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' K he difficulig of/vﬁtainzng nsahle 1nfornation ahont v
" the lental processes-involved in the use of languageé bas Leen a lajor '
s obstacle/ln-tse design of effective writing progzalé/ The -
;‘antipsychologlcal, behavioristic bias of Americar ‘linguistics, nhlch
. prevented any study of the deeper mental prccesses ct langnage
. production, was remediated in part by the evclution of ‘ L
. transformational grammar, although the preoccnpﬁticn vas :till with - o
syntactic format rather than with:thcughts and their:eapression. = .-
Recent investigati®hs in psychological research have teen more o :
promising with regard to their applicatzlity to teaching language = -
skills. K (1) Syntax rlays a limited role ip the fprocessing of - -
‘.‘lanqnaqe. being applied late in text produ ftion and scon forgotten in
 text comprehension. (2) Grammatical decisiors in.the fcrsation cf a
"‘8ingle sentence cannot be made without knculedge of the. overall flow
; of the text. (3) The concept of "frame" is pov te¢ing used to classify
the shared knowledge, beliefs, and attitudes prereguisite to
commurication; into this field the individual introduces nonexpécted
material in the form of news or opinicn. (4) Effective writing .
“proceeds when the writer achieves the cgtimum Lalance tetveen what
- the reader.already knows and what be cr she is nowv being told. . (5)
Pinally, good writing is not inventive, but reccsktinatioral. (0S)
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One of the major obstacles in designing effective writingiprograms is the
; difficulty of obtaining reliable and useable information abiout the mental .

'processeS'involvéd in the use of language. It,is not~surpi%sing that

——————
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enrlchlng 1ns1ghts.
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' Though the boundary is not always distinet, it is necéfsary to differentiate

between psychology and psychollngulstlcs. The latter, especlally in Amerléi
has pursued a speclallzed interest 1n investigating the psychologlcal reallty
of llnguistic models,and concepts. ;A.A. Leontev has described American
psycholinguietics in fact as "anti-psychological"; it is;undeniable that
coooeratlon between the two. flelds has been ama21ng1y sllght. This apparent
paradox derlves from the long-standlng mistrust among llnguists of what
% ,‘; "~ Leonard Bloomfield once condemned as "mentalism.u2 Directly in the 'J" :“f «
behavisrist tradition, Bloomfield offered as an account of meanlng a strict 3
stimulus-response model. A speaker was sa1d to recelve some outer stimnlus
from the env1ronment and to respond” by produclng an utterance;»the latter
in turn becomes the stimulue for another speaker who “responde" and so on.
Meaning was‘;hus impoverished as the response which a language 1tem ellclts.
Since no. way was obvious to catalogue human s1tuatlons as accurately and
‘exhaustively as the m;nlmal units of sound {phonemes) and form (morphemes)
of a language, post-Bloomfieldianvlinguistiés long excluded the study of ’ ‘
meaning altogether. This attitude precludeo any extensive cooperation with
.gg;_ 'p ‘ psychology.during’the l9301s'andwl9h0'e.
TE& ) J.In the 1950's, behaviorist psychology hegan to take a greater interest in
i§ -'yié'. o | - . o | -
s : ‘ St
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language. This trend was due partly to the: rise of statistical 1nformation
. theary, and partly due to the development of "mediation theories" sufficiently
omplex to admit - the non-observable processes of language. The technlcal
terms "encoding" and "decoding" were taken from 1nformatlon theory and
as51gned to the newly created fleld of psychollngulstlcs as the object of

rmwstudyo The*“code"'ttself was réserved for the linguists ) proper, “thus

| 4
assuring the dominance of the latter over psychol;ngulstlcs, as I mentioned

‘
oS-

i»above. o ' T . )

associative type in psychology. The exPerlmenter would Msti te" test

During that early perlod, language 1nVest1gatlons were lariE;iaof the"
subJects Wlth a word or nonsense sound from a list and the subaect would
resﬁong by giV1ng some "associated'' word or by rating the origlnal
stlmulus on some scale of 'meaning."‘ Such procedures may‘discover,something
about the way people reace to certain words or sounds in isolation (fhough
'we are never told quite why). But they tell us little about—how_real speech'

and writing, that is: words arranged in g$pecial ways, affect people. Thus,

the teacher of w:;tin ‘canno; profit much from such studies.
. . T l . ) t i
-A change occuf:ed ough the progress1ve evolution of transformatlonal

