TUE supports Bruce’s contention:

I t was notable tha t m any o f  the weakest candidates scored
highly on this question, and that many o f  the good candidates
knew  nothing at all about clauses

A nother report admits tha t there is little carry  ovci from  these practice skills to  their

actual application in context:

Answers to question 4(a) (on punctuation) generally revealed 
good training in punctua tion  I t  was surprising therefore to  
f-» d  that many candidates w ho scored well in this exercise
show ed a lamentable disregard fo r  the rules o f  punctuation
in o ther parts o f  their papers () ^7fJ TU £)

There is evidence that questions on analysis, punctuation, direct and indirec' speech

etc. are going the same way as the prosody ques.ions They tiuurished between 1955

and 1967, b u t since then have been increasingly replaced by questions on emotive

language, varieties of language, logic and com m unication. In the case o f the TUE, it

would appear that this change has been brought about by the teaching in the schools.

the questions have been so badly answered that the exam iner is being forced to  give

them up In his report for 1971, the exam iner reported on the candidates' perform ance

in the traditional grammar questions.

Answers frequen tly  revealed inadequate knowledge, or perhaps 
inadequate drill in normal language exercises

Teachers are increasingly discarding this sort of drill in favour of a more dynam ic 

approach to  com m unication.

The TSSC exam iner shows the direction in which he expects their teaching to  shift.

His report for 1971 com m ents that the candidates’ perform ance

seems to  indicate tha t not enough work is being done in 
schools on the subtleties o f  spoken English



It seems likely th a t soon no m ore mechanical questions on grammar and punctuation 

will be set. Unlike what has happened in the G.C.E., short q; cftions will continue, but 

through the ir/luence of linguistics they will a ttem pt to  measure can^i' sies ability to 

use and understand current English. Whether such questions will avoid me pitfalls of 

lack ot context is a m oot poin 

5.6.3 Literature

Clear changes in the approach o f  the examiners to  literature are discernible over the 

period 1947-1972  The trends are not always consistent; among the large num ber of 

questions set every year there are always some which would either be more in keeping 

with the com mon approach o f some years before or which anticipate a type o f  questi m 

destined to  becom e common only some years later. Certain periods (certain examiners? ) 

seem to  have been more subject to  experim entation than others, and occasiona''y  an 

exam ination has m arked a break with certain custom s o f preceding years.

The picture of the whole period which emerges from  the analysis tha t follows can be 

summed up shortly. While the period 1947 to  1955 was dom inated by a style o f 

question which could not have changed m uch in tw enty years (Palm er 1965; Shayer, 

1972), the early fifties did see some experim entation in w ording A fter that the papers 

remained conservative until, w ith the advent of d ifferentiation in 1961, the TUB made 

some marked innovations In 1964 the in troduction  o f some different' prescribed works 

w m  the sign*I '> r  the T^CC to  catch up w ith the TUE, *nd although the questions 

themselves have n o t cf 1 m uch tinee 'hen . the examiners' reports for the last four 

years have shown a gr. . change in the aims and expectations o f the examiners.

The literature paper is in — oarts, viz. essays, and short questions which are usually- 

based on brief quotations W. < th.s study opens, it nppears that there were traditionally 

three main kinds o f  question set, in both  parts o f the paper These questions required 

of the candidates (a) ‘set piece* appreciations, (b) summaries, and (c) character sketches. 

O f these, the first kind has now  disappeared, but the o ther two stil. appear, though 

usually in a disguised form.

A com mon criticism of the m atriculation literature exam ination, made by teachers and 

the public, is tha t it concentrates too m uch or. testing simple recall. The earlier papers 

in this sample are full of exam ples of questions that test the candidates' factual memory 

of the text, w hether it be fiction or non-fiction The following exam ples are typical;

In not m ore than 2 0 0  words in ea 'h  case, summarise Sohrab
and R u s tu m 'a n d  'Michael' i q a t i



'FrUlty. th y  name Is wom an/ '
When a U  H am let ray this?

(1947)

Outht'.e the story [o f R om eo and Ju liet] in not more than
rWGwocd. (,948)

Non-fiction set w orks are naturally prone to  more factual, non-cntical questions th*n

fiction and poetry are:

Olve m  accouns o f  Indian customs, beliefs, characteristics 
and superstitions as Farkman observed them

(1947)

The exam iners obviously had difficulty thinking up more taxing questions on the 

non-fiction: som etim es they managed to  set one good one but fell back on a factual 

question a* an alternative, the resultant coupling o f incomparable alternatives being 

hardly conducive to  reliability in the exam ination F o r The Jungle is Neutral, candidates 

had a choice betw een discussing Spencer Chapm an's courage or giving an account o f  

certain episodes in the book. (1954). A good question on BurchelVs Travels was:

It Is said that Burchell was a man o f  outstanding personality, 
m eeting d ifficu lt s-.uattons w ith courage and resourcefulness 
Write a short essav In support o f  this sta tem ent

(1951)

The following year, the exam iner asked one good question on the book, b u t his 

ingenuity was exhausted when it came to  an alternative:

Write an Interesting essay on B urchelis opinion o f  the  
H o tte n to t people Describe appropriate incidents to  
illustrate the characteristics you mention.

OR

Describe Cape Town as Burchell saw it 

The character sketches often set are equally a test of recall, though they also have 

some o f the elem ents o f a set piece’ A favouti e form ula was to  describe the part 

played by e g  a character such as Edm und lit King Lear (1950).

In the setting o f this kind o f question the same phenom enon occurs that has been 

rem arked upon earlier: the exam iner continues to  set questions which encourage a 

or tain type o f answer, even while he objects to  such answ en and indicates that he is 

trying to  forestall candidates from  giving them  A postscript to  a question in 1951 

readi

You are not asked fo r  character skeicluu or stories, nor 
fo r  b r ie f notes on  a large variety o f  topics



One o f  the questions that year run.c

Write a concise history (n o t a character sketch) o f  M ahbub AH.

The following year the examiner anticipated that candidates would produce summiui'-, 

where he w anted  character sketches:

Describe TWO o f  the follow ing characters You m ust N O T  tell 
the story.

(195*)

Yet moat o f his questions could only encourage candidates and their teachers to  

p repare for his papers by preparing summaries. Sample rubrics for 1952 are:

Why
What
How
Give one fact
Explain
Suggest
Describe in the form vt a short story
In your own words giv
Tell the story of (Three times)
Give the theme of 
Describe [a certain character]
Write on

In those early years the section o f the paper devoted to  short qu estions appears to  

have been designed as a test o f  factual knowledge o f the set-works, to  be cleared out 

of the way before moving on to  the interpretative essays. (*n 1955 the mark: allocated 

to  the short questions had been increased so that they counted for more than the 

essays.) By 1959 we find the exam iner apologising for having to  test 'facts’, b u t he 

had to, he says, because candidates did not know them:

They claimed that Sir M orte d 'A r th w  had eloped w ith Madeline
(1959  report)

Two years la ter the exam iner w ent a stage further, and expressed the view, which is 

probably general today, that it is unnecessary to  test recall o f the work first, because 

the candidates’ knowledge will show up in his argumentative essays. The following 

year. 1962, the 1 UE exam iner put forward in his report a new raison d 'etre for the 

short questions which m eant ihat this section o f the paper had acquired an entirely 

new fu n ctio n :

The paragraph section . . is set to  discover whether he 
understands those principles o f  literary criticisms [sic] 
set dow n fo r  study  In the English syllabus

By a weird piece of reasoning, this exam iner argued that the essay section in fact 

tested recall though not o f  the conten ts o f the setworks:



I t  would be correct to  say that >he essay section is designed 
to  test the candidate's ability to  recall what has been discussed 
and to  set It dow n logically, grammatically, and in an interesting 
and pleasing manner.

This would almost seem to  give approval to  prepared essays o f  appreciation. Fortunately, 

as such the statem ent (w ith  its curiously assertive tone) was an anachronism, for by the 

end of the i950s questions requiring ‘appreciations’ had become rare, and had already 

attracted  the disapproval of one examiner:

A nyth ing  In the question that reminded them  o f  the essay the) 
had prepared was a justification fo r  the reproduction o f  the 
essay-

(1959 report)

From  1949 onwards there were signs that exam iners wanted to  enliven the papers as a 

counterbalance to  the deadliness o f  sheer repetition o f the setworks; that examiners 

wanted their papers, and the candidates' answers, to  reflect some of the vitality of the 

literature tha t the whole exercise was about. (Such an attem pt, if it succeeded, would 

forestall the criticism made earlier, that English exam inations do not reflect the 

qualities which are held to  be inherent in the subject.) However, the questions are 

blundering and some are incapable of being answered.

One kind o f question expected the candidates to  reproduce the style of the original in 

their answers -  lite r  y criticism which im itated its subject.

Write an interesting essay . . . .  ( I J 5 ’ etc.)

Write entertainingly on what yo u  fo u n d  anusing  in Seary's 
anthology

(1954)

Write an amusing essay on what yo u  fo u n d  amusing 
in Am erican Prose. (1955)

Writing as hum orously as you can (1958)

It seems tha t in the 1950s the exam iners did not yet understand what practical

criticism entails. H onikm an’s thesis on teaching literature, w hich was presented in 1959, 

indicates th a t practical criticism based on the Cambridge m odel had not yet found its 

way in to  South  African schools.

A nother question which illustrates how the exam iners failed to  think logically about 

their questions is the following, w ith its shift o f conceptual standpoint:

Imagine you  are Queen Victoria writing in her journal 
Describe and com m ent on  several o f  the incidents and  
people you fo u n d  interesting in your reading o f  
‘Queen Victoria'

(1951)



The exam iner: also had trouble w it i  a new kind of question which they had begun

setting. It was designed to  give m o it scope to  the candidates to  write critically, and

entailed presenting a -litical quotation  which the candidates had to  discuss. Stevens

writes (1970: 46):

The fo rm  is a favourite * ith  examiners and. wisely used, 
is a good Instrum ent . . . .  I t  can give the candidate a 
chance to  present alternative arguments and thus show  
th i w id th  and balance o f  his reasoning . . .  The objections  
to  this type o f  question are that it is over-ussd. and that 
examiners have an annoying and possibly dishonest habit 
O f inventing quotations.

