
Michael R ice and Laurence Bam

A MODEL FOR TEACHING  WRITING 
The Writing Component - Professional Studies III at J.C.E.

Our readers, especially those who are a ctive  in the schools at present, 

might be interested to see the kind o f course Professional Studies III students 

w ill be put through this year. If our readers have any comments or c r it i­

cism we would like to encourage live ly  debate and correspondence in our 

columns. We hope thereby simultaneously to  open up discussions at J.C.E. 

and keep the schools informed o f what they can expect o f students and 

new ly qualified teachers who em erge from  this C o llege  with a Bachelor 

o f Prim ary Education degree.

The writing team decided from  the outset that the course had to be practical 

in orientation, but that it  should be underpinned by a spec ific  theory o f 

language functions appropriate to education. Consequently, it was decided 

that the best way to  teach students to  teach w riting was to  make them
*

w rite ; to  put them through the kinds o f processes they might expect pupils 

to go through when they encounter them in the classroom. So much for 

the practice. The theoretica l underpinning was provided by James Britton's 

theory o f language functions (transactional, expressive and poetic ) which 

is im plic it in the TED's Study Guide No. 31. Thus it  was decided that 

the two fundamental texts students would be expected to be acc^jainted 

with would be Britton 's a rtic le  "W hat's the use?" in Andrew Wilkinson's 

Language and Education and the Study Guide No. 31 which has begun to 

enjoy wide acceptance in Transvaal schools.

B efore continuiing with a description o f the course and some o f the assump­

tions underlying it, it might be as w ell to touch b rie fly  on Britton 's model 

o f language functions. Britton sees language as having three main functions. 

The firs t o f these functions is what he calls the expressive function.



Expressive language is that language which is used most spontaneously, 

which is fre e  to fo llow  the shifting focus o f attention ... It is heuristic in 

function, what Britton describes as "firs t d ra ft ta lk ."

Transactional language is concerned with the giving and receiving o f in for­

mation in a m ore form al way. "The form  it takes, the way it  is organised, 

is d irected  prim arily by the desire to ach ieve that end e ff ic ien t ly "  says 

Britton. That is, it is language to ge t things done.

P o e tic  language is language used for pleasure or entertainm ent; language 

as we genera lly  conceive it  in c rea tive  w riting. It is the language o f 

litera tu re .

This description  does not do justice to B ritton 's theory and readers are 

encouraged to  read this essay them selves. H owever he does go on to say 

that such a model:

may o f fe r  one approach to the consideration o f 'language across the

curriculum ' an undertaking that must ca ll into question some very gene­

ral m atters concerning teachers' ob jectives , as w ell as some very parti­

cular ones regarding the d iverse linguistic demands made on children

as they m ove from  one lesson to another in the day 's  programme.

It was with these thoughts in mind that his model o f language functions 

was chosen as a starting point from  which to  introduce students into the 

com p lex ities  o f  teaching w riting.

Throughout the course students w ill be encouraged to v iew  w riting in the 

prim ary school as an ongoing com m unicative even t rather than as a product- 

producing a c tiv ity . The "ongoing com m unicative even t" begins when the 

child produces his firs t message in w ritten  form  and ends with the mature 

w riting penning (recording) his last word. The process is in the widest 

sense developm enta l. W ritten texts w ill be seen as steps towards more 

w ritten  texts; they w ill be composed, ed ited, re form ulated , proofread, - 

presented and evaluated in the light o f what has preceded and what w ill 

fo llow  them . To these b rie fly  stated ends students w ill be asked to undergo

a sim ilar process. They w ill be introduced to Study Guide No. 31 - "The

W riting o f English" and w ill be expected to exp lore and mull over a subject,



begin the firs t d ra ft, make decisions concerning form at, d iction , syntax

and the rhetoric o f the meaning taking shape, reform ulate, edit, proofread,

present the tex t, evaluate it, and finally use it as a starting point for the 

next tex t. Students w ill be expected to take this experience into the class­

room and use it in their teaching o f w riting to pupils.

Each student group w ill be seen by each member o f the "W riting Team " 

for about f iv e  lectures. Each member" o f the team w ill concentrate on 

d iffe ren t "stimulus areas", all using the process outlined above. The first 

f iv e  lectures w ill provide students with a rationale for the shape o f the 

course, and w ill emphasize the central ro le o f expressive speech and writing 

in language developm ent. This w ill be followed by o ffe r in g  the students 

the opportunity to discover the scope o f w riting across the curriculum.

The experience gained from  the J.C.E.'s ongoing Language and Learning

Across the Curriculum programme w ill provide the basis for this part o f 

the course. The concept o f w riting across the curriculum w ill then be de­

veloped focusing on what Britton has called the "transactional function". 

This w ill involve students practice in as many o f the sub-categories Britton 

lists as is possible in f iv e  lectures. The course o f lectures w ill be concluded 

by concentrating student writing on the "poetic  function" in present class­

room practice.

Throughout the course stress w ill be laid on a particular interpretation 

o f the model proposed by Britton. The functions w ill not be viewed as 

d iscrete  items and students w ill be encouraged to v iew  both pupil develop­

ment and writing functions as clinal in character, ie never static, always 

developing, it som etim es gets better, it  som etim es gets worse, but it is 

always changing.
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