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Preface to the Second Edition
by Stephen Eyers and John Richmond

Becoming Our Own Experts was first published as a fat printed book
with a red cover in 1982. It is the bringing-together of papers written
between 1974 and 1979 by a group of teachers, self-styled the Talk
Workshop Group, at Vauxhall Manor School, an 11-18 girls’
comprehensive school whose buildings were on two sites in Vauxhall
and Kennington, south London. The papers constituted an example of
teachers researching the interactions of language and learning in their
own classrooms, a process sometimes known as ‘action research’.
The book was published in an edition of 4,000, with the help of a
generous no-interest loan from the Schools Council (a long-dead
organisation, superseded by more bureaucratic and more centrally
controlled agencies known by sets of initials which have changed – and
continue to change – with bewildering frequency). The edition sold out
within two years. The publication caused considerable interest and
enjoyed a little fame in the worlds of teacher education and educational
research for some years, in that it showed that classroom practitioners
could reflect productively on their teaching, and teach better as a result.
If a group of people in one school could do this, why could not a group
in any school?
The educational world in the UK, and notably in England, is
unrecognisable from that which prevailed in the 1970s. Essentially,
teacher autonomy has been overtaken by government control, a process
which has brought some benefits and done much harm.
There is no doubt that, overall, standards of student achievement in
schools have improved significantly in the last 30 years. Most of this
improvement has come about independently of government action, as a
result of the continuing efforts of teachers, and of those who advise and
support them, to understand better how to teach effectively. However,
we should also acknowledge that, though government initiatives in

education, beginning with the introduction of the National Curriculum
in 1989, have been a mixed blessing, there has been a considerable
amount of blessing in the mix. While brilliant and inspirational
teaching always existed in the system, there were also large areas of
complacent and poor practice. The government argument, to put it in
its most generous light, was that if it were possible to understand how
good teachers worked, if it were possible to agree on a broad, balanced,
relevant and interesting curriculum in all school subjects, the
complacent and the poor could perhaps be brought up to the level of
the good and the brilliant, and everyone’s loss of autonomy would be a
price worth paying.
There were – and are – struggles between governments and educators
as to what ‘good teachers’ or ‘a broad, balanced, relevant and
interesting curriculum’ actually look like; the educators, we are glad to
say, have prevailed more often in these struggles, in terms of what
actually happens in classrooms, than governments of either colour
since 1979 would care to admit. There is the official story and the
unofficial story: the latter always closer to the truth.
The harm done in the undermining of teacher autonomy has been seen
in an excessively atomistic approach to curriculum design (in other
words, the prescription as to what should be taught), most notoriously
in the early versions of the National Curriculum, and by an excessively
mechanistic approach to assessment: both the assessment of student
progress by teachers and the assessment of teacher performance by
senior colleagues and outsiders. Essentially, teachers are no longer
trusted to make professional judgments to the extent that members of
comparable professions are so trusted. The balance which should be
struck between the autonomy of a proud profession and a recognition
of the fact that teachers spend taxpayers’ money and should be
answerable as such has shifted too much in the latter direction, driven
often – under the Labour government of 1997 to 2010 as much as
under the Conservative government of 1979 to 1997 and the
Conservative-led coalition presently in power – by reactionary
ideology which politicians and their advisers have imposed or
attempted to impose, in ignorance of how learning happens most
effectively. The result has been a loss of morale, an undervaluing of

the use of the imagination in teaching, a draining-away of the essential
pleasure, more days than not, that the calling should bring with it.
Despite the fact that the educational past is as much ‘another country’,
where we ‘did things differently’ as any other kind of past, there
remains an interest in ‘action research’ and in the concept of the
‘reflexive practitioner’. The arrival of the internet has given those
members of the Talk Workshop Group who are still alive and still in
touch with each other the opportunity to republish Becoming Our Own
Experts electronically. Although much of the content of the book is of
its time and place, the spirit of enquiry which it represents, the notion
of the teacher as an autonomous self-critical professional, not simply a
deliverer to learners of educational content pre-formulated elsewhere,
is independent of time and place, we believe. Hence
www.becomingourownexperts.org.
We’d like to thank Mark and Nicola Leicester of Parley Media, who
have designed and built this website. We are greatly in their debt for
the elegance and flair of their design, for their attention to every detail
in handling a long and sometimes complex text, and for their
enthusiasm for the book’s subject matter and purpose.
February 2012

Chapter One

Talk Workshop Group: an
Introductory Paper
by Stephen Eyers and John Richmond

Studying language in schools has, within a decade, become an
important thing to do. Reports have been written, policy documents
shaped. One of the dangers of an idea which becomes a cause, is that
people and organizations who want to articulate a response to the
challenge of the new idea, to get something under their belts on the
language question, will, honourably and dutifully, convene
committees, hold meetings, produce a certain amount of print, and …
that will be that. On to the eighties, to the next challenging idea.
Meanwhile, in classrooms, has very much changed?
The study of language in schools is not essentially to do with the
reading of reports or the shaping of policy documents (though the
presence of reports and the need for statements of policy may trigger
valuable trends of thought in our minds); a report is too final and a
policy statement too pragmatic to do real justice to the subtle and
constantly changing interaction within learning which language
mediates. Similarly it is true that because looking at language in
schools is a critical study of our and the children’s contemporary
practice, we, the teachers, must become our own theoreticians, our own
experts. Our theory, our ‘expertise’ is in making sensitive inferences
about an actual classroom experience, in noticing what is really going
on. If the expert in the more usual sense, who stands back a little from
the everyday reality of the classroom in order, ideally, to get a wider
view of the scene, has a role in this process of discovery, it is simply to
help the classroom teacher to discover more fully what is already there.
Unrelated theory has no value in this context; it will quite rightly be
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dumped by the teacher as excess baggage. In the study of the causes
and effects of language in education, theory and practice must be
married in the lives of the people who do the job.
Between 1974 and 1979 a group of teachers at Vauxhall Manor
School, a girls’ comprehensive in south London, shared insights and
experiences, offered statements and speculations, about the language
which was actually going on in their classrooms and their school.
‘Language’ here includes the language of the teachers, the language of
the school as an institution, the language of educational resources and
materials, and, most important, the language of the pupils. At the
beginning of 1976 we gave ourselves a name: the Talk Workshop
Group.
We started in a tentative and uncertain way. We were not quite sure
what we wanted to find out, or what the best way was to go about it.
But we had an instinct that our own teaching and learning, and that of
other teachers in the school, could benefit from critical attention, and
that language was the medium by which this attention could best be
concentrated. In the autumn of 1974 we began to consider ‘Writing
across the Curriculum’ by collecting examples of writing done by
children in various subjects. We met to talk about the examples and the
insights we got from comparing them, with particular reference to the
University of London Institute of Education Writing Research
Project’s transactional-expressive-poetic axis:
‘… at this time, when the rigid barriers between departments are at
last breaking down and themes seem more to coalesce, it might be
opportune to set up a continuous dialogue between members of the
staff who are willing, to try to determine what kinds of writing are
done across the curriculum.
I propose that we should start by trying to categorise the types of
writing done in each subject. It seems that it might be easiest to
start at the top end of the ability range (supposing that this would
demonstrate the greatest range of types of writing). If you would
like to co-operate, perhaps you could let me have individual
folders, or pieces of work, on a Monday afternoon or a Thursday
morning.’
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Not surprisingly, it emerged that the majority of the writing done in the
school lay within the transactional-expressive end of the axis. (One of
the small studies done at this early stage forms Appendix One to this
chapter.) The main function of schools remains at present the
preparation of children to help in the business of getting the world’s
work done. We felt after a while that to consider examples of writing is
merely to examine a symptom, an end-product among several others,
of a learning experience (or possibly a non-learning experience). And
so in September 1975 we broadened the scope of the study to
‘Language Across the Curriculum’ and began to look at some real
connections between language and learning in the classroom. We
invited Rachael Farrar and Irene Robertson of the ILEA Oracy Project
to work with us; that was the beginning of a very important
collaboration. We had two initial sessions in which we considered the
role of various kinds of talk in learning, and began to make tapes of
group talk in classrooms. The most valuable of these recorded a group
of third-year girls in a chemistry lesson experimenting with and
discussing endothermic and exothermic reactions. We transcribed the
tape, and this provided our first real example of language put to use to
make valid in children’s lives a previously abstract area of knowledge.
(This is not to say that the process doesn’t go on all the time in school
and out; it’s a question of noticing what’s already there.) The annotated
transcript of the chemistry discussion appears in chapter 9.
The Local Centre for English, an ILEA-funded in-service venture
providing small but valuable amounts of time, money and secretarial
help, was based in the school at this time, and Stephen Eyers was its
leader. The Talk Workshop Group made use of these resources
throughout the time of its existence. In December 1975 we sent a letter
to all schools in the ILEA divisions of Lambeth and Southwark:
Dear Colleague,
You will be aware of suggestions in the Bullock Report regarding
the establishment of an agreed policy for language in schools. You
have no doubt also received a communication from the Chief
Inspector which requested that he should be made aware of such a
language policy from individual schools by the middle of the
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summer term 1976. In his letter Dr. Birchenough lists the
consideration of the role of spoken language as of the first priority.
Next term we propose holding a series of regular workshop
meetings when the relationship between the spoken language and
learning in the classroom will be discussed in a practical way.
We hope that the nature and content of the meetings as they
develop will be dictated by the needs and wishes of those
attending. A cassette recorder, a reel to reel tape recorder and the
Sony Video System and Video Rover will be available at the first
and subsequent meetings for the use of anyone who already
possesses examples of talk in the classroom which they would like
to discuss. Rachael Farrar has promised to be present as regularly
as she can and we will have stimulus material of our own available
at the first meeting should people feel the need for something
definite to start off with.
Although this comes to you from the Local Centre for English, the
very nature of language across the curriculum insists that
specialists from all disciplines in education should be involved in
the discussion.
Please circulate this letter and the information it contains as widely
as possible throughout your school. We hope to hold the meetings
weekly on Thursday afternoons and we hope also to change the
venue frequently so that meetings may take place on the home
ground of as many interested schools as possible.

In January 1976 we began to meet every week, and through that term
we looked at videotapes of each other’s lessons. We made the tapes on
the school’s portable video recorder system, and the main – though not
exclusive – function of the sessions was to examine the teacher’s and
the children’s use of the spoken language in learning. Hence the name
we chose for the group. We looked at talk in art, commerce, maths,
English, and a first-year liberal studies course called ‘Man in his
World’. We took the video recorder down to Kingsdale School, a
mixed comprehensive about three miles from Vauxhall Manor, and
taped discussion in an English lesson around the Nuffield ‘Tomorrow’s
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World’ resource material. We looked at this jointly with a group of
teachers from Kingsdale.
In order to keep a strong sense of continuity from week to week, we
wrote a newsletter summarizing each session and publicizing the
following week’s meeting. Relevant extracts from these letters, which
we hope might give a contemporary sense of the way we worked, form
Appendix Two.
Of all the insights we got from meeting, looking and talking, one
stands out clearly. We realized that we needed constantly to examine
our own practice in the classroom in order
1.
2.

to understand properly what certain kinds of language can do to
develop or inhibit learning;
to build up an atmosphere of trust rather than carping comparison
between different disciplines within a school.

It sounds elementary now, but it didn’t then.
In the Summer Term 1976 activities began to diversify. We replayed
some of the videotapes, now with transcripts, and studied the teachers’
and the children’s language interactions in more detail. We heard a
series of three audiotapes of a group of second-year girls discussing
a.
b.
c.

their concepts of success and failure in school and in the world;
the question ‘Does Family Life Affect School Life?’;
different kinds of teaching styles, problems in education, the
relationship between school and society, inflation, squatting and
other matters.

We agreed that these tapes demonstrated considerable self-discipline,
seriousness and perceptiveness in a group of girls who represented all
levels of achievement in conventional school terms. The transcript of
the first of these audiotapes forms Appendix Three.
By September 1976 members of the group had grown in confidence,
and had clearer definitions of what sorts of language they wanted to
look at, and how to do it. We began to produce a series of home-made
reports called ‘Looking at Language at Vauxhall Manor School’, and
these reports are contained in chapters 2 to 6 of this volume. The
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reader will see that our concerns went beyond the spoken language into
other areas. In spite of this, we kept the group’s name, since talk had
been our starting-point and remained a central concern.
At the same time, the Institute of Education English Department
invited us to collaborate in a research project on ‘Language in InnerCity Schools’, and we were happy to accept the invitation. The
research project has acted as a valuable clearing-house and soundingboard for much of the work we have done, and we have gained a lot
from being involved. One particular gain was Dennis Searle, a
Canadian Ph.D. student at the Institute, who worked regularly with us
over eighteen months, and brought important extra experience and
questions to the group. He was involved in Stephen Eyers’s fifth-year
English lessons throughout 1976-7, and this culminated in his paper
‘Five Girls: Classroom Interaction and Informal Speech’ (chapter 6).
When writing by individuals emerges out of the explorations and
consciousness of a group, there is a sense in which the whole group are
authors, even those people who didn’t actually write much down.
There are at least a dozen people who are the authors of these papers,
besides the individuals whose names appear at the top of each.
Geoffrey Thornton, ILEA Inspector for English since September 1977,
arrived with support and encouragement at a time when the going was
not easy. We are glad and grateful that he intervened when he did.
The whole impetus of this work owes more to the inspiration of
Rachael Farrar than to anything else. There are teachers and learners all
over London who owe Rachael a great deal. She died in November
1978; a full record of her work in London is contained in How Talking
is Learning (Farrar and Richmond 1980).

Talk Workshop Group
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Appendix One. Ann Soan’s Writing during a
Fortnight of School.
All lessons last for seventy minutes.
Subject: Geography

Monday 14.4.75

1. Introduction to lesson: Reading by teacher, explanation (verbal) by
teacher. Worksheet (explained by teacher or not). Talk or
discussion with/without teacher.
Explanation by teacher on writing in a book. Later read the page in
the book on subject by ourselves.
Task set: To copy writing from the board then answer questions
from board, the answers being in the book.
2. Type of writing done (own comments):
Transactional
expressive
poetic
writing was all factual
Subject – Sugar beet & peas
Subject: English

1. Introduction to lesson:Reading by teacher from a worksheet,
discussion amongst ourselves on subject of worksheet.
2. Task set: Answer questions from board on worksheet.
3. Type of writing done: transactional expressive poetic
Writing had to be expressive so that we had to think hard about the
subject. Also some of the writing was factual and we had to write
a poem.
Subject – Hiroshima
Subject: French

1. Introduction to lesson:Reading and answering questions with
teacher from book.

2. Task set: Copy writing from board.
3. Type of writing done: transactional

expressive

poetic

Subject – Adjectives
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Subject: Social Studies

1. Introduction to lesson: Explanation on subject of film about to be
seen.

2. Task set: none at present.
3. Type of writing done: none at present.
Subject: Film ‘Gale is dead’ about a heroin addict
Subject: Biology

Tuesday 15.4.75

1. Introduction to lesson: Told to do given experiments in worksheet
by teacher.
2. Task set: Do experiments and write results on worksheet.
3. Type of writing done: transactional expressive poetic
Subject – Water pollution
Subject: French

1. Introduction to lesson: Looking at picture worksheet and saying
what was in it in French with the teacher.

2. Task set: To copy the words from the board in French that we did
not know the meaning. Also try to ask each other questions about
the picture worksheet in French.
3. Type of writing done: transactional expressive poetic
Subject: R.E.

1. Introduction to lesson: Talk with teacher to find out the meaning
of the subject about to be pursued. Meaning to be copied from the
board.
2. Task set: To write about subject in own words, information to be
found in a book.
3. Type of writing done: transactional expressive poetic
Subject – Aggression
Subject: Social Education

Wednesday 16.4.75

1. Introduction to lesson: Explanation by teacher on work to be done
from a book.
2. Task set: To write about subject in own words from book.

Talk Workshop Group

3. Type of writing done: transactional

expressive
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poetic

Subject – Consumer protection
Subject: Health Education

1. Introduction to lesson: Explanation of topic about to be done.
2. Task set: To answer a worksheet on own knowledge of topic.
Later we saw a film on topic.

3. Type of writing done: transactional

expressive

Subject: Basic Education

poetic
Thursday 17.4.75

1. Introduction to lesson: Teacher gave us a choice of work to do.
Either maths worksheets, crosswords or we could read.
2. Task set: I read a library book.
3. Type of writing done: none.
Subject: English

1. Introduction to lesson: Told by teacher to finish work started on
Monday 14th.
2. Task set: ‘Hiroshima’.
3. Type of writing done: transactional

expressive

Subject: History

poetic
Friday 18.4.75

1. Introduction to lesson: Given task by teacher.
2. Task set: To draw a picture from book. Then answer questions
from board. Answers in book also.

3. Type of writing done: transactional
Subject: Geography

expressive

poetic
Monday 21.4.75

1. Introduction to lesson: Usual teacher now absent. Teacher who
took us told us we were to watch two films on farming.

2. Task set: None at present.
3. Type of writing done: none.

10

The Vauxhall Papers

Subject: English

1. Introduction to lesson: Explanation by teacher on subject we’re
about to start. Saw television programme on subject and teacher
spoke about that.
2. Task set: Answer questions on programme or finish any unfinished
work.
3. Type of writing done: transactional expressive poetic
Subject of programme – Persuasion
Subject: French

1. Introduction to lesson: Went through subject started last week
(adjectives) with teacher to see if we could remember it.

2. Task set: Had to write sentences and fill in missing words from a
book then to copy writing from board.

3. Type of writing done: transactional

expressive

poetic

Subject – Adjectives
Subject: Social Studies

1. Introduction to lesson: Given worksheet by teacher.
2. Task set: To copy writing from worksheet, then to answer
questions, some of which were on film seen last week (Mon 14th)
‘Gale is Dead’.
3. Type of writing done: transactional expressive poetic
Subject – Taking Drugs
Subject: Biology

Tuesday 22.4.75

1. Introduction to lesson: Told we were going to see a film.
2. Task set: To answer questions on film from blackboard.
3. Type of writing done: transactional expressive poetic
Subject of film – Sewerage
Subject: French

1. Introduction to lesson: Looking at picture worksheet with teacher,
saying what was in it in French.

Talk Workshop Group
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2. Task set: Copy words from board that we didn’t know the
meaning.

3. Type of writing done: transactional

expressive

poetic

Subject: R.E.

1. Introduction to lesson: Given books by teacher.
2. Task set: To answer questions from board. Answers in book.
3. Type of writing done: transactional expressive poetic
Subject: Social Ed.

Wednesday 23.4.75

1. Introduction to lesson: Talk by teacher on subject.
2. Task set: To answer questions from board. Answers in a book we
were given.
3. Type of writing done: transactional

expressive

poetic

Subject – Consumer protection
Subject: Health Ed.

1. Introduction to lesson:Usual teacher absent. Given worksheet to
answer questions on from last week’s film (Wed 16th).
2. Task set: Watched another film and had to answer another
worksheet on it.
3. Type of writing done: transactional expressive poetic
Subject: English

Thursday 24.4.75

1. Introduction to lesson:Told to finish any unfinished work or have a
discussion on Monday’s programme ‘Persuasion’.
2. Task set: Answer questions on Monday’s programme.
3. Type of writing done: transactional expressive poetic
Subject: Basic Education

1. Introduction to lesson: Told either to read or play word games.
2. Task set: I read.
3. Type of writing done: none.
Subject: History

1. Introduction to lesson: Given work.

Friday 25.4.75
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2. Task set: To answer questions from worksheet. Answers in a book
given us.

3. Type of writing done: transactional

expressive

poetic

I was very surprised when I finished this that most of the work done
was in fact transactional, and it was only in English that we got to
express our thoughts and feelings on different subjects. But I suppose
we must write about true facts to learn about different things. But I
thought it would be better if we were told about different things, given
films etc., and had to write about the subject in our own words, rather
than answer worksheets or questions.

Appendix Two. Extracts from Newsletters.
Talk Workshop One
‘Talk Workshop One’ took place on Thursday January 8th. About
twenty people were present. Two examples of talk in the classroom
were used as stimuli for discussion. The first was an extract from
Moira McKenzie’s and Wendla Kernig’s book The Challenge of
Informal Education (McKenzie and Kernig 1975) about a primary
school child’s exploration of a single word, ‘peeling’, which had arisen
from a conversation with his teacher, and his discovery of the
application of that word and its implications in a variety of classroom
situations. The second example was a videotape of an art lesson which
paid particular attention to the incidental talk which occurred while a
group of girls were engaged in drawing.
Summarized, the discussion which emerged from these stimuli
revolved around the following points:

a. the relationship between talk, both incidental and directly related
to the classroom activity in hand, and the real understanding and
enjoyment of that activity;
b. the problems of allowing, introducing and using talk in subjects
which are normally dominated by facts and curriculum.

Talk Workshop Group
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It was agreed that before next Thursday’s (January 15th) meeting, the
following will happen:

a. a videotape of a C.S.E. Commerce lesson will be made. This will
examine the contribution different kinds of talk make in a subject
which falls clearly into the category of b. above;
b. people will bring to the meeting materials they have seen or
employed to promote the more formal kinds of group discussion in
the classroom.

