CHILDREN, WORD PROCESSORS AND GENRE
MARCUS BOWMAN

‘Any study of the way children learn to take on particular forms of language
needs above all to examine… the meanings that they are making’ (Barrs,
1994, p. 256 )
SYNOPSIS

,QDVWXG\RIJURXSVRIFKLOGUHQXVLQJDZRUGSURFHVVRUWRFUHDWHWH[WRIVSHFLÀF
genres, children’s dialogue was used as evidence of linguistic and cognitive processes.
By employing an analytical framework which draws both from linguistics and from
DQHR9\JRWVNLDQPRGHORIFRJQLWLYHSV\FKRORJ\WKHVWXG\UHYHDOVWKDW
•

the kinds of talk used during the construction of text by groups were, to some
extent, independent of the genre of text being created;

•

the finished texts contain traces of multiple authorship, including the
appropriation of the teacher’s voice;

•

pupils used metalanguage to deal with features of the text;

•

pupils showed some awareness of audience;

 WKHUHLVHYLGHQFHRIWKHXVHRIJHQUHDSSURSULDWHIHDWXUHV
•

pupils used various conversational strategies to share in the construction both
of talk and of the text;

•

groups pursued a conversational strategy of positive politeness through
utterances of positive polarity;

•

there is evidence of intersubjectivity and the construction of common
knowledge amongst group members.

INTRODUCTION

This study describes how groups of children constructed text of a particular genre
using a word processor. Using pupil talk as the primary source of evidence, the study
applies techniques of linguistic analysis, drawn from sociolinguistics and from critical
ODQJXDJHVWXGLHVDQGDFRJQLWLYHPRGHOEDVHGPDLQO\RQDQHR9\JRWVNLDQYLHZ
of teaching and learning, in an attempt to shed light on the linguistic and cognitive
processes involved in group construction of text.
Research questions
The study addressed the question:
How do children, working in a small group, create a word processed text of
a given genre?
It did this by considering the following supplementary questions:
To what extent do children creating a word processed text of a given genre
use metalanguage related to that genre?
What conversational strategies do the children use?
:KDW LV WKH FRQWULEXWLRQ RI QHR9\JRWVNLDQ FRJQLWLYH SURFHVVHV VXFK DV
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scaffolding, and the construction of ‘common knowledge’ (Edwards and
0HUFHUS WRWKHSURGXFWLRQRIWKHÀQLVKHGWH[W"
Is there evidence that intersubjectivity exists within groups?
RATIONALE

