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~_ABSTBACT ' N
Thé Talk-Write method of teaching college
composition,’ developed by Robert Zoellner, can be adapted for use in .
‘.secondary and upper elementary classrooms. The method,. sahich focuses
‘'on the process of vriting, involves teaming gtudents in pairs. One
-~ student then talks out a composition, sentende by ‘'sentence, while the
" © partner asks questions to draw out the talker/writer and to clarify
-confusing points of the narrative. The developing composition is
uritten on the chalkboard or on a large piece of paper taped to the
wall. When the composition is ccnplete};the teanmates exchange roles
as talker/vriter and questioner. Durlng the process, students can
walk around the rocm, viewing anﬁ’cclnentlng on each ?ther's work.
The effectiveness of the Talk-Write method is due to its employment
cf the pr1nc1p1eﬁ cf operant condltlonlng' concentration is on the
student, rather than on the paper; the behawior leading to-the final
'desired result is constantly reinforced; the talking student freely
supplies the initial material for the learning sequence; the writer
gets immediate help and reinforcement; there is a high frequency of
_response; there€ are numerous intermediate steps leading to the final
gpecification; and the assigned task is brief. (GW)
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In 19&3, ollggo Engllsh devoted)nearly an entire 1saue to
Robert ZOQ}Inc:‘s article, !Talk-writea A.Behavioral Ped;gogy fat R j - ..u
Conpoeition. nl Uhil,e Zoellner 5esred the article to tho college |
toachor. 1ts implications are equally approﬁriato to the socondary;
liddle school, and olenentary tihcher. N
The primary inpetus behind Zoollner'l -othod is that-nearly
. all students come to the clssaroon with talkingiakills far 3uporior
to tholr writlng akilla. Thoae talhins skills can help inprove their
writing. CO-poeition teachars aro awaro that pany students are very
~flu:nt uaing oral lnngnage. but for roasons that puzzlo qp. thoy find
‘It d1fficult to write with the same fluency. We have all had thé '
experience of reading a etu@ont»writton paragraph and being totally 2 L
. 1ndapnble of deciphering just'wh?t iﬁ.boi?szsaid; upon‘quostioning the | .
student.xthq;rQonnae is qften 1nnbdiatc'and %gié; clear .grally. And. -
\ . we boﬁtinqo to be pursled why'ueo;ingly cleér\thinking can change to
x\ | mud as it is written on‘papéi. It is this verf process %t broaking'down s
L. “what I meant 1s...” that Zoellnet deﬁis with so effectivcfy in his

Talk-Write metheod. ‘ ' L .' , N

s

Talk-Write concentrates on the ggocess of‘writing. helﬁing the
studerita 5a1n‘sk111 while writing, rather than conceﬂtrating on.the
product when the act-is completed. Zoellner considers that doaling
uith the product instead of the writer results from the conpositional

. thoory which assumes if we can get the studeat to think cloarly, s/he

. ;Rohort Zoellner, "Talk-Write: A Behavioril Pedagogy for )
Compositien,” College English, 30 (January 1969), 267-320.




_can vritc clurﬂ.% .(Ca_pooit.im teachsrs continually writo across -
- stadent plpef? "erder ;oué thoughts better” ur»"clonhy thinking,”
And wb have all oipnrloﬁ;od a siudent'i catatonla after we have said,
Now Think!™) - Often students we consider hrlght do not write clearly
at all; semething niafiros between tho thaught snd tho written words,
Thought ve can never roslly know sinco it is 1ntcrna1, but Talk-Write
" is external, uses audiblo spoech. concrcto atudont bohaviar.
~ Everybody kmows how goéod it feels to "tulk about 1t." and .
sovaral studies alse: 1nd1cato that: 1t does more than purge the soul.
Talking during troblem solving experilents helpod the subjects:
1) see the prodblem more clearly, 2) develch) greater problen-sol?iné
accuracy, 3) produce clearer ideas, 4) pay more attention to the
"goal, S5) be more highly conscious of the steps they took, 6) make
sudden reorganizations to solve the prodblem (1i.e. inaight). and -
7) see the btasic puzele rolationsips .
Since writing is hasically‘problen solving (How can 1 say what I want.
to say nost effectively?). it seens retsonable that talkipg before
and during vritlng will produce clearer, better organized, perhaps
even more interestimg writing. And educators are becoming more

awvare that language study should be integrated; talking and writing

should not be 7separate, but sﬁould,bb used to reinforce each g}her.u

2zOellner, p. 270,

. , .
3Te;;y,Radcliffe. “Talk-Write Composition: A Theoretical Model
Proposing the Use of Speech to Improve Writing,” Research in the Teaching
of English, 6 (Fall 1972), p. 189. Radcliffe is summarizing from three

artIcEes reporting research., : . )

qu ‘you don't believe us check Peter Elbow, Writing Without\Teachers
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1963), p. 49; JanetsEmig, The:Compos-
ing Processes of Twelfth GCraders (Urbana, I1ll.: National Councii of
Teachers of English, 1971), p. 57; Stephen Judy,: Explorationg in: the
- Teaching of Secondary English (Rew York: Dood, Mead, 1975), n. 25;
James Moffett, A Student-Centered Language Arts Curriculun (B stonx
Houghton Mifflin, 1973), pp. vi-vii.