Talk Workshop Two
It was decided that the videotape of a commerce lesson would provide
the best focus for discussion. We played the tape. Ray Booth, who had
taught the class featured on the tape, then analyzed his feelings:

a. there had been too much teacher-directed questioning;
b. girls had picked up information from the talking groups which had
been expressed in their writing.
Rachael Farrar thought:

a. the teacher had been necessary to pull together the identity of the
group;

b. the presence of the camera had actually inhibited realistic
discussion; the teacher had used himself to draw attention from the
camera, by asking questions to which the group knew the answers;
c. the teacher had revealed his own value-judgements in questions
which he had thought were neutral (Ray said he was aware that he
had done this);
d. in subsequent talk without the teacher, the girls’ real
understanding had been extended fully.
After general discussion it became clear that:

a. there was a danger of talk in subjects like commerce being seen to
lead automatically to writing (i.e. ‘real’ work in the eyes of teacher
and child);
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b. we had little real knowledge about the relationship between
informal classroom talk, talk outside school, or even the most
convergent talk set as a task, and learning.

Talk Workshop Three
The group looked at a videotape of group talk in a third-year, topstream English lesson at Kingsdale School. The teacher was Jean
Bainbridge, and the theme of the lesson ‘Tomorrow’s World’, using
the Nuffield Resources for Learning material. Three groups were
filmed:

a. a mixed group of boys and girls;
b. an all-girl group;
c. a group of boys with a model of Concorde.
The following points emerged:

a. the kind of talk which happens around a theme is a reflection of
the social relations within a group, and of the facility with which
the group grasps the concepts inherent in the theme; for instance,
the group of boys and girls who briefly discussed the implications
of overcrowding in tomorrow’s world moved swiftly via ‘all these
immigrants coming in’ to talk about race; on the other hand, the
all-girl group stuck closely and vociferously to the topic for 45
minutes without deviation or the need for extra stimulus or
encouragement; the group of boys with the model of Concorde in
front of them related most of their talk to the concrete details of
the model rather than the more general issues of the theme;
b. the presence of the camera certainly affected, but not necessarily
inhibited, the children’s behaviour and language; in some cases it
made them more exhibitionist.

Talk Workshop Five
The workshop this week was held at Kingsdale School. About fifteen
people were present.

Talk Workshop Group
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The meeting began to re-examine the basic questions which teachers at
Vauxhall had been asking in the last twelve months:

a. there was the customary conflict between those subjects which are
dominated by the need to impart facts and those which encourage
the formation of values and opinions;
b. the role of talk in a history lesson was discussed; it was agreed that
the eventual goal of a pupil-centred curriculum was individual
work programmes;
c. the possibility of collaboration on topics between departments was
considered; there was a feeling that English classes could afford
the time for rather more self-indulgent talk than other classes
could.
The workshop then looked at a VTR of an eighth-stream third-year
English lesson at Kingsdale. The teacher was Jean Bainbridge, and as
in the tape of the top-stream class in Talk Workshop Three, the class
were working on the Nuffield ‘Tomorrow’s World’ material. As a
result of technical shortcomings, only one section of the tape
communicated effectively; this recorded a group of boys discussing a
picture of the surface of the moon. The workshop noted that there had
been:

a. informative talk – communication of fact and theories;
b. imaginative talk – speculation as to what it would be like;
c. rhetorical talk – using the subject as a means of gaining or
consolidating significance in the group.
Two other teachers at Kingsdale, one history and one English, raised
the following points:

a. how do you reconcile all this with exam requirements?
b. how do you make connections between what the children are
c.

talking about and what the teacher would like them to talk about?
could children learn effectively about the Tudors and Stuarts, for
example, through discussion, role-play, story-telling?
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Talk Workshop Six
The workshop met at Vauxhall this week. 20 people were present. The
workshop looked at ‘Man in his World’, a first-year course involving
several subject areas.
Dilly McDermott explained that much of what had been seen on the
VTR was a ritual celebration based on information culled from a film
on the Hazda tribesmen of East Africa. We had seen them hunting,
living at home, collecting fruit and making up language to issue
commands for activities appropriate to their lives. Angela Ransom
extended the insight of the group into the work done by introducing
‘socialization’ in the context of the lives of the tribesmen. An intense
debate followed on the meaning of the term ‘socialization’. The
intensity of this discussion made it clear that there was a need for all
members of the workshop to be fully informed about planning
materials and projects used in the classroom before viewing such
recordings.
Kate Lager (English) offered an appraisal of the ways in which hearing
people ‘talking about talk’ had made her more confident in her
classroom projects.
John Richmond (English) thought that he had a number of useful
recordings to be analysed: discussion (with and without the teacher)
about marriage, sex, male/female roles; interviews; plays. These were
from work with Rachael Farrar, in second-year English classes.
Ray Booth (Commerce) revealed that his study for his degree course
might take in an examination of talk in small groups. He thought that
asking children to appraise what they had learnt from talk, or what
function they saw talk as having, might be useful. He was also
interested in Kate Lager’s increase in confidence, and in the undertones
and overtones of classroom behaviour.

Talk Workshop Group
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Appendix Three. A Discussion between six
second-year girls on their concepts of Success and
Failure.
Marcia S:
Audrey:
Marcia S:
Beverley:
Marcia S:
Marcia R:

Marcia S:
Marcia R:

Marcia S:
Audrey:
Marcia S:
Audrey:
Marcia S:
Sharon:
Marcia S:
Ann-Marie:
Marcia S:
Marcia R:

1

Audrey, what does success mean to you?
I don’t know what it really means to me.
Beverley, what does success mean to you? Does it
mean a good job?
Yes.
Marcia, what does success mean to you?
Success. It means when, you’re doing something and
you’re sort of nervous about doing it. You don’t
know whether you are going to pass or not. If you
pass that mean you succeeded but if you didn’t pass
that mean you failed.
Yes. So what does succeeding mean to you? A lot?
Yeah, it mean a lot, it makes you feel better,
sometimes people when they succeed in a thing they
start to cry. They fool, aren’t they?
Audrey, is there anything which you would really
like to succeed at right now?
Yeah. Yeah, I would like to succeed in that test that
I’m gonna have soon. You know that test.
What sort of test?
You know, the one at science skills.
Erm, would you like to succeed in anything else?
Yes, test too.
How about you?
Anne-Marie? I would like to succeed, I would like to
succeed in everything I do.
Marcia, what would you like to succeed in?
Lots of things really, not the test though, ‘cause I
know it’s stupidness, because it’s not really gonna be
hard, it’s just gonna be like erm, any old SMILE1

Secondary Maths Inner London Experiment
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Marcia S:
Marcia R:
Marcia S:
Marcia R:
Marcia S:

Audrey:

Marcia S:
Audrey:
Beverley:

Audrey:

Marcia S:
Audrey:
Marcia R:
Audrey:
Marcia R:
Audrey:
Marcia R:
Marcia S:
Audrey:
Marcia S:
Ann-Marie:

card. To me anyway because erm … What would I
like to succeed in?
Yeah.
Erm …
Anything special at the moment?
Yeah, yeah, erm … I don’t know (laugh).
Alright. Okay so what… ? Does it mean anything to
you to be successful, Audrey? Does it really mean a
lot to you, do you think you get the same chance even
if you are not successful?
I don’t really know. I just want to be successful with
the job that I’m gonna get, but not with work, you
know, the test and all that. You know what I mean?
But you don’t, well erm … You know testing, they
all depend what job you get really.
They’re not all that hard. I don’t think tests, er …
To be successful is something good, because if you
are successful in your test, when you got your papers
and go to get a job you can get a good job.
Do you know the job that I want to get? A stewardess
or policewoman. People say policewomen are a
horrible job. Is it really?
I think police, if you was to be a policewoman you’d
get a good career, because I might be that.
So am I because of, what is it again?
Of relatives.
Yeah, your relatives. I know something about it.
You haven’t got any police or anything like that…
Yeah.
… so you might be the first one in your family to
start being one.
What about you?
Well I might, I wanna, I might wanna be a
policewoman or stewardess if I can get the job.
Alright. Ann, do you think it matters very much if
you are successful?
Sure, sure.
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Marcia S:
Ann-Marie:

Marcia S:
Ann-Marie:
Marcia S:
Marcia R:
Marcia S:
Marcia R:

Marcia S:

Marcia R:
Marcia S:
Marcia R:
Marcia S:
Marcia R:
Audrey:
Beverley:
Marcia R:
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But why do you think it matters? Haven’t you got the
same chance of getting a job?
Well see, it’s hard to get jobs these days because as
soon as you go to an interview and they see that you
are black they want to turn you down.
You, you think racial prejudice is stopping people
from getting a good job?
Sure.
Okay. Marcia, erm … Do you think being successful
really matters a lot as far as a job is concerned?
Yeah.
Why?
Because erm, if you get turned down on it, right, you
gonna feel bad and you might feel ashamed if there’s
a lot of people there.
But surely, say a job like being a policewoman or
something like that where you have to train, it
wouldn’t matter very much, would it? Do you think?
Do you think it would matter very much?
No.
Not very much?
No, well I do … No, not really.
So it is definitely good to have exams behind you in
case.
Yeah.
Did you know there’s lots of policemen and lots of
coloured ones round Brixton, did you know that?
No.
They feel embarrassed. If you look at a coloured, if
you see a coloured policeman, right, and you look at
him, he feels embarrassed, you know he does,
because when, when me and my brother were
walking along (you know Gladstone my big brother),
and we saw a coloured policeman, and the man he
was looking at us you know, and when my brother
started looking at him he bent down his face like that.
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Marcia S:

Marcia R:
Marcia S:

Marcia R:
Ann-Marie:
Marcia R:
Marcia S:
Marcia R:
Marcia S:
Marcia R:
Marcia S:
Ann-Marie:
Marcia S:
Ann-Marie:
Marcia S:
Ann-Marie:

Marcia S:
Ann-Marie:
Beverley:

Audrey:
Marcia S:

Audrey:

Do you think that black people, black policemen
round London just show you how successful people
can be if they try?
Er … I wouldn’t like to be a policewoman.
Because, not before, we didn’t have any before, but
do you think it’s being successful, just showing you
how successful you can be?
I think the white police are using the black police for
er, beating er, black youths in the street.
You can say that again.
You know what I mean.
So you don’t think they’re being successful, they’re
just being used.
No … Yeah, just being used.
Okay. What’s your idea of a really successful job?
A nurse.
Something with a career in it. And what about yours?
What?
What’s your idea of a successful job?
My idea of a succ-, succ-, succ-…
Successful.
… successful job is erm … I like to get through
things that I do, and that is to be a student and er,
other things. I don’t really know what I wanna, I
don’t really know what I wanna be when I grow up.
As long as it’s successful.
Yeah.
You know about the black policemen, I think er, why
they go er, to be police in the first place is to show
white people how good they can be.
Be a success. That’s why they go around Brixton in
those uniforms.
And tell me something. Do you think that the more
black people go, like get really big jobs, they’re
showing them that we’re just as equal?
Yeah, showing them how successful they can be
when they get all those big jobs.
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Marcia S:

All:
Marcia S:
Audrey:
Marcia S:
Marcia R:
Marcia S:

Beverley:
Marcia S:
Ann-Marie:
Marcia S:

Marcia R:
Marcia S:
Marcia R:

Ann-Marie:
Audrey:

Marcia S:
Audrey:
Marcia S:

Audrey:
Marcia S:
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Oh yeah. So really success matters a lot. Okay. So
just gonna go on and talk about failure. What does
failure mean to you? How do you feel? Do you feel
depressed after you failed something like an exam?
Yeah, yeah, really do.
And you feel like it’s not worth trying any more?
It’s worth trying again and again but you feel like a
dunce.
Okay. Do you feel bad after you failed an exam or
something like that?
Yeah.
You just feel like not going on any more, you feel
like saying, ‘Oh, good riddance to this, I’m not doing
it any more.’
No, I feel like trying again, and …
Ann, you?
Same goes for me.
Yeah, and Marcia, do you feel like trying again, or do
you feel down in the dumps after you failed
something?
No, I go and try again.
Or do you just say, ‘This is not the thing for me’?
Er, no. I go and try again, I won’t just stop and let it
go because if you don’t succeed the first time maybe
you can do it a second time and then you would do it.
Yeah, because when, where there’s faith there’s
hope!
And if you were doing the job, right, and it keeps
failing and failing, you can try again until you reach
success.
So if you don’t succeed at first, try and try again.
Yeah, that’s true.
Okay, what do you think it takes to make a good
person, to be really good at a job? Does it take
success and failure, failure, or success alone, or both?
Just success alone, maybe failure with it.
You learn from your mistakes.
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Audrey:
Marcia S:

Audrey:
Marcia S:
Ann-Marie:
Marcia S:
Beverley:
Marcia S:
Marcia R:
Marcia S:

Audrey:
Beverley:
Marcia S:
Sharon:
Ann-Marie:
Marcia R:
Marcia S:

Yeah.
What sort of person do you think you are? Do you
think you’re a really successful person or a person
that keeps on failing?
Half and half.
Okay, a bit of each. You, Ann?
Half and half.
Bev?
Half and half too.
Marcia?
I think I am a successful person. I do! (laugh)
Thank you Marcia! Thank you for listening. This
tape was recorded by six girls in 2M and their names
were:
Audrey Richards.
Beverley Simister.
Marcia Smith.
Sharon Robertson.
Ann-Marie.
And Marcia Rose.
Thank you again.
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Chapter Two

An Account of some of the
Languages Spoken at
Vauxhall Manor School
by T.F. Minker

Vauxhall Manor is a multicultural and multilingual society. The
recognition of this fact predicates certain attitudes, not merely of
tolerance but of positive encouragement and active participation in the
cultures of its members, wherever this can be achieved sensitively. A
dynamic community should be supporting the life of its groups and
drawing strength and advantage from the diversity of these groups.
A survey of the languages spoken by girls and staff was initiated in
October 1975. 115 questionnaires were returned in respect of 25
languages or well-defined dialects, and it is apparent that these
numbers represent less than the total of languages and speakers at the
school. They are nevertheless adequate to indicate the variety of
strengths and weaknesses of the linguistic communities concerned.
The original intention of the survey was partly to satisfy my own
curiosity on the subject, but there were more justifiable motives.
It is clearly useful for a school to know where to find competent
speakers of a particular language who would be willing to help a new
pupil or a visiting parent whose command of English is limited, or to
translate a letter to be sent home.
It is proper that a school should be able to encourage and assist pupils
who have some familiarity with a language which they may later
consider for examination purposes.
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Each language is a key to the wealth of experience incorporated in the
culture or cultures concerned. It is also a unique mode of relating
concepts, a form of reasoning that has evolved over centuries of human
history. It is possibly the most delicate and admirable of human
achievements. It would surely be negligent for a concerned educator to
fail to foster it in a pupil, or passively to accept its loss.
Most of us may be considered as ‘villagers’, in the sense that there is a
limit to the number of others with whom we can identify emotionally
without a deliberate effort. A common political outlook or a shared
enthusiasm may be grounds for association, but most of us still have
our main lines of allegiance determined for us by the dialect and
language in which we habitually think and the customs of the society
in which we are brought up.
The need for a pupil from abroad to acquire a command of English as
soon as possible is obvious. This is very far from the assumption that a
thoroughgoing Anglicisation is desirable to the extent that the ‘home’
culture is felt to be inferior or out of place. Every balanced individual
needs an awareness of who and what he is, and a significant part of this
awareness depends on a pride in the heritage of his language and
nationality. Such realisations are put into perspective by the ability to
evaluate them in comparison with a second culture. The experience of
alternatives as presented by distinct languages and cultures seems
likely to be conducive to personal originality also. This is presumably
one of the reasons why we encourage foreign travel and the study of
foreign languages in schools.
Cultural differences are of course not synonymous with unfriendliness.
The unsympathetic domination of one cultural bloc over another,
however, can breed intense resentment or loss of ambition in the
underdog. The adoption of an exclusively English set of values should
be recognised as a loss not only to the immigrant but to England also.
T.S. Eliot observed, ‘If the other cultures of the British Isles were
wholly superseded by English cultures, then English culture would
disappear too.’ This is surely no less true now that the population of
Britain is far more varied in origin.
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Yet many of us find it possible to participate in aspects of more than
one culture, by force of circumstances or by deliberate choice, and this
can be both pleasurable and enlightening. It is reasonable to suppose
that an unfamiliar culture has something worth preserving, though
‘preserving’ is often an inappropriate word, since the cultural
community must be forward-looking to appeal to the young: the
dreamer who is not also a doer takes his philosophy to the grave.
Informed people today are not inclined to assume that all our
institutions are beyond improvement or that the direction of changes
currently taking place in our mode of living are for the better. The
United Kingdom has throughout its history assimilated a wide range of
cultures, though rarely without suspicion and mutual loss. In the
microcosm of the school, would it be too much to hope that we can
encourage a balance of judicious conformity and intelligent
independence, an attitude neither defensive nor aggressive, but
confident and eclectic, appreciating the pleasing diversity of mankind,
enjoying a great variety in the context of a greater unity?
Would it? Yes I suppose it would, since the children we teach
frequently bear a marked resemblance to the human race and often
soak up our own prejudices even before they devise their own.

The Survey
The following sheets were available to those who took part in the
survey of languages spoken in the school. The first sheet was
addressed to the staff who administered the survey.
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Linguistic Survey: some Observations and Requests
The general purpose of the questionnaire will be apparent from the
questions, but it would be appreciated if staff concerned in presenting
the paper note the points set out below.
It is probable that some girls will be defensive and cautious about
drawing attention to themselves as in any way different from their
classmates. To minimise this, the teacher should try to present the
questionnaire in an encouraging way, calling attention to the advantage
of knowing another language: it is, after all, a distinction rather than a
fault.
If a girl has a knowledge of two or more foreign languages, it would be
better for assessing purposes if she completed a separate form for each
language concerned, since the details might well be different.
Any girls absent when the form is given out, but who are thought to
have a second language, should be listed, together with the language if
known.
Girls whose command of English is insufficient to cope with the
questionnaire may be helped to read the form. If their English is very
limited, then please list them, and it is possible that they may be given
help at a later date.
The five sentences of question 8c, if attempted, must be done at the
time when the paper is given out and without help. The girl may not
take the paper home and return it later.
If any member of staff also wishes to complete the questionnaire this
information would be also appreciated.
Completed questionnaires should be returned to T.F. Minker at the
Vauxhall Building, as early as possible, together with lists of absentees
and girls who might have completed the forms but who were unable to
cope with the English.
Many thanks.
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Linguistic survey at Vauxhall Manor School
Can you understand any language (apart from English) that you have
not learnt at this school?
If you can, we should like you to write your answers to the questions
on this paper, but you do not have to answer any questions if you do
not want to.
1.

What is your name and your form?

2.

What is the name of the language?

3.

Can you also speak in the language?

If so
3a. Do you think that you speak the language
a little?
or
fairly well?
... underline the right words
or
very well?
4.

Have you learnt the language from
your mother?
or
your father?
... underline the right words
or
both parents?
or
someone else?

4a. Does anyone speak the language at your home most of the time?
4b. Do you speak the language at home quite often?
5.

Did you learn the language when you were living in a country
where it is spoken?

5a. Which country was this?
5b. How long did you live there?
5c. How long ago did you leave the country?
6.

Did you go to lessons in England to improve your knowledge of
the language?

If so
Write the name and address of the place where the lessons were held,
if you remember.
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6a. How often did you have a lesson of this kind?
6b. How long did each lesson last usually?
6c. How much did the lessons cost?
6d. Are you still going to lessons of this kind?
6e. Did you like these lessons?
7.

If you are not now going to lessons of this kind, would you like to
do so?

7a. Would you like to meet other girls in the school who have lessons
in the language?
7b. Would you like the chance, later, of taking an examination in the
language?
8.

Can you read and write the language at all?

8a. Do you often read it?
8b. Do you often write it?
8c. If you can, write these sentences in the language:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
9.

Hallo, my friend, how are you today?
Do you think I don’t know what you’re saying?
I don’t understand everything you are saying.
They said on the television that there will be a bus strike next
week.
Mr and Mrs Smith will probably fly to New York on the 17th
of November.

Write the name and form of anyone you know at this school who
also understands the language.

10. Would you like to help other girls in the school who speak the
language and do not yet know as much English as you do?
11. Is there anything else you would like to tell us about yourself, or
anything you would like to ask? If so, you can write it here.
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The Findings of the Survey
Abbreviations
Af.
Ban.
Braz.
Ch.
Cy.
Dom.
E.A.
Gh.
Ind.
Ir.
It.
Kas
Nig.
Pak.
Por.
S.A.
Sp.
St. Luc.
Uga.

– Africa
– Bangladesh
– Brazil
– Chile
– Cyprus
– Dominica
– East Africa
– Ghana
– India
– Ireland
– Italy
– Kashmir
– Nigeria
– Pakistan
– Portugal
– South Africa
– Spain
– St. Lucia
– Uganda

S.C.
VB
KB

– Southwark College
– Vauxhall Building (years 1-3)
– Kennington Building (years 4-6)

att
v.
B
L
FW
VW
SE
BP
M
T.S.

– attempt
– various
– both
– little
– fairly well
– very well
– someone else
– both parents
– mother
– teaching staff
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3a

4

4a

4b

5

5a

5b

5c

6

6a

6b

-

-

address

Total

Afrikaans

1

T.S.

FW

SE

S.A.

21
yrs

4

Ashanti

1

KB1

VW

-

Gh.