In being constrained to write in a given genre, pupils must make linguistic
FKRLFHV%XWZKLOHDVLQGLYLGXDOVWKRVHFKRLFHVZLOOEHLQÁXHQFHGE\WKHLUYLHZ
of the form and function of text of a given genre, that process of conceptualising,
choosing linguistic elements and producing text must necessarily alter as a result
of the presence of other authors in a group writing exercise. Writing is an exercise
in creating meaning, but the presence of other writers changes the context of the
activity, as well as altering both the process of making linguistic choices and the
social context within which the activity takes place.
At the same time, ‘the way in which each writing task is set up will have
consequences for children’s ability to control the appropriate genre in terms of what
is said, how it is said and in what medium’ (Czerniewska, 1992, p. 145) – including
the electronic medium provided by the word processor. That electronic medium,
then, alters both the mode and the context of the text. Although the resultant text
PD\EHSULQWHGLWLVFUHDWHGÀUVWDVDQHOHFWURQLFGRFXPHQWLQDQHDVLO\PDQLSXODWHG
form displayed on a monitor, and the characteristics imparted by the word
SURFHVVRUVXFKDVFODULW\RISULQWHDVHRIPDQLSXODWLRQDQGDVHQVHRIÁH[LELOLW\
and impermanence, contrast with the characteristics of text written or printed on
paper. The social symbolism associated with the hardware and the perceptions both
of the word processor as a ‘modern’ writing tool, and of the user as a master of the
technology (to some degree at least) lead to the concept of that writer as producing
WHFKQRORJLFDOO\LQÁXHQFHGWH[W
The effect of all of this is to invest the word processor with the power to transform
the normal classroom writing genres. However, the word processor transforms
writing practices outwith the classroom too, thereby altering real world writing
genres. If we believe that pupils should be inducted into the extended range of
writing genres used outwith the classroom, it is important not only that they are
given the opportunity to use these genres, but that we develop an appreciation of
how pupils might be helped towards an understanding of them. Rather than have
pupils engage in the process of word processing in the hope that they might discover
these genres for themselves, a more focused, more productive, and more effective
approach might be to induct them into the use of these genres, and the associated
cultural practices, by making the characteristics of each genre explicit. Allowing
pupils to work in groups and use a word processor to create text within given genres
does not preclude experiment, discovery and development of genre.
7KHXVHRIDZRUGSURFHVVRUWKHQQRWRQO\UHÁHFWVUHDOZRUOGH[SHFWDWLRQVDQG
practices related to the creation of text, but provides the essential focus for a language
DFWLYLW\ GHÀQHG DQG ERXQGHG E\ WKH VRFLDO FRQWH[W ZKLFK WKH JURXS LQWHUDFWLRQ
provides. Children seated in a group around a word processor must use spoken
language to create a written text. In this kind of situation, there is a ‘close integration
of oral and literate practices’ (Maybin, 1994, p. 133) That close integration provides
a useful means of accessing some of the cognitive and literacy practices children use
to construct a text. While techniques of textual analysis might be used to comment
XSRQWKHÀQLVKHGZULWWHQWH[WFKLOGUHQ·VWDONDERXWWKHFRQVWUXFWLRQRIWKDWWH[WPD\
contain traces of their cognitive processes.
Since ‘talking provokes a representation of one’s thoughts – a process which
inevitably raises them to a more conscious plane of awareness so that they can
EHFRPHWKHREMHFWVRIUHÁHFWLRQDQGPRGLÀFDWLRQ· +R\OHV6XWKHUODQGDQG+HDOH\
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1990, as cited in Scrimshaw, 1993, p.45), the more conscious and the more accessible
those thoughts become through inclusion in talk, the more amenable the associated
cognitive processes and literate practices will be to documentation and analysis.
However, ‘to understand writing development, we need to know not only about the
writer’s behaviour and the cognitive abilities of learners but also about the social
interactive processes by which children and teachers construct literacy’ (Czerniewska,
1992, p. 128)
Where talk is used to reveal cognitive processes, one useful approach may be
found in the dialogic model of talk, in which ‘understandings are constructed between
people, through dialogue, and are shaped by the social and cultural context of the
interaction’ (Maybin, 1994, p. 132), because ‘to talk of language is to talk of the
social situation within which meanings are generated’ (Hall, 1994, p. 23). In the
broader sense, ‘Vygotsky suggests that language mediates between the cognitive
development of the individual on the one hand and that individual’s cultural and
historical environment on the other’ (Maybin, 1994, p. 131) This supports the
social constructivist view of human learning ‘as a communicative process, whereby
NQRZOHGJHLVVKDUHGDQGXQGHUVWDQGLQJVDUHFRQVWUXFWHGLQFXOWXUDOO\IRUPHGVHWWLQJV·
0HUFHUS ,QWKDWYLHZ¶FKLOGUHQ·VFRQFHSWXDOGHYHORSPHQWRFFXUVÀUVW
through social interaction and dialogue’ (Maybin, 1994, p. 131) The word processor
has a role to play here, as it provides a focal point for cognitive and social as well
as literate interaction. Seated around the word processor, ‘the joint interest of
collaborators in creating a common product, or in reaching a consensus, requires
that they make a point of attending to this development of mutual understanding’
(Crook, 1994, p. 154).
While one might argue that the social environment, the technological environment,
and the collective common experience of the participants provides the context for
WKHZKROHDFWLYLW\WKLVFRQWH[WLVQRWVLPSO\LQWHUPHQWDOEXWLQFOXGHVWKHÀHOGWHQRU
and mode of the text (Czerniewska, 1992, p. 143). But context must take account,
too, of modality (Fairclough, 1989, p. 126), including not only relational modality
UHÁHFWLQJWKHDXWKRULW\RIRQHSDUWLFLSDQWLQUHODWLRQWRDQRWKHUEXWWKHHIIHFWRIWKH
children’s collective understanding of the ‘ideal reader’ of their text and the subject
position(s) that creates for children as writers in a given genre. So the effect of the
ZRUGSURFHVVRUDQGRIWKHJURXSEDVHGRUJDQLVDWLRQRIWKHDFWLYLW\LVWRLQÁXHQFH
the context and the genre itself, while making thought to some degree accessible;
DQGWKHFRQVWUDLQWVLPSRVHGE\WKHJHQUHLQÁXHQFHEXWGRQRWERXQGWKHWKLQNLQJ
process.
METHOD

7KHVWXG\WRRNSODFHLQDFRPSUHKHQVLYHSULPDU\VFKRROZLWKDPL[HGDELOLW\FODVV
RISXSLOVDJHG\HDUV
To begin framing the activity for the children, a play was enacted in which a
large animal had been cornered in an alley, causing a disturbance. The children’s
attention was drawn to a number of clues, without revealing the identity of the
animal. Children were then placed in groups of four and asked to adopt one of the
following roles:
•

reporter for the local newspaper (Newspaper genre)

•

person whose dog has been accused of causing the disturbance (Persuasive
genre)

•

person writing an account for an absent friend (Recount genre)

 SROLFHRIÀFHUZULWLQJDIRUPDOUHSRUW 5HSRUWJHQUH
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Groups were of mixed gender, but children within each group were of similar
writing ability. Each group was provided with a writing frame (i.e. a structured
IRUPRQSDSHU DQGSDUWLFLSDWHGLQDUHVHDUFKHUOHGGLVFXVVLRQRIWKHNLQGRIZULWLQJ
required on such a form. This discussion represented the group’s induction into an
appropriate genre. Each group was then asked to adopt their given role and write
about the incident using a word processor. The word processor was set up so that
the monitor displayed a copy of the appropriate frame.
7KHSULQFLSDOVRXUFHRIHYLGHQFHZDVSXSLODQGWHDFKHUWDONDQGLQLWLDOWHDFKHU
SXSLOLQWHUDFWLRQZDVYLGHRUHFRUGHGDVZHUHJURXSVHVVLRQVDWWKHFRPSXWHU3XSLOV·
ZULWWHQWH[W LQWKHIRUPRIFRPSXWHUSULQWRXWV ZDVFROOHFWHG$VHPLVWUXFWXUHG
interview was conducted with each group, upon completion of their word processing
WDVNLQDQDWWHPSWWRGLVFRYHUJHQUHUHODWHGIHDWXUHVZKLFKSXSLOVVRXJKWWRDSSO\
during creation of their text, their views of the act of text composition, and of the
‘ideal reader’.
FINDINGS