As the exam iners were feeling their way, there are exam ples of how this particular 

type o f question was m isunderstood and misused. One example shows how it can 

become a loaded question with no room for alternative argum ents':

'In Campbell's autobiographies there is a liberal infusion o f  
fiction. But that does not detract fro m  the liveliness, the  
picturesqueness, o f  the story '
R efer to  Memories of Natal in support o f  this sta tem ent

(1959)

O ther examples remained disguised invitations to  write character sketches or retell the 

story. However, even in such cases the new form o f wording would have had the 

advantage o f the H aw thorne effect, and it did increase the liveliness and variety of the

papers

In these early papers one also finds occasional attem pts to  encourage candidates to 

write sincerely:

Choose, from  More Poems Old and New, a descriptive poem  
A N D  a lyrical poem, and write about them  In any way that

“  , " K m  < ,9 4 9 ,

In 1953, the poetry section although comprising a series of questions requiring recall

o f the conten ts o f poems, was prefaced w ith this:

A tte m p t this question only i f  you  can show in your answer 
that poetry  gives you  pleasure

In the absence o f an exam iner's report, it is not possible to  tell w hether anyone was

able to  succeed in this requirem ent. These calls for sincerity remained nothing more

than pious appeals to  the candidates; the questions themselves were not specific enough

to  engage the candidates’ involvement.

Inevitably, in their search for variety in order to  capture the interest o f the candidates, 

the examiners posed some bizarre questions The prize for the m ost fatuous question in



the entire corpus must go to this:

From  More English Verse choose 2 poem s you  w ould like to  
include in your anthology Give your reasons fo r  choosing 
them, and describe how yo u  w ould illustrate one o f  them  
w ith  brush and pencil

(1958)

Far from  liberating the candidates to  write freely and w ith involvement, such questions 

arc very difficult to  answer. They a rt not specific enough about what is expected of 

the candidate.

Towards the end o f the 1950s the examiners turned their atten tion  to  the skills which 

the literature exam ination should test. Their reports, though containing vague phrases 

such as understanding of w hat he r :ad ’ (1958), and test his sense of literature* (1959), 

also began to  express more precise objectives. F or example, candidates should be able 

to  select material for their answers. In I960 the report stated,

Literature should be studied  to discover what a writer is 
trying to  do  in his play, novel or poem , to  discover how he
does it, and to determ ine the ex ten t to which he is success­
fu l  In his undertaking

The exam ination o f  I960 is a significant milestone A lthough the new differentiated

syllabuses were to  be examined only the following year, they had been introduced in

lower standards in I 9 6 0  and this must have influenced the examiner, whose paper shows 

the effect o f the spirit o f innovation that was abroad. Afterwards the examiner excitedly

reported,

The w ork o f  a large num ber o f  this year's candidates was 
better than it has been fo r  som e tim e It was m arked by a 
depth  o f  thought, an originality and a grammatical accuracy 
that were at once gratifying and unexpected  Since the 
ability o f  a large group o f  candidates does not vary to  any 
ex ten t fro m  year to  year, the examiners concluded that 
the im provem ent in the work exam ined was closely related 
to  the ty p e  o f  question  set in the etam ination  paper It 
gave candidates little  opportun ity  to  m ake use o f  the 
prepared essay or paragraph, it obliged them  to work out 
their answers in the exam ination room  The result was an 
alm ost com plete absence o f  irrelevancy and staleness in 
the answers m arked

The questions certainly were better, overall, than in previous y e a n  Sample questions, 

one for an essay, the o ther for a short answer, are:

M acbeth is the victim  o f  his ow n passionate imagination 
Discuss

Suggest a reason fo r  R obert L y n d ’s popularity as an essayist



In the enthusiasm o f his discovery o f literature as a humane force in pupils’ lives, the 

exam iner takes an extrem e stand:

Literature should be studied assiduously because It is a
defence against all those forces that endeavour to destroy
a noble way o f  life. Comiostrips, radio programmes,
bioscope film s and adverttsements cater fo r  m en and
wom en o f  low intelligence, insidiously strengthening them  in their
complacent acceptance o f  themselves

The arrogant tone o f this remark was typical o f writers on English teaching in the

1960s (Knight, 1972: 1 9 -2 2 ). More recently, English teachers have begun to  regard the

mass media with more respect, and have n e t been so dogmatic. Bolt and Card (1970:16) 

quote Frank W hitehead’s remark in The Disappearing Dais (1966):

That trlvlallsation which is the hallmark o f  all popular 
newspapers and television programmes

They ask.

Is this so sweepingly true?

The English examiners studied here have tended to  adopt a high-minded, censorious

attiUn s. A nother example is this remark:

I t Is a p ity  that supplem entary reading was not always controlled  
as it should be controlled Many candidates had read Catcher in 
the Rye [sic] and referred to  it In the essay on hum our One
and all quo ted  it as an exam ple o f  hum orous writing A s there
Is nothing hum orous about this w ork  . . . .

(1967 TUE report)

The 1950s can be summed up as marking a growing concern for wording questions in 

such a way that they would encourage the candidate’s personal involvement, and give 

guidance as to  the critical skills the candidate was expected to  dem onstrate. This 

developm ent was given new im petus by the TUE paper of I960, and by the introduction 

o f  the new syllabus in 1961. The 1961 TU E paper, for example, had questions on the 

relationships betweecn characters, on dram atic techniques and structure, poetic tone and 

mood, and symbolism and theme. O ther questions in v it 'd  r ersonal response and 

involvement:

A t which school would yo u  have liked to  be a pupil, K rem ttartkop  
or at Sannashoek? R efer to  bo th  schools In your answer

The change that came about in the TUE in I960, w ith its new concern for practical 

criticism and the nobility o f literature, did not carry over to  the new TSSC when it 

WM Introduced the following year. The revolution in the TSSC came in 1964, when 

A nim al T -rm  and M urder In the Cathedral were the prescribed works. If ever there was



a justification for setting m odem  works which would appeal to  pupils, it is to  be 

found in the testim ony o f  the two exam-ners for this year:

The m ost significant aspect o f  this year's examination was 
the high quality o f  the answers to  Animal Farm  and  
M urder In the C athedral These were the m ost d ifficu lt o f  
the setworks, which were described at various times and  
b y  various pupils and teachers as first year university 
studies

(T V E )

Candidates revealed an ability to  th ink fo r  themselves, to  
express personal opinions and to  escape the toils o f  poor 
narrative. Animal Farm and  Murder In the Cathedral had 
evidently been en/oyed

(TSSC )

(One of the TSSC questions was, ‘How did the K nig its ' apologier, affect y o u ? '  -  Not

perhaps literary criticism, but apparently the B-strcani candidates found they could

write on it, and it set a standard for future TSSC pa,am  A 1972 example, complete

with underlining, was:

Write an essay in which yo u  explore your  personal reaction 
to  at ieast fo u r  o f  the deaths fo r  which Macbeth was 
responsible.)

A further chance in 1964 was that no specific poem s were set for study. (See p. 40).

Consequently, the TUE paper did not include any essay questions on poetry, but only

a detailed set of questions on the tex t of Hopkins’s Tnversnaid’ which was printed in

the paper in full The TSSC continued to set general -ssay questions on poetry , hut by

now, apparently, teachers were no  longer preparing their pupils to  answer this type ot

question -  they had taken heed o f the com plaints made by earlie. examiners about

this practice. Evidence o f  this is tha t in 1967 candidates preferred the comprehension-

type question to  the essays on poetry:

M ost o f  the weak candidates elected to  answer the question on  
the sonnet Ib y  Shakespeare) because the sonnet was printed on  
the question paper

(1967 TSSC report)

This is another instance o f  how the exam iner can be forced by current practice to  

chm ge his style o f questions The 1968 TSSC report stated tha t it was apparent that 

teachers were now training their pupils in practical criticism. Since this com m ent was 

made moat TSSC poetry questions have been based on printed texts.

A lthough the papers o f the year following the highlights o f 1964 were somewhat 

retrogressive, since i 9 6 0  the questions have on the -ho le been ingenious and challenging.



One from  1967 is an example:

Show  how D ickens makes use o f  one o f  the follow ing to
create an effective background to  character and event: a
garden, a churchyard, a tem pest

(1 9 6 7  TUE)

At the same tim e there was a growing tendency for the Prescribed Books Com m ittee 

to  prescribe the non-fiction works for study in Std 9, so that they are examined 

internally by the schools. This has relieved the examiners o f the difficult task o f  having

to  set good questions on the non-fiction. (Le. They have passed the buck to  the

teachers.)

O f course, there are still bad questions. Candidates esuays were reported to be poor in 

the 1969 TUE, but it is very likely that this was due to  poor wording o f the questions. 

Three o f  the questions began t  a  that* or Show how’. Frances Stevens (1970:56)

found in her analysis o f G.C.fc. papers tt> i: 'how ' questions in literature papers

are ‘likely to  be either trivialisin; answerable’. Simple recounting of the story is

still som etim es asked; in the 19 here was one such question, contrasting

strongly with all the o ther qu  .id forming an incomparable alternative to  one

of them  as the second choice in this pair)

Show  that Shaw is thinking o f  what is wrong w ith  the age 
In which we live w hen he dramatises what Is wrong with  
the age in which Joan lived R efer to  the te x t o f  the play 
in yo u r  argument

OR

Show , b y  referring to  argument and incident, w hy the 
fo llow ing wanted Joan restrained . . .

Some questions are peripheral to  the literature. One 1970 TUE question is no better 

than a 1949 one which ran, ‘Write a brief account o f  life in the Forest o f A rden’: 

it reads:

Do y o u  think Polontus was a good father to  Ophelia or not?

The past tense ‘was’, where it is custom ary in literary criticism to use the present, is 

significant. Stevens com m ents that in exam ination papers

Characters , . . seem to  have taken on som e kind  o f  existence  
m ore substantial than that o f  their creators

(1970: 476)

If there has been any developm ent in the examiners’ approach since the heady days of 

1964 w ith their emphasis on the nobility o f  literature, it has been in a growing concern 

for the value o f  literature as a vicarious experience which will heighten the quality  of



the pupils' own lives. The 1968 TUB paper and examiner’s report illustrate this. The 

paper contained a question on w hat constitutes happiness in the home in David 

Q>pperf!fid. Th» report com plained that candidates

were unable to  name even such obvious prerequisites as 
wart \th  . . . , and to  relate them  to  one or tw o o f  the 
hom es described b y  Dickens

The exam iner’s selection o f this theme is similar to  the choice by Fred Inglis (1969:32) 

o f the passage from  Lawrence's The Rainbow  (ch. 2) about Brangwen and Anna in the 

bam , which Inglis legards as a touchstone o f the admirable qualities o f good literature 

In fact, there are times when the examiners and Inglis think alike. The statem ent by

the TSSC exam iner for 1968 could well be Inglis speaking:

I t  w ould appear that pupils lack the vocabulary to  discuss 
sensitive and com plex interpersonal relationships, so that 
their thinking on these issues is shallow and stereotyped  
The stutly o f  literature provides the ideal opportun ity  for  
w idenlnf pupils ' th inking in this direction.