10y
8m

5 yrs

No

-

-

Bengali

2

VB2

VW2

BP2

1

Ind.
Ban.

2½ y
2yr

9yrs
9yrs

-

-

-

Danish

1

T.S.

L

SE

-

-

-

-

2 pw

2h

Dominican
patois

1

VB1

FW

-

-

Greek

17

VB8
KB9

L1
SE1 17
FW3
BP16
VW13

15

Gujarati

9

VB5
KB3
TS1

FW2
VW7

M1
BP8

9

German

1

KB1

VW

BP

Hindi

2

VB1
KB1

VW1
FW1

SE
BP

2

Ibo

2

VB2

FW2

BP2

Irish

1

VB1

L

Italian

9

VB6
KB3

L5
FW1
VW1

2

1

Dom. 6yr

4yr

-

-

6

Cyp.
8

1-17
yrs

7

4
1-6
(1pw)
1
(2pw)

7

E.A.3 4-21
S.A.1 yrs
Ind.5

2-7
yrs

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

2

2

Af.
Ind.

4yr
10y

8m
2yr

-

-

-

1

1

1

Nig.

7yr

5yr

-

-

-

SE

-

-

1

Ir.

5yr

3yr

-

-

-

BP4
SE2
M1

3

2

1

It.

5 yr

9 yr

5

1-2
pw

2h

9

1-15
yrs
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6d

6e

7

7a

7b

8

8a

8b

8c
1

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

1

1?

-

-

-

£2
75p

1

-

-

-

-

-

v.

2

-

6

11

-

-

-

2

1+
1?

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

1

1+
1?

1

2

1

1

-

-

-

-

-

1

2

-

-

9
2

3

4

5

10

11

Notes

1

-

Teaching
practice
staff also
sp. Gujarati

-

(how
many)

6c

-

-

-

-

-

0

1

1

-

-

-

1

1

-

-

0

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

2

11

9

10

8

9

8

8

6

7

1-8

11

5

3

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

-

6

-

2

2

2

2

Prob. able
to complete
8c-3,4,5.

-

-

2
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1+sp. Hindi
1+sp.
Afrikaans

-

-

2

1

1+sp.
Punjabi
1+sp.
Gujarati

-

-

-

1 says (4b)
‘for a joke’

(uncertain spelling)
-

-

-

-

1

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

3

3

3

5

3+
2?

4

2

1

4

3

3

2

2

3

5+
1?

-
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3a

4

4a

4b

5

5a

5b

5c

6

6a

6b

address

Total

Jamaican
Dialect

9

VB7
KB2

FW1
VW8

BP7
SE3

9

6

3

Jam
6

4-12
yrs

2-9
yrs

-

-

-

Mauritian
Creole

3

VB1
KB2

FW2
VW1

BP3

3

3

3

M

4-8
yrs

6-11
yrs

-

-

-

Punjabi

3

VB3

VW3

BP3

3

3

2

Pak
Ind
Uga

311½
yrs

8m11
yrs

-

-

-

Portuguese

5

VB3
KB2

VW6

BP4
SE1

5

5

5

Bra 8-13
Por
yrs
Both

Russian

1

T.S.

VW

SE

-

Spanish

23

VB14
KB9

L8
FW1
VW14

BP15 16

1

1-7
yrs

SC 2 pw 3h

-

-

-

-

-

1

2 pw 2h

18

15

Sp.
Ch.

4-13
yrs

1-13
yrs

11

v.

2h

SE8

Patois of
St. Lucia

6

VB5
KB1

L4
FW2

BP3
SE+
M1

5

3

5

St.
Luc.

1-7
yrs

6 yrs

-

-

-

Turkish

4

KB4

L1
FW1
VW2

BP4

4

4

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

Twi

1

VB

VW

BP

1

1

1

Gh.

10
yrs

2 yrs

-

-

-

Urdu

4

VB2
KB2

L1
VW3

SE1
BP3

3

3

3

Pak.
Kas.

14
yrs

1 yr

-

-
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Where the culture is numerically strong in the district
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Language classes are available locally, are well attended and
enjoyed.
Social activities are numerous and well organised. Shops run by
speakers of the language exist and are often patronised because of
the cultural connection.
Restaurants, bars, social clubs for the benefit of the culture exist
where these are a normal feature of the culture concerned.
Children know several others with whom they speak in the
language frequently.
A relatively large proportion of the children are literate in the
language.
Many seriously contemplate taking an examination in the
language.
Newcomers of the same or similar origin are welcomed and easily
assimilated.
Children and adults participate with relative enthusiasm in
activities connected with the culture.
Children are confident and communicative when talking about the
language to outsiders.

Where the number of members of a given culture in the
district is small
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Language classes, if any, are likely to be at some distance from the
area.
Social activities are few and far.
Children rarely know others who speak the language and so it is
not used much outside the home environment.
A small proportion of the children are literate in the language.
Few consider taking an examination in the language.
Few express interest in classes to further their knowledge of the
language.
Children are reticent and defensive about the culture of their
parents, fearful of calling attention to linguistic or other
differences.
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Children often identify so much with their English background
that they show hostility to others of overseas origin.

Interview with Terry Minker, 1981
What were your reasons for doing the survey?
First, a curiosity. That would, however, not have been sufficient reason
to justify the time and effort of the children concerned. What did seem
to make it worthwhile was a wish to encourage and reassure those who
had some distinctive language connection that it was an enviable
advantage.
As I began to plan out the questionnaire, further aspects suggested
themselves: exploring the cultural strength of the school community;
the possibility of sharing and promoting a fascinating range of cultural
variety, of which knowledge of the language could be regarded as the
most distinctive indication.
Once the papers began to come in and to assume some pattern, I began
to see possibilities for exploiting (loaded word) the interest, in English
classes particularly. Given a sympathetic atmosphere, it seems likely
that a child can often communicate something of an interesting,
unfamiliar mode of experience that she had previously assumed to be
either commonplace or embarrassingly ‘defiant’. This emerges,
gratifyingly, as material that stimulates discussion, excites
compassions and admiration and leads her to discover that she has a
degree of ‘specialness’. Cultural awareness is an aspect of selfawareness that is naturally more clearly defined among those whose
background is distinctive, and from this stage to the realisation of
personal uniqueness it is, in theory at least, easier to progress.

To what extent did the survey affect your view of your
own work?
I see I’ve been begging the question with the phrase ‘Given a
sympathetic atmosphere’. In fact, we all know too well that no-one is
given anything of the kind ordinarily. The assumptions of most groups,
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including general and specific prejudices, have to be anaesthetised
periodically, at least before any cultural reflections or discussions can
be engaged upon. My own technique in this respect has been to aim
discussion and/or written work in the direction of something that only
includes the possibilities of culturally diverse aspects, while
encouraging the expression of such diversity so that there is a good
chance of its inclusion by the girls. They are fairly quick at spotting
this trick now, but less reluctant to express their own particular cultural
angles. I am talking of classes where there is a fair diversity of
cultural allegiance rather than one dominated by a single group. I soon
learnt also the caution against assuming that all who inherit a culture
are well informed or supportive or typical or articulate about it: such
assumptions are no more reasonable than they would be about our own
shared common traditions or about to what extent those can be taken as
common between any two individuals.
Probably the main effect of the survey was at the personal level. It was
reassuring to the girls, particularly to those who were feeling isolated,
that at least one teacher was genuinely well disposed towards them.
Not all were easily convinced of that, and in some cases my friendly
interest in one culture or language automatically alienated me from
their traditional rivals. It is after all we, the outsiders, who group them
together in our clumsy way: the members of particular groups would
certainly not consider themselves allied on the grounds of their nonEnglishness!
I was able to encourage some to seek language classes and develop
from oral fluency to literacy. Sometimes the advantages of studying the
language as an examination subject had not previously been
considered. The head of modern languages was very successful in
encouraging this at the Upper School.
Several girls asked me for information regarding the data and
conclusions obtained, and continued to show interest for some time
afterwards. Occasionally I was able to learn from individual girls the
odd piece of vocabulary, though most were more ready to talk about
things other than language. My rather pathetic efforts in some
languages would have been insufficient for any animated conversations
anyway, and though I could have learnt a lot from them, they were for
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the most part shy of speaking in front of others who did not
understand. I found this the most difficult aspect to bring out generally.
It was easy to use material written in English but genuinely informed
by cultures beyond those of England. West Indian writers, particularly
poets, were often appreciated, predictably enough in a school with a
high proportion of children of Caribbean parents. Stories and novels set
in places or among people connected with someone in the class were
sometimes the introduction to worthwhile areas of talk and writing. I
found that it is possible to overdo the emphasis on cultural variety, as
far as some girls were concerned. There were times when one or more
would groan about the sameness of the exotic – and those who groaned
were by no means always the English English. Perhaps I should have
found more appealing ways of presenting the goods, but no doubt a
year’s diet of hobby horse remains hobby horse however served! I
was often on the point of updating the survey, but the difficulties of
nagging others into obtaining the information from classes has on
several occasions reduced the returns to something inconclusive. The
recent assessment by the Linguistic Minorities Project of the
performance in English of children who speak another home language
(Linguistic Minorities Project 1985) interested me mightily, but now
that I see the way they are directing their investigations, I am rather
undecided about whether to modify my own survey before trying
again. I don’t know if I should deliberately avoid duplicating the areas
they cover, or ignore their work and draw inferences from any change
in results since my first survey. On the whole I’m inclined to do the
latter, and where the material coincides, let it. In any case, one major
difference is that theirs is inclined to exclude English-based forms of
language. And I’m not going to argue whether Jamaica has a distinct
language or a dialect, right now, though we’ll do so if you like another
time.
Terry Minker’s extended answers to the question, ‘What are the
implications of the survey for schools at present?’ are given in the
two papers which follow.
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The Self-image of Minority Cultures within the
British Educational System
The natural advantages of bicultural children in British schools are a
source of the greatest potential value to the whole nation, when two
equal, essential conditions are promoted:
1.

2.

The provision of the best aspects of British education at all levels
appropriate to the needs and realistic aspirations of each
individual, and
The assertion of the culture, mainly among those who recognise an
allegiance to it or have a sympathetic interest in it.

Naturally these two objectives are not intended to be in conflict: they
can in fact coexist in a mutually beneficial way. Since language is seen
as a main distinguishing feature of most cultures, it was appropriate
that the Bullock Committee Report (Bullock 1975) should recommend
that schools adopt a positive attitude towards their pupils’ bilingualism
and maintain and deepen their knowledge of their mother tongues. The
ILEA’s Multi-Ethnic Progress Report (Inner London Education
Authority 1979) pointed out the need to ‘build upon the strengths of
cultural diversity’ in society.
Many who see this as an issue of immense value and urgency have
expressed impatience at the apparent slowness if not reluctance of
British society to take action. The principles of multicultural unity are
discussed endlessly: the means whereby the theory may best be put
into practice are bound to vary according to such factors as the
numerical strength of a given culture; its political and religious
organisation; the length of time it has been established in an area; the
socio-economic status of its adherents; local approval or disapproval
by the other cultures; the availability, expertise and degree of
involvement of teachers and other workers from the cultural
community and from outside.
Though separation from homeland and family commonly leads to some
measure of culture shock and a sense of loss, members of a culture in
exile often find it difficult to identify and to recreate those aspects of
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the culture that best characterise it. This is more so when their
perception of it is uncritical and they are unable to evaluate its qualities
against other cultures. Some familiar everyday things are fairly easily
replaced, creating a superficial illusion of the original conditions.
Succeeding generations born in Britain are naturally far less impressed,
and eventually a ‘culture gap’ further complicates the problems of a
generation gap. The insights that might have enriched the life of the
bicultural individual and the cultural life of the whole community are
lost.
Some children, particularly if their contact with their inherited culture
is only through parents, come to regard their ‘non-Englishness’ as a
burden that denies them full access to their age and peer groups, which
is especially distressing at the adolescent stage of asserting
independence from parents. It is, of course, not necessary to approve of
every aspect of one’s background, but it is there. Traditional cultures
are likely to include some concepts, modes of experience and sources
of enlightenment which are far more directly available and satisfying
to an actual participant than to an outsider. However sincerely disposed
towards a plurality of cultural interests, it is doubtful if an individual
ever becomes a ‘multi-ethnic’ human being except in the eyes of civil
service statisticians. In youth, a sense of identity and personal dignity
is probably best founded on a thorough knowledge of one’s heritage
and on those systems of thought that are expressed in the genius of a
particular language.
Speakers of a non-standard dialect often have ambivalent attitudes
towards its use. Children commonly accept parents’ judgements that
the dialect is an inferior or incorrect form of the standard language but
assert a right to make use of it in speech. This is noticeable, for
example, among London-born children of black parents who have
taken to a form of youth-cult Jamaican dialect, often in no way
connected with their parents’ speech. Since dialects are very unlike the
kind of formal written English encountered at school, the assumptions
commonly made are that ‘school English’ alone is correct, and dialect
a debased localised version of it. All evolved dialects, like other
languages, can be used to convey a full range of emotions, humour,
intellectual argument and subtle description, as well as adding tones
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that are associated with a distinctive community. The only limitations
spring from the articulateness and style of the speakers and their
understanding of the topic.
Parents sometimes avoid using dialect at home for fear that children
will be deprived of the form of language regarded as necessary for
examination success and generally for social approval. The response:
youth-cult Jamaican.
Jane Miller, in her article ‘Bilingual Children’ (Miller 1980), illustrates
how a typical form of imbalance between the language used at home
and at school has the effect of limiting the creative work of children to
an unventuresome level of production in class, since English becomes
associated with a passive attentiveness and conformity, while the
creativity that is stimulated by more personal, humorous, exciting
thoughts and experiences is conceived only in ‘home’ language.
Inevitably the impression conveyed to teachers is one of low ability;
eventually, the repeated low rating convinces the child of his own
inadequacy. Frustration and resentment in less conformist pupils leads
to equally disturbing patterns of conduct when motivation is less and
when there is more immediate satisfaction to be found in exhibitionist
displays. Though this is of course not restricted to bilingual children
or even to children at all, relatively few parents educated in a more
traditional manner are likely to recognise the causes of the problem. It
is, in any case, both unacceptable and unnecessary. Some parents, even
among those who plan to settle in Britain, become so dismayed by the
reports of under-achievement by many bright pupils that they send
their children back to the home country for much if not all of their
education. The informality, lack of respect for authority, apparently
casual attitude to learning and absence of conventional discipline in
British schools generally weigh more heavily with them than the range
and accessibility of educational opportunities offered. Nominally
bilingual children who do not use or understand the ‘home’ language
beyond the social conversation level, while using the socially dominant
language for more interesting or more profound purposes, are likely to
assume that the ‘home’ language itself is as limited as their own
knowledge of it. Without stimulating material and preferably literacy
in the language, it can only be an embarrassment, tolerated from
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motives of filial loyalty among the family but increasingly underrated
and actually denied altogether outside the home, especially if cultural
hostility is a consideration. The poet Mike Rosen tells an anecdote of
an aspiring member of an exclusive but distinctly antisemitic golf club.
When over-anxiety led him to slice at a critical moment in the game,
the words, ‘Oi wae’st mir!’ were instantly followed with ‘Er, whatever
that may mean!’
Many cultures traditionally or even presently do not depend on literacy
and there is a danger that literates will underrate the significance and
strength of such allegiances. Non-literate, oral cultures can be as
elaborate as literate ones, and include features that are at least as
impressive. Some skills and behavioural modes involved are well
beyond the grasp of literates, and an inappropriately bookish
interpretation of them is quite artificial and irrelevant. Where verbal
arts are practised, the non-literate audience would be quite
unimpressed or even contemptuous if a speaker or musician would not
extemporise and recall in elaborate detail without referring to a written
text. I recently met two Turks, one of whom came from a city, was
educated in the literate tradition and had a reasonable command of
English. He told me, ‘My cousin, here, lives far from any town. He
has not been to school, so he cannot read books – but he can read
faces!’ It very soon became apparent that the country cousin was an
exceptionally astute man with a memory that anyone would envy and, I
strongly suspect, language and perception skills far beyond the reach of
those of us who learn in early years to depend on taking notes rather
than using our more basic faculties. It occurred to me at that time how
difficult it would be, for example, to deceive such a man and how
much more intently he would observe than one of the same intelligence
level in a literate culture.
Once away from a homeland where social relationships require such
skills, it is difficult to imagine how a non-literate culture can survive
for long, since the literacy demands of British life must alter the
requirement, at least among succeeding generations. Something of the
original may persist in new surroundings, and it would be immensely
valuable if a way could be found of retaining its best features while
also enjoying the advantages of literacy. Possibly it is children
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educated in a fairly demanding non-literate community but then
introduced to literacy in pre-adolescence who would have the best
chance of achieving this.
It is naive and complacent to suppose that a code of ethics can survive
an active belief in the philosophy that informed it, or that a culture will
remain intact after the loss of its language. Where this does occur, it is
because the community that represents a culture in vestigial form has
assimilated so much of a more dominant culture that the languagedependent subtleties of the original have been neglected and forgotten.
A British culture may be said to exist where the traditions of its
communities are not in conflict, but in practice this appears to result
overwhelmingly from the influential use of English in conditions
where it has become essential for economic mobility. The cultural
interchange has not been one-sided, but the massively wider use of
English as a medium of instruction, entertainment, information and
communication continues to deliver an effective message.
Historically, the Anglicisation process has been deliberate, primarily
for the convenience of government.
Support for Anglicisation from within the non-English cultures in
Britain has never been lacking. Societies specifically formed to
encourage participation in another cultural milieu sometimes take the
greatest pride in the elegance of the English used in speaking and
writing to their members. An argument about a point of grammar or
usage in the ‘home’ language is not infrequently settled to everyone’s
satisfaction by referring – quite irrelevantly – to English rules.
Though a language does not in itself define a culture, it is only where a
culture expresses itself habitually in a traditional language allegiance
that its distinctive qualities can be fully meaningful to participants or
incidentally appreciable to outsiders. Fluent speakers of Gaidhlig,
Welsh or Irish are hardly likely to be dismissed as errant members of a
vaguely English tradition. Once the language is abandoned, leaving
only accent and occasional differences of usage, then claims for an
independent living culture are no longer taken very seriously. It is also
doubtful if individuals who are largely Anglicised in outlook are ever
accepted as full members of the cultural community except where
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lineage is an overriding qualification. The standing of non-speakers of
the language is generally a minor one, and it is felt that their portion of
the real cultural heritage is a poor second best.
It is not surprising that a Scot or a Welshman is still occasionally
humoured as a mild eccentric in England when he denies being
English. Outside the British Isles, his denial will puzzle many who fail
to understand what the fuss is about. A Scottish magazine that includes
the protest ‘We are not to be regarded as second-class Englishmen’, yet
contains nothing that could not have been written by a born
Englishman, deserves to be taken to mean: ‘No, indeed; we are firstclass Englishmen!’
Nationalists are generally quick to recognise the value of their
language and eagerly promote its use. Youth-cult Jamaican has
apparently evolved with similar considerations. Less radically disposed
souls are left to choose between the embarrassment of (i) being
identified with political ideology and actions that may be repugnant to
them; (ii) taking up a non-controversial position, and a diminished
contact with contemporary issues affecting the culture; or (iii) steering
an isolated independent course that risks attracting the scorn of both
extremes.
The divisive aspects of a hysterical jockeying for greater cultural status
are only obviated in a more positive multicultural society, where equal
respect for cultures and for individuals is a fundamental assumption,
and an informed, sympathetic and genuinely receptive interest is the
norm.