Types of utterance
7KHYLGHRUHFRUGDQGWKHWUDQVFULSWVFRQÀUPWKHLQWHUDFWLRQDOQDWXUHRISXSLOSXSLO
talk noted in other studies (Fisher, 1994, p. 161). In each group, talk was frequent,
animated, emotionally charged, and, with few exceptions, involved all members of
the group.
After transcription, pupil talk was categorised in an attempt to reveal its content.
The following categories were used:
0PHWDODQJXDJHUHODWHGWRWKHJHQUH
& FRQVWUXFWLYH WDON FRQWULEXWLQJ WR WKH GHYHORSPHQW RI WKH WH[W VXFK DV
suggestions for what to write next, and cumulative text talk
:WDONUHODWHGWRWKHPHFKDQLFVRIZRUGSURFHVVLQJRUDVSHFWVRIFRQWURORU
operation of the computer.
6 WDON UHODWHG WR WKH V\QWD[ RI WKH WH[W VXFK DV VSHOOLQJ SXQFWXDWLRQ RU
grammatical structure of sentences.
7 WDONUHODWHGWRWKHWDNLQJRIWXUQVDWWKHFRPSXWHUNH\ERDUG
5 UHDGLQJ
( WDONDERXWUHVHDUFKHTXLSPHQW
2 RIIWDVNWDON
These categories were derived from:
D WKHQHHGWREHDEOHWRLGHQWLI\VSHFLÀFW\SHVRIXWWHUDQFH VXFKDVJHQUHUHODWHG
metalanguage)
E  DQ DZDUHQHVV RI VRPH RI WKH NLQGV RI XWWHUDQFHV LGHQWLÀHG LQ SUHYLRXV
studies (such as in Fisher, 1994, p. 170) which it was thought might shed
OLJKWRQVRPHRIWKHLQWHUJURXSFRJQLWLYHSURFHVVHV
1RQHRIWKHFDWHJRULHVDUHGHSHQGHQWXSRQDQ\VSHFLÀFJHQUH
Some utterances contributed to more than one category simultaneously, so that in
an utterance such as, “Coming from the right go grocer’s”. ‘Coming from the right’
is being read from the screen, while ‘go grocer’s’ is a suggestion as to the content
of the next portion of text. That utterance is, therefore, categorised as R, C.
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Categorising the talk reveals the quantity of talk (Figure 1) and the relative
proportions of types of talk, (Figure 2).
Figure 1: Utterances (Total): All Groups combined

Figure 2 clearly shows the very strong similarity in the proportion of the kinds
of utterances within each group, despite the different genres of text they were
constructing.
This suggests that the kinds of talk used during the construction of text by a group
may be, to some degree, independent of the genre of text which is being created.
Figure 2: Category of Utterance (Proportion): All Groups
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Composite nature of the text
7KHFRPSRVLWHQDWXUHRIWKHÀQLVKHGWH[WFDQEHFOHDUO\VHHQE\WUDFLQJWKHRULJLQ
RIHDFKZRUGRUSKUDVHLQWKHSXSLOV·ÀQLVKHGZULWWHQWH[WWRLGHQWLI\ZRUGRULJLQV
within pupil talk. Table 1 shows that there are structural features which are mentioned
or explained by the teacher and words uttered by the teacher which can be seen in
WKHÀQLVKHGWH[WV
The children’s own ‘world knowledge’ or ‘members’ resources’ (MR) contribute
WRWKHÀQLVKHGWH[WVDVWKHUHDUHH[DPSOHVRIJHQUHDSSURSULDWHZRUGVDQGSKUDVHV
which contain echoes of other texts of similar genre, e.g.
‘police are led to believe that’

(Group A: Newspaper)

‘at the scene of the crime’

(Group D: Report)

There are also examples of metalanguage in which children consider this important,
e.g.
‘I I’d like to get a technical name by the way’ (Group D: Report)
All of this evidence shows the heteroglossic nature of the text, and the many
contributing voices which are part of the whole process of composition and which
LQÁXHQFHWKHÀQDOZULWWHQSURGXFW
7DEOH&RQWULEXWLRQRIWHDFKHUGHÀQHGHOHPHQWVDQGPHPEHUV·
resources to the text
Group A: Newspaper genre
Deﬁning characteristic

Origin

Present in
pupil text?

MR
MR
MR
MR

yes

MR
MR
F

yes
no

Paragraphs
- there are different paragraphs in a story
- each tell you a wee snippet of information
- ﬁrst paragraph tells you the essential facts
- following paragraphs contain more detail

MR
T
T
T
T

yes
yes
yes
yes
yes

Essential facts are contained in the story
- who
- where
- when

T
MR
MR
MR

yes
yes
yes
yes

Bring the story together at the end; round it off

T

yes

Use present tense

T

no

Has a headline
- see it and it makes you read the story
- attracts your attention
- tell you what actually happened
- important part of the story
- uses different print
- bigger
- bolder
- printed right across the story

Key to Origin:

MR – Members’ Resources
T – Teacher
F – Forced by frame
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7DEOH&RQWULEXWLRQRIWHDFKHUGHÀQHGHOHPHQWVDQGPHPEHUV·
resources to the text
Group B: Persuasive genre
Deﬁning characteristic

Origin

Present in
pupil text?

Purpose
- to persuade it was not your dog

T

yes

Opening statement
- ‘I think that it couldn’t be my dog because’
- ‘the reason is ﬁrstly’
- ‘another reason is’

T
T
T

yes
no
yes

Expand by explaining a bit more

T

partially

MR

no

‘These arguments show’

T

no

Firm words

T

no

Present tense

T

no

Paragraphs

Key to Origin:

MR – Members’ Resources
T – Teacher
F – Forced by frame

7DEOH&RQWULEXWLRQRIWHDFKHUGHÀQHGHOHPHQWVDQGPHPEHUV·
resources to the text
Group C: Recount genre
Deﬁning characteristic

Origin

Present in
pupil text?