Inglis would be gratified to  know that this is the direction in which the public

exam iners arc leading English teaching in the Transvaal



CHAPTER SIX

CURRENT PRACTICE IN WRITING AND COMPREHENSION

6.1 INTRODUCTION

The previous chapter surveyed developm ents in the Std 10 public exam ination papers 

up to  the end of 1972. This chapter supplem ents what v,as said about the position of 

English teaching in 1972, by turning atten tion  to  the practice o f English teachers 

themselves and subjecting certain aspects *o a closer analysis than was possible in the 

broau survey of the external exam inations

The aims o f the study were threefold. First, to  ascertain to  what ex ten t the trends 

detected in the public exam inations correlate w ith the practice of the teachers, second, 

to  obtain some indication o f which o f  the aims of Englisa teaching described in 

C hapter I are currently favoured by the teachers; third, to  a ttem p t an analysis o f the 

subject m atter that teacher; deem appropriate to  the subject. The source of inform ation 

chosen for the study is the internal exam nations set by cachers at the end of 1972.

A suivey o f in ernal exam inations set in cnc year is a synchronic analysis o f English 

teaching praciice in schools Only the finished product is studied. If it .s argued that 

teaclu rs do  no t set their own questions or choose their own writing topics and 

comp* thensior passages, but prefer to borrow  from books and past papers, the answer 

is that the resulting p a p e r  remain an indication o f their assumptions and aims. A 

collect on o f  internal exam ination papers presents a picture o f  what thousands ol pupils 

all over the Transvaal were required to  spend some hours doing in the name o f  ‘English’ 

as the culm ination of a year’s work in 19"72. 1 o be com plete this study should include 

the oral exam inations, but this has not been possible The study is therefore limited to 

only certain parts o f the examinations.

6.2 MATERIAL

The internal exam ination papers studied are those set at the end o f  Std 8  in 1972.

This particular level was chosen as being sufficiently senior for the exam inations to 

typify high school work, while still being far enough removed from the public 

m atriculation exam ination for the teachers to  have fell free to  exercise their own 

initiative in setting them w ithout being unduly influenced by the TSSC and f L'E The 

sample analysed here consists j f  papers gathered is  part o f a wider piece o f research, 

for which exam ination papers in English Higher Grade were obtained from 54 ot the 

59 secondary schools in the Transvaal in which English Higher Grade was taken in 1972



Th.s sample Includes papers from  all the ordinary English medium secondary schools 

and the only English medium agricultural high school in the Transvaal. This means 

that the typical Transvaal high schools where English Higher Grade is taught arc fully 

represented in I he sample The five schools whose papers are not included a x ~  among 

the rare categories >f school that are not typical o f English medium education, viz the 

‘project’ schools, technical schools and commercial schools. They may be regarded as 

untypical because the project schools were at the time participating in an experim ent 

in em ploying internal exam inations fo; th r TUE and TSSC, and the techinal and 

com mercial schools are predom inantly Afrikaans piTiiiel-medium schools. As the sample 

includes all the typical schools and most o f the other schools, it was regarded as being 

sufficiently representative to  make the study worthwhile.

Three sections o f the exam inations were analysed: com position (‘essay’), other writing, 

and com prehension tests. In the analysis it has not proved possible to  quantify the 

results in such a way that reliable statistics could always be obtained. Some schools 

set their com position exam inations before the other papers are w ritten; often the topics 

are simply w ritten on the board in t!v* classroom. Consequently, only 31 of the 54 

schools supplied their com position questions. Questions on other kinds o f writing, such 

as letters and reports, aie also often w ritten earlier, but there is also the added complE 

cation that some schools do  not set such questions at all. O f the com position papers 

received, four do  not include o ther kinds o f writing, and it is not known how many 

schools whose com position papers were not received also om it questions on other 

writing. No conclusions could therefore be reached as to  the proportion  of schools that 

set o ther writing

C om prehension papers were received from every school, so that conclusions can be 

based on a com plete set, am ounting to  a sizeable collection o f passages

A possibility o f distortion in the analysis o f the topics for writing arises from the fact 

that there is no consistency among the schools as to  the num ber o f alternative questions 

or topics that are set for com position and other w riting  and as to  the number of 

different papers set for the three stream s — university entrance, S to 10 school leaving 

and Std 8 ; and the num ber of alternative topics offered for writing varies a good deal 

from  paper to  paper. No attem p t has been made to  average out the topics or weight the 

questions according to  school or stream, as the intention of the study is to  present a 

global impression o f the nature o f the subject in the Transvaal

In analysing the com prehension passages, it has proved possible to  cross-check to  what 

ex ten t the exami .atiun papers reflect current practice in the schools This was done by



undertaking » similar analysis o f the two English language text books authorised for 

use in Std )! in the Transvaal (T E D Book Catalogue). The books are: English Through 

Experience. Book III (Rowe and Em mens, 1964) and The A r t o f  English, Book 3 

(Lennox-Sh Ml, 1970). One or the other o f these books is used by most teachers, so 

that it is v ,ry likely that the comprehension tests in these books represent the bulk of 

such work done by the pupils who wrote the exam inations analysed here.

6 3 KINDS o r  W RrriNG

6.3.1 Background

The traditional division o f writing assignments in exam inations in to  ‘essay* and ‘letter', 

which has been laid down in the Transvaal syllabuses studied, indicates bat teachers 

have for a long um e recognised tha t there is more then one kind of writing In recent 

years there has been increasing interest in the way language varies accord! « to  its 

function English teachers overseas have come to rvJise that children should be given 

the opportunity  to  practise writing and talking for different purposes (e g Martin, 1968; 

and Doughty et al., 1972) and it is fair to  assume tha t their exam inations would 

re lcct this concern. The Exam ination Bulletins of the Schools Council indicate that 

this is in fact the trend in C S.E. English exam inations, bo th  oral and written.

The present study attem pts to  ascertain w hat kinds of writing Transvaal teachers 

nowadays expect their pupils to  be a ole io  write. F or this purpose a taxonom y o f 

kinds o f writing has had to  be drawn up.

Twe different approaches can be used in drawing up this taxonom y, based on (a) the 

kinds o f language use found am or«st children, and (b) the kinds of prose which they 

are expected to be able to  write at school The taxonom y adopted for the present 

study incorporates bo th  elements.

( I )  Children’s language

A baa c distinction is made between two kinds of language used by children: 

‘transactional’ and ‘nun-transactional’. This concept has emerged from the w ork o f  

the Research Project on Writing which began under the direction of Prof. James Britton 

at the University o f  London Institu te  of Education in the mid nineteen sixties. Britton 

has published various versions o f the model o f language that the Unit has developed, 

showing different degrees of refinem ent.

He suggests that from  the general matrix o f talk and mixed bag’ writing o f young 

children, there gradually emerge tw o distinct uses -if language These he cails using 

language as ‘participant’, and using language as ‘specU tor’. When one uses language as
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a participant, it »  in order to  get things done. This sort of language is referential, 

inform ative and conative One uses language as a spectator for reflective, imaginative 

purpose -  to  mull things over o r engage in phantasy. The word I 'r itto n  has fixed upon 

for this kind o f language is ‘poetic*. Becau>e o f confusion that might arise from this 

specialist terminology, the term ' non-transactional’ har been preferred to  poetic* for 

the present stut’v

Tw o versions o f this scheme that Britton has published are given below. It will be 

noted  that B ritton has found, through analysing children’s writing, tha t a lot o f  it is 

in a transitional stage which is no t yet exclusively either transactional o r non-transactional.

Expressive

Transitional Tra.isitional

Referential Poetic, ’formal*

Language as participant Language as spectator

(Britton, 1970V)

Expressive

Conative

He, h

Informative

Transactional

(Britton, 1970a)

<*; Kinds o f piosc

I* is not *uo difficult to  reconcile B ritton’s model with the classifications of kinds of 

writing that are usually found in books on rhetoric Thougi precise usage of terminology 

may differ, the same categories or modes o f discourse are usually distinguished. F rtm  

American sources we have

narration, description, exposition, a rgum ent criticism

iBraddock, e t a!., 1963: 8 )

m d

exposition, description, argum entation, narration,
(Stoner. 1972: 202)



and the University o f London School Er 'm inations Council lists in its G.C.E. handbook 

narrative descriptive, discursive, argumentative.
(U. o f London, 1973: 83)

F or the purposes of this study, the terms narrative, descriptive, expository and 

argumentative have been chosen. The fifth category, ‘criticism’, has been om itted 

because it is required only by the Literature paper, which falls outside the scope of 

the present study.

6.3.2 Analysis o f the material

(1) Transactional/non-transactional

The distinction between the two kinds of language, transactional and non-transacfionai, 

coincides to  some ex ten t with the division o f the exam ination questions in to  ‘Letter’ 

and ‘Com position’,

The com position topics almost all require non-transactional writing. The pupil will 

engage as spectator in producing a piece o f writing that is com plete and self-fulfilling 

in itself, existing as an act o f self-conscious reflection and self-expression. O ut o f a 

total o f 304 com position topics, the only ones that do not invite this kind of writing 

are to  be found in the papers o f three schools, where there are altogether five topics 

that require transactional writing ai> alternatives to  the usual com position. These topics 

comprise tiucc objective descriptions (how to  find the way, or make som ething operate), 

one formal invitation, and one book review. It is sad to  think that, when the modern 

child needs the skill to cope w ith so many relevant ‘transactional1 situations, one o f the 

only five assignments set should be the obsolete exercise o f writing a formal invitation. 

Teachers are perhaps wise not to  set transactional writing as an alternative tr, non­

transactional writing, because it is not easy to  obtain reliable marks when assessing 

different pieces of writing that require such disparate skills But there is nothing to 

stop  them allocating another section of the paper for transactional writing.

However, the only o ther section on writing in the papers is the Let er Apart Irom the 

five topics found among the com position titles, no  other transactional writing is required 

o f the pupils except the letter. This is a very d ifferent state of affairs to  that found in 

C.S.E and G .G E. papers in England, where all sorts o f exercises in w ritten com m unication 

art set, such »« interpreting data and note-taking Not only is the variety of transactional 

writing required in our Transvaal sample limited, but in cl the am ount required is small, 

for no t all the letters themselves are transactional. True, they are all directed to  some 

recipient, bu t some require the kind o f reflective thinking that Britton would classify as 

spectator activity. Nor does the d istinction coincide w ith the traditional distinction



(which these papers do  not make) between ‘friendly’ and 'business’ letters, as some 

friendly le tte is  aim at getting something done. A lthough no quantitative statem ent is 

possible, it is significant to  note simply that only some of the letters are transactional. 