Participation Observation Principles Applied to
Language Learning
The limitations of current practice in ESOL (English as a Second or
Other Language) teaching include one conspicuous failing for which
the remedy is long overdue. In spite of the lip service paid to the
principle that teachers should be aware of the linguistic background of
pupils approaching English, there is little evidence that ESOL teachertraining either includes or even urgently encourages the learning of

44

The Vauxhall Papers

minority languages. ESOL teachers, who might surely be expected to
know better, can nevertheless slip into the ridiculous assumption that,
because their pupils are speakers of minority languages, they will
therefore be culturally similar one to another, as if the world consisted
of two groups only: ‘us’ and ‘them’, as far as English learning is
concerned.
Ram Kaushal, senior lecturer at Edge Hill College of Higher
Education, in his article ‘Mother tongue as an issue of importance’
(Kaushal 1980), writes:
‘Most teachers engaged in this activity have little or no interest in
their pupils’ first language… The task of learning English on the
part of Asian children would have been substantially facilitated if
ES[O]L teachers had been better informed about their learners’
languages.’
Of course the argument applies equally with the other minority
language groups.
The rebuke is well deserved, the implied recommendation entirely
appropriate, but the immediate means of improving the situation less
available than any of us would wish. Courses of study for some of the
languages are decidedly hard to come by even in book form, and in this
respect too the need has for too long remained unanswered. Until
universities and other concerned bodies recognise the problem and
respond by producing suitable courses and programmes of instruction,
the matter is left to the ingenuity of teachers themselves.
The task of acquiring a language to an academic level is formidable;
with minimal resources for learning, it is daunting; since ESOL
teachers commonly have pupils from a variety of linguistic
backgrounds, it would be a demanding full-time study, even supposing
that all ESOL teachers were natural linguists. A ‘specific purposes’
course providing practical introduction, similar in concept to those now
in use for learners of English, could fairly easily be devised with the
help of interested members of the cultural communities, including the
pupils themselves.
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Languages learnt at a ‘survival’ level sometimes come in for an unfair
amount of criticism from academics, but for the immediate situation of
ESOL teachers they should not be despised. There are, furthermore,
strategies open to a sufficiently motivated person that might well
increase the effectiveness and the pleasure both of the process and the
result. One of the characteristic research methods of anthropologists
and, more recently, sociologists, is participant observation, some
principles of which have been applied to language learning, at the same
time dramatically enhancing pupil-teacher relationships. Unlike the
situation for pupils learning the usual modern languages offered by
schools, minority-language speakers are present in the locality and,
properly approached, could provide a more realistic resource for
learning.
As originally applied, participant observation in its extreme form
involved a researcher assuming identity with a cultural group whose
members were led to believe that he was actually one of themselves: in
effect, he used the techniques of a spy! The purpose was to observe
directly from all the sources open to him, to learn, to think and behave
exactly as they did. Such an intense and sustained effort might be
considered entirely worthwhile if it resulted in the extension of one’s
awareness into a complete new ethos, conferring a range of insights
into cognitive, emotive, intellectual and aesthetic modes of experience;
in effect, the acquisition of a new personality. Described in such terms,
the process sounds disturbingly like working hard for a degree in
schizophrenia! In practice, the level at which the kind of role-play
appropriate to teachers recommends itself is necessarily more basic,
being directed towards a narrower objective.
Young children, responding more immediately to first impressions, are
particularly vulnerable to culture shock, though with sympathetic
guidance they are likely to adjust more quickly to new surroundings.
An ESOL teacher whose limited knowledge of the child’s language is
also informed by an awareness of the many subtleties of non-verbal
communication – gesture, facial expression, intonation – that are part
of the language is a much more reassuring person. A little acting
ability, a willingness to observe, imitate and empathise in such
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situations repays the effort very generously. Such skills are to be learnt
from observation.
Where the cultural community is well established in a district, there are
usually places and occasions that will offer an opportunity for friendly
contact. It is unlikely that a genuinely interested enquirer will be met
with hostility, and shyness gradually gives way too. Possibly
colleagues or the parents of ESOL pupils will provide a suitable
introduction. Local social workers and community leaders are often
glad to provide help, and an offer to teach English to an older or
disabled member of the community is hardly likely to be rejected.
If the language-learning teacher is courteously persistent in seeking
opportunities, first contacts will in time lead to others. A ‘culturetaster’ can not expect to be welcomed with open arms by the host
community. He can lay claim to no more rights and privileges than any
other uninvited guest. Such reserve is entirely understandable in
organisations where preserving language and distinctive cultural
qualities, felt to be under attack in an alien location, is a main reason
for association. There is very realistic fear that the precedent of
admitting ‘incomers’ could eventually lead to a distortion and a
dilution of the original cultural quality.
Some members of a culture in exile give the distinct impression of
preferring and jealously guarding an exclusive isolation, hiding behind
the language as a means of retaining privacy. It is almost as if the
language were a commodity in short supply, reserved for the use of
those born to it, certainly not to be wasted on a ‘culture-thief’, for fear
that it should be used up. The effect of such a stance in the long run is
that such company risks becoming so inbred in its outlook that
succeeding generations born and educated in Britain are likely to reject
it. A great deal of tact and ingenuity is necessary to gain admission to
such apparently self-destructive circles.
Suspicion, if not outright hostility, is all but inevitable from some
individuals. It must be foreseen, parried and allayed. This will certainly
be easier if a teacher has made his intention clear, mainly that of
developing a better understanding of the pupils’ needs. His interest in
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language and culture should eventually become evidence that he is not
a mere ‘tourist’ or ‘voyeur’.
Just as xenophobic attitudes are more characteristic of some cultures
than others, individuals may have had experiences that led them to be
as wary of the prying of officialdom as of political opponents. Once the
suspicion and reserve are successfully overcome, it is entirely possible
that the ‘cultural intruder’ becomes a close friend. A particular problem
arises when one is known to be participating in and observing more
than one culture, possibly even cultures that currently are in mutual
opposition. ‘How can he be our friend if he is also their friend?’
Your intention is morally defensible and actually praiseworthy, even if
your hosts misinterpret it. If the constant role-play still seems too much
like confidence trickery, it is possible that you would be better advised
to look for a culture in which you have a more sympathetic interest or
which seems more naturally receptive; your temperament may require
that degree of encouragement. Should you find yourself dreaming that
you are a ‘Worzel Gummidge’ character, changing language heads to
suit the occasion, or if the prospect of undergoing transformations of
speech, manner and activity suggests a kind of werewolf situation, then
either the culture or the method is not for you. The essential
difference between just learning a few phrases of the language and
attaining the kind of acceptability required to participate in the life of
the community depends on assuming a version of the characteristic
behaviour patterns that are an acceptable ‘translation’ of one’s own.
There is neither need nor justification for lying in order to seem more
like the company. In any case, especially among non-literate people, a
liar needs a good memory! Just as some people are inclined to imitate a
conversational partner’s regional accent in a genuine spirit of empathy,
it is possible to develop a kind of translating habit with regard to
cultural norms, which in some instances can be equated with a more
advanced use of the language. In the early stages especially, it is
important to cultivate the ‘paralinguistic’ role-playing until it becomes
habitual.
However, since the ability to appreciate the cultural connotations
implicit in a language will depend directly on understanding and
speaking, these should be kept as a priority, though the actual
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conversations should be determined largely by the interests of those
you meet. Since not all people are particularly interested in the
minutiae of language, and learners tend to be rather boring to listen to,
it is advisable to limit this kind of topic to those who genuinely enjoy
discussing it. It is also desirable that as wide a variety of contacts as
possible be made, so as to avoid drawing inappropriate conclusions
from individuals who may be untypical in speech or manner. A culture
may be said to ‘colour’ the thought and expression of its members but
not to prescribe these to an oppressive degree of conformity.
Ideally, as the ‘guest’ becomes less of a curiosity, the number and
variety of opportunities to observe and to participate should grow.
Long before the suspicion of your motives has disappeared from the
minds of some of the community, you should have acquired a
superficial acquaintance with such distinctive cultural features as
religious attitudes; relationships; cuisine and eating customs; courtesy;
humour; attitudes towards other cultures, including your own. All of
these, acquired through direct observation rather than from books
alone, enable you to relate with greater confidence to pupils and to
parents, to anticipate sources of difficulty and to plan relevant
programmes of teaching.
Your understanding and use of the language will approximate to a
genuine dialect known to the community, not a version that is bookish.
You are likely to sound as if you mean what you stutter, not as if you
were only making a sentence based on lesson sixteen of the course.
Your style of speech and of silence, at first imitative but later
instinctive, will lead you to convey what you intend to convey even
where the actual words are at times inappropriate. To sound a little
ridiculous occasionally is less offensive than to sound insincere,
though you will have needed to give evidence of your honest
intentions. ESOL teachers efficient to the extent of being actually
literate in a language would be able, if necessary, to engage also in
peripheral ‘mother-tongue’ teaching, by reading stories and (to older
pupils) newspaper articles. Where a local volunteer member of the
community is not available to supply the need, a trained ESOL teacher
could even bridge the gap between fluency and basic literacy by
teaching initial reading skills.
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The social qualities that make an individual popular in his own cultural
environment will not necessarily be similarly rated elsewhere. In
excessive caution, however, there is a temptation to play down one’s
own personality for fear of saying or doing something that may
possibly offend, but there is sometimes as much risk in seeming too
neutral, too eager to accept whatever is said and, in consequence,
appearing to be without opinions or personality. To be so willing to
accept whatever one person says leads one into automatic disfavour
with another who takes an opposite view. Who gushes over the
unappetising dish, risks having it served to him regularly in his honour!
Whereas an anthropologist uses participant observation essentially as a
means to an end, in the case of ESOL teachers acquiring a cultural
authenticity, the participation and integration can easily become ends
in themselves. All evolved cultures, properly apprehended, include
concepts of value that delight and enlighten, rewarding the ‘convert’ at
least as much as the ‘born’ member. It is in this sense that encountering
a second culture, even superficially, may be described as illuminating.
Even those features of a culture that an observer finds distasteful or
positively unacceptable are better understood than rejected through
prejudice.
Textbooks based on the expertise of experienced researchers, however
instructive, can only suggest guidelines for participant observation,
because of the wide variety of possible circumstances. Ultimately, a
great deal will always depend on the motives, talent and temperament
of the individual and on the scope offered by the nature of the cultural
community or communities with which he seeks to associate himself.
Unlike the anthropologist, a teacher has no specific intention of making
a report of his observations. The teacher seeks admission with the hope
of acquiring the language, rather than learning it before the period of
research. In these respects, his activity is not what is usually meant by
participant observation.
The value of even a measure of bicultural experience to the individual
and, in the case of ESOL teachers, to pupils is self-evident. It is not
unrealistic to suppose that there is a further value in intercultural
relations, when the experience derives from a genuine intention to
perceive the world from the viewpoint of others. Though language
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training is properly part of the responsibility of education authorities
both for ESOL and for mother-tongue teachers, the kind of skill
developed through personal relationships is probably beyond the
resources of institutions. Where the process could usefully be assisted
is in the provision of ‘language for specific purposes’ materials, a
system to organise liaison with contacts in the language community,
and facilities to research and report on direct-observation methods of
linguistic investigation.
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Chapter Three

Four Papers
by John Richmond

These papers appear in the order in which they were written. Their
provenance and their publishing history are a bit complex. ‘Jennifer
and “Brixton Blues”’ and ‘Progress in Pat’s Writing’ originally
appeared as numbers 2 and 7 of the Vauxhall Manor papers. ‘Talking
and Writing’ and ‘Dialect’ arose out of work I did at the ILEA English
Centre (not to be confused with the Local Centre for English), where
they made their first appearance. They are included here because the
pupils whose language they study are pupils from the same classes in
the same school as those who appear in the other two papers, and
connections between all four papers should be obvious. ‘Jennifer’ and
‘Dialect’ have since been published by the Open University in their
Language Development (PE 232) course. ‘Progress in Pat’s Writing’
owes much to another teachers’ group, the West Indian Writing Group.
The version of ‘Jennifer’ printed here is the Open University one,
which is a slight abbreviation of the original. The complete ‘Jennifer’,
an expanded and updated version of ‘Dialect’, as well as the other two
papers, appear in my The Resources of Classroom Language
(Richmond 1982).

Talking and Writing – Connections? – an Instance
Audrey and Beverley, two third-year girls, second-generation
Jamaican, friends, came into English one morning very anxious to talk
about something. I gave them a tape-recorder, and they went out on to
the landing, saying that the discussion was to be about inflation.
During the next half-hour, whenever I approached the door leading to
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the staircase, they waved me away through the glass panels. Eventually
Audrey came into the room, and said that I could go and listen to the
tape if I liked. When I got out there, both she and Beverley had
disappeared, and I listened to the tape by myself. It is about race and
racial prejudice, the Notting Hill Carnival 1976, slavery, South Africa,
Rhodesia, unemployment. (The transcript of the tape, which I later
made, forms section 1 below.) Halfway through listening to it I realised
that this might be an opportunity for me to do something I had been
thinking about doing for some weeks, which was to discover and study
an example or examples of the same child or children talking and
writing about exactly the same subject, with as little lapse of time as
possible between the two activities. I listened to the end of the tape,
went and found Audrey and Beverley, who were lurking handily, and
told them I thought it was a very good discussion. I explained that I
was interested in the relationship between their talk and their writing,
that I went on a course on Mondays with other English teachers who
were interested in the same kinds of things, and that I would really like
them to do me a piece of writing straight away, on exactly the same
subject that they had just talked about. They sat down in the classroom
and did this. It took them about an hour. (Audrey’s writing forms
section 2, Beverley’s section 3.) It emerged during this time that one of
the events which had led to their urgent need to discuss this morning
was the arrival through one of their letter-boxes, the previous evening,
of a leaflet issued by the National Front. There was a copy of the
leaflet in the classroom now, though whether it was the same copy, and
one of them had brought it in, or another copy which had arrived by
some other means, I did not find out.
Marcia, a friend of Audrey and Beverley, who had been doing
something else until now, saw what Audrey and Beverley were doing,
and picked up and read the National Front leaflet. She then sat down
and wrote the piece ‘Racial Hatred’ (section 4). She wrote it very fast;
it took about three quarters of an hour. That is all that happened with
those three girls that morning.
I brought the tape and the writing to the Monday course the following
week, played the tape and distributed the writing to a small group. The
group agreed that it would be interesting to ask the girls to express
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their own ideas about the relationship between their talk and their
writing, particularly with regard to the pieces they had done. About ten
days later I went into an English lesson with the intention of doing this,
and found Beverley absent. So, reminding Audrey about what had
happened and about my particular interests, I wrote the following
questions down on a piece of paper, and asked her, if she wanted to, to
use them as a structure for writing about her talk and writing. But I told
her to discard any of them if she preferred to express her thoughts
another way. The questions are:
Do you find it easier to talk or to write about subjects like racial
prejudice?
Are there things you would say (even if you were taping) which
you would not write?
Do you find it easier to write about a subject if you’ve talked about
it first?
Do you feel that your talk is more private than your writing? Do
you think that some subjects are better to talk about, some better to
write about?
Marcia came in halfway through the lesson, having been to German,
and I asked her to do the same thing. They both wrote for the rest of
the lesson, and took their writing home to finish it that night, and
brought it to me the following morning (Friday). This was at my
request as I needed the writing for the following Monday. (This piece
of Audrey’s writing forms section 5; this piece of Marcia’s writing
forms section 6.)
This is as far as we have got, and probably is as far as we shall get this
term, though I did agree with Audrey and Marcia last Thursday
(Beverley was still absent), that when I had got a decently typed
transcript of the original tape, they would listen to the tape with the
transcript, then study the original writing, and try to draw their own
specific contrasts and comparisons.
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In addition to this, I have done:
a.

b.

c.

a brief analysis of the discussion, which traces the development of
the subject, and makes some assertions about the dynamics of the
discussion, for example which of the girls introduces a particular
topic within the discussion, which develops and dramatises the
topic, which changes the topic, and so on (section 7);
A very brief synopsis of the two original pieces of writing, tracing
the development of subject within them (the synopsis on Audrey is
section 8, the synopsis on Beverley section 9);
some comments on the two pieces of writing, and a general
conclusion (section 10).

1. Beverley’s and Audrey’s discussion on race and racial
prejudice
A. Beverley, what do you think about white people living in Jamaica?
B. Well I think they should get out of Jamaica ’cause they want us
out of their country. What do you think?
A. Yes well that’s true because every time when, you know, when
kids have a quarrel they say to the coloureds, ‘Why don’t you go
back to the jungle?’ and all this. And Jamaica it’s really a lovely
place.
B. And I don’t feel that’s right to say to them, ‘Go back to the
jungle.’ As a matter of fact they don’t come from the jungle.
A. Yeah, that’s very true … Um …
B. Black people, they only want to send back the black people to their
country because of the Carnival and all this, but if they want to
know it was the police that started it. You see all those police just
coming in and spoiling their fun. That’s the only reason they make
up a fight.
A. It’s true, the fight just started. It’s all peaceful, nothing happening,
but when people, yeah, when people see the police coming they
get, you know, frightened, things must happen. You know, they
start throwing bottles and all this.
B. And the little youths were enjoying themselves. They can’t enjoy
themselves when the police are there, can they?
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A. Yeah, the police thought I think that nothing …
B. If somebody had died or something, you know what I mean, you
bump into a policeman, ‘Hey what you doing?’ and all this and
you’ve got to stop and this, you’re passing, well you want to enjoy
yourself and they say, they say, it wasn’t ’cause of the police but
you, but I saw it on TV and all those police…
A. It’s true, it is the police fault because the police… You’re doing
nothing at the Carnival, the police they just come round, you see
all this trouble start when they come round. It’s true though.
B. Yeah, and once these three white ladies, these three white ladies
got attacked right, and they put this boy of fifteen and gave him
seven years in prison right…
A. The ladies only got mugged.
B. And they, listen listen to them, that’s what I meant, mugged, and
this is them, they only took their handbags to get some money out
of it ’cause they needed it, and this is them, um, ‘How comes they
didn’t attack a West Indian lady? No West Indian ladies was
attacked.’ Because no West Indians was coming, no West Indies
people was alone that way at the time, was they? They’re not
waiting especially for West Indies ladies to come along to attack
them. Any person who comes first they just attack them.
A. Yeah.
B. That’s something I don’t understand, giving them all those years, I
don’t think it’s fair.
B. The boy, he’s got, he’s got a mother, he hasn’t got a father right,
and there’s five boys and there’s only the mother that’s got to cope
with them by herself, so what they expect? So I think it’s cruel
keeping this… support those five children, ’cause if she gives
them about one pound, that aint enough really ’cause they want to
go out and get things with their friends and they see their friends
have more than them and they want more money, they go tief and
get their money.
A. What do people take us for though? What do they really take us
for? Look at, look at the old time, I get so mad about the old times
when people, when the white people take us for slaves. Do you
think Tarzan sometimes, every time when there’s coloured tribes
there had to be a white chief. Why?
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B. Yeah, yeah, pick up this, pick up that, you got to pick it up, and
you just… (Interruption from outside: Will you be quiet please?)
Will you be quiet please? And in So-… and in Soweto they’re still
using the blacks in South Africa I mean, they’re still leaving the
blacks as slaves, they have to do as they’re told or they get shoot
down in their own country, and that offends me. And now they’re
fighting back for their country, right, the white president is
running back to Rhodesia ’cause he can’t take it, he can’t face it.
Did you see that on the news? Running back to Rhodesia, saying
he’s going back to Rhodesia because the black man, right, he put
up a good fight, and he can’t take it so he’s running back because
he doesn’t want to give the results that he have to give, because
they say right, they’re gonna give them a part, a piece of their land
and they say they don’t want a piece of their land, they want all of
it so they, now they got power, manpower enough to get all of it so
that the white African, all the white South Africans are moving out
’cause they now have to do everything for theirselves, and they
think the slaves might shoot them, but I don’t, I mean they think
the blacks might shoot them, but I don’t think the blacks is as
wicked as that, anyway, it should be right to shoot them ’cause
they shoot down all the, um, black people, take their revenge, I
would…
A. That’s true.
B. Fair’s fair. Using them as slaves, they should take a white slave
and see how they like it, the same president and treat them as …
A. Yeah, why don’t they take the white people and use them as
slaves? Why don’t, how would they like it? They wouldn’t like it.
B. Yeah, for them, just for them to know what it’s like to be told what
to do every time – pick up this, like if it’s dirt, they pick it up and
clean up the dirty plates.
A. Yeah, do this and do that…
B. Sit down and they pretty up theirselves.
(Pause.)
A. And also you want to see how much coloured people are
unemployed.
B. Yeah.
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A. Do you know, the bosses, the white people bosses, they don’t want
to take them you know, they don’t want to take them.
B. And that’s another reason they steal. And they don’t want to take
them because of the Carnival. There was a little fight up in the
Carnival, there was a little fight up in the Carnival, they think it
must be these blacks what start it, they don’t know that it was the
police, you know, saying right er right, they’re going to a Carnival
and every black person, most black people go to a Carnival, so
supposing they was to come there so they’d think oh yeah, you
went to Carnival you must have got mixed up in a fight ’cause
you’re black, it was a black place you know, and the police are
white so there must be, you get mixed up in it. You see all those
little kids just picking up bottles …
A. Yeah.
B. … and throwing at the cars …
A. And listen and some people say, when coloured people got this
kind of skin there’s no chance for them in this world, there’s no
chance, so it’s better for us to just go back to our own country and
leave this country alone and let them get up with what they want
to. Because if we left this country they wouldn’t do nothing, they
couldn’t do anything without us.
B. I know they couldn’t live without us, you know, because they
would first bring us back, we didn’t come, they first bring us from
our country to work, work in …
A. In fields.
B. Yeah and make sugar planting, for them to get rich and now
they’re rich they want fi send us back, now they’re rich they got
all the big type money, send us, chuck us, back to our …
A. Yeah, they’re just using us.
B. You know what I think they’re doing the whites, they’re going
over to the West Indies slowly, trying to take it over like South
Africa, but all me know is me gonna say, and they tell me fi do
anything fi them they better do it theirself ’cause I aint doing
nothing for them. They just, you know, all staying there one by
one, soon in less time than you know it’s gonna be like South
Africa, shooting down the blacks in their own country, I don’t
want it that way. I couldn’t help it if I just came back, I would just
get up and go shoot back at the whites. ’Cause if I was to go to
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South Africa, right, I would, if I was white, feeling the same way,
I would give all the blacks guns to shoot back down the whites,
’cause I couldn’t stand up there and watch them getting shoot for
no reason.

A. Um. Well this is the end of discussion, this was done by …
B. Beverley.
A. And Audrey. See you.
B. See you.

2. Audrey’s writing on race
I think that white people should get out of Jamacia if they want us out
of there country. Its true that Britain was once a white people’s
country, But what about Jamacia? Nearly half The population there I
bet is white, and that also means when coloured immagrants are here in
Britain they can’t get jobs, because the white people won’t let them. A
long time ago the white people used to take Blacks as slave, let them
do there work, but now the whites have what they want, were just
thrown away like dirt, But now the Blacks they’ve realised what white
people used to do with them, and now hate them. If we didn’t grow
sugar and send it to Britain they would be drinking bitter tea. These are
the points I’m trying to get at.