You are an observer

T

yes

Writing to re-tell a friend

T

no

At the beginning, set the scene
- what happened
- what you were doing
- ‘walking by’
- ‘past some shops’
- when
- date (speciﬁcally requested)
- who was with you

T
T
T
T
T

yes
yes
yes
partially
partially

T
T

yes
yes

MR

yes

Closing statement

T

unﬁnished

As it happened

T

yes

MR

yes

Paragraphs

Past tense
Key to Origin:

MR – Members’ Resources
T – Teacher
F – Forced by frame
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7DEOH&RQWULEXWLRQRIWHDFKHUGHÀQHGHOHPHQWVDQGPHPEHUV·
resources to the text
Group D: Report genre
Deﬁning characteristic
Write as the policeman
- short (sentences)
- short words
- ‘at the scene of the incident there was’

Origin

Present in
pupil text?

T
T
T
T

yes
yes
yes
yes
(crime rather
than incident)

‘On Wednesday the 14th of June’
‘at the grocer’s shop’
‘there was an incident’
‘it deﬁnitely was not the shopkeeper’s’
‘this has been checked’
Past tense
Key to Origin:

T
T
T
T
T

yes
no
yes
no
no

MR

yes

MR – Members’ Resources
T – Teacher
F – Forced by frame

*(15(5(/$7('7$/.

Metalanguage
The transcriptions show that pupils do use metalanguage as they deal with:
(a) the need for a headline: We need to eh what’s the headline? (Group A)
(b) the need to include a date: No you’ve got to give the date the date and where
it was. (Group A)
(c) the audience: We have to write it as if we’re telling them. (Group C)
(d) structural matters: Wait what about trying a new paragraph look then we can
do all the sounds like. (Group C)
(e) style: That doesn’t sound right but doesn’t it no. (Group D)
(f) consideration of the logic of the written account: How do they know there’s
been an incident? (Group A)
While metalanguage represents a small proportion of all utterances (7%), it
nevertheless deals with a variety of important features of the pupils’ text.
Awareness of audience
Only one group (D) produced utterances explicitly showing an awareness of
audience:
‘But this this is to go to the big police boss remember’ (Group D)
‘This is to go to the like chief of police’ (Group D)
‘It doesn’t sound right anyway because it’s going to the chief of police’
(Group D)
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These utterances all emanate from one group member, and were largely ignored by
other members of the group. One other group member does consider the audience,
even if only in a negative fashion:
‘This isn’t going into the newspaper or anything just ask questions’ (Group
D)
However, the interviews reveal that pupils in all four groups did have a view of their
intended audience and, in response to the question
¶:KRGR\RXWKLQNZRXOGUHDG\RXUÀQLVKHGGRFXPHQW"·
were able to state categories of reader. In contrast, groups A, B and C all stated that
WKH\GLGQRWWKLQNDERXWWKHSHUVRQZKRZRXOGUHDGWKHÀQLVKHGGRFXPHQWZKHQ
they were writing.
In group D, pupils considered that the document would be read by:
‘Chief inspector; teacher; their sergeant; people in the town’
and stated that, when writing, they thought about
‘the people who were going to publish it; the publisher; newspaper publishers.’
7KLVJURXSZHUHXVLQJD¶UHSRUW·RU¶1RWHWDNLQJ·JHQUHDQGKDGEHHQLQVWUXFWHGE\
the teacher to ‘take the part of the policeman’ and to ‘write a report as the policeman’
‘back at the police station’. Talking about publication, then, implies the belief that
a policeman’s report is not a private but a public document. In response to the
supplementary question,
‘Would this kind of report not normally be kept private?’
WKH JURXS VHHPHG WR UHDIÀUP WKHLU YLHZ RI WKH UHSRUW DV D SXEOLF GRFXPHQW
saying:
‘sometimes; only after a week or two it would be kept private; it would be
in the paper next day.’
Despite groups A, B and C denying that they thought about the audience, there are
clear indications in the texts produced by all groups that the texts were shaped by a
FRQVLGHUDWLRQRIDXGLHQFH7KLVPD\EHEHFDXVHSXSLOVZKROLYHLQDWH[WULFKZRUOG
have considerable members’ resources relating to the text styles often used for particular
audiences and particular purposes by particular kinds of authors. Irrespective of their
previous experience (or lack of it) of their respective genres or of group writing, pupils
within each group seemed able to adopt a common model of the writing appropriate
to that genre, and a corresponding view of the ‘ideal reader’. While some of this may
have come from the teacher, much must have been the result of members’ resources
and of intersubjectivity within the group (of which, more later).
(YLGHQFHRIJHQUHDSSURSULDWHZULWLQJLQFOXGHV
7KHWHQVHXVHG VSHFLÀFDOO\PHQWLRQHGE\WKHWHDFKHU
Group A:

Newspaper genre:
Use of third person, with appropriate reporting of the shop owner’s
speech, and appropriate use of second person in appeal for help.

Group B:


Persuasive genre:
8VHRIÀUVWSHUVRQ

Group C:


Recount genre:
8VHRIÀUVWSHUVRQ
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Group D:


Report genre:
$SSURSULDWHXVHRIERWKWKLUGDQGÀUVWSHUVRQ

2WKHUJHQUHDSSURSULDWHIHDWXUHV
Group A:

Newspaper genre:
Use of headline; phrases such as ‘police are led to believe’,
‘a great disturbance’, ‘very distressed over all the commotion’,
‘witnessed’

Group B:

Persuasive genre:
Use of ‘because’, logical argument, dispassionate

Group C:


Recount genre:
7LPHRUGHUHGVHTXHQWLDOSUHVHQWDWLRQRIHYHQWVXVHRIKHDGOLQH

Group D:

Report genre:
Short sentences, factual

Evidence of inappropriate elements includes:
Group C:

Recount genre:
Use of third person.