v R u;ign each tul a section. Using chalk‘nou‘ca
f mper is inpartant for the student bo;.netpo the ‘
 x 11" uhiu. k‘lled cell, On the board or large pper. s/he 1. lore
l.pt 40 mhenf. change vordo, erase or crm out what fan't nkod. .

realizing t.hlt hngmco‘ia plastic and fluid. not lonouthic and

- >

-unchangeable, - ' 3 L - T ’

One student of each tean will begin as writef, the other as
questionu.‘ The wri‘hng student ,will, talk out each sontonco before.
writing. 7 Uhon tho sontonce is written the teammate ny uk qnostion:
‘about it, aerving. as a clarifier and encourager-~drawing. out. bus not
) supp]:ying,fcontent. The quutibnhxe helps .the writor change confuadhg

_details or references and the qnestioner'a positive cues keep the,

'iriter talking. Vhen  the conpoaitidn 13 complete, u: may )nve -gny .

sentences crossed out and changes in ipelling. 'pdnctuation. or sentence

V

and pu‘agraph aoquence. but it will say what the etudont 1ntonded.

Next, the’ tea.nn.te ukes a turn with his/her own plece of paper, msing

-

' the me process.

An emple of an ass{gnnent and the process of fulfilling it
could bdegin with the teacher asking students for & memory .writing (but
1t could just as .ea;ily beﬁax‘l expoaitoz'-); writing)se ' |

Think back to the places you have lived; now think of your.
favorite of those places; now think of your favorite room insidle
“or spot outside that place; now describe that. room or spot. |
Your composition should try to incorporate all of the senses.
You might include what the room smelled like, how the lighting
affected seeing in the room; whatthe texture of the floor fol
1ike--all completely enough for us to reel we are in the room.”

'lhe 'mk-uute ethod s sup.\e. Patx students 1nt6 teaie‘. (Thrae

“
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hotemdnﬂunsototheir np’rﬂlﬂlm P‘touyuy
‘o u- tumu. I\\dnt to write about’ when im :(uea in this big house
. that used to bca him " To whiclt Linda: uy toply. "A b-xn! whce
ws. that?" "oh, 4t as by this mdp hill in Seattler” “What did you ° -

bt;.,

1ike so nuéb about’ that mshouso?" “Well, 1t had theco neat stairs.”
"tht-m sb nst a.bout the -uirs?"  "Yell, 'fhoy came out.. ‘moy were
bunt 8o thoy Kinda s\terved around.™ "I'a not sure what yon Rean,
Llle a cireuhr chir'*" ’ "No, I nun they went up, ‘then thexe wes &
wme Tlace where . they turned--I qum w- called a landing. - ‘Then
they went up lon more and we nsod to nut ;n ‘old’ my blanket across
tho railing and wo'd ph.y arny games. ¥ "Who'is ~'wo' ?" “Oh, my bmothu- -
and me.",. "Was he oldgt or youngexr than you?" \'"rno years oldor.

. *Sounds good. ‘Let's get thib down.” *Okay. '1'11 start wi'th. -'IJ" 'j

I

rene-ber when I was' seven and ny hrothet m nine a.nd we lived 1n a

. big houao that u§od to be a barn.” "Is it iuporfant to say wherg this

house \é(s/'?‘:«-"Yuh I 11 say it was by a stoep hnl 1n Suttle, and
‘there was this one window that if you stretched up. to 1t you could see
ove;: thf top of the mn.'{ "That's noa.t Are you) going to ppt that
i:-:'rt about tﬁo window in your writing?" "'Yea:\h I’ 11 say there was

this smll wino‘.ow up high in the stalrwell and. -you could see over thq

‘top of the, h111 out the window. Oh, and the stairs were real dark

cause we couldf't reach the socket Lo put a lightbuld in." "A‘}.'e‘you‘

" going to -tut all that in one sentence?" o ’

~

. : / \ . -
Pete writes down his ideas, reads them aloud, hears some
‘ . - . g )
unnecessary repetitions and ‘clumsy seantence structures, rewrites
- ~ .

and is satisfisd with what he has thus fars

.~

* ,(" \




Mlmmandiyhmothcmma.nuvodanabig
house that used to de a barn. It was by a steep hill in
sefittle and 1% had a small high window in the dark sun-well
‘'where you could see- ovexr the top of the hill. . ,

