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NEWS FROM THE PROVINCES

British Columbia: The Development of Writing Curricula

Several seminal writing curriculum projects, notably Writing
44 (North Vancouver) and SWEEFP (Surrey), have develcoped in the
B.C. schools. Inspired in part by the Huntington EBeach Froject,
these extciting projects are significant beth for the curricula
they are producing and for the process by which they produce it.

The starting point is the juxtaposition of outside expertise
(university affiliated and thus wvalidated) with the experience of
classroom teachers. The "esxpert'" provides a theoreticzal frame-
work as well as knowledge of current research and trends. In
interaction with this expertise, the teachers writa/revise the
curriculum. Although the rew curricular products are far
superior to those they replace, the most significant result of
the project is the transfarmation of the teachers, who grow more
confident and competent, increasing their krnowledge while
developing new perspectives on teaching writing--and becoming
more critical and self-reliant in the process.

Writing 44 and SWEEP have each produced several impressive s
looseleafebound volumes of curricular materials. Perhaps the i
"experts” could have produced "better” materialsi the achieve-
ments of such projects, bhawever, are measured by changes effected
in clasgrcoms, not by the contents of curricolum guides and
resource boaoks. Teacher involvement in the process is one key to
effective implementation, in part becasuse teachers are chamnged by
the process, in part because their involvement constrains the new

ccurriculum to what teachers are willing to do.

Through workshops run by North Vancouver teachers, Writing
44 materials have been implemented in other districts. The SWEEF

senior secondary materials, after some editing in the Ministrv of

Education, became the curriculum for the province' s new
Composition 1I course. ’

Writing 44, coordinated by Howard Cross {(hNorth Vancouver
School District) and guided significantly by Andrea Lunsford
(U.B.C,} started earlier and has been better funded. I will
fecus on SWEEF, however, because its level of funding is closer
to what might be possible in most school districts, because I
know it better, and because one of its products is readily
availahle (serd %2 to the Fublications Services Hranch of the
E.C. Ministry of Education, Victoria, BC VB8V 1X4 for Composi-
tion 11: Curriculum Guide and Resource Book for Tecachers, I1982).
A similar project., at the elementary level, has been started in
Coquitlam by Donna Greenstreet.

SWEEF began ordinarily enough as a series of in-service
workshops, including cne by W. Ross Winterowd (who guided the
Muntington EBeach Froject). Then David Bristow, who initiated and
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coordinated the project, convinced the Surrey Echool EBoard to pay
the equivalent of summer schocl salaries to 18 tsachers while
letting them work on three interrelated projects: & writing lab,
and revised composition curricula for both senior anmd junior
secondary. At this point, in the spring of 1981, Bristow brought
me in as the outside "expert", amd I presented an overview
workshop on "The Frocees Approach to Teaching Composition,” which
was attended also by Rebert Overgaard of the Ministry of
Education (who was then overseeing the creation of & new composi-
tion course for Grade 11).

In this workshop, I presented writing as a set of
interrelated processes-~-creative process, communicative process,
and underlying cognitive, affective, and linguistic processes—-
and argued for the efficacy of thinking about teaching writing as
a set of interventions in these processes. Talking to school-
teachers, of course, 1 suppeorted my argument with practical
"what-do-I~do-on~-Monday—-morning' exemplars while summarizing
recent research findings, offering two models cof the creative
composing process {(one elegant, the other more linesl and
adaptable to teaching "stages"), and emphasizing that their
classroom experience would be at least as important as my exper-
tise in developing an effective curriculum. Later, I presented
the same workshop to all the English teachers in the district as
a first step toward implementing the new materials. {interest-
ingly, several of the 18 teachers working on the project tocld me
that they "really understood" the workshop after sitting through
it the second time).

During the summer, I met with Bristow and the 18 teachers
weekly, as well as making myself available for gueries. In the
process, I reduced the material presented at my workshop to a
teacher™s heuristic for writing compositicon lesson plans.

Bristow maintained liaison with the School Eoard and Ministry as
well as acaouiring equipment, and supervising and coordinating the
project, ‘using my "authority" as he thought necessary.

Bristow algo concentrated om overseeing the development of
the writing lab. In principle, the lab deals with students® more
mechanical writing problems. Either on the basis of a pretest ar
(better) while reading students’ writings, the teacher makes &
problem—-diagnosis and prescriptioni each student then goes to the
prescribed file, which contains informaticn, instructions,
exerclises, and mastery tests. The lab allows the teacher to
individualire instruction in mechanics and frees regular class
time for more important aspects of composition. Its effective-
ness depends on the guality of teacher prescriptions and on the
quality and specificity of the files. The SWEEP lab is stored in -
a small computer and distributed (and revised) through the word-
processing functicn.

The problem with the lab is the same problem that occurs
with grammar workbooks and sentence-combining exerclses: some
teschers use it to replace writing instruction, not to free time
for the more important aspects uf compesition. North Vancouver
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has, therefore, deciced to do away wWith the lab. In Surreay,
where the diagnostic process and prescriptions are much more
detailed, the lab has been retained.