Group D:

Report genre:
Use of second person.

Effect of the frames and the initial teaching session
7KH IUDPHV SURYLGHG IRU HDFK JURXS UHSUHVHQW DQ DWWHPSW WR SURYLGH D JHQUH
appropriate structure for group writing, as well as a focus for teaching about each
VSHFLÀFJHQUH,QWKHLQLWLDOGLVFXVVLRQZLWKWKHFKLOGUHQWKHWHDFKHUKHOSHGGHÀQH
each genre by making explicit statements about each, and the children also revealed
some of their existing knowledge (or members’ resources) about that genre. By
examining the children’s utterances and their written output, it is possible to see
VRPHRIWKHJHQUHUHODWHGGHÀQLQJFKDUDFWHULVWLFVDQGVRPHRIWKHWHDFKHU·VZRUGV
appearing in the pupils’ writing.
There is clear evidence that pupils incorporated many of the characteristic features
RIWKHUHOHYDQWJHQUHDVGHÀQHGE\WKHWHDFKHUDVZHOODVDSSURSULDWLQJWKHWHDFKHU·V
voice within their text. This lends support to Fisher’s observation that ‘outcomes
may relate very directly to the prior work done in the class and to the instructions
at the beginning of the activity.’ (Fisher, 1994, p. 171)
&RQVLGHULQJSXSLOV·05JLYHVDFOHDULQGLFDWLRQWKDWSXSLOV·JUHDWHVWSUHH[LVLWLQJ
knowledge relates to the newspaper genre. This may be because of its familiarity as a
UHDOZRUOGJHQUHRUPD\LQGLFDWHWKDWWKLVNLQGRIZULWLQJKDVHLWKHUEHHQHQFRXQWHUHG
before or is closest to the kinds of writing expected from pupils within the ‘school’
order of discourse. Group interviews revealed that members of the ‘Newspaper’
group were well practised in the use of this genre. The recount genre might have been
expected to be close to the ‘letter writing’ genre often used in schools, but group B
either were not familiar with this, failed to recognise the similarity, or simply failed
to indicate their existing knowledge.
Constructing talk
As in other studies, such as Fisher, (1994) the transcripts contain examples of
cumulative text talk which ‘involves children speaking in turns to create the text
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to be entered, each speaker accepting without reservation the previous offering’
(Scrimshaw, 1992, cited in Fisher, 1994, p. 166). e.g.
Speaker

4
3

Utterance
%HFDXVHRIWKHIXUWKDWZDVOHIW
On the wall
On the shop wall

Category
&
C
C

Polarity
GL
+ex
+ex
(Group B)

&DWHJRU\& FRQVWUXFWLYHWDON ZDVGHVLJQHGWRLQFOXGHFXPXODWLYHWH[WWDONRIWKLV
sort, as well as utterances which help the group to devise and come to a common
understanding and acceptance of the next portion of text, but in which the next
speaker disagreed with, or ignored, the previous speaker’s contribution. e.g.
Speaker

2





Utterance
0\VWHU\
Mystery of the
2K,GRQ·WOLNHWKDW
0\VWHU\RIWKH
0\VWHU\EHDVWKXQW
0\VWHU\RIWKHJURFHU·VVKRS

Category
&
C
&
&
&
&

Polarity
GL
+ex
GL
LJ
LJ
LJ
(Group C)

Acceptance or rejection is dealt with separately, by considering polarity of response.
By this means it is hoped to shed further light on the mechanism by which the group
produces the text.
The transcripts contain examples of pupils sharing in the construction of talk
by:
(a) sharing the construction of verb phrases
Speaker:
1 See if you can just....;
“
4 Enlarge it
(Group A)
(b) sharing the construction of subordinate and matrix clauses
Speaker:
4 It would have to be a comma there and then write then
because
“
2 They found they found footprints
(Group A)
(c) sharing the search for appropriate words
Speaker:
1 No. Hair
“
3 Ball of hair
´
 0PPKPP
“
3 Ball of hair
´
 %DOORIÁXII
´
 %DOORIÁXIIZKLFKQHYHUPDWFKHGWKHFDW
(Group D)
(d) In addition, the audio record contains instances when pupils share in the
prosodic shape of utterances e.g., in attempting to determine the correct
spelling of ‘disturbance’ the word is begun by one pupil and completed by
another, so that it sounds as if one word is being pronounced
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Speaker:
2
“
1
(Group A)

Dustur
Bance

(e) There are instances of extended ‘duetting’ as several speakers function as a
single voice (Coates, 1994, p. 181)
Speaker:
4 ‘Cos the alleyway
“
3 Beside the grocer’s shop
“
2 Was
(Group A)
Table 2 shows that groups made use of royal plurals ‘we’, ‘us’ and ‘our’, while
Table 3 shows that there were instances not only of simultaneous speech (when
pupils talked at the same time) but of speech in unison (when pupils either uttered
the same words at the same time, or simultaneously uttered words containing the
same key ideas or phrases) e.g.
Speaker:
“
(Group C)

2
3

[

When a policeman
When a policeman
Table 2: Use of royal plurals
Royal plurals
(% of total utterances)

Group

A
B
C
D

‘we’

‘us’

‘our’

10.6
7.5
10.2
9.4

0.6
1
0.2
1.7

0
1
1.4
0

Table 3: Simultaneous speech and speech in unison

Group

A
B
C
D

speech

unison

(% of total utterances)