Hence the conclusion is that there is not nearly as much transactional writing required 

as non-transactional writing, and that the kinds o f transactional writing are extremely 

limited.

This reveals a dichotom y between the practice at Std 8  le el and at Std 10 It mi. The 

previous chapter described how the public exam iners have increasingly ignored the 

heading ‘Essay and L etter’ and set exercises in o ther kinds of referential or transactional 

writing. !n 1969 the Std 10 Syllabus regu'arised this by introducing provision for A 

letter, review, objective description or report’. This developm ent was not matched in 

the Std 8  Syllabus, and our sample c f  papers shows that teachers arc continuing to  set 

a very restricted variety o f  kinds of transactional prose.

(2 ) Rhetorical styles

The com position titles were analysed in order to  ascertain in what rhetorical styles tnc 

pupils were expected to  write In all, there arc 304 topics in the papers. This does not 

include the letters, which were left out o f this particular analysis because they cannot 

be assigned with certainty to  the categories of rhetorical style. It was found that about 

four fifths o f the com position topics could, w ith a fair am ount o f certainty, be placed 

in categories descriptive o f the kind o f style in wliich the pupils would be expected to  

write on them . ‘Narrative’ topics invite pupils to  tell a story or relate an incident. 

‘Descriptive’ topics usually invite pupils to describe’ o r ‘wrile a description o f  a scene, 

a place, person, an animal or an object. Expository’ topics require some sort of 

discussion or com ment. ‘Argum. nta* ve’ topics are worded according to a specific formula 

giving two sides of a case. The five transactional topics discussed cbove were gix *n their 

own category, as were the two topics for which dialogue was stipulated. A fter the topics 

had been divided among these categories, one fifth  remained tha t seem to  leave to the 

pupil the chi ice of how the topic should be handled. These topics were classed as 

‘open-ended’ and usually consist o f enigmatic titles, such as ‘Boldness be my friend*.

O ften they consist o f one word, such as ‘Money’. The prooortion o f topics in each 

category is given in Table 2 below.



TABLE 2

NUMBER OF COMPOSITION TOPICS REQUIRING EACH RHETORICAL STYLE, 

EXPRESSED AS A PERCENTAGE

-------------------------
Rhetorical style Number %

N anative 81 26,5
Desciiptive 82 26,8
Expository 56 18,3
Argumentative 23 7,5
Open-ended 57 18,6
Transactional 3 1 .6

Dhlogue 2 0,7

Total 306 1 0 0

From Table 2 it can be seen that the two largest .ategories o f style are Narrative and

Descriptive, bo th  j f  which are required by about 26 per cent o f the topics. One can

speculate which way the balance falls if the pupils' choice of style for the open-ended 

topics could be taken in to  account. It was suggested in the discussion o f similar topics 

in the TSSC and TUE (p 80  ) that whereas in the past these topics wvre expected to 

give rise to  belletristic essays, nowadays candidates use them as a springboard for 

narrative. This trend is even more probable with the younger pupils o f Std 8 , and the 

topics do haue more of a suggestion of narrative to  them  than the Std 10 ones: in 

addition to  those quoted above there are many titles like 'The problem ', 'O u t o f the

fog'. Road to dea th ' If this is the trend, then narrative is the most common type of

writing e x p e t'e d  o f the Std 8  pupil.

The least com m on type o f style (apart from dialogue and explicitly transactional writing) 

is the argum entative essay, in which the w riter must give the arguments for and against 

a topic, as in a debate, e.g. The advantages and disadvantages o f the telephone’ These 

topics sound artifical when posed, and are perhaps the most artificial form ol essay set. 

The fact that none o f  the com prehension passages takes this form  (sec Table 3 below) 

supports this observation. Nobody actually writes in this form. Hayakawa (1952: 253) 

m aintains that making a pupil take this approach to  controversy can harmfully distort 

his a ttitude :o  logic and tru th  he is forced to  take an extrem e stand, ai.d if necessary 

d istort the tru th , in order to  make out a case for his side Debating does not prom ote 

serious d. cussion; it suggests wrongly that there is a right and a wrong answer to 

i'vei> thL'g, and the topics which one finds debated in schools are often silly and lead



to  iterile bickering. There can be little justification for continuing this kind of question 

as a com position topic.

In summing up w hat the teachers ace doing in rhetoric, it can be said that at the Std 8  

level they require o f  their pi:,>ib a good deal o f expository and descriptive writing in 

addition to  narrative. In this way they are preparing them for the Std 10 examinations 

which lay most stress on expository writing. There is very little stress on language for 

o ther purposes o f com m unication apart from  the traditional com position and letter.

When we try to  discover what models o ' the d ifferent kinds o f prose the pupils have 

to  study, the p icture is disturbing. It can be assumed that the comprehensior: passages 

are typical o f what the teachers expect their pupils to  be able to  read with understanding, 

and typical o f the prose that the pupils have had practice n studying. These exam ination 

passages were therefore analysed according to  the same categories o f rhetorical style as 

the com positions, in order to  ascertain whether the pupils ever read the kinds o f  prose 

which they are expected to  write Confirm ation of these findings was sought be referring 

to the passages given for com prehension in the two text books I Lennox-Short, 1970, 

and Rowe and Emmcns, I9b4) The icsulis o f this analysis arc given in Table 3.

TAr iJE 3

NUMBER OF COMPREHENSION PASSAGES WRITTEN IN EACH RHETORICAL 

STYLE, EXPRESSED AS A PERCENTAGE

Rhetorical style
Exam inations Lennox-Sliort Rowe and Emmcns

Num ber % Number X Numbei t

Narrative 59 55,7 14 77,8 6 33,3

Descriptive 2 2 20,7 1 5.5 4 2 2 , 2

Expcsitory 25 23,6 3 16,7 8 44,5

Argum entative 0 0 0 0 0 0

Total 106 1 0 0 18 1 0 0 18 1 0 0

From  Table 3 it can be seen that the two text books represent opposite extrem es in 

the kinds c f  pass. .  that they favour, and tha t the coice o f passage in each category 

in the exam ination papers represents roughly a midway position uctween the two 

extremes. This has proved a moat interesting finding. It supports the impression that 

the tex t books give o f representing d ifferent approaches to  English -• which is possibly 

why they arc offered as alternative i  the T E D  Catalogue. The l^ n n o x  Short volume, 

a South African adaptation  of an F v is i t  work, is heavily biased towards narrative in 

its choice o f passage The Rowe and Em mens volume has many more articles of



scientific and general interest -  on astronom y, popular science and historical subjects -  

wh.ch are w ritten in expository style

It would appear that Std 8  pupils are having to  read a disproportionate am ount of 

narrative, especially if one bears in mind tiiat m ost o f the books they read arc also 

narrative. T hey are expected to  be able to write o ther kinds o f prose, bu t can have 

little experience o f closely studying extended passages of expository writing. The 

expository passages in bo th  the tex t books and the exam inations are mostly self- 

contained snippets; and a glance at the books examined in their literature papers indicates 

that they have not studied works o f non-fiction which would have given them experience 

in reading expository prose at length. A nother source of factual writing that teachers 

could use in teaching their pupils how to read expository prose, and in presenting 

them with models o f this kind o f writing, is newspapers and journals But there is no 

evidence from the exam ination papers that teachers habitually use the resources o f the 

press unlike the TUE, which, we have seen, makes use o f The S la t It seems that, 

if  one bears in mind that the overwhelming am ount o f writing expected o f the pupil 

as he grows older is expository in style, he should b i  made more familiar with good 

prose of this kind than is at present the case

6.4 SETTING AND SUBJECT Ma TTER 

6 .4 .1 Background

The rest o f  this chapter is devoted to  a study o f  the subject m at.er and setting of the 

topics set for writing and the com prehension passages It seems generally agreed among 

the sources consulted in Chapter One that writing topics should be such that they 

encourage pupils to write well This study will show what topics the teachers think will 

achieve this purpose It is not w ithin the scope o f  the study to test w h e th c  the choice 

o f  topics has succeeded The topics will a ls j show whether teachers have another aim: 

that o f perpetuating the interest o f  what they conceive o f as the subject ‘English’ 

According to  current writers, if this clashes with the former aim, there is som ething 

wrong: I.W P Creber has written,

We t tnnot, however, accept . . . any dichotom y betw een the  
interests o f  the pupil and the Interests o f  the sub feet

(Creber, 1965: 10)

Similarly, the influential American writer, James M offett (1968:7- 8 ) maintains,

In m any o f  our writing assignments, /  see to  feverishly  
searching fo r  subjects fo r  sttulents to  write about that 
are appropriate for English . . . .  Once we acknowledge



that 'English' is no t properly about itself, then a lot o f  
phoney assignments and m uch o f  the teacher's confusion  
can g* ou t the w indow

In the p rev iew  chapter o f this study it was fhown that in the Transvaal the public 

exam ination paj><- have over the last th irty  years mrtic .he transition that M offett 

calls for. The UE and TSSC .‘ssay topics are chosen for the scope and encouragem ent 

they give the young candidate to  write well about m atters in which he knowledgeable 

and about which he is concerned The same criteria o f interest and relevance govern 

the choice o f  com prehension passages. The analysis of the 1972 internal examination 

papers will indicate whether teachers in schools have kept in line with this approach.

In addition to  analysing subject m atter, where it might be significant, the backgiound 

or environm ental setting (m ilieu) o f the topics and passages has been distinguished as 

a separate parameter.

In an effort to  establish a taxonom y of school writing topics, a survey w ; ; made of 

previous research on com position writing. Use was made of the study of 450 pieces of 

research in to  com position undertaken by the American National ( ou..> i o f Teachers of 

English in 1963 (Braddock e t aL, 1903). No 'nalysis relevant to  the present study 

could be found in the literature. The only example known to the present writer is an 

investigation in which he was personally involved in 1967 It is described in unpublished 

papers o f a Curriculum  Study G roup which com phsed representatives of member 

institutions o f the University of Leeds Institute o f Education (Barnes, 1967) The 

material analysed for tha t study differs from the present sample in that the topic? 

were those listed by the pupils themselves as topics on which they w, Id like to  write. 