3. Beverley’s writing on race
I think that White people should get out of Jamacia if they want us out
of there country, its true that Bratain was once a white place. But the
West Indes was once a black place. But if the British was to send us
Back they couldn’t cope without us and they would have to drink tea
with out suger and they cannot live with out suger and they also need it
for other thing like making cakes. About half the Blacks in the country
are out of work Because they get let down They say go back to your
country but they don’t realise that we were Born in bratain. So how can
we go Back to our own country went this is our country. This is where
we were born
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4. ‘Racial Hatred’ by Marcia Smith
You may have heard about Enoch Powell wanting repatriation recently
in Britain. My view is that if Enoch Powell got every black person in
the United Kingdom out, then this country would be lost. I think that
basically Blacks are the main working force of Britain. A recent survey
showed that West Indians and East Indians tend to do more work than
the British. Why didn’t Enoch Powell open his big mouth when the
Blacks first came over here why was he so quiet when Britain needed
Blacks to build up this country. He must think we’re like disposable
plastic cups. Use them then throw them away.
Most innocent West Indians came to this country because they were
promised a new and better life. They came. They worked for long
hours every day to earn their bread, help build up the country and now
when they’re just ready to reap the benefits Mr. Powell wants them
thrown out.
I think racial hatred is stemmed from the early days when slavery was
abolished. I don’t think the majority of the whites could bring
theirselves to accept the Black Man as an equal. Because for so long he
has been looked down upon. It’s true Blacks were naive of the Whites
ways and perhaps lacked in areas of intelligence. Resulting in the
Whites taking advantage of the Blacks. And believe me, the Blacks
really suffered. After a 150 years the Black man was finally made free.
I think people believe that we should have been kept in slavery, where
we could have been safely kept down. When you look at it in general
really it all seems so idiotic all because my skin is darker than yours.
One thing I am pleased about though, is that the younger generation of
Whites are not prejudiced – unlike their elders. You can see this even
in school.
Another big issue today in Britain’s main city/cities is violence
especially among Black youths.
If you expect me to jump quickly to their defence and say – oh, how
they can’t help it and that it’s the pressures of today’s society, then
you’re in for a suprise, because I’m not. Of course society has to share
the blame but muggings are inexcusable.
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I think for anyone who really wants to understand the Black man they
should read one of his newspapers, not the sort of anti-white ones they
have about now, but a good paper like the “WEST INDIAN WORLD”
honestly some stories I read in that paper would really make you cry.
All his life the Black Man has been intimidated and looked down upon.
All his life he has had to settle for second best. And I think now that
today’s West Indians are realising that fact and want to do something
about it.
That’s why many black people today hate the white man generally.
Although its a narrow minded view of life it just simply represents
their feelings perhaps the majority of Black are being ignorant about
things, but Racial Hatred is a big, bad fact, and I’ve got a feeling
something big and bad is going to happen – there’s going to be a big
explosion SOON!!
If I have offended anyone – black or white with this piece of writing
I’d like to assure you it was done unintentionally.

5. Audrey’s piece about talk and writing
Writing about prejudice. I find this easier to write about than talk
about, because all the ideas come to my head when I’m writing. I do
believe that whites want to get Black immigrants out of their country,
but why do they want to do this, after all we grow sugar for them,
worked for them a long time ago, why won’t there be peace about this
country, with whites making up with Blacks instead of fighting all the
times, but my opinion is that they’ll never make up at this rate. A few
weeks ago me and Beverley done a discussion on racial prejudice, we
talked about whites wanting us out of their countries etc., but the main
thing what got me upset most was watching a programme called the
Quest, some China men came to work as coalminer, and the whites
were working there too, the whites started to make war on them, just
because they didn’t like their kind, this is the sort of thing I’m talking
about, but I do believe not every white person is a prejudice. When we
were taping we spoke what’s really happening in the world, what
whites do to blacks, but we didn’t go any further about the whites
trying to rule us. When me and Beverley had that Discussion I think
we learnt a lot about it, and we had a lot of ideas to write about. I like
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Discussing and writing about it, the more and more I write about this
discussion is the more and more I feel part of it, and wanting to no
more. I’d like people to write up about this to make Books about
whites and Blacks being united. But this subject is quite Good and you
get to no a lot about it, and what’s going on in the world, I also like
English like this work I’m doing about prejudices I wish everyone in
the world would just stop and think why are we each others enemy.
When Black people are in this country some of them can’t get jobs,
because the whites won’t let them, even a long time ago they had to
pick us to work in the fields because a white man wouldn’t last so long
as a black would. And now we’re in Modern time we’re no use to them
so we’re just sent back to where we came from. Do you know why
some blacks don’t like whites? Well here’s the answer. I think they’ve
suddenly realised what whites used to do with their kind long ago, and
how they were treated as slaves, and how they’re not wanted here in
Britain, but if they send us Blacks to our own country they wouldn’t be
getting on without us, soon they’ll start calling on us for any help thats
needed. Like picking in fields, a Black man has to work day and night
sometimes before he gets rest, but truely I don’t think a white man
could last out that long.
The end of my story on racial prejudice.

6. Marcia’s piece about talk and writing
I don’t really find it easier to write about a subject when I’ve talked
about it first. When I sit down to write about something, it’s as if my
head is full of hazy ideas, which gradually form as I write, if I should
talk about it first as well as giving my ideas away, I’d feel as if my
ideas were used up, and I’d forget about them before I start to write.
I found it more difficult to talk private, than to write private. I think I
can put my feelings better on paper than I can actually say them, I
don’t know but my kind of speech is not exactly lively. I’ll take
something lively and by just repeating it I kill the excitement in it. I
think you have to be gifted to be able to really talk to people. And it’s
not just talking to people. It’s being able to hold their attention. Once
you’ve got the gift of being able to speak, you can make the dullest
subject sound lively and interesting. And then again there are the type
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of people who I like to call the droners, because that’s exactly what
they do – drone. Now I know I’m not a droner but they have the same
ability as me to kill something lively.
As for talking to someone privately, I feel it is the only way. For
instance, if someone’s got a personal problem. If you give them a book
which can solve it, its not gonna be the same as you talking to them,
even if you repeat what’s in the book word for word, that person will
feel better if you talk to them.
I find it much easier to write rather than to talk about subjects like
racial prejudice. This is because there is time for ideas to develop and
then I can put them down on paper. I also find it much easier to
expreess my self in writing rather than talking. And I think my
grammar is more correct when I am writing.
I would never say anything – on tape or otherwise – that I could not
write down. If I did that, I think it would be like being two-faced, and
if a person should do that I think they’ve yet to come to terms with
themself, because one should never be embarrassed to write down what
you have spoken. That means you’re guilty of something and ashamed
of it e.g. swearing, or you’re trying to hide something while you’re
writing e.g. swearing, bad grammar. I definitely think that some
subjects are better to write than talk about and vice versa.
For instance, if you’re trying to air a grievance no matter now many
exclamation marks you put in, it won’t be the same as if it’s spoken.
I think it’s easier to be or to sound emotional by speech more than on
paper. All the same, it’s not so in all cases. For instance, you might be
reading a good book, and the writer has expressed his/herself so well
on paper, that you can sometimes get really emotional, cry even. Or
really feel and experience what the writer is talking about. But mostly,
you can have the same experience if you can see the speaker crying or
laughing. He doesn’t even have to speak you can read his face.
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7. Analysis of transcript of original discussion
Subject

Dynamics

White people out of Jamaica

Audrey – questions
Beverley – answers and returns
question
A – affirms
B – returns affirmation

Quarrel between kids – ‘Go back
to the jungle.’
Carnival

B – introduces Carnival and logic
of police intervention

Police interference

A – affirms and dramatises story
B – begins to elaborate: too many
ideas at once: syntax falling apart
A – affirms and reinforces

Mugging, and imprisonment of
black boy

B – specifies, then expands and
speculates around the incident:
the attack was random, not
deliberately racial

Boy’s background, possible
reason for behaviour

B – draws connection between
poverty and crime

New topic: slavery in the past

A – introduces topic

Tarzan: white chief
Soweto/South Africa/Rhodesia

White slaves

B – changes to contemporary
topic, then expands and extends
massively, showing knowledge
of, and opinions on black/white
situation in southern Africa
B – speculates on the idea as a
means of revenge
A – agrees again, without adding
anything
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Subject

Dynamics

New topic: unemployment

A – introduces topic

Carnival

B – agrees but leads conversation
straight back with another long
monologue to the Carnival
A – returns to a topic related to
employment

Repatriation/the employment
situation
Original transportation from
Africa to America

B – retraces to original
transportation but swift
transference to economic
exploitation

Blacks now finally being
returned, ‘chucked back’, when
no longer of value
Black/white confrontation in the
near future

B – considers the possibility – ‘I
don’t want it that way’ – but if it
had to be that way, the blacks
should be armed

8. Analysis of Audrey’s original writing
If whites want blacks out of their country, they should get out of
Jamaica
Jamaica is nearly half white
Coloured immigrants in Britain can’t get jobs: the whites won’t let
them
In the past, slavery: now the black is no longer useful to the white, the
black is to be discarded
Blacks have realised what has happened to them: they hate whites
Without sugar, whites would ‘drink bitter tea’
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9. Analysis of Beverley’s original writing
If whites want blacks out of their country, they should get out of
Jamaica
Britain was once white, true, but Jamaica was once black
The British couldn’t cope without blacks in Britain/British need sugar:
(these two points telescoped together, and confused)
About half the blacks in Britain are unemployed, let down
Whites say, ‘Go back to your country,’ but many blacks were born in
Britain; Britain is their country.

10. Some assertions
All of what is above is an ordinary, chance dip into classroom
experience. That’s not necessarily to say that the children’s experience
in my English lesson is typical of their experience across the
curriculum; the opposite would be nearer the truth. But there were no
‘laboratory conditions’: I didn’t plan what happened, and a series of
chances and mischances, combined with a tendency of mine to do what
seems to be a good idea when it occurs to me, and all the inscrutable
possibilities of the children’s brains and experiences led to the work
which is finished and fixed. So it would be presumptuous to draw
‘academic’ and general conclusions about different language modes
and the relationship between them, about roles within talk, about
whether it is always best for talk to happen before writing, or the other
way round, or whatever. One advantage which this chance dip has over
a good deal of respectable research into children’s language is that it is
real: it started one Tuesday morning because two girls wanted to talk
about something, was pursued for a while for a variety of purposes,
audiences and interests, then stopped and we went on to do something
else. I just want to say some things which seem to me to be obvious,
because what is obvious to one person is not necessarily obvious to
another.
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In the mythology of the school’s judgements about Audrey and
Beverley, Audrey is ‘bright’, though not exceptionally so, and
Beverley is ‘less able’, though not exceptionally so. A read of the
transcript of their discussion makes it clear that such judgements are
preposterous, and that in the case of two of the recipients of state
education, the linear conceptions of intelligence by which most
teachers understand their children are inadequate to the reality.
One can, of course, make fairly reliable judgements about a child’s
particular skill in a particular language mode, especially writing. I am
certain that the reason for Beverley’s status as ‘less able’ than Audrey
is that Beverley shows less technical control of the norms of written
standard English than does Audrey. But from the transcript one would
have to describe her as a dramatizer, a rhetorician, a person of
extraordinarily vivid and divergent imagination, struggling to marshal
a mass of profound ideas about which she feels passionately and which
threaten to overwhelm her, slipping somewhat anarchically from topic
to topic, as if under tremendous pressure to get everything said in a
short time. Audrey, who has a more disciplined sense of subject, who
is able to contain strong feelings within a logical structure more
effectively, who acts as interviewer at the beginning and makes the
official changes of topic (which Beverley often overrides), is envious
of Beverley’s more overt and ostentatious talent, and frequently repeats
the last phrase of one of Beverley’s speeches at the beginning of one of
her own:
Beverley:

That’s something I don’t understand, giving them
all those years, I don’t think it’s fair.

Audrey:

It’s not fair giving them all those years.

Audrey also uses reinforcements like ‘That’s true’ in an attempt to
maintain the rhetorical intensity of the discussion.
The point is that it is important to look at their language in its own
terms, starting from its own strengths, and not from value-judgements
about intelligence based on the (often limited) observation of a limited
(though important) aspect of language skill, by which I mean the
technical control of the norms of written standard English.
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The second obvious thing that I have to say is that Audrey and
Beverley bring to the discussion information, ideas, opinions and
feelings from outside school. For a short time school has become a
place where they can express and communicate their relationship to
vital and contemporary concerns in the world, and achieve a deeper
understanding of those concerns and of their relationship to them, as a
result. I say ‘For a short time’ because I believe that school should help
children to understand the world they live in, and be creative, articulate
and questioning within it. There are probably very few people who
would disagree with that statement as they see it on the page, but the
fact is that most of school takes little notice of the children and the
world as they experience it, and fails to help children to be creative or
articulate or questioning. In Douglas Barnes’s (Barnes 1976) terms,
‘school knowledge’ and ‘action knowledge’ rarely meet. The quality of
the language of the discussion, the complexity of ideas with which
thirteen-year-olds are grappling, make it quite plain that if school can
be given a realistic function in Audrey’s and Beverley’s lives, which
they can see matters, if they have a reason, not merely an obligation, to
be there, they demonstrate an excellence considerably in advance of
that which school normally expects of children of their age.
Thirdly, I was disappointed by the quality of the writing which was
done immediately after the discussion. Both pieces are adequate, but
unimpressive by comparison with the talk. Thinking about it now, two
major differences are clear to me between the contexts of the talk and
of the writing. One is the difference of purpose: the talk happened in
response to an urgent need which the children felt, while the writing
happened in response to a request from me. I believe that Audrey and
Beverley like and trust me, and felt duty-bound to do something
because I had asked so earnestly. But they didn’t feel an urgent need to
write, as they had to talk: it was one of those school activities. Marcia,
on the other hand, wrote ‘Racial Hatred’, a piece of much greater
length and urgency, largely as a result of having seen the National
Front leaflet; she had a reason, felt a need, because of something which
had come into school from outside. The writing for her was a real
activity, a part of the real world where you do things for reasons.
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The other major difference is in audience. In the case of the talk, the
audience was each other, a tape recorder, and possibly me, though their
uncertainty about me is evident from their having told me that the
subject of the discussion was to be inflation, and their running away
(but not too far) while I was listening. In the case of the writing, the
audience was certainly me, certainly other, unknown teachers and
possibly other, known teachers. Children, like adults, will perform
differently for different audiences. It is still true that most children
perform most tasks in school mostly because the audience will make
trouble for them if they don’t. It is also true that the quality of the
performance may depend at least as much on the audience, and on the
way the performer perceives the audience, as on the performer alone.
The first sentences of Audrey and Beverley’s writing are identical. It is
almost certain that Beverley, being the less confident writer, took the
first sentence from Audrey before diversifying into her own piece.
About half an hour before this Audrey was doing the same thing, in the
language mode in which Beverley was recognised to have the more
obvious strengths. This is not to suggest that Audrey is a hopeless
talker, nor Beverley a hopeless writer.
The obvious difference between Audrey’s and Marcia’s theoretical
pieces in response to my list of questions, is that Marcia shows an
ability to handle and organise abstract ideas which is remarkable for a
thirteen-year-old, whereas Audrey, who makes a brave try, does not
manage clearly to disentangle writing about talking and writing from
writing about racial prejudice (and I undoubtedly confused her by the
wording of my first question) though she does manage to write about
the latter with some of the vitality of the initial conversation. Also
Marcia is technically more proficient than Audrey.
I don’t wish to add anything to Audrey’s or to Marcia’s words: but I
would pick out Marcia’s sentence: ‘I think you have to be gifted to be
able to really talk to people’. Society places an economic value on
writing which it does not on talk: written examinations are the
economic levers by which children achieve, or do not achieve, socioeconomic advancement. Marcia, who will be one of the success stories
of schooling, is at least aware that gifts are not automatically of
unequal importance because they are unequally valued.
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Jennifer and ‘Brixton Blues’: language alive in
school
Jennifer and ‘Brixton Blues’: an introduction
Jennifer entered a South London girls’ comprehensive school in
September 1974, aged 11. She was born in London of Jamaican
parentage.
Her experience of the school, and the school’s experience of her, have
been troubled. In the school’s terms, she has been ‘difficult’,
‘disruptive’, ‘disobedient’, apparently unable to conform to the
patterns of behaviour which the institution expects of her. Her presence
in a classroom often signals an atmosphere of restless excitement, and
occasionally of near hysteria in the group of friends around her and in
the class as a whole. On the other hand she is sometimes strenuous in
her avowals of future obedience, of her determination ‘to work and to
learn’. She is capable of leading bodies of feeling calling for a return to
strict discipline, higher standards of staff dress than the considerable
amount of denim she sees around her, and teaching methods which are
formal and entirely teacher-dominated. She has a certain personal
power which she can use to turn a mood into a movement, either to the
relief or discomfort of the institution and those individuals who work
within the institution and are in contact with her. In Jennifer’s terms,
the school, though not an abject failure as a place of education, and
though there are adults working in it whom she likes and trusts, has let
her down so far in that it doesn’t seem to be giving her tools and skills
which she knows she needs. She knows that, in less than two years’
time, she is likely to leave school. At the moment she wants to be a
typist. She has been attending remedial reading groups for over two
years now and she does not think that her reading has improved. (If it
has a little, it is still true to say that she reads clumsily, brokenly and
with difficulty.) Her writing is of a similar quality; though intelligible,
it is awkward, laborious, full of technical errors. Both activities,
reading and writing, are difficult and dispiriting to her. July 1979 is
not far away; she is black and there are one and a half million
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unemployed now. She wants to be a typist, and typists, she reasonably
assumes, need to be fluent readers and writers, at least.
The interchange between her and the school has been more unhappy
than happy. Though this situation might improve, there is no reason to
expect that it will.
Where does Jennifer excel? As already mentioned, her skill as
organizer, leader, inspirer, manipulator and sometimes intimidator of
others is considerable. To this is linked a power of language – her own,
personal, oral expression – which is flexible, elastic, urgent, comic,
moving and awesomely impressive. These two skills, social and
linguistic, though apparent to anyone who knows Jennifer and listens
to her, have never been recorded so persuasively as on the videotape of
‘Brixton Blues’.
The idea for the play emerged sometime in May or June 1976, at the
end of Jennifer’s second year, in connection with the request of David
Clothier, then music teacher of Jennifer’s class, for an item for a
concert. The idea was entirely that of Jennifer and her friends; they
brought it to English lessons, form periods and any other slots in the
timetable where the teacher could be persuaded to let them rehearse. In
July 1976 the play was performed as an interlude in the musical
concert at school, and before the end of the summer term it was
suggested, and agreed, that a videotape should be made. We taped the
play for the first time on a Tuesday morning in September 1976 – it
took half an hour. On playing back the tape we found there was no
soundtrack; we had been given a dud microphone. We tried again on
Thursday afternoon of the same week – this time it took half an hour to
complete just over half the play. Up to the time of video-taping
‘Brixton Blues’ was entirely unwritten, improvised, organic and
changing from performance to rehearsal to performance. The second
time the microphone was good and we taped the remainder of the play
(about another twenty minutes) the following Tuesday. The inadequacy
of space in the school and the nature of the timetable meant that the
last two takes were in different rooms – this served to demonstrate
further the improvising skill of the actors.
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During the four months or so of the life of the play up to videotaping, it
was kept together as an entity, certainly by the enthusiasm and
commitment of all those involved, but principally by the organizational
impetus of Jennifer and Marcia. Marcia plays the black policeman and
the church minister in the play, and has written the synopsis of the plot.
In the play itself, the dramatic urgency, the sense of tension and mood,
the spectacle, the shape and pace of the thing are generated and
maintained by Jennifer, performer and stage-manager.
Linguistically, the most impressive thing to me about the play is its
range. You would say it is a dialect play, in that most of the dialogue
shows the characteristics of Jamaican patois. On the other hand,
identifiable forms, from Standard English, to Cockney, to ‘black South
London’, to almost impenetrable (to the white ear) patois, are used
with skill and precision and a sense of the appropriate. When I say
‘identifiable’ I don’t mean that the forms are always distinct and
separate. Speech patterns and conventions of syntax merge and remerge constantly, but throughout there is a feeling of mastery of
language, of control and expertise, which centres around Jennifer.
When she speaks to an invisible Brixton stall-holder, to her friends
around the kitchen table, to the policeman at the other end of the
phone, to the spiritually excited congregation in church on Sunday
morning, or to anyone who is there to listen in the extended speeches
in the second half of the play, which are virtuoso performances, there
is artistry. You are looking at an artist in language.
You are also looking at someone who is now nine of her eleven years
through full-time education, and who believes, with some shrewdness,
that she is a long way from possessing the basic skills necessary to
hold down a job as a typist. Jennifer focuses in herself a species of
cultural/linguistic/educational problem which, in a less clear, resolved
and poignant form, is present in the lives of thousands of children who
go to school in London and for whom school is, most of the time, an
indifferent, debilitating, if not destructive experience.
The root of the problem lies exclusively neither in the school nor in the
child, but somewhere in the meeting of the two. However,
responsibility for identifying the problem, as a first step towards
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solving it, lies very heavily with the school and with those educational
institutions which are supportive of it.