(% of total utterances)

10.4
7
11.6
6.2

3.6
3.2
4.1
2.8

7DNHQWRJHWKHUWKHVHDUHLQGLFDWRUVRIWKHFRQVWUXFWLRQRI¶MRLQWNQRZOHGJH· (GZDUGV
and Mercer, 1987, p. 111). Speech in unison contributes to the construction of a
¶VKDUHGÁRRU· &RDWHVS DVGRHVVRPHRIWKHVLPXOWDQHRXVVSHHFK
Speaker:
“
“
(Group A)

4
3
4

[

…There was a very unusual
Conversation
Incident

Polarity of response
Following Coates, (Coates, 1994, p. 185) the polarity of each utterance (positive
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or negative) in relation to the previous utterance was coded using the following
categories:
Positive polarity: in relation to previous utterance, current utterance:
UH UHSHDWVSUHYLRXVXWWHUDQFH
H[ H[WHQGVSUHYLRXVXWWHUDQFH
V
GHPRQVWUDWHVVKDUHGDWWLWXGHRUEHOLHI
DJ DJUHHVZLWKSUHYLRXVXWWHUDQFH
FR FRQÀUPVSUHYLRXVXWWHUDQFH
Negative polarity: in relation to previous utterance, current utterance:
LJ LJQRUHVSUHYLRXVXWWHUDQFH
GL GLVDJUHHVZLWKSUHYLRXVXWWHUDQFH
GH GHQLHVSUHYLRXVXWWHUDQFH
Figure 3 reveals that, overall, groups make most use of positive polarity utterances
ZKLFKH[WHQGRUFRQÀUPWKHSUHYLRXVVSHDNHU·VXWWHUDQFHDOWKRXJKWKHUHDUHDOVR
relatively high levels of instances of negative polarity where speakers ignore or
disagree with the previous speaker’s utterance.
Figure 3: Polarity of response as a proportion of total utterances: All Groups

In Table 4 the polarity of each speaker’s utterances is recorded against the identity
of the previous speaker, and an overall balance of polarity, positive or negative, is
displayed for each speaker.
Overall, considering all speakers, the majority of utterances were of positive
polarity, and it seems likely that pupils were pursuing a strategy of positive politeness
through positive polarity. Other indicators of positive politeness included the use of
‘thank you’ (by one girl in particular), and strategies such those suggested in Coates
(Coates, 1994, p. 187):
(a) claiming common ground, through exaggerated approval:
Speaker:
3
(Group A)

Hey that’s quite good ...

78

E FRQYH\LQJWKDWVSHDNHU 6 DQGKHDUHU +  LHSUHYLRXVVSHDNHU DUHFR
operators, by including both S and H in the activity:
Speaker:
3
(Group B)

Spell us that will you

F IXOÀOOLQJ+·VZDQWVE\JLYLQJV\PSDWK\XQGHUVWDQGLQJDQGFRRSHUDWLRQWR
+ LQWKLVFDVHDJURXSPHPEHUZKRZDVKDYLQJGLIÀFXOW\LQSDUWLFLSDWLQJRQ
WKHVDPHOHYHODVWKHRWKHUVEHFDXVHRIEHKDYLRXUDOHPRWLRQDOGLIÀFXOWLHV 
Speaker:
3
“
1
“
3
(Group C)

Then put your name
And this big letter here
Let her do her name

These positive politeness strategies suggest that group members treat each other with
a degree of familiarity, exhibiting solidarity rather than being distanced socially.
This is supported by the use of royal plurals, noted earlier.
Table 4: Polarity of response: Summary by Pupil: All Groups
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DISCUSSION