JAfter I.inﬂa _points out that Seattlo should be apd.ttlisod. ehe thon

oneita further mrocntion. _“Looks good ‘so far. Are you going to

write about’ the stai:rs?" * “Yeah: "rbey were steep and the ,ummg s
) ubont fou;c feet square. we'd put th:ts blanket up and peetend we were

1n &11.’; uum on the stairs were the jail bars, ya knows And.

ne'd sit undea:.t‘here and)wa.tc,h rain hitting that high window and we'd'
plan how we were éoing to eeeape ouf that window." . "bhj. let's got

, some of this \2}“’ our last sentence talked about the steep hII.LJ.n

. Seattle and the high windou and the dark staim Hhat part ‘of that are
you going ta write about next?” -:I.‘guus the ~s_um are the nogt' ‘

D g

in‘ﬁortanf f}{ihg. so.1'11 mck up on fhn."
A Pete t:alks q‘g‘t Some’ RoY'e sonténces. writes, reads aloud, then .'

[}

revrites addingzl' . o : s

The stairs were very steep gnd we used to. play on them when it

was raining. We strung a scratchy army blanket across the wood
rai ings on the stair landing., We fastened the blanket with
peaces string on one side and a stack of old magagines on
the othex.” The dlanket was the celling of the enemy jail we
‘were trapped in. .

’ )

 After reading/hearing 1t, Linda says, "I think you have the wrong
o hairan ,

*pleces® there.” After some snickering, thej continue reading the
final santence alouds |

We huddled on the mustj floor of our prison and loched through
the bars, watchlng the rain slide down the high window, ani

'levised conplox escape plans. . .
By the end of all this, the teachér,' who has beaen working'wlth

other teams, ar-~lves wllth words of wuocofragement. 'Also, s/he may ask

¥

' .,
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\eto why he- ordéred”his writing as he did or wm/ he, 1nc1udod thq S ®
'-‘Adotails he ua- at the -expense of other§ ("th did. yoq choose not |
to write moxe a‘bout the harn?“- to oapha.s,tze the enornons number" of
‘lchoices Peto ho.s lwde, but s/he win avoid nesative critician, .
mmanueuuinmmguuwuu. '-. Y
~ Thrsugh the d,ulogno, the. studmts use esch other's strengﬂm |
Linda may know bow o spell some words Pete ‘can't; Pete ny be
terrific at pnnctmting. And by readins aloud, Pete and Linda. often \/' '
catch listakae in construction thay 4 otherwise nlss in sllant

- >

reading. 'rhoy also win becone aware of the differeng‘es beqeop .

-

speech a.nd writing, better able to adapt.their speech eﬁ nake it
more viable when written. And the students can keep thoin mﬁquo

"voico,” so often uahbd out_in writing, as- both their wri'g}qg and

speakins uprove.5 . L - . &~

Anof.he:r 'I‘alk-writo beneflt s writing booonos pu'bno, ﬂl)h
. clus:coon setup providlng an audienoo for the wr!.tm:. Ea.ch s’tudont
working at the chalkboard, butcher paper, or newsprint 15 a nodel of

the wrlting act for otqers. (Obvlously, not all atud.onzs srrltlng

-

will be as sophisticated as Pete's, but his 1s-a more roccha'blo pubuc
.model than E. B Hh‘ite ) - Students can walk a,round, reading a.nd V
éonmenting on others*' work,, rocéivlﬁ? vicarious reinfqrcement" ("that

which increases the probibllity taat we will do what we see opheré

11 n) 6

) B
lotlng. suceas s’ This public aspect gives the writer-a stake in

his/her writing; s/he 1s producing it for peers--aot just for the

teacher--and w11l write better and ‘more interestingly.
_ X :

o

- 5Zcéllner, n. 301,

'6Ibid.,. p. 310, Zoeilner 1s summarlzing research by Frederick Kanfer.
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" In mmg the raikfhite nethbd‘,ﬁor the ﬁmt tine, mchers

LY ~ .- -~

frequently noader about the ability of the etudent to.act as a

colpetent queetioner. The teach 't become too concerhed

.

T
with the innediate proficiency of the eetioner. Profioiency will
__improve ui%h xactice as both teal nenberp develop the ability to

s - "

queation. However, the cless will benefit from an initial denonstration
-of how the uriter/ouestioner dialogue works, either by the teacher '
and a student, qr by two. students alfeady familiar with the nethod.
Ttlk-lrite'a~ainplicity is apparent. As ZOellner statbs,t"The. . -
only good pedagogy. it aeens te me, ia one so ainple that it can ‘be
applied -with great effectiveness by the toacher who knows little
or- nothing about the theoretical structure from whiok it smings. W
However. diacuaeing some of the basis will help further explain why
the nethod is effective.