How ‘Brixton Blues’ came to be: transcript of a dialogue
between Marcia and Jennifer
Marcia:

… how Brixton Blues came to be.
Well it all started when our music teacher whose name is
…

Jennifer:

Mr Clothier

Marcia:

Decided that we were going to have a concert after
school and all the second year classes had to put a little
bit into the concert. Most of them were doing plays like
Snow White…

Jennifer:

Seven Dwarfs

Marcia:

Yeah Oliver Twist, yeah, so we decided we wanted to do
something different, so, Mr Richmond gave, er… Mr
Clothier, who was our music teacher sorry, gave, gave us
pieces of paper, sent us down to the other music room
and said that we gotta think up a play for our class to do.
So we thought up a play and we wrote down, about, you
know, it’s mostly about, I mean the social life in Brixton
and we decided to call it ‘Brixton Blues’ which erm …
Sir thought was a very good title. Er, anyway, what
roughly happens in the play is that, you know, Jennifer,
who’s the star of the play has got two daughters and you
know, and they give her a, quite a lot of problems and
things like that, to look after and their neighbours as
well, em, the erm, main attraction of the play is really the
party, what happens at the party things like that, anyway
what happened, we got the play done for the concert and
we did it in the concert and it was a great success and
everybody liked it, in fact I think it was the best thing
about the concert and then on Monday after we were in
the third year, because the concert was at the end of
term, Mr Richmond comes to us, because we have our
lesson on a Tuesday, Mr Richmond gave Mrs Carey a
message on the Monday after, I mean at registration, at
the end of the day. He said that we must bring our stuff
tomorrow because he is going to do a videotape of it and
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of course this is quite a shock for us because we haven’t
done it for months and for months and for months.
So anyway everybody forgot all of a sudden because we
were supposed to have packed the things (indistinct)…
everybody really forgot and that was just it. Then Mr
Richmond next day he sent us all home, we were looking
for the play, he was telling us to all go home and get our
clothes for the play so, we got our clothes for the play
and we had to wait a long time for the two Marias to
come because they got caught up on the, on a train and
when they did come and did the play, because we didn’t
have very much props like, as it happens, right,
unfortunately the play didn’t turn out very well because
of some trouble with the tape, it had no sound on it so we
had to do it all over again which of course gave us plenty
of time to get the props ready, to get the records for the
background music, the plates and spoons, get the proper
costumes because they had to run home and scrub
costumes and we got the proper costumes and shoes and
things like that. We had everything nicely fixed up and
arranged and we did it on a Thursday, Lesson 9 and it
turned out quite all right but of course unfortunately we
ran out of time in the tape so Mr Eyers said that we
would be able to do the tape on, I think it was next
Thursday next Thursday we would be able to do the tape,
the other part of the tape which is when Jennifer’s
husband comes home. So the next Thursday we did the
tape in the library up here and as it turned out it was
quite a success because everybody likes it and Mr
Richmond decided to take it to his college and I had to
write out the plot of the play, what happens in the play,
how the play came to be, things like that er, I think,
what’s the best part in the play Jennifer? What’s the best
part in the play?
Jennifer:

The best part in the play I think, is about Brixton when I
have my, I have my, my party when erm … the people
started to dance, that’s the best part of the play really.

Marcia:

Do you like acting?
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Jennifer:

Yeah acting is all right really, I don’t mind it as long as
it’s something I’m really interested in and I would like to
do.

Marcia:

As I understand that Mr Richmond don’t know about our
patois that we speak.

Jennifer:

If I say, ‘A can be bo’ fe cook de rice … (indistinct)…’
that means I can’t be bothered to cook, and somebody
say, ‘Me na bother with them pickney there ’cause them
too bad’ that means, ‘Don’t bother with that child she’s
too bad,’ that’s what it means. It’s all about our Jamaican
language really, to tell the truth. I’m very pleased with
our play.

‘Brixton Blues’: a synopsis by Marcia
This play starts at breakfast on a Saturday morning. Jennifer is living in
a council house with her two daughters, Sharon (15) and Valerie (13)
and her sister. She is separated from her husband. Her sister is also
pregnant and unmarried.
After breakfast, they prepare to go shopping in Brixton Market.
Sharon must stay behind to clean up the house for the party they are
having later on.
At Brixton, Jennifer buys some fish, then she meets her friend, and
invites her to the party. The friend decides to come along with them.
They stop to chat a while; meanwhile Valerie has met a group of
‘Brixton boys’ (black youths) who are chatting her up. While they are
doing this, another friend of Jennifer’s turns up (Aunty B). Jennifer
turns and sees Valerie being chatted up and tells off the boys and drags
her home.
They go home and the party starts, after a neighbour calls for some
sugar. The boys come next. Jennifer is not too keen to let them in, but
her sister assures her they won’t make any trouble and invites them in.
The neighbours who are nosey and unfriendly decide to dress up as
blacks, and gate-crash the party.
After a while one of the black youths invites one of the neighbours
outside (thinking she is black). He touches her face and finds she is
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wearing paint. But he doesn’t let her know. He excuses himself for a
minute and goes inside, leaving her outside, and tells Valerie about it.
She tells her mum (Jennifer) who decides to play a trick, after she
guesses that both of them who called are the neighbours. She hands out
the curry and rice to everyone, but puts a huge quantity of curry in the
neighbours’ plates. The neighbours (not being used to it) drop the
curry, and quickly excuse themselves from the party. Everyone has a
good laugh and the party ends. Jennifer decides to put up her friend
(Aunty B) for the night, then she goes to sleep snoring.
She gets up in the middle of the night to use the lavatory.
The next morning, while she is cleaning the step, she sees her
neighbours and tells them that she hopes they weren’t disturbed by the
party. Then they try to sell her a coat cheap telling her it ‘fell off the
back of a lorry’. But she knows it’s stolen. She buys the coat but
decides to ring the police and tell them that she recognized the coat as
being on Police 5 the previous night. She gives them the address of the
neighbours. The police come round and knock at the door. The
neighbours open it, and, when questioned, deny having any stolen
property but demand a warrant when the police want to search the
place. They find another coat and drag them off to the police station!
Jennifer, ‘Aunty B’ and Jennifer’s sister decide to go to church. So
they get dressed and go to church, warning Valerie and Sharon, who
are being left behind, not to let in any boys. They go to church and
have a good time; the boys turn up for church too along with others.
The next day Jennifer’s husband turns up suddenly ‘from America’.
He wants to have a talk in private with Jennifer’s sister. She tells him
that he is the father of the baby she’s expecting.
Valerie, who listens through the keyhole to the conversation, tells her
mum, who bangs on the door and demands them out of her house,
telling them exactly what she thinks of them.
She sits down and lectures her daughters about the path of destruction
and warns them that they will go straight out if they ever do anything
like their Aunty has.
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Four months later, her sister and husband turn up with a baby girl, and
ask Jennifer for some cash. Jennifer breaks down and starts crying,
asking them how they could be so cruel to her, after she has housed
and fed her sister rent free. She tells him that his two daughters Valerie
and Sharon have no money to buy clothes, and that she has got
rheumatism in her knee and can’t even afford the £5 for an injection,
and that she has only ‘£10 in the Giro’.
She also tells him that she has not even the money to pay the rent, and
she is expecting the rent man to turn up any minute now to evict her,
and then begins crying. Sharon comes in and tells her that someone is
at the door.
It’s the rentman, who tells her that the rent is ten weeks overdue, and
that she’s got to go, and that there is a couple down the street waiting
to move in. So, while her husband and sister mysteriously disappear,
they pack and leave. They meet some boys and Jennifer asks each one
if they can lodge at their house, but the answer is always no.
Tired and despondent, they sit down at the roadside and try and get
something to eat, but before they can begin, two policewomen come
and order them to move on but Jennifer becomes so upset that she
begins to fight one of the police officers who, after finally
overpowering her, drag her – and her two daughters – off to the police
station.

The transcript of ‘Brixton Blues’: an analysis
It was obvious as soon as we saw the tape of ‘Brixton Blues’ that it
would be useful and interesting to have a transcript of it. It was also
obvious that the only two people capable of making such a transcript
were the actors of the play. There are passages of the tape which are
impenetrable to anyone not born and brought up within the
conventions of Jamaican dialect speech. So Jennifer and Marcia sat
down with all the video equipment, and transcribed the tape yard by
yard. The procedure was this. Jennifer controlled the tape-recorder,
and played a length of speech, as much as she could remember at one
go. She then dictated to Marcia who wrote the speech down. If they
disagreed about something, it was played back again. They consulted
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and made up their own minds about the spellings of Jamaican dialect
words which do not occur in standard English, like ‘unnuh’ and
‘fastey’ and about the spellings of Jamaican words which do occur in
Standard English, but where the pronunciation, they felt, was
sufficiently different from standard as to require a non-standard
spelling. Marcia, who has total confidence as a writer, and who writes
near-perfect Standard English, dominated this part of the procedure.
Carol, the typist, who is also an expert transcriber and whose
sympathy, patience and interest were crucial, took Marcia’s transcript
and typed it. The first transcript took in all about eight hours to get off
the tape. When the girls saw the typescript, they decided it was
imperfect, so did a second version. This took another five hours. I give
all these details because I hear it said frequently by teachers that ‘soand-so can’t concentrate’. Such a phrase is also a favourite in end-ofterm report writing.
In my presentation of the transcript, I have made only the following
changes to the text: (1) inserted stage directions, (2) corrected the
occasional typing error, (3) corrected the occasional transcription error
when, having heard the tape over and over again, I was quite sure I was
right (e.g., the girls wrote down ‘praise’ in the church scene on several
occasions when the spoken word is ‘bless’), and (4) added some
punctuation, mainly question marks.
I left the non-standard spellings of words which occur in Standard
English as they stood on the page, after considerable thought and
changing of mind. I have heard it well argued that the pidginization of
spelling, apart from being degrading to the dialect concerned, is quite
arbitrary in that, for example, a Geordie who might appear in a
dictionary of phonetics as using the word ‘wheer’, would be insulted if
in everyday life his perfectly good word ‘where’ were so misspelt. I
haven’t got a decided opinion about this yet, so thought it best to leave
the girls’ written words as they had given them to me.
Quite apart from the qualities of the play, the act of transcription was a
remarkable feat of sustained, co-operative and complex thinking by
two fourteen year olds. There have been people who, for reasons of
their own, have tried to undermine the significance or stature of the
play with phrases like, ‘Well, of course, it would be true to say,
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wouldn’t it, that this play wasn’t actually written down?’ Actually the
play was written down, only it existed orally before it existed on paper.
The same is true of the Iliad, and of every piece of folk culture which
has ever been taken from the mouths of people and given a written
existence. Furthermore, though it was Marcia who actually formed the
letters on the page, Jennifer’s involvement with, and decision-taking
about, the writing that was done, was constant.
My intention in looking closely at the transcript was two-fold.
First, I wanted to see what I, as an interested and sympathetic layman,
with two years’ experience of hearing children talk in school in various
non-standard forms, including Jamaican patois, could find out about
the linguistic, and particularly grammatical, structures exemplified in
the play. The only way in which I could do this was by reference to my
own dialect, which is near to Standard English.
I started out with the half-formed prejudice that Jamaican patois,
though marvellous in all sorts of ways, probably does not have such
firm structural conventions as Standard English. This prejudice was a
version of that belief of most users of Standard English, namely that
their dialect, in which the business of government, commerce and most
widely-publicized verbal art is carried on, is really the only vehicle
capable of communicating complex thought. Such belief is expressed
in a variety of ways, from the liberal descriptions of non-standard
dialects as ‘lively’ or ‘vivid’ to straightforward condemnations of such
dialects as being structurally primitive. My conviction now is that the
language of the play displays grammatical conventions which are as
firm as any in Standard English, but which are more flexible.
Grammar is the tool of meaning, not the master. Thus, Jennifer uses
‘me’ as the subject pronoun throughout most of the play, and
particularly in conversation with peers. However, in two public
situations, the church and her interchange with the rentman, she
changes to ‘I’ (or ‘A’ as it has been spelt in the second case). This is
not an accident, the product of disorganization and lack of good
grammar, but a subtle, probably unconscious, adjustment of form to
suit a different audience. The church demands respectability of
manner, the creditor rentman has to be placated. Another example: the
simple negative (‘me nuh know’, ‘no want something drink?’) is used
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throughout the play. However, in conversation with the white
neighbour who is borrowing sugar, Jennifer’s phrase is ‘You don’t
need to bring it back. Okay?’ and ‘I’m having a party tonight and I
hope the noise don’t bother you’ (the latter using a feature of another,
this time white, non-standard dialect). The form of her speech is
immediately adjustable to audience and occasion.
There are passages in the play where near-standard English is used, for,
as I have said above, one of the most remarkable aspects of ‘Brixton
Blues’ is the range of linguistic styles and dialects through which it
moves. It is a fine example of language as a fluid, unquantifiable,
organic thing.
My second intention in studying the play in detail was simpler: it was
to note anything interesting or impressive about the play as drama.
There are occasions, of course, when the ‘linguistic’ and ‘dramatic’
emphases overlap. Language is not really amenable to being herded
into categories.

Grammatical conventions in ‘Brixton Blues’
Examples are given here of usages which occur frequently enough in
the play for it to be clear that they form a convention. In this list one or
more examples from the play are given to illustrate each usage. There
are, of course, many others.
1.
2.
3.

4.

Use of me as a subject pronoun, e.g.
Me have no time for you
Use of him, them or dem as subject pronouns, e.g.
Dem need money
Use of the base form of the verb to indicate past or future time,
e.g.
Me get me bag (I will get my bag)
Me chuck him out last week (I chucked him out last week)
Valerie bring (Valerie has brought…)
Non-use of verb to be as auxiliary or copula, where Standard
English requires it, e.g.
They know what they doing
How much that pound of apples?
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I thought you staying (you were staying)
Me having a party
5. Non-use of the plural form of the noun, e.g.
Me put on some record
6. Use of base form of verb with third-person subject, e.g.
Somebody want to talk
He have
7. Use of negative particle, e.g.
Me nuh know (I don’t know)
Nuh push it (Don’t push it)
Me nar joke (I’m not joking)
8. Non-use of auxiliary, e.g.
What you mean? (What do you mean?)
You soon have… (You will soon have…)
Look what she do (Look what she has done)
I thought you staying (I thought you were staying)
9. Use of is with a first or second person pronoun, e.g.
And who she think me is
You is my sister
10. Use of a to indicate aspect, e.g.
Me eye a hurt me (My eye has been hurting me)
Where you a go? (Where are you going?)
Me a feed you (I have fed you)
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Words or usages of words which do not occur in Standard
English
I am indebted to the Dictionary of Jamaican English (Cassidy and
Le Page 1967) (DJE) for most of the following definitions and
explanations.
1.
2.
3.

4.

5.

6.
7.
8.

9.

Breh: used as an emphatic at the end of a statement, (e.g. ‘Lard
Gad dem desert me, breh’). I can’t find a reference in DJE.
Catch: used in the sense of ‘stay’ (at someone’s house), or more
specifically ‘settle down to sleep; shake down’.
Chuh: (e.g. ‘Chuh, stand up man’) is an ‘interjection of
astonishment, anger, impatience, disappointment’, originating
from either Ewe or from Twi.
Fi: besides being a dialect spelling of the standard word ‘for’ (e.g.
‘fi me’/’for me’), ‘fi’ is used as a ‘particle introducing infinitive’,
as in ‘fi eat’. The standard equivalent is ‘to’. DJE also gives the
following senses: ‘possessive particle… preceding a pronoun, or
occasionally a person’s name’, and quotes ‘This woman has a
baby for you’ as an example. In ‘Brixton Blues’, ‘Maria who the
baby for?’ is obviously an example of the same usage.
Mash: means ‘To strike with a “smashing” blow, bruise, smash,
crush; hence to destroy, spoil.’ I remember using the word in the
same sense as a schoolboy.
Mek: means ‘allow, permit, let’.
Pickney: means child or children; its origin is probably the
Portuguese pequenino, small child.
Seh: (e.g. ‘You nuh see seh you want…’) ‘After verbs such as
“think”, “know”, “believe”, “suppose”, “see” or others involving
communication … introducing the object clause: virtually
equivalent to “that”.’
Unnuh, unno, unna: means ‘you’, specifically in the plural. The
word is derived from Ibo, a West African language, where it had
(and no doubt still has) the same sense.
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Brixton Blues
At home. Breakfast time.
Mum:

Come on, on here Valerie now.

Valerie:

I’m coming.

Mum:

What is it meaning by1 this playing record this
time in the morning Valerie?

Valerie:

Mummy you can’t see2 me like my record?

Mum:

You sit down there and eat your breakfast. I’m
going to Brixton in a minute. Sharon!

Sharon:

Yes mummy.

Mum:

Here.

Sharon:

Yes.

Mum:

You eat your breakfast or you’re not coming with
… take off them hugly3 things from your face.
It’s summer? Eat up that breakfast and you’re not
coming Brixton this morning with me, right. You
tidying up in here, understand?

Sharon:

Yes Mummy.

Mum:

That is right. Fastey playing record this time of
the morning. Want a kick. I don’t want any more.
Tidy up here now.

Sharon:

All right mummy.

Mum:

Me get me bag then. Here Valerie bring this one.
Valerie bring the bag. Hang on a minute. Come
on. Sharon you hear what I said don’t lick off the
plate. Come on.

Walk to Brixton Market. At the market stall.

1
2
3

What do you mean by.
Mummy can’t you see.
'hugly' = ugly – ‘h’ strongly pronounced.
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How much that pound of apples please love?
How much? You're joking! You're not joking?
See if I have got enough money. No I haven't got
enough, I haven't got no change to give you.
Come on Valerie.

Walk… music.
Nice weather today you know isn't it?
Boys:

Hi Valerie, hi.

Valerie talks with boys.
Sis B:

Hallo my Aunty.

Mum:

Hello how are you sister, alright? (to boys) Is
’ooh unnuh4 is ’oo unnuh is ’oo? Valerie is that
your friends?

Valerie:

Them is me friends mummy.

Mum:

How you mean your friend? What they doing out
here Valerie?

Boys:

I yer man from Brixton Market.

Mum:

‘Ow yuh mean ole yuh mouth inna Brixton
Market an’ me ’ah talk to me own daughter. Me
’aving a party at me council flat tonight and’ me
nih want nunna unnuh come mash it up. You hear
what me say.5

Walks away … muttering.
Mum:

Too disgusting. Come on. Disgusting.

Valerie:

It’s me friends.

Mum:

Which friend Valerie, them6 is disgusting people.
Old chum me have no time for you.7

4
5
6
7

Who are you?
Utterance very hard to transcribe: rapid, angry speech.
‘them is’ = ‘they are’
Very uncertain transcription.

84

The Vauxhall Papers
To sister B
So how are you alright?

Friend:

Hullo.

Mum:

Hello love how are you?

Friend:

Alright thank you.

Mum:

We’re having a little party hereabouts it, aint it?

Friend:

Yes.

Mum:

You coming along?

Friend:

Yes.
To sister B
How are you?

Sis B:

Not too bad aunty.

Mum:

The belly big at last me see it.

Sis B:

Me chuck ’im out last week.

Mum:

Is it?

Sis B:

Yes last week.

Mum:

You chuck him out?

Sis B:

Yes.

Mum:

That’s good you8 chuck him out, him no dam
good. Come along love. Valerie come on.

Sis B:

Carry me case Valerie.

Mum:

Carry aunty case9 man, come on.

Valerie:

And who she think me is?

Walk back home.
Knock, knock.
Sharon:

Hello mummy you come back?

Mum:

Yes love. You tights tear you now love.

8
9

It’s good that you.
Aunty’s case.
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Sharon:

Hello Aunt.

Mum:

Me never get nat’ing fi you10 Sharon.

Sharon:

Alright.

Mum:

Sit down now. Come on sit down.
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Talk round table.
Maria:

How many months?

Sis B:

18 months.

Maria:

Me is 9 months, 9 months.

Mum:

You soon have him int it, ah have, cause nice
‘n’…

Maria:

Yes.

Mum:

(To Sis B) Anyway tell me about how you stay
now.11

Sis B:

Him too nasty me chuck out the nastiness, me
chuck him out.12

Mum:

You chuck him out?

Sis B:

Yes chuck him out. Di nah want him sleep in me
room.

Mum:

What you mean di nah want sleep in the room?

Sis B:

How are you?

Mum:

Me eye a hurt me you see. Me go the a-pa-ticians
and ’im seh nuttin’ nah wrang wid me a eye. Mi
go a me dacta’ ’im seh sumting wrong wid’ me
eye. Me nuh know ’oo to believe. Breh.13

10
11
12
13

I haven’t got anything for you.
Uncertain transcription.
Utterance obscure on soundtrack.
This speech shows the signs of the real delight in speaking which
develops through the play: a) splitting and stressing vowel sounds of
‘optician’; b) ‘o’s become an ‘a’ sound – ‘apatician’, ‘dacta’, ‘wrang’; c)
‘me eye’ – growled out; d) ‘breh’: expression of feeling used among
peers. The dramatic force is heightened by the syntactical economy of the
speech.
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Mum (cont.):

No want something drink?

All:

Yes please.

Mum:

Me get some water.

Knock, knock.
Sis B:

You want me open the door?