Relations of power frame the activity
The transcripts and the video record show pupils engaged in a productive exercise,
composing text through talk. Pupils use various strategies to help themselves towards
a completed text, and these strategies contribute to a shared understanding of the
text as it is being created.
In Fairclough’s view, discourse involves social conditions of production which
relate to: the social situation or the immediate social environment; social institutions;
and society as a whole. For the pupils who participated in this study, society has
an expectation that they will be educated to be literate and able to write using
appropriate genres. Society’s wishes are realised through the social institution of the
VFKRRO:LWKLQWKHVFKRRODQHGXFDWLRQDORUGHURIGLVFRXUVHLQÁXHQFHVWKHSXSLOV·
immediate social environment, and there is, in this school at least, an expectation,
sustained by a relation of power exerted by teachers over pupils, that pupils will be
able to compose text as part of a group activity. Pupils have, therefore, adapted to
this mode of production which involves social interaction between pupils. In the
activity analysed here, text is created through discourse alone, and pupils reveal
some of their mental and intermental strategies through their discourse.
Context and intersubjectivity
&RQWH[WLVDNH\LQÁXHQFHRQWKHSURGXFWLRQRIWH[WEXWDOWKRXJK¶DWWKHVLPSOHVWOHYHO
FRQWH[WFDQEHGHÀQHGDVWKHVXUURXQGLQJVSHHFKRUWH[W· (GZDUGVDQG0HUFHU
p. 121) the concept of context is more fundamental than that, since ‘what matters is
what the participants in the communication understand and see as relevant’ (Edwards
DQG0HUFHUS &RQWH[WLVLQÁXHQFHGE\VRFLHWDODQGLQVWLWXWLRQDOIDFWRUV
as well as the pupils’ immediate social environment, the surrounding speech and
WKHHPHUJLQJWH[W$OORIWKHVHLQÁXHQFHVFRQVWUDLQDQGVKDSHWKHWH[WDQGLQGRLQJ
so, affect pupils’ cognitive processes and their consciousness. This, in turn, exerts
DQLQÁXHQFHDVSXSLOVFRQWLQXHWRIRUPWKHGHYHORSLQJWH[W+RZHYHUVLQFHSXSLOV
FRRSHUDWHWRIRUPWKHWH[WLWVHHPVOLNHO\WKDWLQRUGHUWRGRWKLVHIIHFWLYHO\WKH\
must achieve some degree of intersubjectivity, and develop a view of the text which
LVWRVRPHGHJUHHFRPPRQO\KHOG
In this study, the shared construction of talk, use of royal plurals, speech in
XQLVRQWKHKLJKOHYHOVRI¶FRQVWUXFWLYH·WDONWKHKHWHURJORVVLFQDWXUHRIWKHÀQLVKHG
text and, to a lesser extent, the use of a positive politeness strategy, are all indicators
of intersubjectivity.
Argument, disagreement and negotiation
The high levels of disagreement shown in Fig 3 are noteworthy. Why, when pupils
VHHP WR EH VXFFHVVIXOO\ HQJDJHG LQ FRPPRQO\FRQVWUXFWHG WH[W LV WKHUH VXFK
disagreement? One answer might be that disagreement of this kind is an important
HOHPHQWLQWKHVWUXJJOHWRZDUGVDFRPPRQO\KHOGYLHZRIWKHWH[W'LVDJUHHPHQW
PD\UHSUHVHQWFRJQLWLYHFRQÁLFWQHFHVVDU\WREULQJDERXWFRJQLWLYHUHVWUXFWXULQJ
of a pupil’s view of the way the text should develop. Disagreement over the words
WREHXVHGUHSUHVHQWVGLVDJUHHPHQWRYHUWKHPHDQLQJRIWKHWH[WDQGUHÁHFWVWKH
different understandings of the text which individual pupils hold. But argument of
this kind may be thought of as a process of negotiation in which the language used
affects pupils thoughts and understandings. The ensuing cognitive restructuring, in
WXUQDIIHFWVXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKHWH[WDQGDQ\FRPPRQO\KHOGYLHZRIWKHWH[WDQG
affects the language which pupils use as they attempt to construct the text.
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Scaffolding development
7KHKLJKOHYHOVRI¶FRQVWUXFWLYH·XWWHUDQFHV )LJVDQG PD\UHSUHVHQWDSXSLOSXSLO
scaffolding process, in which one pupil has a more developed view of the next, as yet
unwritten and unspoken, portion of text. By suggesting the form of the next portion
of text to others, the contributor may be attempting to provide scaffolding which will
allow those others to see the way in which the meaning of the text might develop.
Having done this, the scaffolder might expect their suggestion to be incorporated
into the text, or to receive some indication of agreement that others understand and
accept the proposed development of the meaning of the text.
,QWKDWZD\WKHGLIIHUHQFHEHWZHHQWKHH[LVWLQJFRPPRQO\KHOGXQGHUVWDQGLQJ
of the text as it presently exists, and the scaffolder’s vision of how it might be,
represents the hearer’s zone of proximal development (ZPD), whose lower boundary
LVWKHFXUUHQWO\FRPPRQO\KHOGXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKHWH[WDQGZKRVHXSSHUERXQGDU\
is the meaning as understood by the speaker.
The process of argument may be a sign of the struggle to understand the proposed
extension to the meaning of the text, and sustained sequences of disagreement
PD\UHVXOWLQÀQDODJUHHPHQWZLWKWKHVXJJHVWLRQDVWKH=3'LVFURVVHGRUÀQDO
disagreement, representing failure of the scaffolding.
The value of writing in genre
Framing a writing activity so that writing must take place in a given genre imposes
a constrain upon the writing context. In this case, not only were pupils constrained
by having to write in a particular genre, but they were also constrained by having to
do this in the context of ‘school writing’ which is in itself a genre or, in Fairclough’s
terms, an order of discourse. However, it was not the intention to constrain pupils
ZLWKLQDÀ[HGDQGERXQGHGVHWRIJHQUHVEXWWRDOORZIRUGHYHORSPHQWERWKRISXSLOV·
understanding of these genre and of the genre themselves.
Pupils’ use of metalanguage provides some evidence that this approach to
writing might ‘provide opportunities for children to recognize and discuss the
cultural practices that affect how and what we write’ (Czerniewska, 1992, p. 150)
The evidence in this study shows that pupils are able to bring an impressive array
of techniques to bear to help them construct text within the context of a given genre
and that, far from being restrictive, the constraints imposed by these genre result in
methods of constructing text which may foster intramental development through
intermental processes, although the extent to which this process is fostered by purely
JHQUHVSHFLÀFFRQVWUDLQWVKDV\HWWREHGHWHUPLQHG
In retrospect
These pupils’ views of their audience and of their role as writers within a given genre
VHHP VRPHZKDW XQGHUGHYHORSHG MXGJLQJ E\ WKH SXSLO WH[WV DQG WKH LQWHUYLHZV
This is particularly true within those genres less often found within primary schools.
%HWWHUIUDPLQJGXULQJWKHLQLWLDOWHDFKHUOHGVHVVLRQVPLJKWKHOSKHUH
PROFESSIONAL AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS

This study raises a number of issues which are important in relation to teaching,
assessment and policy.
Recognising what contributes
,WLVLPSRUWDQWWKDWWHDFKHUVDQGSROLF\PDNHUVUHFRJQLVHWKRVHLQÁXHQFHVZKLFK
contribute to the successful conduct and achievement of a group writing task such
as this. It is important, too, to recognise the contribution made by the constraints
LPSRVHGE\KDYLQJWRZULWHLQDVSHFLÀFJHQUH
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Setting tasks
In setting tasks, teachers should recognise:
•

the possible effects of any teaching sessions which may take place before
the writing exercise;

•

the likely transfer of elements of their teaching into pupils’ work;

 WKH SXSLOSXSLO FRQYHUVDWLRQDO DQG LQWHUPHQWDO SURFHVVHV ZKLFK PD\ EH
IRVWHUHGZLWKLQSXSLORQO\JURXSV
 WKHSRVVLEOHYDOXHRIJHQUHEDVHGZULWLQJWDVNV
•

the apparent unfamiliarity of pupils with some genres.