’ . e
grammar, which soan egqh to dethrone post-Bloomfieldian llngulstlcs. The

original model pub)ished in 1957 (Noam Chomsky's Syntactic Structures) was
'composed of a set /of quasi-mathematical procedures for representing syntactic

relationships between sentences. Simple sentences, known as "kernels," were \\'&

to be 'transfo fed" by a series of ordered operations into more complex ones.

N . 4 .
" Meaning figure& only as the set of "restrictions" upon a given item regarding

4

the combinations it could form with other items. Several years later, two

" of Chomsky's'followe;s proposed that meaning be treated’as a system oflunder-

,jlying»"semantic features' which -~ not surprisingly -- bore a strong family

'/ resemblance to those minimal units of sound and form so well kaown in
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phonology and morphology
Shortly afterwards, Chomsky published a remarkably "mentalistic’ version

of his model (Aspects of  the Theory of Syntax, 1965). The new version differed

from the old less in its construction than in its claims about what it was

' intended to explain. Instead of showing syntactic relationships between

> # . _
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sentences, it now claimed to account for nothing less than the "competence

of 'speakers to use their own language. The erstwhile 'kernels" were styled

"deep structures” (though there was some vague‘difference) which, by 3

. \ -
-application of formative and transformative rules, evolved into actual

utteraHEES, henceforth known as "surface structures."‘ Meaning was admitted

in the form of predicate 1ogic, which meant that deep structures had to haVe

a syntax compatible with Simple predications (x is y or x does Y to z) The

logical and the syntactic senses of the term "predicate' became hopelessly //”/’
f» confused With~each other. | ' | ’ /////

In comparison to post-Bloomfieldian 1in5ristics, Chomsky' s. ‘modél was clearly
~ .
much more attractive to psychologists. Chomsky's followers were»qnite unreserved ’

17

in their fervent belief in the mental reality of the model, as shown by thlS"

extreme example (which I would like to thinkis intended facetiously‘)
™~
~.
If we® open up a human being, what do we find inside? . . . We find a
four-chambered heart, a spine, some intestines, and a trensformational
grammar with two or more syntactic levels.® : =

Research began forthwith to prove that people actually generate utteranCes
/.
»in the same way the grammar dld: by, starting off with a deep structure (an

elementary declarative sentence) and producing all other types of sentences

Y

by transformations, such as negations, questions, commands, and so o %
of haVing subJects process (or, less often,

Experiments conSisted roduce )

7
4

sentences, while the experimenter measured the time needed for the task
("1atency time") Time was compared to predictions formed by counting the

transformations required gy the grammar to generate the same sentences,‘or to

<
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transform them back to their respective "deep structyres.” The results f

obtained Were at best equivocsl, as even Chomsky's?follouers eventnally"
=

admitted, the t1me elapses were .probably attrlbutable to internal compatabllltj °’
of meanings, as I shall explaln further on.7 oo . . ?

&

rg

- There were of course other tests - the most famous be1ng the insertlon of

~ -

e S _ i . m._s_,_f‘

cllcks" into recorded sentences to flnd out hq:xhearers sorted words into

syntactic groups -- butthey all inherited the flaws built into the orlglnal
model. It is s1mply anreal;stlc to assume that real speakers and hearers are
especially concerned with syntactlc formation rather than With getting
hlng “across. The preoCcupatlon wlth syntactic and logical welX¥-formedness
////‘ and with keeping the 1dea1 language ("competence") separate fromﬁ%he réal ore -
("performance'? meant replaclng “human lanéﬁage with a synthetlc substltute. e
. As a.result, linguists tended‘to regard languase use’ as,somethlng»lnferlor
and deformed’by the efforts of people to give prominence'to their main concerns
and to downplay insignificantumaterzal. This attitude is revealed here:.~
'But after these. focusing and compressaon devices have‘worked their .
destructive way, some restitution must be made if only to give the hearer

at least a 50-30 chance of reconstructing the meanlng of the sentence,’
the underlying Logical Form.2 [ my emphasis] L.