Mum:

No. One of the pickney they open it.

Sharon:

(At door) Hello.14

Neighbour:

Can I see your mummy for a moment please?

Sharon:

Yes. Mummy the next door neighbour wants to
see you.

Mum:

Yes alright.

Neighbour:

Oh, hello love, I’m sorry to bother you. Can I
borrow some sugar?

Mum:

Yes love, come right in.

Neighbour:

God look at the dust.

Mum:

Here’s the sugar in the bowl OK.

Neighbour:

Yes

Mum:

You don’t need to give it back OK?

Neighbour:

Yes alright.

Mum:

Yes and I’m having a party tonight and I hope
this noise don’t bother you, you know?

Neighbour:

Yes right.

Mum:

Oh you’ve got a little bit of dust on your skirt
done taken down. Sharon never clean15 the house
properly you know. OK bye bye.

Exit neighbour

14
15

Sharon, then Mum, use South London accent for conversation with
neighbour.
Sharon didn’t clean.
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Exit neighbour
Maria:

Who was that?

Mum:

No the next door neighbour wanted some sugar.

Maria:

You shouldn’t ’ov give her, she might not bring it
back.

Mum:

How you mean I shouldn’t ’ov give her? My feet
are killing me. (Puts feet on table) Dear I’m ill
mannered, sorry you know we never learn. Yes so
how’s life?

Sis B:

Not bad.

Mum:

You know I got a party tonight. Will the noise
bother you?

Sis B:

No it nar bother me16 if it nar bother she it nar
bother me.

Mum:

Oh me see. Me put on some record. The bloody
thing ain’t working properly I had to give it a
little pushy.17

Sis B:

Come on dance Maria.

Maria:

Yes alright.

Mum:

No go dance, I no go dance. I never dance for a
long time.

Knock
Mum:

Valerie open the door.

Valerie:

Alright.

Boys:

Valerie!

Valerie:

What you coming here for?

Boy:

You coming to the party tonight?

Valerie:

My mum’s having a party so I can’t come.

16
17

No it won’t bother me.
‘Pushy’: the suffix, as in ‘sweety’, but used here where it never would be
in Standard in this sense.
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Boys:

We can come in then?

Sharon:

Valerie, who is it?

Mum:

What you doing here? Valerie it’s them boys in
Brixton Market. Well I tell you I don’t want them
here. Aunty look, Valerie bring boy pickney come
mash up me place.18

Sis B:

What is it?

Maria:

Let them in now?

Mum:

How you mean let them in?

Maria:

Come in now, come in.

Boys:

Thank you (Enter boys)

Mum:

Come this way then.

Talk:

Unna dance?
Na dance with me no.
Come move the chairs no.

Neighbours:

(Off camera) Oh listen to that noise.
Yes look at them all dancing.
I know how I can get in there, dress up as
coloureds they’ll never know the difference.
Come on.

Mum:

Me tired.

Sis B:

Me tired too.

Mum:

Sit down then.
’Ello … Yes, yes come in an’ dance. Alright
young boy. Come now. Yeh me lick up the
Charlies. Me tired.

Boy:

(To neighbour girl) Come outside, can I touch
your nice smooth face?

Neighbour girl:

No me have make up on me face.

Boy:

What you mean?

18

‘Valerie bring boy pickney come mash up me place.’ Note how small
auxiliary words are dispensed with for an urgent statement, ‘bring’ = has
brought; ‘boy pickney’ – singular form generalized.
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Girl:

Me ’ave make up on me face.
Don’t touch me nice soft face.

Boy:

’Ow you mean yuh nuh black a’ready?

89

He touches her face and the paint comes off in his hand.
Boy:

I’m just going inside for two drinks.

Girl:

Alright.

Boy:

Valerie!!

Valerie:

Me coming.

Boy:

That girl out there is black.19

Valerie:

What yuh mean. Mammy!!

Mum:

What! What you want?

Boy:

That girl out there is white.

Mum:

White? What’s that on your hand. That paint? I
going sarve dem!!! Come, come. Unnuh keep on
dancing. Tell ’ar fi come inside. Curry time luv,
Curry time!

Neighbours are served with over-spiced curry.
They drop plates.
Neighbour:

Alright. We must go now, bye.

Everyone laughs.
Mum:

Unnuh go home now unnuh boy pickney unnuh
go home. That’s why me huh like keep party you
know.

Sis B:

You want me fi help you?

Mum:

No man! You stay where you deh.

Sis B:

Me a come help you Anty.

19

‘Black’ is an actual mistake by boy.

90

The Vauxhall Papers

Mum:

Where you a go catch sleep tonight?
Wait, me ’av a couple settee chair.

Maria:

One for me.

Mum:

Wait nuh Anty B. Chuh stan’ up man!
Come weh yuh a do wid me scarf it sweet dough
catch up tek off de boot dem.20
You wan’ lie down too innit? Ere you come lie
down over ’ere love.
You catch deh suh. Wid fi unnuh heavy load me
nuh know how me a go manage wid unnuh.21

Maria:

No man, leave mi shoes mi alright wid it on.

Mum:

You sure yuh nuh want a cup tea, nuh want cup a
tea?

Maria:

No, me nuh want cup a tea.

Mum:

Not tonight… Why you dye you hair fuh, at fi
you old age you a dye you hair. Me nuh know
why you a dye hair. You is forty-odd and you a
dye22 hair.

Maria:

Me a twenty-six23 luv!

Mum:

You tink seh you is young gal like weh me have
upstairs. Alright when marnin’ come me call you
alright? Alright good night – sleep tight!

Mum gets up in the night to use the lavatory.
Next morning.
Mum:

That damn clock.

Maria:

Anty! Wake up nuh.

Sis B:

What for?

20
21
22
23

‘Come. . .dem’ = Hey, what have you done with my scarf? It’s nice to get
the weight off your feet, isn’t it? Take off your shoes.
Use of broad colloquial dialect with peers; dramatically most effective.
‘you a dye’ – You are in the habit of dyeing.
I am twenty-six.
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Maria:

Wake up you a big ’oman you a big woman wake
up!24

Mum:

Hello, you alright? Me turn on the telly.

Maria:

No man, mi want de radio – turn it on now. Me
want hear Reggae Time inn it.

Mum:

Reggae Time nuh come on till one o’clock. Why
you want hear Reggae Time for, you christian?

Sis B:

Me going a bathroom go wash.

Mum:

Alright go on upstairs man, an’ you Sister B, go
on wid she. So bloody well tired! So so tired. Hey
you two – what you doing?

Maria:

We going to church.

Mum:

Alright, go on go get ready fi church then.

Outside house, Mum sings to herself while cleaning.
Neighbours:

… cheat that lady next door.

Mum:

Hello.25

Neighbours:

Hello.

Mum:

’Oo was you talking about?

Neighbours:

No one – here you are – jus’ for you this bargain.

Mum:

Wait man nuh push it pan me! Nuh push it pan
me! Mmm, How much is it love?

Neighbours:

£10.

Mum:

£10 weh mi a go get money fram26 weh mi a go
get money fram?

Neighbours:

I don’t know but it’s a bargain.

Mum:

Where you get it from?

Neighbours:

Fell off the back of a lorry.

24
25
26

More colloquial dialect between peers.
In meeting neighbours, Mum’s accent, intonation and syntax are initially
very close to theirs; another example of range of register.
Where am I going to get the money from?
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Mum:

Back a lorry … you thief it ain it? You tell me de
truth nuh man.
Mek me see if me ave any money – me soon
come. Me mus’ ’ave a money, me mus’! Lovely
coat! Yes ’ow much you say?

Neighbours:

£10.

Mum:

Me can wear it go a church. Bye. Me ’ave fi ’ide
it fram dem me ’ave fi ’ide it.

Maria:

’Oo was at de door?

Mum:

Some lady ’ang on unnuh keep out there a minute
keep out.

Maria:

We a woman you know Anty.

Mum:

Wait a minute. (Telephones)
Hello?27

Voice:

Hello?

Mum:

Is that Brixton Police station?

Voice:

Yes madam can we help you?

Mum:

Yes some people next door thief one coat, say it
fall off a larry come gi’ me.

Voice:

Could you repeat that please?

Mum:

You can’t understand me?

Voice:

I’m afraid not.

Mum:

Well (how must we put it now) These white
people – no mi friend dem –

Voice:

Yes

Mum:

give me a coat…

Voice:

Yes

27

Mum starts off the telephone conversation in fast dialect which the
policeman cannot understand. When he asks her to repeat herself, she
thinks, says to herself, ‘How must we put it now’, starts again with ‘These
white people’, realises that would be undiplomatic then proceeds slowly,
with ‘mi friend’. It is an astonishing display of acting talent, awareness of
register and command of language choices.
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Mum:

an say dem a gimme for ten poin’… dem say dem
fall off a larry – me nuh know if a true but it have
one label weh come on Police 5. An’ me want
you fi go dere an’ sort out.

Voice:

What’s the address please?

Mum:

59 Old Kent Road

Voice:

Is that your address or the neighbours?

Mum:

De neighbour!

Voice:

Alright.

Mum:

’Ow me a go give you my address?

Puts down phone.
Flippin’ fool
In neighbour’s house.
Police:

We have reason to believe that you’ve been
smuggling stolen goods.28

Neighbour:

Smuggling what? We ain’t smuggling nutink.

Police:

Well, in that case you won’t mind me come inside
and having a look around will you.

Neighbour:

You get the warrant and I’ll see if you can look
around.

Police:

Ah… this looks like it. Let’s ’ave a look at the
label.

Neighbour:

That’s my coat.

Police:

This looks like it doesn’t it Sargeant. Come on
let’s take them down to the police station.

Police take neighbours away
28

This section is inaudible because of an extended buzz on the VTR; the
dialogue for the transcript was filled in by the transcribers. Note that the
transcribers, both West Indian, have a pretty good grasp of the
conversations of white South London dialect and of police talk.
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Mum:

’Ang on A jus’ go downstairs where’s mi ’at a
wonder if it upstairs. Come on.

Maria:

Me look nice.

Mum:

What you say? If you look nice?
You look like damp, puss.

Maria:

You look nice, you look nice man.

Mum:

You don’t look nice man. Wait mek me put on me
shoes. Mi nuh like ’urry fi go church you know.

Maria:

Why you put on dem ugly shoes fa?

Mum:

’Ow you mean dem ugly? A goin’ bruck you
neck. A pay £10 fi dem – Where mi Bible den.

Maria:

Come on, look at the time half past 11 an’ we
meant to be der 11 o’clock.

Mum:

Here tek unnuh book man, one mi sing outa.
Come on. Pickney! me go a church29 right. A
don’t want unnuh mek up noise or bring any boy
in here right?
OK den. A don’t like30 going to church you know.

Mum:

Sit down unnuh sit down. Let me get a chair. Me
get a chair.

Vicar:

Praise the Lord!

All:

Praise the Lord.

Vicar:

Let us praise the Lord again.

All:

Praise the Lord.

Vicar:

The Lord has been mighty good to us this week.

Mum:

Sh. you lot.31

Vicar:

Keeping us through the week and er as, as we
come to close this service we can all say what a
lovely time, it’s been good to be here today and
now we’re going to ask our dear sister Ann to
stand and bless us.

29
30
31

I am going to church.
Here referring to daughters – they don’t like: use of ‘don’t’ unusual.
Probably uttered as a stage manager rather than as actor.
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Mum:

Praise the Lord!

All:

Praise the Lord!

Mum:

… come to church today…
Praise our Lord! Ahmen!

All:

Ahmen!

Mum:

Praise the Lord! Now as you see my two sisters
follow me today Lard, to give, they want you to
give them some prayers, come down and help
them Lord! Now today, in church we come to
give our prayers and thanks. Lard, they put
themselves in a trouble which they shouldn’t have
put themselves in but they know what they doing.
Anyway as the Vicar says I come to say a prayer
not to preach about my family. St. Matthew 26
verse 9…
… And Jesus said to Paul32, ‘Come unto me
Peter’, and he went down in the baptism and he
said, ‘Wash my feet Paul wash my feet’, and he
washed the Lord’s feet and the Lard said, ‘I feel
good now Peter, I feel good’, and I shout out
Praise the Lord!

All:

Praise the Lord …33

Mum:

Ahmen.
Jesus, huh hit me Lord! Now we sing a song.
Page 19. I pick it up for you. ‘Closer …’ would
you please stand.

All:

(singing…) Closer than a brother my Jesus is to
me, Oh in anything I do …

Enter boys.
32
33

This passage is a remarkable pastiche of Biblical language.
In the church scene the syntax is almost identical with SE, and the
pronunciation quite similar to RP. The major exception is in her
conversation with the boys, who creep in at the back of the church, the
same boys who fancy her daughters and who came to her party. With
them she immediately slips to the outside-world vernacular – ‘Where you
boys come from? You mother wanna give you a good beating.’ – not only
in syntax but in pronunciation.
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Mum:

…Where you boys come from?

Vicar:

Praise the Lord.

All:

Praise the Lord.

Sis B:

For your blessing.

Giggles in background.
Mum:

Who was that?

Vicar:

Praise the Lord.

Mum:

Money please. You boys money, you must have
money. Money sir.

Boy:

What you want that for? I haven’t got anything.

Mum:

And you come in the church?

Boy:

Why not?

Mum:

Your mother wanna give you a good beating.

Mum:

Now I will say this prayer for all you young
youths, the young sisters and the young people.
Now I would like to represent34 one of my old
friends that come from Jamaica. Would you stand
up Sister Wright. Well the Lord bless her and
keep her and I don’t know why she come to
church this Sunday but she come35 in her own
way. The Lord said come to church, she came,
she came to bless us. Now she’s not gonna say a
prayer for us but she’s gonna give us all her
thanks. Would you kneel and we pray for you.

Sis B:

Praise the Lord!

All:

Praise the Lord!

Mum:

Sister Wright you come to church today, the Lard
bless you, you must keep on coming and give
your goodwill sister Wright I tell you now, the

34
35

Either Jennifer actually means present or ‘represent’ has a use in church
language which I don’t know about.
Has come; but then a very deliberate use of ‘came’, with pronunciation to
match.

Four Papers

97

road leads a long, long way and you’re going to
make it. You must, don’t be bad any more, I
know you used to be bad in Jamaica but the Lard
has come unto thee Jesus, and when the Lord
says, ‘Walk down the streets’, I’m gonna be there
… Hallelujah! Oh Lard God you can come to
Jesus, Sister Wright, Lord bless her … allelujah…
the Lord God bless her! Ahmen.
All:

Ahmen
Ahmen

Vicar:

Let’s all go home to bed, let’s all go to home
thanking the Lord God for what he’s done for us
and I hope each and every one of you will attend
our service next week because the Lord has really
got something in store for you.
Ahmen. Goodbye and God bless you.

All:

Ahmen … Praise the Lord … Lord go with you.

Mum:

Hello … Lord go with you … Praise the Lord

Walking home.
Mum:

That was a lovely service. Come on, sisters gone
home and leave me.

Sis B:

Aunty you alright?

Brixton Blues 2
Mum:

Nothing really good on the telly is there? Turn it
over.36

Knock.
Valerie:

Mummy come here.

Mum:

Yes what’s the matter Valerie?

Valerie:

Look who’s here.

36

‘Nothing ... over’ in London accent.
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Mum:

Is what you doing here?37

Dad:

Come back from holiday.

Mum:

Come in then. Valerie pick up him bag. I don’t
know what you want, I thought you staying over
there where you did den.

Talk.
Dad:

Maria!

Maria:

Yes

Dad:

I want to speak to you again.

Maria:

Alright.

Mum:

An’ hurry up from up deh.

Dad:

Maria who the baby for?38

Maria:

You39

Dad:

Me?

Maria:

Yes you.

Dad:

When?

Maria:

Down No. 1.

Dad:

I go to a whole heap of parties down No. 1.

Maria:

I think it was September the 15th.

Dad:

Mm I remember.

Maria:

I was a bit tipsy then, you know what I mean.
(Pause) Well you know.

Dad:

I don’t know what to do.

Maria:

Well for a start I need some money then don’t I.

Dad:

I ain’t got none.

Valerie:

Mummy,

37
38
39

What are you doing here?
Who is the baby for? Standard English would have Whose is the baby?
Neither Maria nor Dad uses a strong accent.
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Mum:

Yes?

Valerie:

You know who the baby for?

Mum:

Who Valerie?

Valerie:

Daddy.

Mum:

Hang on deh I t’ought something was gon’
suspicious up deh. You go upstairs with your
sister Sharon.40
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Knock, knock.
Maria:

Who at the door?

Mum:

Open the door!

Dad:

Can’t you see somebody want to talk?

Mum:

I said open the door. Outa mi house, right now,
you so disgus’ me, shame me actually you do.
Outa me house, take your things and come out,
out and you go with him though you is my sister
go with him. A don’t able fi nobody fi come
down.41 Yuh underneath my roof an’ look weh
yuh come do to me. You think me no hear, me
hear good and proper everything what happen.
And you little sneaking me no like a sneaking,
you know, though you is me sister me tell you
inna you face, you two black sneaking, you two
blasted sneaks, you come outta me house and you
come out with him too, your fastey bitch.

Argument.
Maria:

Don’t worry, don’t worry.

Exit Maria and Dad.

40
41

Mum is unimpressed with the news to begin with; voice is matter of fact.
‘A don’t able fi nobody fi come down’: obscure on soundtrack, selfcontained phrase.
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Mum:

Unna two pickney weh me have come down here.
Come down here, come on.

Valerie:

Yes Mummy

Mum:

You see how yuh daddy burden fah me. Sit down
here, I have something to tell you now.
Let me tell you something now, right, you see
your father what he do to me and you see my
sister what me have. That why me glad seh me
sister G garn a Jamaica but she ha come back42
though and when she come back I’m gonna tell
you the bad news that me own sister that me
shelter under me own roof do to me. Your owna43
daddy breed him right and look what she do to
me. Me think she would do something better and
say well, well, well, but look what she do, do wi’
me owna husband from America. Let me tell you
unna two if you name bad woman go out there
an’ mek anybody sow yuh belly an’ see what I do
wid unnu. And no know who the father is a chap
unno up wid me chapper, me nar joke wid unno.
You, you grin a box you roun’ a yuh face you
grin. You can’t be serious like your sister? You
can’t be serious?
Well all me see you inna Brixton Market. A tark44
wid all dem boy dem right me nuh seh nuttin to
you, me nuh seh nuttin to you but me seh sumting
to you now. Min’ weh45 you a do, Valerie.
Mind d’yer hear me, mind unna go upstairs tidy
for bed, go on me no arguing46 with you come and
slap your leg.

Valerie:

Goodnight mummy.

Mum:

Goodnight you watch when I come up there
tonight and I box you too bad. Flipping out of
order, bloody well out of order, too, too much.

42
43
44
45
46

Will come back.
‘Owna’ – interesting pronunciation adding extra syllable.
‘A tark’ here seems to be equivalent to talking
What
Single negative; unusual to see the present participle ‘arguing’.
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Snore…
Wakes…
Mum:

So tired, oh gosh, so tired.
Valerie, Sharon.

Valerie:

Coming mummy.

Mum:

Hurry up.

Valerie:

Yes mummy.

Mum:

Clear up, clear up. Valerie come here me can’t
see too good without me glasses. How much
months passed now?

Valerie:

Three months, mummy.

Mum:

Three months, you look good, she’s flipping
blind, blind …

Sharon:

It’s four months.

Mum:

Four months when I see47 m’sister now. Four
months when I see ‘im. I wonder how she’ll get
on, eh? and y’r old pappa, your bloody old father,
father.

Knock.
Mum:

Who at the door?

Sharon:

Daddy you come back.

Mum:

He mi jus’ a done tell48 me two pickney dem seh
lang time mi nuh see unna. Sit down. How’s,
how’s the baby you having49. Let me see cutchy,
cutchy, cutchy, cutchoo. Not bad is it? What is it,
a girl or a boy?

Maria:

Girl.

Mum:

I can’t see its face, oh boy! A girl?

47
48
49

Since I have seen or Since I saw.
‘Jus’ a done tell’ = just been telling, cf. Southern USA.
You’ve had (?)
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Maria:

Yeah.

Mum:

What you call it?

Maria:

Jennifer.

Mum:

What you call it Jennifer for?

Maria:

’Cause I felt like it.

Mum:

Felt like it, see her face.

Maria:

See y’r50 face.

Mum:

Yes man, me see it this morning. (Pause) Well,
well, well, so what you come back for now?

Maria:

Cash. We’ve no money to pay the house.