The Leeds material was analysed twice. The first time it was done by ihe Study Group, 

whc, when deciding on categories, overlooked the fact that the children had chosen 

the topics themselves. The second analysis was made by Barnes, who specifically 

approached the topics as evidence of the areas in which children desire to  express 

themselves. The pupils in the Leeds stu iy were first year secondary pupils and therefore 

younger than Transvaal Std 8  pupils. Because o f  these differences between the Leeds 

survey and the present study, the categories of the earlier study have not been taken 

over in their entirety.

The preliminary Leeds study distinguished the following subject clusters among the 

pupils preferred topics

1 Physical activities
2 Animals
3 Science, technology, the natureJ world
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Entertainm ent 
T ransport
Prehistorical, historical, .he man-made environm ent 
The affective and personal in people's lives

Because the topics were suggested by the children themselves, Bames, using a Piagetian 

model, saw them as in  expression of strategics for the assimilation o f new experience 

and the taking on o f more adu I roles’ ‘What can be assimilated depends on the 

structures to  which each child can reshape and fit the new experience.’ The following 

eight categories emerged:

1 The assimilated present (Experiences that children are at home
with as people)

2 Self-justifying gam rs (Football, athletics)
3 Collecting the ou ter world (Hobbies)
4 Adult categories (Chemistry, Archaeology)
5 Acknotv.edged phantasy (Treasure)
6 Phantasy o f child role (A holiday abroad)
7 Phantasy of adult role (Explicit identification with adults -

pop stars, astronauts etc.)
8 Entering the world (Dressmaking, careers)

Further ideas on categories for the topics can be found in books on English teaching, 

a num ber o f which give lists o f children’s interests at different ages as a framework on 

which to  build syllabuses Two recent examples may be adduced, those o f Creber (1965) 

and Tunnicliffe (1971).

Creber gives a scheme for imaginative com position at each age level. F or the thirteen 

to fifteen-year-olds, he writes (1 9 6 5 :7 3 -7 5 ) ,

Children o f  this age are becoming, as they m ove in to  the  
d ifficu lt period o f  adolescence, m uch more vividly aware 
not on ly o f  internal stresses b u t also o f  their relations 
w ith o ther people, whose behaviour interests them  deeply.

(Secondly) The aim a t this stage is that o f  Kierkegaard 
What /  want is to  spur people into becoming moral 

characters ’ /  believi, that the only satsisfactory m ethod
o f  making a real im pact on  the moral standards o f  the 
children is through the imagination

Tunnicliffe’s syhabas gives ‘ten branches o f  experience’ to  be drawn on for themes.

For pupils in the fourth  and subsequent years, he suggests (1 7 /1 : 51) that decreasing 

atten tion  be paid to  topics 2 and 3 o f those listed below, w ith correspondingly more 

a tten tion  to  8 , 9 and 10:

Personal health
Possessions
Families
Social groups outside he family 
Physical environm ent

a  i -

.............
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6  Leisure
< Technology and the individual
8  The mass media
9 World affairs
10 Tin arts.

F or the purposes o f the Transvaal study, a scheme was w orked out by trial and error,

incorporating elements of the four schemes bv the Leeds G roup, Bame , Creber and

Tunniciiffe, which have been outlined above As far as possible the same categories 

were also applied in an analysis o f the letters and com prehension passages -  though 

certain unique features o f these sections also became apparent during the analysis and 

arc noted separately below.

Ti e following categories have been used n the analysis o f  the Transvaal papers:

1 Phantasy 
'2 Personal expression
3 Urban or rural setting
4 Contem porary and technological (Technology, urban life,

contem porary society)
5 The child's world
6  The child's interests (Hobbies, games, ad /enture natural world)
7 Entering the adult world
8  A dult categories
9 People and hum an behaviour.

In the analysis o f setting and subject n u tte r , the assignment o f writing topics and 

com prehension passag s tv d ifferent categories is subjective. In only a few areas of 

com parison is it possib.’e to  place a topic or pasi^gc in one o f several mutually exclusive 

categories, as was porsibie above, when analysing the rhetorical style o f the comprehension 

tests For the most part, a topic often  falls under more than one heading o f subject 

m atter. In some cases, comp isition topics were unassignable. A ttention is concentrated 

on those instances where le ad  ers specifically call upon pupds to work w ithin a certain 

framework.

6 .4 .2  Analysis o f the material

( I )  Phantasy

The sources consulted for the list o f aii:>s o f English teaching given in Chapter One 

generally stress developm ent o f the imagination and prom otion of originality. The 

quotation  from Creber (p 107, above) emphasises the basic importance o f the imagina­

tion, and Barnes lists two categories o f phantasy. An attem pt was mad' to  gauge I'.e 

degree o f emphasis on phantasy in the Transvaal papers, bu t w ithout much success. 

‘Phantasy’ was taken to  be indicated by an invitatio;: to  tnc pupil to  write about 

som ething entirely outside the realms o f  possibility. Th>x defm ition Is perhaps too



narrow, as m any other titles actually allow scope for imaginative writing O f the 

com position titles, 11 per cent fulfilled the narrow definition This hoary favourite is 

an example:

Write a story concluding, I  aw oke w ith a start -  it was only a dream.

(It contrasts w itn the severe warning that concludes the following somewhat garbled 

com position topic in another paper:

A short story beginning The experience that /  am now about 
to  relate is one that has never happened to  m e before, and so 
far as /  know, to  no-one else o f  m y acquaintance either

THIS ESSA Y M A Y  NOT BE A B O U T  SPACE TRA VEL: NCR  
MA Y  IT  END A S  A D REAM  )

O f the com prehension passages, many stir the imagination bu t there is only one that is 

truly fantastic an ex tract from The Invisible Man A similarly small proportion appears 

in the text books: o f the 36 passages in the tw o books, there is only one o f  outright 

phantasy, which appears in The A rt o f  English

(2) Personal expression

Previous chapters have recounts i the gradual shift in the Transvaal towards acceptance 

o f the aim that pupils should write sincerely and personally t his aim was laid down 

in the 1969 syllabuses, and the TUE exam iner has made it one of his chief concerns ir 

recent years. In the discussion on the TUE exam inations, it was suggested (p. 82 ) that 

it is perhaps a little unrealistic to  expect candidates of that age and in those circumstances 

to  write under the power o f personal feeling’, to  quote from the 1964 TUE Report 

though o f course sincerity’ is always a legitimate criterion o f  good writing. Std 8  pupils 

writing an internal exam ination need not 'eel so inhibited, and our analysis o f the 

papers bears o u t that personal expression is accepted as normal in scripts at this level.

The teacheis still use formally worded rubrics, but there are few o f the direct appeals 

for sincerity that the TUE exam iner h is had to  resort to. A count o f the topics reveals 

tha t 33 per cent o f them include T ,  ‘you*, ‘we’ or one of the personal adjectives in 

their titles. And o f  course many of the o ther titles clearly invite a personal response.

This incidence is encouraging, for there is evidence from a Schools Council research 

project (1970: 53) Miat the inclusion o f  a personal invitation does increase the pupils’ 

involvement, especially when this it coupled with an attem pt to  place the subject in a 

contex t, as was recom m ended in the discussion on the public exam ination papers.

Personal expression does not only depciiu on w hether the pupil is invited to  write 

personally, it also depends on what he is a sited to  write about. As Creber says,



The experience, whether m e pup il is to  'comprehend' it 
nr communicate it. m ust be relevant, sc that he may 
fe c i -yome urfe to explore It or share it with others.

(1965: 11)

When the National Association for the Teaching o f English made a national survey in 

England o f its members’ opinions o f G.C.E. O  level English examin tions ( N A T E .,

1966: I t), there was widespread endorsem ent of ‘topics . . introduced in an attem pt 

to  meet the interests and concern* o f adolescents’. The R eport concludes,

This should b t a first consideration o f  setters . . .  I t  is the  
c'^ar d u ty  o f  examiners to fram e invitations to  write that 
k  ve som e chance o f  arousing Interest and engaging resources.

It is equally im portant that pupils’ interest should be engaged by the passages for 

com prehension This is emphasised by a Schools Council paper on C.S.E. and G C.E. 

English (1967: 14):

The choice o f  an appropriate te x t is more im portant than 
the construction o f  questions.

‘A ppropriate’ is a better word than Creber’s ‘relevant’ for describing the passages that 

teachers should set, ic r  relevance should never be allowed to  overrule the quality of 

the passages, ju st a* the arm o f  ‘widening the pupil’s horizons’ should not be overlookx) 

in favour o f  sticking to  subjects that the pupil already knows a lo t about. W ithout 

em barking on a critical analysis o f the 106 passages included in our sample, it may be 

said that in general the teachers hav„ been conseivative in choosing passages of well- 

attested literary value in preference to  the ephem era of the mass media. Some o f the 

worst w ritten passages used appear to have com e from school tex t books in history 

a id civics.

(3) The setting: urban or rural?

The T m sv a a l internal exam ination papers and the two trx t  books w ** *- « d  in 

order to  discover the extent to  which they concern life i.i the m odcr. urban environm ent 

which is the home of most o f our pupilr. There we grounds for hyi-othesizing that 

the papers would be found to  portray a *ural and rather ou tdated  way of life. First, 

the Transvaal authorities do  n o t prescribe w orks with a m ouem , cits background (such 

as ,hc works of Sillitoc and Brain). Secondly, our analysis o f past 1 ransvaal syllabuses 

and exam ination papers revealed tha t at one time, ’nd to  a mutT lesser ex ten t today, 

setters were obsessed with old-faahioned and countrified topics. I hirdly, disregard for 

the typical living environm ent o f the majority ol their p i . .Is is apparently • till common 

among authorities in English in Britain and the U S  A., according to  two recent large-



K a le  investigation*. In the N >  T E. study o f the 1965 G.C.E. papers (N.A.T.E., 1966: 

15), the Birnungham Branch of the Association reported,

Most serious o f  ail was the lack o f  any subjects with a 
genuinely urban or industrial bias

Sara Zim et and her research team reached a similar concukion after an exhaustive 

analysis o f first readers in U.S. schools:

With the increased exposure o f  children at all ages to  the m ax  
media, their interests have broadened and changea The readers, 
although professing to  reflect these interests, have not kept up 
with the changing times.

(Zim et, 1972: 16)

The stories were rated acco -* to  the environmental setting 
in which they occurred Urban was in extrem ely low
frequency IJ percent) Rural accounted fo r 20 percent o f  the 
stories

(Blom et a l, 1972' 16)

The position in the Transvaal is given in Table 4 below.