Even though it failed to 1 1Ve up. to 1ts hlgh cla1ms,9 transformatlonal
“ ~
grammar brought a lasting contribution to the psychology of language through

its insight that observable language behavior is only a surface manlfestatlon

of deeper mental processes --.something that American linguists and psychdlo-
. grsts had 1ong preferred to ignore. Its contribution to the'comp itlon class
, was the activity known as "sentencé;combining,"-d, ing which stud nts.actually

° do apply at least some transformations to simpler sentences. Although not.
)available at the time when‘this activity was introduced, -there is some
psychologlcal evidence that complexity of language used is pos*tlvely correlated

. with communlcatlve\anvolvement and cognitive maturlty.lq ' ) p:

!;EKl(;‘;' U.J ' ' | | . 55
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Contraversy abcut the all-important notion of "deep structure” continues.

Many 1,:Enguists and psychologists now agree that it must be based upon meaning,

not syntax ’.No ma:jor attempts at such a revision came from a.thin' the
transi‘omati%xal school itself. :irstly, Filimore's case grammar replaced

'_-;-,i_*m\the pln'ely _ynté‘ctic categories w:.th relational ones. Thus‘the _grammatical

S

sub;)ect might well turn out to be’ the mstigafbr of an action (agent), the
2 recigientkof the action (patient), the ore profiting by the ‘action (benefiter),

tﬂ means used (instrument), the place w act:Lon (locative), and so on.'?
: -4
S Sec0nd.ly, generative semantics took the logical predication of the sentence,

together with its presuppos1tions, as a deep structure which only subsequently

11

’ received a syntactic ‘formation. Thus the sgmantic component beZame generative
and the syntactic one intezpretative -= just the reverse of the standard —

model. The proponents of such a generafive semantics could easily show that

\

marly .syntactic decisions could not be made u:{til the priorities depending
upon presumositioxg, reference, and focus had been established. Chomsky

.responded by admitting the importance of such factors, but he still considers
od ! ..

them "surface"phenomena. 2.

. ‘» '
The general trend both in l:.nguistics and psychologyt is now/away from the
- standard model of transformational grammar toward language ph ‘osophy and

logic. Among the most important work in this area is that of Walter Kint‘s?ﬂk\

: -
fand Bonnie Meyer who tested the notion that language is produced and processed
° r

on the basis of predications (or in their terminology: propositions). Such

investigations have added further support to the accruing evidence that
£

syntax plays\ aTiEnited role, being applied late during text production and
soon forgotten in text comprehension. 13 : o .
</
Approaches based on logic are no 1onger compeILled to remain within the

v once - obligator,y boundaries of the s:.ngl‘e sentence. Teun A. var * »f‘_“ﬁas
DS |
;, . " ' ‘ e
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marshalled an impress1ve §er1es of arguments in favor of text llngulstics as

oppo;ed to sentence llngulstlcs by shouing how even the most basic grammatical

declsions cannot be made without an awareness of the overall flow of the text
He interpreted "deep strncture as a large scale plan-or macro-structure

that controls the detailed formatlon of the m;cro-structures of the actual

 text. ”Coﬁversely;”'thé’reading;of a text entails the formation of “macro—~~-;'pff»

structures” out of the material presented.* .
I would now like to pursue this direction in psychological research, since
it s by ali.accounts the most promising for applicability to teaching language
skills, in agreement with recent research, we can assume that language use
is not adequately representable by exact abstract rules, but only oy flexible

strategies whose activation and application is sensitive to the prevailing

" conditions of communicative situations. These strategies can be said to

operate at various levels, which are classes of mental activities being

applled to approprlate tasks. Such flexibility makes research much more

1ntr1cate than for simplistic approaches, but anything less would be unreallst:.c.15