1}

. The structure is haeed on operant conditioning, a subdect we '

.

don't uant to discuss thoroughly in this article. either to cohmend

or cbndenn.~.Like nost teachers we are pragmatic (we 1l steal anything

that works); we find Zoellner\a technique useful, and see a lot of

* sense in his-ideag about operant conditioning as he-applies them to

L}

" teaching writing.e

[ 4 . ",~
s First, concentration is on the student in:the writing process. .

Pete, not his paper, receives the attention. .Second, Pete. hegins

~

with skills he already has and builds on them; he is not forced to

attenpt to tegin -with skills. he doesn't have. Talk-Write is positive;

the student-is sucecessful because the bohavior leading to the final

; ) e
! Zoellner, 0, 302. . ]

8Ibid.. p- 278. The following ‘'section 1s based on seven principles
of operant conditioning that Zoellner cites.
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. dosired result—-in this case a menory-sensory wﬂting——is constantly

’.

reinforcod. ulthately reaulting in scrital fluency. o
'mm. the talking studen‘t freely suppliee the 1nitial na.teria;

- fe Xhe learning sequonoe. 1inda lets Pete talk., get loogenegl up,

‘before aaying, "Sounds good, why not get that down?" 'ﬁ\en her N
Job is to -kwep it co-inc Fotn'th. in 'rn.lk-vrite the writer gets

i.nediato shelp and rcinfcrcenent, not in the next aeek or even the
next day.- Often by the the the student gets a graded paper hack. ehe/

hq has- lost intoreat in or doosn't remeaber th a.saignnont. doesn'f. A

road the comments a‘t. all, un't ‘make the tra.nsfer fron that writing
to the current writing with its different set of scribal problens.
Fﬁ‘th. Talk-\lrito tochnique pmvides for many oral and urittqn
responses, building on the theory tha.t "all hmn skills are learhed
in high rcsponse-frequency aitu&tions.fg .We become adept by practicing
units of the desired skill. A basketball puxar.becqles proficient .
by practicing various parts of the ga‘.me--shboting:-‘ ;‘mn different spc;ts
Pon the floor, - dribbling, passing--not just by frequently playing pick-
up games, One problem in some compositional pedagogies 15 the lack

of enough 1nternediate steps leading to’the final,specificqtion--squbal

) fluency, a "good" ﬁr}t;ng. "Tob.much dop;nds‘on'trial and error with

o perﬁaps tén.qhahcos in the semester to write'an acceptable essaﬁ;

'

In Talk-Write sach utterance l; practicé and'the student has the
Oppqrtunttf for'thousands of dtterancds, each helping to shape his/her
‘writing skill. Ard becaise the ufterances are the writer's own,s/he

“{s making his/her own in&ermediato specifications, progressing at

~

9Zoellnéf, p. 282,

N
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nte. hprovhs gredmlly.

hd )

< Last, ,the ehaplng procesa and akill progression *that occurs - . »

ce

. - aith Tllk?ﬂrite'wdrke beet when ‘the uritinge ire hrief because e 3 S ;‘<\<
.';'s. . .students can get more prectice and because the nethod 1s 1ntenee ”
with the queetionins, cleritying and 1nstant newriting. difficult
”toeneteinoveralongtheper&od.f Lt 0t
R ‘ Telk-ilz‘ite 1s not an exclusive nethod of tea.ching conpoeition,_' K
. but can be conblned with others, euch as beginning privete uritinss .
et For an ’xposi.tory uriting. students- &n use Talk-\lrite to geb out - |
~ the main points, discuss the best order. dnd write the first * -
. pa;agraph ar‘eo. Their uzitings can be left on the walls for
T e ey btl;ecr students to coment on, " Then' the a.uthors can 1ncorporate
¢ th’e dther students' 1deae mto thei.r pepers as they work a.lone. -
Talk-write also is a natural in helping sthdents revise. (“Tell ee
whs,t you meant here.”) Whatever f:he method, it seems inportant to

_~have a place for oral ectivity. In his article, Terry Radcliffe '

sunna.rizes the results of s'liudies citing the advahtages speech has - ' S e
* over writing Speech produtes, more material in the same amount of ,
. time, more releva.nt 1dea.s, more ela.bora.tion on those ‘mea.s, is "looser, 3
10

less 1hh1b1ted, richer, fuller, and more precise. tha.n writing.”

Certa.inly 1t makes sense to use what the students do well--talk--

to heip then &mprove what they do not do as well--write. And middle . . ‘
schools, where students are sugh sager ta.lkers, is an apt place to |

-
’

do it.

. ] M - -
. .o \
N . k]

P 1()Ra.dcliffe, p. 191. He is summarizing from four articles

reporting research.