TABLE 4

NUMBER OF WRITING TOPICS AND COMPREHENSION PASSAGES WITH A 

RURAL GETTING, EXPRESSED AS A PERCENTAGE

Examine on* Lennox-Shc je Rowe and Enimens

Com position Letter Com prehen­
sion

Comprehension Com pn

II

Numbei \ Num­
ber

% Num­
ber

t Num ber % Number \

Rural
setting 27 8 ,8 8 8 , 8 49 46,3 1 0 55,6 7 38,9

Total 30b 1 0 0 91 1 0 0 106 1 0 0 IS 1 0 0 18 1 0 0

r rom Table 4 it can be seen that teachers nowadays hardly ever set their pupils to 

about subjects set on farms or in the veld. Only once does A visit to  a game reserve 

occur; and there a r. no H unting adventures' C ountry  chUdren appear to  have suffered 

from  this backlash as there are alm ost no topics about farm life. Where they are given 

the chance to  write about their K hool life this has been classed as non-rural.

T oo  many com position topic.; are of unidentifiable setting to r a count to be made of 

positively urban topics, bu t ti e letters p ored easier to  clas««fy. Only 8 . 8  per c* .1 o f 

the letters are indeterm inate; the remaining 82,4 pei cent are defimL y urban

We can conclude that the writing topics in the papers are no t unrealistically b wed
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towards the rural w ry o f  life The K n re, which are more specifically linked to  pupils’ 

lives than are the com positions, are in fact given a heavy urban bias.

However, the setting o f the com prehension passages is in marked contradiction to  the 

writing topics. Nearly half the passages in the exam ination papers arc set in the early 

days o f white exploration in South Africa, or on Pacific islands, or in \m azon  jungle*, 

or in a nostalgic la*une Lee world buried in rustic England The same is I e of the 

tex t books, cspeciall 7 ‘ - Art o f  English This book is a South African adaptation by 

Lennox-Short o f a bock published in England; the only pa.rage obviously substituted 

for the benefit o f South African readers is an ex tract from The Pain' by Pauline Smith 

This particular choice seems typical o f the ‘bushvelvV syndrome t tv t  governs the choice 

o f so many com prehension passages in the exam ination papers

What is it that made Pohl’s Bushveld Adventures  the most pop lar single source of 

passages in the 1972 exam inations Perhaps it is an attem pt to  com pensate f  r the 

paucity of good books with a South African background to  be found s’mong me 

prescribed works for Stds 9 and 10. A more likely explanation, however, is th . ,  'i.cse 

passages by Pohi arc fossils from past school text books Teachers cont iue to  cull 

com prehension tests from books that have long since gone out o f prin and veer, 

removed from th" Catalogue

(4) The subject m atter contem porary and technological?

A fter looking at the setting, our analysis now focuses in more detc.1 on the subject 

m atter The com position topics and com prehension passages were analysed to  see 

w hether the pupils had to  read and write about the concerns of m odem  life The 

categories used for the analysis were suggested bv some of those given by funniclifle 

and the Leeds survey (above): Technology and the individual; Science and technology. 

T ransport; World affairs. By trial and error, three distingoishabl categories were found 

feasible for "re present study: Technology; Urban life; and Contem porary Society 

‘Technology includes any description of, o r involvement in, the use of m.ichin-vy o. 

electrical equipm ent ’Urban life’ is a slightly different viewpoint which includes use of 

telephones and television, and roads, traffic and s milar urban phenom ena, v. on temporary 

society’ refers to  subjects such as the generation gap, diugs, housing, politics, race 

relations, in terna*1 nal affairs and the Olym pic Games

The allocation o f topics to  these categories is som ewha. arbitrary, and in the case of 

th. com positions and letters the distinctions between ’.ne categories proved to  be too 

fine, so that certain o f the categories could not be used or else had to  be lumped



together However, the results are o f sufficient interest to  warrant grouping them for 

com parative purposes The results are given in Table S.

TABLE 5

NUMBER OF WRITING TOPICS AND COMPREHENSION PASSAGES CONCERNED 

WITH MODERN SUBJECT MATTER, EXPRESSED AS A PERCENTAGE

Examinations Lennox-Short Rowe and Emmcns

Com position Letter Com prehen­
sion

Com prehension Comprehension

Numbei % Num­
bei

% Num­
ber

% Number \ Number t

Technol­
ogy

Urban
life

14 4.6
)
)
) 14
)
)

1 5 /
3

12

2 ,8

11.3

2

1
11.1

5,6

3

1
16,6

5,6

Contem ­
porary
society

45 14,7 - - 17 16 1 5,6 3 16,6

Total 306 1 0 0 91 1 0 0 106 1 0 0 18 1 0 0 18 1 0 0

This table shows that, whereas there is a big difference between the predom inant 

environm ental setting of the writing topics and that o f the com prehension tests, in 

subject m atter approxim ately the same proportion  of each is devoted to m odem  topics. 

This proportion  is very low: less than i fifth in each case.

The fact that pupils may choose to  in terpret one of the open-ended writing topics as 

a reference to  m odem  subject m atter provides little m itigation for this state o f affairs 

F or it would appear that teachers do  not draw their pupils’ atten tion  to  m atters o f 

im portance ;o  m odem  society, to  the individual as a m em ber of that society who is 

living in a technological era. English Through Experience stands apart with its passages 

on science and astronom y. Among the exam ination papers, a technical school sets a 

passage on the likelihood of nuclear war in the future; a com mercial school has one on 

the use o f the subm arine in peacetim e; and there is one passage on film making. That 

•s practically all. Perhaps teachers do  use the m odem  wot Id as the subject m atter of 

English in the classroom, but surely this would have been more evident from this 

analysis' One can only conclude that fears of English becoming a pseudo-sociology 

(Eva, 1973) have as yet no grounding in the Transvaal
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A strange feature about the absence o f  modem social topics from  English teaching in 

the Transvaal in 1972 is that a different approach did once prevail, but the tradition 

has not been maintained. Many o f today’s English teachers must themselves have been 

a t school in the 1950s when, as we have seen (T E D Bvreau Report, 1958a), R idout’s 

t  nghsh Today  was the prevailing tex t book. By 1956, when the Bureau made its survey, 

this book had gone through eight impressions. It was first published in 1947, and became 

famous for pioneering the incorporation of English in the work of social reconstruction 

after the War Bool 4 included sections on Local Governm ent, The Press, Meetings, 

Citizenship, Thv Cinema and The Radio. One com prehension test was actually based on 

an extract from  Education fo r  Citizenship in Secondary Schools, by Sir Ernest Simon.

One can speculate why the Citizenship’ approach did uo* take roo t in South  Africa.

In the decade after 1948, when South  African youngsters were being made to  read 

fusty articles about the socialist movement in Britain, heir own country was going 

through im portant changes. The new government was entrenching itself and making ts 

policies fell in many aspects o f South  African life; and rapid urbanisation was changing 

the pattern of South African society (Lanham, 1970). The remoteness of the subject 

m atter o . English teaching provided in those days by Ridout must bear part o f the 

responsibility for the situation today where teachers do  not see that English impinges 

on the life o f the nation.

(5) Centre o f interest: the pupil?

Tunnicliffe and Barnes describe the child’s interesis as spreading outwards from his own 

circle o f family, friends end experience, to em brace wider experience. Tunnicliffe says 

that the child at the Std 8  level should be looking at the public affairs o f the world 

which he is entering, but we have seen that Transvaal teachers do  not seem to be taking 

this line Is their English teaching therefore firmly centred in the child’s world?

The answer is that this is indeed the major bias o f the writing assignm ent: for both  

com positions (23.2  per cent) and letters (35,2 per cent) this sort o f topic is the largest 

single category Pupils are invited to  write o f their own experiences, the world of school, 

dom estic life, family holidays and activities with friends.

On the o ther hand, only one or tw o o f the com prehension passages in the papers, and 

none in the text books, can be said to  reflect the sort o f lives the pupils lead One 

curiosity emerges, however: there is a particular genre of writing that noticeably finds 

favour for these tests. It is one of the largest single categories, although in fact 

constitu ting  only 8,5 per cent o f  all the passages This genre may be called Childhood



Reminiscences’. These ate usually nostalgic memories o f  rural England, though some 

recall sterner experiences The text books also have one of these passages each. Hope­

fully — and this is probably why teachers use them -  it these passages are sensitive in 

insight, they do  provide pupils with good models of a kind of writing which should 

appeal to  children and come easily to  them, and their subject m atter might also 

stim ulate the pupils' interest

(6 ) The pup ib  interests?

The topics have been exam ined to  see whether teachers are catering for what they 

might consider as the interests and tastes o f young people. There are some surprising 

gaps, especially m the field o f hobbies and games (which feature so prom inently in 

Barnes's list). Hobbies are barely mentioned. Sport is hardly touched on in the 

com position topics, but it does constitute 7,"' per cent o f the subject m atter o f the

letters, which is to  be expected as the letters consistently focus more on the pupils’

lives than do  the com positions When one considers the fanatical emphasis on sport in 

m o t’ South  African schools, it is in fact surprising tha t sport does not feature more in 

these exam ination papers Furtherm ore, even if teachers believe that they are restoring 

a balance in values by eschewing the topic of sport in a ‘cultural’ subject like English, 

it is still surprising that they do not let children read and write about sport, in an 

effort to  capture their atten tion  and stim ulate their interest A fter all, our schools 

seem to  assume that all pupils are sports addicts, and even the Leeds children themselves 

listed a preference for Physical Activities’. Yet out o f the 142 comprehension passages 

in the sample from  papers and text books, only two are on organised sport One, from 

the exam inations, is a piece o f sophisticated comedy about an Englishwoman at a French 

football m atch; the other, offered by Lennox Short, is an aged set-piece on ‘A Famous

Cricket Match’. A pa, age like the last m atch in David Storey’s This Sporting L ife  ( I9 6 0 )

which com bines excitem ent with a pe.ictrating study o f  character, would make an ideal 

com prehei.sion test. Surely here is an opportunity  for relevance that has been overlooked.

O ne way in which teachers attem pt to  cater for the tastes of the pupils is that many 

o f  the com prehension passages describe episodes of adventure, especially true-life 

adventure. The choice of these passages is similar to  the prescription in past years of 

anthologies o f  adventure as set works. It was m entioned in the discission on the set 

w orks (p  56 ) that this kind o f book was discontinued during the I O60s. Either 

pupils’ tastes were changing or the authorities discovered that pupils had never liked 

this kind o f reading m atter anyway. It also appears that these anthologies proved 

difficult to  exam ine as w orks o f literature However, the dropping o f these books is
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not icflected at the Std 8  level in the classroom, where teachers continue to  set many 

high y similai passages involving acts o f courage and mom ents o f danger. They constitute

31,1 per cent o f  all the exam ination com prehension tests The two tex t books, following 

the trend shown in the selection of set works, have hardly any of this type of passage 

The nearest they come to it is tha t both  books do have extracts from M oonfleet and 

Shane, though they are not all passages o f excitem ent.