.The traditional model .of communication with a sender, a message, and a

B

receiver is, from a psychological standpoint,-either trivial or downright

mlsleadlng, depending on the claims advanced for it. It tends to eradicate

———

the highly creative aspects going on at the receiving end, and to doqulay
the significant pre-conditioning that is demanded for each particuiar_message
to be successfully imparted. In social psychology and artificial .,intelligerce

: !
research, the concept of the frame is now widely used to classify the BT

~ knowledge, beliefs, and attitudes that servé as the prerequisites of communi-

. 16 - : X '
~cation.* These frames serve to control the constant formation of expectations

during discourse.fCommunicants are"constantly matching the actual input with
the activated frames; if the match is not good; the reader or hearer'may

o . , . ‘ )
modify or replace the frames, or else a miscue may occur.

'~ .‘ | ‘ N v.‘." 7.
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Due to the nide variety of possible topies and their implications, the |
management’cf frames is in itself a remarkable activity. More creative are
the activities for prgcessing nonfexpectedfmaterial.l Communicants are
.constantiy attempting to modify_the beliefs’andfattitudes of -other pecple,
‘and such a goal can only.pe obtained by introdncing into the-discourse at

'VTIeast'scme'ndniexpected material. We can; envision a broad spectrum of
agreement and intention, ranging from 1nt1mate conversatlons whlch - //
presuppose substantial frame agreement and are’oriented toward the shéring

. of current experience, over to heated political debates where coﬁpletev
disagreement‘of frames is both presupposed and maintained for the purpose

of winning material support from persons other than the speakers. It is clear
that the power_to establish the frames applicable to communicative acts

.mears substantial control over other participants in these acts: those who
_ o . hy | -
have this power determinegwhat can be mentioned and presupposed at the

outset, and hence, what conclusions can be reached.

.
Y

In addition to frames, which are "fuzzy sets” of knowledge and belief,
: ~

4 language users have recourse'to patterns of arrangement called "schemas."

Walter Kintsch has bee@iable to show that even young chlldren reconstruotk\
17
storles on the basis of simple schemas. Now if chlldren who acquire language

" ability are in fact acquiring the techniques of using frames and schemas, we
must revise traditional views about language acquisition. Piaget maintained
: - . . ’ c oy .

D" that children prqgress from_an‘early phase of egocentrin 1angu§ze use tcward
-a social use,'while Vygotsky arghued that children are first exposed to:

language through socialization and only then do they 1nd1v1dua&1”e it for

¢
themselvés. But since frames and schemes would be inaccessible and useljss

#ithout both individual and social appllcablllty this quarrel seems to)nlss
. ' ) N e .. .

; the p01nt. Egocentricity motivates the acquistion and alignment of'frames

Y'I’ A} ~

t rough soc1allzatlon because personal goals cannot otherwise be attalned.

t ‘ ' . 4 . / - . [

§ S




-,

Effeétffg writing é;nnot succeed unless the wfitér ﬁakes.shrewd pre&ietions‘
y ayout the,frages'ané_scﬁémgs internalized by ﬁh% prospéctive reader audienée,
laqi skill£nlly ﬁe;;es into this background the elements which are essential -
"to the mdfi@ation underlyihg the act 3f writing( It wili not do to depart ..
_téo radically frqp‘the anticipated baékground (at least for most augiences),
,§incé,the tex&kthen becopeé psychoiogically disturbing if ﬁot incomprehensible

when frame%nséignment is continuously prevented. On the“other hand, too
. . ’ 3 ‘ % ' - . .
strict adherence to framé% makes the text trite and reader interest flags.
‘ iy o |
Thus, training in writing rests upon léarning to measure and control the

rate and the means for weaving new material into the background‘of the
. B ‘1 . ‘
/.

v B A . .
material which the readers have already accepted as valid.
It follows that expé%iments éoncgrping what readers notice and remembey

v

P

in texts must be revealing for a méthodology of .teaching writins} Language

material of a corncrete nature, i.e. the kind that readily)al;ows‘the

I

formation of imagery,‘ is easily remembered by virtﬁe of,this'p?opértyh while

language material of an abstract nature must be stoxpd with grea@ér reliance\\

N

M . 18 . .
-upon its linguistic features. . Bizarre, non-expected images are more

effective and acceptable than bizarre uses of abstract lahguage, because ‘of
. ‘ . N . . .. P
the more direct integration of the former into the reader's mental activities.