Observing pupils
Those observing pupil groups engaged in an exercise similar to that in this study
should be aware of the fundamental importance of pupil talk, and should be aware
of the kinds of verbal indicators which may be used to inform observation:
•

relative frequency of types of utterance;

 VLJQLÀFDQFHRIVLPXOWDQHRXVVSHHFKVSHHFKLQXQLVRQDQGWKHRFFXUUHQFH
of royal plurals;
•

polarity of response;

 FRQFHSWDQGDFFRPSOLVKPHQWRID¶VKDUHGÁRRU·
 WKHKHWHURJORVVLFQDWXUHRIWKHÀQLVKHGWH[W
•

the importance of adopting an observational method which will capture
GLDORJXHDQGDVVRFLDWHGDFWLRQVVXIÀFLHQWO\ZHOO

•

the time involved in analysing the evidence, particularly if this is to be part
of an assessment exercise.

Assessing pupils in groups
Assessing individual pupils’ contributions in a group writing exercise of this type
LVOLNHO\WREHGLIÀFXOWDQGWHDFKHUVVKRXOGEHDZDUHWKDWWKHUHVXOWLQJWH[WLVOLNHO\
to be heteroglossic and include not only pupil contributions but an echo of the
teacher’s own voice (which may be encouraging!). Individual pupils’ contributions
may be disentangled, with care. However, the contribution made by individual
SXSLOVWRWKHPHDQLQJRIWKHWH[WLVOLNHO\WREHPRUHGLIÀFXOWWRHVWDEOLVKLQDQHDVLO\
assessable way. If the proportion of contributing words in a completed text is related
to proportion of utterances, it is possible that some pupils may be inhibited by the
JURXSZULWLQJVLWXDWLRQRUPD\H[HUWDQRQYHUEDOLQÁXHQFHRQJURXSIXQFWLRQLQJ
PDNLQJWKHQXPEHURIXWWHUDQFHVDORQHDQLQVXIÀFLHQWLQGLFDWRURITXDOLW\RIZULWLQJ
RURIWKHHIÀFDF\RIWKDWSXSLO·VFRQWULEXWLRQHLWKHUWRWKHJURXSZULWLQJSURFHVVRU
WRWKHPHDQLQJRUWKHFRQWHQWRIWKHÀQLVKHGWH[W
All of this raises questions both of policy and of practice in relation to literacy
events such as that described in this study.
REFERENCES
Barrs, M. (1994) ‘Genre Theory: What’s it All About?’ in Stierer, B. and Maybin, J. (eds) Language,
Literacy and Learning in Educational Practice, Clevedon: Multilingual Matters Ltd.
&RDWHV -   ¶1R *DS /RWV RI 2YHUODS7XUQWDNLQJ 3DWWHUQV LQ WKH7DON RI:RPHQ )ULHQGV· LQ
Graddol, D., Maybin, J., and Stierer, B. (eds) Researching Language and Literacy in Social Context,
Clevedon: Multilingual Matters Ltd.

82

Crook, C. (1994) Computers and the collaborative experience of learning, London: Routledge
Czerniewska, P. (1992) Learning about writing: the early years, Oxford: Blackwell.
Edwards, D. and Mercer, N. (1987) Common Knowledge: The development of understanding in the
classroom, London: Methuen.
Edwards, D. and Mercer, N. (1989) ‘Reconstructing context: the conventionalisation of classroom
knowledge’ in Light, P., Sheldon, S. and Woodhead, M. (eds) Child Development in Social Context:
Vol. 2: Learning to Think, London: Routledge.
Fairclough, N. (1989) Language and Power, Harlow: Longman Group UK Ltd.
)LVKHU(  ¶'LVWLQFWLYH)HDWXUHVRI3XSLO3XSLO&ODVVURRP7DONDQG7KHLU5HODWLRQVKLSWR/HDUQLQJ
How Discursive Exploration Might be Encouraged’ in Stierer, B. and Maybin, J. (eds) Language,
Literacy and Learning in Educational Practice, Clevedon: Multilingual Matters Ltd.
Hall, N. (1994) ‘The Emergence of Literacy’ in Stierer, B. and Maybin, J. (eds) Language, Literacy and
Learning in Educational Practice, Clevedon: Multilingual Matters Ltd.
Maybin, J. (1994) ‘Children’s Voices: Talk, Knowledge and Identity’ in Graddol, D., Maybin, J., and
Stierer, B. (eds) Researching Language and Literacy in Social Context, Clevedon: Multilingual
Matters Ltd.
0HUFHU1  ¶1HR9\JRWVNLDQ7KHRU\DQG&ODVVURRP(GXFDWLRQ·LQ6WLHUHU%DQG0D\ELQ- HGV 
Language, Literacy and Learning in Educational Practice, Clevedon: Multilingual Matters Ltd.
Scrimshaw, P. (ed.) (1993) Language, Classrooms and Computers, London: Routledge.

83