A nother field of interest among children, which is highlighted by the Leeds survey, is 

the natural world, or, as Tunnicliffc calls it, their physical environm ent It has become 

fashionable in the last decade, especially since the publication of Clegg's The E xcitem ent 

o f  Writing (1964), to  exploit the child's curiosity by encouraging him to  observe his 

environm ent closely and then * rite about his observations Whereas in earlier times 

descriptive assignments were o f  the more general k.nd cited in the chapter on the 

public exam inations, such as descriptions o f  beautiful scenes, the 'kipper-sniffing’ school 

o f thought advocates close description of details from the natural environm ent -  leaves, 

insects etc (See, for example, Maybury, 1967).

For the purpose o f this study, topics have been placed in the category o f ‘physical 

environm ent’ if  they discuss, or invite the child to discuss, details o f his natural 

environm ent The account is expected to be and, in the case o f the com prehension 

p. ssagcs, actually is, simple, non-technical and first hand Topics on chemistry, physics,

astronom y etc have not been included here as they use the formal framework and

jargon o f  the discipline and em brace the assum ptions of w hat Barnes calls ‘adult 

categories', which have been analysed separately (below). The results o f the analysis 

show that topics falling in to  the category of physical environm ent’ are rare Lennox- 

Short has one passage o f  this sort, Rowe and Emmens, as is to  be expected, have two. 

The exam ination passages often deal with natural history -  19,8 per cent of the passages 

discuss animals or insects -  but seldom from the point o f view o f close observation o f 

a particular feature of appearance o r behaviour Only 6,5 per cent of the com positions 

fall in this category, and this is generously taken to include topics such as 'H ands’,

‘F eet’ and topics on the re a th e r

It can be concluded that Inis category ideally meets the dual requirem ents of interesting 

the pupil and offering the challenge o f disciplined writing; bu t that, especially as a 

com position topic, its potential has been overlooked by the teachers



(7) Young adults?

The pupils in the Leeds sample listed topics about themselves as adults, and aboi l 

careers, prom pting Barnes to  d.st-nguish ‘Phantasy o f  adult role' and ‘Entering the 

world’. Sources for the aims o f English teaching referred to  in Chapter One usually 

include ‘developing self-confidence* and ‘equipping for a vocation’ P o  Transvaal teachers 

lead pupils to  think about their futures?

They certainly do not expect them to  w ant to  write com positions about their careers.

Only 15 topics (0,4 per cent) could by any stretch be defined as falling ir this category. 

On the o ther hand, the letters that are set follow the tradition of including topics 

I usually In the form of advice to  be given or received) on length of educ-tion, jo ts  

available etc. It is unfortunate that the wording usually makes the topic sound false, 

and one wonders whether the letter, com pared with the com position, is less likely to  be 

a genuine expression o f m atters o f personal concern Similarly the ‘business’ letters, 

which should perhaps be included here, sound more often like a drilled exercise than a 

genuine step in learning the ways o f the adult world. (Letters are to  stationm astcrs 

about lost bicycles ) Teachers should give this more thought, for they set many such 

letters: 16,5 per cent o f the letters are about work, and 19,8 per cent are business 

transactions.

( 8 ) Through adult eyes?

The pupils in the Leeds survey made two lists o f com position topics. After the first, 

it was explained to  them that they were com pletely free to  choose what they liked; 

there was no  need to put down the sort o f topics they thought were suitable for 

school. One o f the main differences in their choices as a result of this assurance was 

that, to  a large extent, they dropped the names o f  the traditional disciplines, ‘Geography , 

H istory’ etc., though enough still clung to the traditional headings for Bames to  have 

to  make a section for ‘A dult Catego-ies’.

Children who are the product of traditional teaching, according to  the traditional 

curricula, are used to having experience dem arcated into d ifferent ‘subjects’ Liam Hudson 

found this in his study o f  the English schoolboy (1966 95 -961 He asked his subjects 

to  react to  certain ‘controversial statem ents’ (which actually sound very like the noimal 

com position topics teachers set today). An example o f the statem ents is,

Human nature being what is, you can't run a boys ' 
school w ithout com nral punishm ent

He com m ents on the results as follows:



It is interesting to  see how m uddled even the cleverest 
15-year-old* are when considering a topic outside the  
curriculum  Boys who work w ith elegance and precision 
on Latin verses or mathematics are children when 
confronted  w ith a task which Is unfamiliar

These arc two exam ple: u f children whose education has been restrictive w ith the 

result that they lack the fle> ibility o f thinking which Hudson believes is the high 

quality  o f ‘divergent’ thinkers. The Transvaal sample was analysed to  see whether or 

not teachers adopt the same convergent approach, seen in the English examples. The 

results show that happily Transvaal children are b e tte r off in this respect Ruthless 

searching o f the exam ination papers failed to  reveal more than 1 per cent o f the 

com position topics which could possibly be described as falling in to  adult categories'. 

The nearest is ‘Charity is the greatest virtue*.

The presence o f ‘adult categories’ among the com prehension tests cannot be gauged in 

the same way, bu t indicative of this thinking are certain passages which cluster into 

peculiar genres that are adult and schoolmasteri&h in their conception Most noteworthy 

is a class o f passage which can be described as ‘self-conscious h istory’ There are six of 

these passages (5,7 per cent) in the exam ination papers, and one in each tex t book. 

These passages relate briefly the history of some item , such as the upbringing of the 

mediaeval boy; zoos, stam ps; feasts and festivals; and fairs In brevity, conciseness and 

pedantry they resemble paragraphs from old-fashioned, middle school history text books.

N ot quite so obvious an adult category as the above are the many passages on historical 

subjects to te ’ ing 21,7 per cent o f  the exam ination passages. They range widely in 

time and scene: from a history of the Jewish uprising against the Romans (set in a 

com mercial school), they em brace Pizarro and Capt. Cook and several visits to  native 

kraals in Southern Africa, and .«..ne right up to  Churchill’s introduction to  his history 

o f the Second World War Most o f these passages arc simple narratives of historical 

incidents.

These com prehension passages are parallelled in the com position papers by topics which 

are redolent c f  school history:

A day In the life o f  an 18.16 Voortrekker  
Pages from  a Voortrekker diary

Do these passages and topics reflect a concern for the past, a curiosity about historical 

times and persons, shared by pupils and teachers in their reading and discussions? Do 

they help extend the pupils’ horizons’ and ‘give them a greater vision o f human 

possibilities’? Are they evidence that teachers do  in fact aim at the cultural enrichment
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o f their pupils through imparting an interest in their cuitual heritage? Will these pupils 

acquire a sense o f the past and a critical appreciation of their man-made environment, 

as Fred Inglis has pleaded for? T o  a small ex ten t the answer may be in the affirmative. 

Tw o 01 the Transvaal schools parallel Inglis’s preoccupation with these matters, evinced 

in The Englishness o f  English Teaching (1969): one sets a pasr-ige by D H. Lawrence 

on the spread o f  mines across the countryside, and the other sets one on the growth 

o f slums around the co tton  mills ol northern England. There are no passages w ith a 

similar message for South Africa -  perhaps because they remain to  be w ri'ten. Hut 

4 per cent o f the com position topics may be said to  follow this theme, chiefly taking 

the line o f conservation and pollution. The Leeds survey found that the pupils wished  

to  write about the past and their man-made en'drcmm ent; one could wish for more 

top.es in the Transvaal that required pupils to  take a similar interest in this subject.

A nother aspect o f the child’> cultural education, which adults could be expected to  

drum  in to  pupils even in the face o f apathy, is an interest in the arts. Tunnicliffe gives 

the arts a section in his syllabus Richard Lewis, the American poet and editor of 

Miracles, the anthology of children’s writing, says (1970. 93), ’We have to  show this 

generation o f  children that th, arts are the expression o f human dignity, human growth, 

and human consciousness ’ However, as might be expected after noting the low incidence 

o f topics on contem porary society in general, the arts are almost never m entioned m 

the papers and text books. A t the most they feature in 2,9 per cent o f the topics for 

writing. There are two or thiee topics on films (no t on the cinema, but on ’A film I 

really enjoyed '), and on reading (‘My favourite short s to iy '), but nothing on ba'let, 

theatre, music, painting. Even pop entertainm ent -  a category in the Leeds survey — 

is n c i represented Nor are the arts better served by the com prehension passages: only 

the article on making a film, and a discussion, incredibly, on the function o f com pre­

hension tests, rem otely touch on this field The text books offer nothing.

The arts, our cultural, aesthetic and man-made environm ent, are fields o f human 

experience tha t should be Jose to  the centre o f English teaching. Their absence from 

these papers anti tex t books is an abrogation o f  responsibility by English teachers. 

Inevitably it raises questions about the quality of the teaching o f literature that can 

take place in the contex t o f this philistinism

(9) K um ar behaviour ?

Creber, Tunnicliffe and the preliminary Leeds analysis all distinguish the child's interest 

in ‘the affective and personal in people’s lives’. According to  S tra tta  (1972: 98), ‘the
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exploration o f  human issues, especially those dealing with interpersonal relationships’ is 

one of the im portant concerns o f the subject which seem to have emerged during the 

past decade’.

It has not proved possible to  infer, from the writing topic." that are set, to  what degree 

Transvaal teachers foster this interest As far as encouraging introspection and self- 

kn jw hdge is concerned, it has been pointed out above tha t many o f the topics invite, 

or can be taken as inviting, introspection. Some o f  the letters, though not many, do  the 

same It is easier to  define topics that draw atten tion  to  other people These constitute 

the second largest category o f com position topic (17,3 per cent), and make up 7,7 per 

cent of uie letters. Mos* o f these topics take the form o f descriptions ■ pie. (There 

is, for example, the curiously outdated  ‘Com panions in a Railway Cam a* ) Some topics, 

however, are more thought-provoking:

7 /ow  many roads m ust a man walk dow n
Before you can call him a man '

(Bob Dylan I

There are two approaches when it comes to  deciding on the nature o f the passages to  

be selected for com prehension exercises. On the one hand it can be argued that the 

exploration o f human behaviour is best left to  the study o f literature, and that 

com prehension tests should requite an understanding of the argument, tone, intention 

and feeling o f good, non-fictional prose. The o ther point o f view is that com prehension 

tests can test a pupil's sensitive perception o f the type o f insights in to  people that 

novelists convey, and that th*s study should not be left entirely to a separate section 

o f  the English curriculum It would appear from the present analysis that Transvaal 

teachers prefer the form er kind o f com prehension passage.