Tests shcw_that7both-ex;gcted and non-expected material is rememberédi.but it
. i ’ . ,\ :’ |
. A .
is’ﬁgssible that theré are different processes at

N ‘ . s
work. *Expected mﬁ?erial is
¢ o

3Easily integrated ipto the frame background, and its retention.demands litt)le
. . - . . . ’ ¢ )

‘effort. Noﬂlégﬁected material'is rétained by wirtue of its differentness and
‘. ! - % :

P . ' LR N

the special effort needed to process it *(the so-talled ."von Restorff effect”)

Poetry is mehorable because theie aré yé:y,dense fbrmal/schdmes gnd topic

-~ ‘ . b . :
frames applicable to it, but also hecause of’its unconventional language.
: : ¢ « -«
™ . . , re : 4
\> 1 spoke before of pheibrpceSS‘of qomprehe?didg a text as involving the . .

. formation of pacro]ftructures'which compress the content of the text. Thi§ /'

* ) . . - -
) , . : :
o . . . : - : e
- - - . K .
s : :
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activity,'uhich is apparently quite fast and_efficient (at least in comparison
«' . -t oL :J )
to the usual abilities of people to co_mpose_‘ verbal summaries), comprises at

- least generalizatioh and deletion. ‘deneralizati_on is hierarchical in nat}u‘e,
since detailed material is subsumed under more general Headings. Deletion -
“can apply to 'mterial- which is at’least approximately fecoverable, .becaﬁse .

L it is read:.ly dssociated with the retained mter:l.al or to accidental -

_— prope{:tles and deta:.ls which the readers deem unessent:.al. The role’of '

R a4

r

frames ard schemas is important here; but mters can exercise special
’ I 'l
) 19 -

co'xtrol wJ.th focusing devices"g -

£ . ¢ A : ¥
Some m;riguing research is available on the function of various whrts

&

. of speech in such a mog'el t."of language use as I have sketchedout here. To

the';extent tnat their cox:ltent is p{esumed to be non-expeeted, noun phrases
. aE ’ ' .
- are likely to receive more detailed modification. -The same factor defermines >
[N . . . - ’ ’ - 7

the order. of attributive adjectives and also whether attrfbutive or.predicate
(/ position is selected. . Non-expected properties are likely to be cited in .

¥ : ‘ )
predicate position. Adjectives closely associated with theip nouns are prone e

- : ) ’ s
. to appear immediately before the latter, while ad:jectives\ ha7 distinguish

their nouns from among a set of alternatives appear befory both the noun and

the closely associated ad,jectivés. Pssjrcholegist_s have reaSoned that the\ _ -
‘. N ) - ' i -

adjectives closest to their nouns are selected first, which means that the
* » .

left- tow-right ;equence ofa noun phrase may be: reversed in mental plannlng.
The noun ar'ts as a means of 1ntegrat2.ng the adaectlves ax{d determ:LnJ,ng ‘what

aspects of their potential descrlptiveness are relevant in a g:.ven instance. -
: : . »
Sinf;e such intey)cion would be hindered by non-expected-adjectives, predicate

! - 20 . .
position is more suitable for these. We' can correlate these findings with

the «';'emarks made on complexity e‘éove. When a” writer wishes to iftensify
the involvement of readers such that they can integrate something unfamiliar
B o - - o
into their knowledge, “cofiplexity is increased”through the number off modifiers
e - Lo . : -

-,

(S . N o dia _ o
' ,‘J 10 L G R !
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'-and/ variatign in thejr posititring. - i X ; [}"