The Composition 11 curriculum, although less than perfect,
represents a significant imptovement aover previous patterns of
instruction. One of my regrets is that I was in Shanghai
(teaching Chifiese English teachers) during the important revision
nhase of the prquEt. But the flaws in the curriculum (e.g.,
what I consider a misinterpretation of Burke' s Fentad) are
secondary. What matters is not the curriculum guide and resource
book, but rather how teachers perceive compocsition and what they
do in their classrocoms, Not surprisingly, Composition 11 1is
variously implemented in variocus schogls around the province. In
H.C., as elsewhere, most English teachers have not in the past
been very well prepared at university faor teaching compositions
often they have never had a composition methods course or even an
advanced composition course. The Composition 11 currssculum is a
written product, the result of creative processes of certain
teachers: it must be judged as a communicative process, by the
quantity and guality of change it helps induce in the teaching of
writing in the schools of B.C.

Richard M. Coe
~Simon Fraser - -University

A REMINDER: Aviva Freedman (Linguistics, Carleton) is chairing a
Canadian Caucus meeting at the Conference on College Composition
and Communication imn Detrcoit. It’s seesion CI-8IG: Thursday, 17

March, 4:20-5:43cm. All readers of this newsletter are invited
to attend.

A REQUEST: Are you "presenting” at CCTE SPRINGBOARDS 1983,
Montreal, in May? If so, send me the detailg—--name, title of
presentation (and perhaps a brief description)i type of presen-
tation {(workshop, papsr, demanstration): title of sesszicni day,

date, and time (if you know *them): and sp on. 1"11 publish what-
ever information you send me, =2 other readers of this newsletter
will be aware of and can support . your efforts. From what I'm

able to gather, there will be a strong post-secondary stream of
sessions——perhaps the stromgest ever at a CCTE Annual Meeting.
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iner szy fesl hieself coemelled o werk highly, ceer,  but Furty-ziy  yesrs
gven thoveh in gleost svery sentence ihere ig 2 it 1 Lheins retzine
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Russell A. Hunt
Far-Flung Correcpondent

COHORT REPORTS. Carolyn Gardner (Writing Workshop, York
University) would like us to know that she plans '"to held an
informal session &t the May CCTE Montreal meeting for interested
post-secondary people to comment on Cherl research proposal
{dyinded by ESHRC, to begin 87-84) - the study of the interaction
between the instructor and the student in the individual tutoring
situation during the task of revicion. Notice in the Newslstter
[(Caralyn suggest=] would bring the session to the sttention of
people who might be interested in commenting during pr after the
session.” &She inviies readers of the newsletter to write to her
for a description of the preoposal before the Conference.

Victor Y. Haines (Dawson College, Montreal) has zent along copies
of the "Haines Cranton English Literacy Test (Fost Secondary
Level)" &no tts Manuwsl, inmviting & gualifisd psrson to reviesw the
test. If vou would like to look at and review thie test, please
write and I will send it along to vou. Frofessocr Hzainez® addrescs
ie Dawson College, LaFontzirne Campus. 1001 Sherbroocke Streest,

Montreal, FG HIL 1L3Z.

.

Ian Lindsay (Corncordia Univereity-——Loyola, tontreal) would be
interested to meet or write to anvone who sszes connection:s between
Transformaticngl Grammar theory and composition thesory and
teaching. He d prefer that "thev're rot stuck in the theory of
the &0%s (ga Lakoff, etc.).”



HER/TEP NEKWSLETTER PAGE 2

THIS 15 AN ESSAY:
"On the Nature and Role of W&R/T&PY

My desk dictionary—--it's the Ffunk and HWHaegnalls Stendard
College Dictionary—-lists "a short compeosition dealing with &
single topic" as the first (and primary) meaning of the noun
cssay. These two meanings follow! "An attempt to get something
done: endeavor":i: and "A tentative trying out or testing of
something: trial". I expect that for most of us this set of
meanings is pretty much the same as the cne we carry arcound in
our heads. We most aften use the term to refer to the kinds of
articles we encounter in Harpers or Rtlanptic Monthly cor in one of
cur professional journals or in much of the writing we ask ocur
students to produce for us. The second and third meanings——
endeavori: trial (the ones that feel almost as much like verbs as
nouns) —-—we wuse less freguently.

I would not be surprised to learn, however, although I den't
know how we’d test it, that those of us who study ancd teach
writing and reading are subtly adjusting the ways we habitually
organize this set of meanings: there is a gentle but significant
nudging-out of noun goupled with an urging-in of verb. More and
more often, I would guess, the term essay is used in coentexts
that allow greater rescnance af something-going-on, slightly less
palpability as thing-already-done. More and more often, essay is
again being used to suggest "endeavorimng" or Ytesting'.

An cbvious impetus for this change (if, indeed, such =a
change is occurring: I"m really less concerned with whether or
not it Z5 than I am that it should Le) is the attention being
given to writing and reading as processes. When, now, we think
about writing and reading, and when we teach them, we strive to
think and teach not only énowing that but &knowing howi we try to
‘think in terms not only of "pieces of writing" and "interpreta-
tions of reading", but aliso of "acts af writing'" and "acts cf
reading". When teaching writing, e.g.., we not only deliver
maxims about appropriate cemtent, organization, outlines, and the
like: we alse find ways. to help students through the processes of
generating information and ideas, organizing, planning, draftting,
and revising—--through, i.e., the processes inveolved in discaver-
ing and working gut semantic and rhetarical intentions.