Table 6  gives the proportion of passages which deal with human behaviour and in te r  

personal relations.

TABLE 6

N I MBI R OF COMPREHENSION PASSAGES CONCERNED WITH PEOPLE AND HUMAN 

RELATIONS, EXPRESSED AS A PERCENTAGE

Passages about
J * ° P ‘e________

Total

Examination* Lennox Short Rowe and Emmens

Num ber t Njumber % Num ber

37 34,9 9 50 5 . 27,7

1 0 6 1 0 0 18 1 0 0 18 in o J



From  this tabic it can be seen that the Lennox-Short text book h«s a high proportion 

o f  (narrative) extracts about people R o«e and Emmens favour the discursive type of 

article aboui matter* of general interest. The exam ination paper, come somewhere 

between these two approaches, showing a lair interest in people, though the majority 

o f the passages arc factual.

6 .5 CONCLUSION

The picture o f  English teaching in the f.4 schools whose papers have been analysed 

here, may be summed up as follows. The dem onstrable aims o f the teaching lie in the 

field of the personal development of the child -  his imagination, originality, independent 

thought and em otional fulfilm ent T o  this end the writing assignments encourage personal 

expression concerning m atters within the child’s experience: introspection, his family 

circle, sch 'ol and friends, and people. His tastes are taken to  be an interest in people 

and their activities The reading m atter for close study represents a compromise between 

what it is believed that the child enjoys and what is deemed suitable for the subject, 

hence the predom inance o f stories about people and their activities, especially adventures 

in foreign places or far-off times, or else about animals.

Or. the negative side, it must be pointed out that this type o f reading mater,al fails to  

prom ote such aims as widening the pupil’s experience, extending his horizons, enhancing 

his sense of environm ent, history and culture, or heightening his moral sense

Most noticeably, the English work represented here devotes a m inority o f its attention 

to  preparing the child to  take his place in the contem porary world. The kinds of 

w ritten com m unication the child is expected to  m aster are very limited, thus rest... , .j  

his social com petence The prevailing ethos o f the reading m atter is historical and 

bland, not m odern and thought-provoking. The child is not encouraged to  examine and 

consider his physical environm ent, and little cognisance is taken o f the impact o f 

technology on his life. Nor is this oversight restricted to  utilitarian m atters: aesthetic 

response and taste, an interest in the arts, even a critical awareness of the mass media, 

are not cultivated here



CHAPTER SEVEN

CONCLUSIONS

7.1 ADMINISTRATION

7.1.1 In the past English Higher in the Transvaal has suffered from discrete planning 

and control. Lack of com mon policy has led to  anomalies in the subject curriculum 

whereby syllabuses, lists o f prescribed works and exam inations are m utually contradictory. 

Effective cui riculum developm ent in English will depend upon a n uch closer liaison 

between relevant bodies and individuals in the future

The com m ittees designing syllabuses for different standards, or for diffeient courses 

within the system of d ifferentiation, should share, at least to  some extent, common 

me •'u'crship and com m on cham.ianship. There should be some continuity  o f office for 

those responsible for selecting prescribed books, who should also be closely involved in 

the construction of the syllabuses, so that the choice of prescribed books may be an 

integral part o f policy for the subject. The examiners for the various papers of the 

public exam inations and the oral exam inations should wotk as a team, whtc. hould 

preferably also include members o f  the bodies responsible for the syllabuses ano the 

selection o f prescribed books It is becoming increasingly detrim ental to  the subject 

th a t the examiners work in isolation.

7.1.2 It would appear that syllabus revision in the past has been haphazard. The 

announcem ent that, w ith the in troduction  of the new national system of differentiated 

education in 1973, syllabus revision will be undertaken regularly at five yearly intervals, 

is to  be welcomed. Syllabus revision should be thorough. The present study has shown 

that patchy revision o f old syllabuses can result in parts o f syllabuses being perpetuated 

for years afte r the approach which they advocate has been discontinued in other parts 

o f the syllabuses, so that their existence w ithin a particular syllabus as a whole has 

become anomalous.

7.2 SYLLABUSES

7.2 I The designers of future English syllabuses will have to  pay far more rigorous 

atten tion  to  defining aims than has been the practice in the past. With the disappearance 

o f  much of the old conten t from  the latest syllabuses, tcacheis need more specific 

guidance in the approach envisaged for each area of the subject curriculum (see pp. 63— 64). 

In the past, the syllabuses have been silent, or made contradictory statem ents, on aspects 

of the subject about which m ajor assum ptions are nevertheless made, as can be seen in
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the choice o f prescribed works and in exam ination p f , h s-j; and the exam iners' reports. 

These assumptions need to  be spelled out.

7.2.2 The practice o f drawing up syllabuses in isolation, referred to  in 6 . i . l  above, 

has resulted in a lack o f  sequential design in syllabuses from primary school through 

to  Std 10. F u tu re  curriculum developm ent in English should be designed stage by 

stage from the grades upwards.

7.3 DIFFERENTIATION

When differentiation was introduced in I960, the syllabuses for the B and C Streams 

were not simply watered-down versions of the A Stream syllabus, but were actually 

inferior in the quality o f  education that they offered Instead of providing a different 

approach to  the subject through different emphases in subject m atter, media and 

activities, the B and C Stream syllabuses excluded the possibility o f imaginative work 

for the less academic children and reduced English to  exercises in drill, t urtherm ore, 

the TSSC exam ination papers were until the latter half o f the 1960s inferior to  the 

TUE papers.

Any attem pt in the fu 'u re to  provide differentiated courses in English m ust at all costs 

avoid relegating certain pupils to  inferior, lim iting work which might favour training in 

restricted language a tens based o r  putative future em ploym ent and life styles, at the 

expense o f personal, imaginative and cultural enrichment.

7.4 LITERATURE

7.4 1 The role of literature in English teaching is entering a critical stage of 

reassessment similar to that from  which language is emerging. There are many reasons 

why literature can be studied in schools, a id many ways in which it can be api roached. 

In the past tnesc aims and objectives have no t been clarified in the Transvaal, to the 

detrim ent o f the selection o f prescribed w orks and the setting ol the exam ination papers. 

It is desirable that a consistent approach should be adopted for the syllabuses, the 

selection o f prescribed works, and the exam inations

7.4.2 O ften  the non-fiction prescribed w orks have not been of high literary quality, 

and the only other expository prose that our pupils are trained to read takes the form 

o f  snippets fo r com prehension. In view o f the am ount of expository writing expected 

o f  our pupilu, both at school and afterwards, and since many people read move non 

fiction than fiction, it is desirable that pupils be given more experience in reading good 

non-fiction than is at present the case.



7.5  EXAMINATIONS

7.5.1 To a large ex ten t *.ie design and wording o f the Transvaal public examinations 

in English have become fossilised. The internal exam inations in turr are infe or imitations 

o f  the public ones. A new approach to  assessment in English is needed. Oral and written 

exam inations can be a useful part o f the ongoing teaching program ne in the years 

before Std 10. As such they can lose their artificial character as som ething apart f'otr« 

the rest o f the English course, and instead merge in identity  with o ther forms o f 

assessment such as course-work assessment.

7.5.2 Fvvii where final ex urinations are maintained, they should be re-designed in 

order to reflect in style the nature o f  the subject which they are assessing. Particular 

atten tion  should be paid to  structure, wording, the tasks imposed and the subject 

m atte r dealt with. For example, the questions should be posed in some sort o f  context, 

which, in the case of literature, m ight be provided for by means o f  an open-book 

exam ination

7.<.3 At present the Transvaal external and internal exam inations have only a 

ha^iu . relationship w ith the aims and content laid down in the syllabuses. The 

.  w  , add diould be systematically designed to  assess the candidates' achievement

aceon1'. , to the atm i of the syllabuses

7.5 4 The traditional division of the W ritten English paper into Essay and Letter is 

inadequate. Candidates should be expected to  show their ability in several kinds of 

w ritten language, both  expressive or 'poetic ', and transactional.

7 .5 .5  I ransvaal exam inations in Language are still too  concerned with a prescriptive 

model o f Engbsh teaching, and w ith the technicalities o f Latinate grammar. They need 

to  concentrate on testing the ability of pupils to  com m unicate in given circumstances.

7 .6  SUBJECT MATTER

/ . 6  1 The custom  that has arisen in the Transvral o f dividing syllabuses and 

exam inations in to  sections on reading, writing and language study, has led English into 

a dead e, i ,  for it perpetuates a fragm entary approach to  the subject even while the 

syllabuses exhort teachers to adopt an integrated approach. English should be planned, 

taught and exam ined in such a way as to  reflect the unified nature o f  the subject

7.6.2 Where in the past literature wa.i studied, today English should encompass all 

the m anifestations of contem porary culture, but especially the mass media -  film, radio, 

teK ..*ion, newspapers, magazines, paperbacks. This mMeriat, as well as literature, need



no t always be treated as the object o f critical study, but as source material in the 

exploration o f issues concerning the individual in society and his environm ent This new 

subject m atte r is bound to  play a larger part in English teaching in the future.

7.6.3 In the last decade English in tne Transvaal has very largely changed in nature. 

The child used to  be presented w ith a given world for him to  assimilate. This was a 

rather old fashioned, remote world that had little bearing on the child 's personal life 

or the skills he would need in adulthood. The swing to  n.ore child-centred English 

teaching which gained momentum in England in the sixties reached South Africa rather 

late, and we are witnessing at present the transition in the Transvaal to  English as a 

subject that prom otes the personal developm ent o f the child. Meanwhile, elsewhere, 

English has moved on: the insights in to  the links between language and personal growth 

that the sixties provided have not been lost, bu t now English is concerned with the way 

language affects the quality of the child’s social, as well as personal, life. The conoe-ns 

o f English in the Transvaal can be expected to  broaden outw ards from  stressing the 

em otional developm ent o f the child -  an em phasis which in any case has had a rather 

uneasy place in our English teaching -  to  stressing the child’s developm ent in his 

social, cultural and physical environm ent.



APPENDIX

PRESCRIBED WORKS FOR THE TRANSVAAL SECONDARY SCHOOL 

CERTIFICATE AND TRANSVAAL UNIVERSITY ENTRANCE EXAMINATIONS

1941 -  1972
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