-

Ps‘;ncholog:.sts have- also not:.ced that among tne major parts of the sentQ\

subjects seem to be . remenbered best obJects seco'xd best, and verbs the

v 23
yrorst. These results may be unrell.able unless we exam.ne and control

the factor of mternal compatablllty. For e'camole° is the a\tlon expressed
/

by the vert read:ny a.ssociated with its su‘oject and object or not? . The “""‘\

»
ompaﬁihlhty criter:.on seems to vapvlj more strongly to verb-obJect than

to verb-f/ubgect combinations. Also, the verb is likely to be a relational

word which. organizes the nouns in the sentence and thus is itself not

- -

oreclsely remembered, out disp.aced by J.ts t‘unct:.on. And 1magery is often

more readlly ava:.laole for nouns than verbs for the same reason»

(- ~
At ansyrate, psycholog:.sts haye Come\to suspect that the convent:.onal

- sta.t:.c va.ewoolnt of word meam.r@s a.s ascerbainable from a dictionary is -
>

inadequate.\ Words apoear to carry' very detailed 1nstruct1ons about how
they are to be used, and‘to behave very d:.fferent}y m dlf:t‘erent

S
surroundings. Hans HBr'nann, a wel l-known Gerl\an psycholingulst, suggests
x .
that word meam.ngs be envisioned not as un:.ts, but as vectors polntlng / '

-

todard the elements of the:.r contexts of use. Texts would not then have

mear?ing oy v:l.rtue of their 'mdiv':.dual component words. Hea‘m.ng is a

»

. dynamc construct of the reader who matches the’ \rectors of components : _\) .
- - s
it 22 N v
and cr‘ea"Ces com;oatab:.l:.ty and consistency’ of sense in that way. ‘ o Y
& o e

. If this is true, then the skiJ.'L of good writing is not so mich invent:.ve\'
/.‘ .
in the traditional sense .(e.g. -the "Pentad" proposed by Burke), but rather\

N\

» recomb:.national The tasz: is not S0 luuch rinding material as determining

how it should be combined with respect to, the read:.ng activities among th_e '
prospective- audience. . Some combinat ohs must be expected, and others, =
BT which miist be selec‘t:ed with great care, non-expected. The :anolvement of

the readers w.:.ll. be hdgher for the latter, but only if the 'pew combina.t"ons ’
-\
are compe].ling, tha.t 1s"1f convmncing mot:.va*:.ons can be discovered for




. exanple, when a aetaphcr Occtn's\‘by substnmtmg one des:.gnatlon where

thenm by passing through aiditional, deef¥r levels of mental activity. For

~ . . -

e

*anoth ne 1s expected a writer ca.nnot smm.w substrtu,te a random word-

T

there must be sane discoverable and hence mea.m.ngful motive for the

" substitution. In- the tefms of Hama{nn s system- the Tew constega:;tlon of

.. vectors points the reader toward an ennch:&g discovery. T _ . } N

We ,can conclude that the ultimate rationile for the study of literatu.re ;o

and for tra:.ning in- m'ltmg has solid psycholog;i.ca.l s@port In his la.test;

. bool;, Wolfgang Iser has defined l:.terature a.s a text‘ ty_'pe whose reading -

#

-y

. ' e , . > . 28 .
is a process of the reorganization of knowledge and experience, The. very

differences between the world of the text and the world sun'onnding the reader

motlvate the dynamic, Constru’ctlve actlv:t.tles of readlng. »Far. from Being
& / 1

- a preoccupatlon’ with a world of useless fantasy, the studv of llterature is

1nd1spens1ble for }mderstandlng the orgam.zatlon of the real world. By the

Same token, ’tralnlng in orlglna.l writing brlngs the awareness of *hltherto :

k!
N

undetected fﬁimes and Schevna.s and hence the ablllty to esca.peL their

.] L . .. ' , ,12[.\. ..r

{

do'n:Lnance and‘envn.salon betﬂer alternatives of experlence and discovery.®

"Chio State Univers ity
Columbus
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