This division of writing and reading into product and
process, while dangerous if reduced to anm artificial dichotomy,
has given us an extraordinarily powerful new way of sesing. When
used unreductively, product and process are more than mere buzz
wards! they are probes that allow us to see more deeply into what
we do, what we study, and what we teach. We see more deeply in
part because we see doubly: this newsletter, for example, is not
only & thing you heold in vour hands and read: it is also an event
in which you are participating--which you are making—--as you -
read. We are aware of it as beoth thing and event, and this Lt
double awaresness necessarily conditions how we view, how we
respond to, and how we evaluate it.
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Two other sets of terms, cne widely known and wsed, the
other not, give us language that will help us clarify these
matters. Because they attempt to categorize uses of discourse,
they illuminate the nature and functions. actual and potential,
of & newsletter such as this.

The more widely known of these sets of terms is the Britton-
Burgesse-Martin-MclLeod-Rosen distinction among expressive,
transactional, and poetic discourse. As set out inm chapter & af
The Development of Hriting AbIlities (171-75) {London: Macmillan
Education, 1973)., expressive discourse "is language close to the
sel+", language that reveals the speaker, "verbalizing his con-
sciousness, and displaying his close relation with a listener or
reader’. Expressive language is "thinking aloud on paper'-—diary
entries, e.g., that "record and explore the writer’s feelings,
mood, opinions, preoctupations"; "personal letters written to
friends or relations for the purpose of maintaining contact with
them”; or "writing addressed to a limited public audience assumed

' to share much of the writer’s context and many of his values and

opinicns and interests”. Transactional discourse is "language to
get things done”; it is used “to record facts, exchange opinions,
explain and explore ideas, construct theories; to tranmnsact busi-
ness, conduct campaigns, change public opinion". Poetic
discourse, finally, "uses language as an art medium”.

Douglas Barnes’s distinction between exploratory and
presentational functions of language is less well known, but
equally valuable. Exploratory language, according to Barnes,
"is usually relatively undogmatici it sllaows for tgntativeness
and false starts. One doesn’'t have to pay too high a price for
vagueness and mistakes." (What he is "talking about is, of
course, the use of talk and writing as heuristic devitces".)

Such language can be contrasted with presentational or "final
draft"” language, "which is appropriate for occasions such as 2
lecture when the audience can reasonably expect a high level of
explicitness, clarity, and organization'. ("Language Across the
Curriculum: The Teacher as Reflective Frofescsional,” The &nglish
Guarterly, III!3 CFall 19801, 13. Elsewhere, talking more
specifically about language used by children in school, Barnes
distinguishes between "language to explore” and "language for
performance": Ffrop Compmunication to Curriculus [Fenguin Books,
197&3, p. 61.)

The point, finally, is that a newsletter such as N&R/TEF
ought to imitate a profescionzal mesting as much as it doess a
professional journal. It is a forum——a place where professional
dialogue can occur. It is a place that allows and encourages
public exprescive discourse-~thinking aloud on paper. It ig a
place animated by language that is exploratory-—-undogmatic,
temntative. It is & public converesation, not a public lecture.

This is not to say, of course, that transactional and
presentational langusge have no place here. They clearly do (and
s0 does the poetic). But we academics are aver-committed to what
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Britton, et 2l., call "tranmsactiocnal discourse": we tend to
belittle language that looks like it is a record of thinking
eloud on paper. We are over-committed to what Barnes calls
"final draft language" or "language for performance': we dread
the possibility that our thinking might get caught dressed in
languece that is inexplicit, unclear, or disorganized. Ouir
consciousness &hd fear that our thinking might be judged makss us
unwilling to expose it "in-process".

But expressive and explorateory discourse are, it seems to
me, exactly appropriate to the kind gf forum this newsletter is
intended to be. fnd if we cam make it that kind of faorum, it
will occupy a special and powerful place in our professional
lives. To make it that, however, we've got to take part in the
event as if it were & professional meeting and not as if it were
a profecssianal journal. A newsletter such as W&R/TEF is not
something one sebalis one’s work tos it's a place to which one
has free access. 0Or, almost free! the price of admission is the
shedding of passivity and anonymity. We must expose ourselves to
the possibility (surely neot the likelihood., given our shared
contexts, values, opinions, and interests) of disapprobation.

But we gain more than we give up, for through contributing to the
dialogue taking plaze in this forum we earn our franchise and
gain control over ocur worlds.

James A. Reither
t. Thomas University

It is possible to speck @ language so commonized by
generality or jargon or slang that one’ s owrn Bind
and life virtually disappear Into it. And it Iis
possitle to speak a language made so personal by
contrivance, affectaetion, or slovenliness that one
maekes no sense. :

Wendell Berry, "Fpetry and Marriage: The _
Uee of Jld Forms," The Cofvolution Fuarterly
(Winter 1982), 49.




