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Abstract:  This article examines 2000 “pieces” of school writing collected from 65 British schools educating 11-18 year-olds in an attempt to extend Britton et al’s 1975 article on how writing was used in the public schools.  The researchers categorize these samples in terms of the audience that seems to be invoked, and the purpose for writing.  They discover that most writing, at all levels, is transactional and is directed toward a teacher as evaluator. The researchers employ the students’ own words to support their assertions about the importance of providing students with clearly defined rhetorical situations in order to produce writing tasks that engage students and produce an authentic learning opportunity.
Quotes:

· “What this means is that the single most important use for writing in secondary schools appears to be as a means of testing, and not as a means of learning—and that this emphasis becomes stronger as a child moves up in school” (40).

· “The emphasis on testing, on monitoring knowledge and performance, which the research figures indicate, suggests that most school writing is seen not as part of the learning process but as something that happens after learning” (40).

· Definitions:  

“Expressive: in which it is taken for granted that the writer himself is of interest to the reader  . . .(41).

“Transactional: in which it is taken for granted that the writer means what he says and can be challenged for its truthfulness to public knowledge, and for its logicality . . .” (42).

“Poetic: in which it is taken for granted that ‘true or false’ is not a relevant question on the literal level” (42).

· “Believing, then, in the central importance of the expressive both in learning and in learning to write, it is hardly surprising that the writing research team were perturbed by the results of their analysis . . .” (43). 

· “Pupils cannot operate a range of functions for a teacher who evaluates narrowly whatever is produced” (46).

· “When we asked to recall any of their school writing with which they had felt satisfied, it was clear that sense of audience often played an important part in making the writing experience memorable” (46).

· “When school writing in all subjects is marked chiefly for accuracy—either of content or form, or both—then pupils are constantly in a testing situation where they will take the minimum of risks. . . . But by not taking chances, by not trying things out in their own language, by not attempting to make connections between their own experience or knowledge and the new information they are acquiring, they are being limited in their own opportunities for growth ” (47).

Questions:

1. I had difficulty reading—and taking seriously—this article because it did not fit the generic conventions of a research article in our field (perhaps because it was not written for our field . . . )  Just wondering what others thought?

2. In spite of my methodological questions about this article, there are some central insights that seem to have informed our field for a while.  What are some of these?

3. What insights and ideas do you think this article contains that would make it a “landmark” essay?  How long did it take for the basic ideas of this article to take hold in our field?  Have these ideas taken hold in others fields?  

4. Ehat final comments about this articlek or its ideas would you like to discuss?