Mum:

How you mean, no money to pay the house? How
you mean you no money?
Yuh tink seh me ah go give yuh money me!!!
Fi go dig down inna my purse go seh mi a go gi’51
you money mi? You would a mad. An’ yuh, yuh,
tink se mi forget yuh months pass all years and
whatever you want call it pass, me nah give unnu
a ‘appenny. As god see mi an mi nah give unn a
‘appenny. Me never know yuh would do dis to
me you hear. Mi never know you would do this to
me Sister Birdie, me never know. Lord know a52
Sister G come back from Jamaica mi ah tell her
same way what unno do to me. Because Lord
God a never know dis would happen to me, Lord
Jesus Christ me never know. Me never know. A
tru yuh know A think a sheltering unnu two und
mi roof. Me tink seh yuh would a care53 fi mi.
You jus’ a look pon me pon street a point pon mi.
Me ah fee yuh me ah clothe you me a give you
every … little thing me have to give yu. Me have
food everything, and all you have a come and say,
you want money. You just a come fling down yuh
case. Yuh nuh see seh you two pickney want

50
51
52
53

Plays on the ambiguous sound of ‘her’ and ‘y’r’: emerges as a joke.
‘Mi ah go gi’ = I am going to give.
‘a’ = when, implying sense of future.
Would have cared.
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clothes. You no even know seh dem need money.
Can’t you even see them want clothes? Dem nuh
even have food fi eat a marnin time before dem
go school. An yuh want me fi give yuh money
Lord God me nuh know weh54 me a go thru Jesus
Christ me nuh know. Weh55 a go a do. Yuh see
me knee mi have arthritis in it and me have to go
pay private doctor flipping five pound fi gimme
injection fi it. An yuh come want money Lord
God. Me nah work yuh know, me nah work. The
little £10 them only gimme inna Giro, me nah
have no money. Me nah have no money. Me nuh
even can pay for de flipping house weh me have.
Me nuh know if the lady a go come and come tek
weh de house from me. Weh mi a go a live, weh
mi a go live? Answer me now weh mi a go live?
Maria:

In the street.

Mum:

How you mean in the street fastey?56

Knocking.
Maria:

Well yuh chuck me out ennit or A woulda pay
down fa yuh.

Mum:

Yes she have money.

Sharon:

Mummy there’s someone to see yuh.

Mum:

Lard God weh mi go do?57 Me a fi – Lard God,
who is it?

Sharon:

I don’t know mummy.

Mum:

Yes?

Rentman:

Hello, your rent is not paid for 10 weeks.

Mum:

For 10 weeks luv? How you mean?

Rentman:

Look 10 weeks.

54
55
56
57

What.
What.
‘Fastey’, this is a very common Jamaican word not used all that often in
the play.
What am I going to do?
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Mum:

Come step out her A can’t very see well widout
me glasses. Am a bit blind in one eye yuh know.
10 weeks? A can’t see 10 weeks58.

Rentman:

1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10.

Mum:

So much money? How much?

Rentman:

£58.

Mum:

A haven’t got a ‘appenny.

Rentman:

Sorry, you have to go, there’s a couple down the
street waiting.

Mum:

To come in ma house?

Rentman:

Yeh, they got to.

Mum:

I’m taking away everything wid mi if ah have to
move. I’m very sorry ma husband and ma sister
come an’ give me a burden an yuh come give me
this.

Rentman:

Yes take everything, but out you go!

Mum:

How yuh mean?

Rentman:

No rent paid – out!

Mum:

Lard, all di same ting me tell unno59. All di same
ting me tell unno. Dem a come chack me out60.
Weh me a go do Valerie? All you, no flipping
good – you good fi nutting. Come lif’ up dis now
if dem wan tek out, chuck me out.

Maria and Dad:

Can we get out yuh house?

Exit Maria and Dad.
Mum:

58
59
60

Lard Gad dem depart me agen! Lard Gad dem
depart me agen before me get arf a mi head.
Come pickney push di table roun’ deh. Help me
now Valerie. Push the table round here. Lard Gad

Mum moves towards the language of the rentman: syntax pretty standard.
When mum ceases to communicate with rentman, syntax returns to
Jamaican and the pronunciation immediately becomes broader.
They are coming to chuck me out.
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dem desert me breh61. Dem really desert me.
When dem people come dem flippin’ take what
dem want. Come, come take the suitcase with me.
Me pack up some knickers and some other things.
Is weh we are gonna live62 though? Blast well see
your father though, if you come like him I kill
unnuh. You hear I kill unnuh. You ’ear Lard Gad
a kill unnuh.
Walk in Brixton.
Mum:

Lord gosh me never … come … (indistinct) no
know what to do, but … (indistinct) … oh, kill
them … (indistinct) … sexy Sharon
Hi! You over there, alright, yes me a talk to you,
you alright? Come me have two girl pickney, you
know them innit, this one Valerie. Come here pig.
You nose turn up like pig. So where you live,
love?

Boy:

Old Kent Road.

Mum:

Old Kent Road, We can come catch at your house
tonight?

Boy:

No me sorry me live with me mother.

Mum:

Live with your mother, Lard God and she no tell
you about your hair. Here sweetheart come here
weh you run from, me no gonna hurt you, come
here … Where you live love?

Second boy:

Weh you wanna know for?

Mum:

Come on, ’cause we want to come in your house
tonight council them chuck me out. We can
come? Wait nuh boy weh you run from? Me can
come?

Second boy:

Nah.

Mum:

What about you?63 You look the rough type. You
can’t live with rough woman. Is rough man?

61
62
63

An emphatic reinforcing word.
Where are we going to live?
Mum’s abbreviated style in speaking to the boys: overbearing, confident.
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Third boy:

Yes man.

Mum:

‘Ow you mean ‘yes man’? ’Tan’ up an talk t’me.
We can come catch at your house?

Third boy:

Sorry me house full.

Mum:

Lard gosh. Oi you come here. I like y’hat, yer
head no comb though. Look at the little shortarse
bwoy. Sharon you like ’im, you like ’im Sharon,
you can ’have ’im if you want ’im.

(to boy):

And y’ grow moustache though. Me can come
live in your house?

Fourth boy:

Oo-oo

Mum:

’Ow you mean oo-oo? Me can come live there?
No? How you mean oo-oo? Lard Gad unnuh want
to learn some manners. Where you come from
Jamtown? Oo-oo me know. Unnuh come me go.
All we have to do is sit down on roadside and
wash we little self64 and freshen weself. Ain’t it?

Enter Dad and Maria.
Mum:

Oh gosh. Hey hello you alright then? Remember
me?

Dad:

Never seen you before.

Exit Dad and Maria
Mum:

Lard Gosh, see how them desert me. Is wha we
gonna do65 Valerie?

Valerie:

I don’t know.

Mum:

Is wha’ we gonna do Sharon?

Sharon:

I don’t know.

Mum:

You don’t know, I kill you. Come. Catch ’er so fi
now. Want something to eat?

64
65

Our little selves.
What are we going to do?
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Valerie and Sharon: Yes mummy
Policeman:

Excuse me, no loitering on the pavement, I’m
afraid you have to go.

Mum:

What are you talking about, who’s you?66

Policeman:

I am a superintendent and I’m telling you you
can’t stay on this street.

Mum:

How do you mean? If the council chuck me out I
have to stay here.

Policeman:

Number one, you are loitering.
Number two, you are messing up the street.
Number three, you have to go.

Mum:

How you mean, messing up the street. Wat I
messin up the street with. Come now.

Policeman:

Look madam, if necessary we’ll take you down to
the police station and lock you up.

Mum:

Take me then, take me …

They fight.
Mum:

Wha’ you expect me fi do?
Wha’ you expect me fi do?
Wha’ you expect me fi do?
Let me go. Will you let me go.
Unnuh let me go.
Where me pickney?

Sharon:

Mummy?

Mum:

Yes love.

Valerie and Sharon: You alright? We coming mummy.
Mum:

66

Ah can’t stand it any more.
I gonna chop up everybody!

Flexibility to audience: the policeman’s presence necessitates a nearstandard syntax: on the other hand her increasing hostility to the police
drives her language back to the vernacular.
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Dialect features in children’s writing
A girl at school recently gave me the following definition of dialect:
‘Dialect is different ways of talking in the same language.’ Although
there are obviously different ways of talking in the same language
which are not related to dialect this seems to me to be a useful working
definition. It emphasizes the fact that talking is the primary mode of
language, from which other modes, such as reading and writing, derive
their styles and features; and by using a simple phrase, ‘different
ways’, it maintains a scope and subtlety. Most important of all are the
last two words, ‘same language’. The increasing consciousness of the
influence of dialect in communicative language has led some people to
feel that there are unbridgeable gaps of understanding between
speakers of different English dialects. Plainly there are significant
differences in structure, style and features between say, the speech of
Orkney Islanders and of the inhabitants of country districts of Jamaica.
But even in that extreme case, similarities by far outnumber
differences, and people of goodwill, with an absence of prejudice about
the status or value or charm of the other’s dialect, to make the major
qualifications, will communicate with each other. Having said that, it is
true also that the way someone talks is the pretext for a judgment on
him or her which may actually be racial, social or economic. For
example, if someone wishes to condemn or patronize another person
for being poor, it is most likely that that person’s spoken language, and
in particular parodied examples of the most obviously dialect
characteristics of that language, will be held up for criticism.
In a metropolis like London are represented many racial and social
groups all of which bring different influences to bear on the English
language, and in turn are influenced by different tendencies within the
language in the different contexts in which they find and use it. This
pattern presumably is repeated in most large cities of the world.
Furthermore, and in particular in the case of social groups, they are not
really groups at all, but tendencies within a spectrum, and attempts at
definition often raise more questions than they answer. Many children
who go to school in London have a variety of influences bearing upon
the way they speak. These influences are likely to include any or all of
the following:
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a.
b.

c.
d.
e.

f.

Family’s actual speech patterns.
Family’s advice, recommendation, orders about the child’s
speech patterns, which may often be at variance with the
example set by (a).
The speech patterns of friends and peer group.
Teacher’s actual speech patterns.
Teacher’s advice, recommendation, orders about the child’s
speech patterns, which may often be at variance with the
example set by (d), and may, like (b), be reinforced by
incentives or even threats.
The speech patterns of the mass media, particularly television.

The fact that there is often conflict between these, and no doubt other
influences, and competition between them for the child’s attention, is
due, among a whole complex of sociological factors, to the importance
of prestige in people’s deeply-felt views of the world. Notions of selfimprovement, self-advancement, ‘getting on’, passing exams,
promotion, ‘a career with a future’, with which this society and its
educational system are totally imbued, mean that many teachers and
parents see it as their responsibility to encourage or force children to
speak in the style associated with success (usually economic) as they
perceive it. In fact, further than that, many teachers and parents
understand simply that there is a ‘correct’ way of speaking, and a
number of ‘incorrect’ ways. The prestige of the dialect known
misleadingly as ‘Standard English’ is such that it is deemed ‘correct’,
and children who do not already use a dialect close to Standard English
are encouraged to drop their own dialect, at least in certain contexts,
and operate in Standard English. In fact, this ‘encouragement’ actually
reaches children most often in the form of statements to the effect that
such and such a word, or word-form, or syntactical structure, or style
of language, is ‘right’ or ‘wrong’.
All children are, to a greater or lesser extent, affected by the
contradictory linguistic messages hitting them from different sources.
Most children, particularly in situations where the contradictions are
harsher, are to some extent conscious of them. I take it that the
contradictions are at their most poignant in contexts where the greatest
differences exist between any of the six categories listed above (and/or
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between any other linguistic influences which I have not thought of).
Further, I take it that such contexts are mainly to be found in areas
where the influences of family, home, peer-group and street are most at
variance with the influence of school as an institution of learning and
preparation for success in the world. These areas are, characteristically,
those where the speech style of the people differs most radically from
the prestige dialect. The school where I teach is in such an area: innercity south London. The school serves children mainly from Vauxhall,
Kennington, Stockwell, Clapham, Brixton and Norwood. The
economic history of the area means that a variety of non-standard
English dialects, some of British, some of foreign origin, are spoken
there, and affect each other mutually. I presented three third-year girls,
second generation West Indian, with the definition quoted at the
beginning of this piece, and the following ten questions:
a.

b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
g.
h.
i.
j.

Do you have different ways of speaking at different times and
places? How would you describe them? When do you speak
in these different ways, and what sort of people are you with
when you do?
Do you think there is such a thing as proper English? Can you
describe it? Who speaks it?
Are there ever times you feel uncertain of yourself because of
the way you’re speaking? Can you give an example?
Do you think you have a dialect? When do you use it? Do you
enjoy using it?
Are there times when you prefer using Standard English?
Are there things that you can say in dialect that you can’t say
in any other way? What sort of things?
If you talk in dialect at home, how do your parents react?
If you talk in dialect in class, how do your teachers react?
Do you think that your dialect should be used in the
classroom? In what way?
Do you think there are any advantages or disadvantages in
having a dialect?

The girls had a general idea that I was interested in, and approved of,
the use of various dialects in the classroom, but I had not discussed the
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matter with them in any detail. Here are some extracts from the
transcript of their taped discussion.
Shirley

Everyone’s dialect is different; for instance, at
school we speak normally to our friends, but we
speak with a bit more respect and politeness in
our voice to teachers. But when we’re at home we
speak to our parents in the same way in which we
speak to the head staff, you know, the senior staff,
and we speak to our brothers and sisters more or
less the same way as we speak to our friends. I
have interviewed two girls from my form, both
called Angela, Angela Coley and Angela
Copeland. I asked them if they have different
ways of speaking at different times and different
places.

Angela Coley

Well yes, you have a point there, because I speak
different to my friends than I would to my
parents.

Shirley

Yes.

Angela Coley

I’d speak to my friends, right, and when I go
home I’d have more respect in my voice. I would
um speak to my parents the same as the senior
staff, you know.

Shirley

I understand because um, in the mornings when
you come to school you say ‘Watcher’ or ‘Hi’ or
something like that, but you wouldn’t go home to
your parents and say ‘Watcher’ you’d say ‘Good
evening mum’, ‘Good evening dad’ etc.

Angela Coley

No, no.

This extract demonstrates some confusion about the exact meaning of
dialect. The girls are muddling speech style, or register, with dialect in
the strict sense. On the other hand they understand that there are
connections between ways of talking, kinds of language, and power
and prestige. This understanding is developed in the second extract:
Shirley

Um, when do you speak in the, in a different
dialect?
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Angela Copeland

Well, as I said before, when I go out, I speak
differently from when I’m at home because when
I’m at home I speak in the language what my
mum and dad speaks, which is a Jamaican Creole.

Shirley

OK. Now what sort of person do you become
when you speak, um, your Jamaican Creole?

Angela Copeland

I don’t understand what you mean.

Shirley

I mean, do you, um, just speak as if, do you
recognize yourself as a Jamaican or do you,
inside, do you still feel yourself as a wellmannered little girl, or you just speak because,
you know, the words are there to use?

Angela Copeland

No, well you see, with me, I… I don’t stick to one
language all the time, it’s either… I say
something in my mum and dad’s language, and I
say something in English. It’s not all the while in
English or in that, it’s ei… mixed up it just comes
naturally and I still feel the same, nothing
different.

Shirley

OK. I quite get your point… Do you think there is
such a thing as proper English?

Angela Copeland

Well I don’t really… know about that question,
you see because… proper English… no, I don’t
really know. I would say no, because…

Angela Coley

I wouldn’t say no and I wouldn’t say yes.

Angela Copeland

Because…

Angela Coley

Because um, um, proper English is something
what you can’t really put into words, if you get
what I mean.

Angela Copeland

And then again you can’t say that, you can’t go to
your friend say, ‘Talk proper English,’ because
you don’t even know what proper English really
means yourself.

Angela Coley

Exactly.

Shirley

How about you?
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Angela Copeland

Because we would go about saying, things like,
‘We ain’t seen such and such a person’, and ‘We
ain’t got this’, and, ‘We ain’t done this’.

Shirley

When we should, when we should really be
saying that, ‘I haven’t seen that’, and, ‘I haven’t
seen this’.

Angela Copeland

Yes. If that’s how they put it, that’s how we
should be saying it.

The implicit value judgement in the question, ‘Do you recognize
yourself as a Jamaican or do you, inside, do you still feel yourself as a
well-mannered little girl?’ as an expansion of Shirley’s first question
‘Now what sort of person do you become when you speak, um, your
Jamaican creole?’ is very revealing. There is, furthermore,
considerable sophistication in the debate about proper English,
particularly in Angela Copeland’s remark, ‘And then again you can’t
say that, you can’t go to your friend say, “Talk proper English”,
because you don’t even know what proper English really means
yourself.’
Shirley

Um, are there times when you prefer using
Standard English?

Angela Copeland

Yes.

Shirley

So what, when time, what, you know, times are
these?

Angela Copeland

When I’m talking to my teacher, which even if I
talk another language he will understand it
because…

Shirley

Yes. I quite under … It’s quite …

Angela Coley

I know what you, um you mean er, that er
because Jamaican creole is mixed up with all
different languages.

Angela Copeland

Yes.

Angela Coley

So, if I was to say, for instance …

Angela Copeland

Say if I was to say ‘Sir can you come here a
minute please?’ (spoken in Jamaican accent) he
would know what I’m talking about.
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Shirley

I understand. Quite. Are there things that you can
say in dialect that you can’t say in another way?
For instance if you say something in the Jamaican
creole you can’t put it into words in English?

Angela Copeland

Yes. There is some things like that because you
see there are some words in the Jamaican dialect
that you can’t really put into English.

Angela Coley

Well I disagree with you there because I think
that erm, if you speak in a Jamaican creole I think
that you could put it into English words.

Angela Copeland

Yeh, but what I’m trying to say is that there are
some words in the Jamaican dialect that you can’t
put into English.

Angela Coley

Well, like um, it’s mixed up, and erm it could
only be translated in African.

Angela Copeland

Yes I see what you mean now.

Angela Coley has a hazy but correct understanding of some of the
characteristics of Jamaican: ‘Jamaican Creole is mixed up with all
different languages.’ ‘It’s mixed up, and erm, it could only be
translated in African.’ All three girls know something about the
diversity of dialects in English, as is demonstrated further in the last
extract:
Shirley

Now Angela I want you and the other Angela to
have a conversation in, um, the Jamaican Creole,
not very long, just for a little while, and then
repeat it in English afterwards if you can.

Angela Copeland

Wha’ happen Angie? How’s things getting on at
school, cool?

Angela Coley

Yeh, they’re cool, y’know.

Angela Copeland

How’s your mother?

Angela Coley

She alright.

Angela Copeland

Me see your brother a’ home downa Brixton
Market the other day y’know, inna record shop.
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Angela Coley

Me no know what him a do down dere cause if
me mumma catch him she wring him neck fi him
y’know.

Shirley

OK. Thank you. Now could …

Angela Copeland

Aright Angie, later, right?

Angela Coley

Yeh, later.

Shirley

Yeh. Could you er…repeat that in English please?
Find some way to …

Angela Coley

Right, well she said to me, ‘Hello …’

Shirley

No, I mean I want you to say it, like a
conversation a bit like before.

Angela Coley

Hello Angie…

Angela Copeland

Alright Angie, how are you?

Angela Coley

Fine thank you.

Angela Copeland

I saw your brother in Brixton Market the other
day in a record shop.

Angela Coley

I don’t know what he’s doing down there, ‘cause
if my mother catch him she’ll wring his neck for
him. OK then, I’ll see you later, OK?

Angela Copeland

Yeh, see yuh.

Angela Coley

Bye.

Angela Copeland

Bye.

Shirley

There we have two different types of dialect, one
in Jamaican Creole, and one in English.

Angela Copeland

(whispering) Cockney now, Cockney.

Shirley

Um, there’s another sort of a dialect, called
Cockney, and I wonder if you could repeat that
little scene again.

Angela Copeland

Watcher Ange!

Angela Coley

Watcher.

Angela Copeland

’Ow yer gettin’ on at school?

Angela Coley

Alright.
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Angela Copeland

’Ow’s yer mum?

Angela Coley

She’s alright.

Angela Copeland

I saw your brother in Brixton the other day …

Angela Coley

Did yer?

Angela Copeland

…I seed ’im round there, yeh, he was in this
record shop.

Angela Coley

I dunno what he’s doing down there ’cause if my
mum catches ’im she’ll wring ’is neck for him
you know.

Angela Copeland

Oh yeh?

Angela Coley

Yeh.

Angela Copeland

Alright Ange, I’ll see yer, right?

Angela Coley

Yeh, see yer.

Angela Copeland

Bye.

Angela Coley

Yeh, bye.

Angela Copeland

Give me regards to your mum, won’t yer?

Angela Coley

Yeh, same to you love.

Shirley

Right, there … (laughter)… there we have three
different dialects.

Here the two Angelas give completely distinct examples of speech in
the three dialects they are aware of. The Jamaican, though obviously
distinctive, is fairly mild, anglicized. There is only one dialectal
‘mistake’ that I can see, and that is where Angela Coley, in the
‘English’ section, says ‘if my mother catch him’ instead of ‘catches
him’. It is a ‘mistake’ because the girls have here set themselves an
artificial little game to play with language. Most of the time the girls
are not playing little games with language: they are using it, as we all
do, to deal with experience and meaning. Most of the time their speech
will exhibit a range of dialectal, stylistic and contextual features which
will reflect the historical forces which have worked on them, and the
force they are attempting to impose upon the world to which they
speak. Briefly, their speech will be diverse; such is inevitable and
proper.
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All this long preamble about speech when the piece is titled ‘Dialect
features in children’s writing’ may seem unnecessary, but I think it is
important to understand the paramount influence of a child’s natural
speech style on his or her writing. When children write for teachers,
their writing will contain features which teachers regard as correct, and
features which teachers regard as incorrect. Among the ‘incorrect’
features will be genuine ‘mistakes’, i.e. cases where what the child
meant to write down is different from what he or she in fact wrote
down (e.g. omission of letter or word, duplication of word, some
spelling, etc.), cases where the child is not yet proficient in a
convention which is generally accepted as being useful, but is not
directly related to dialect (e.g. punctuation, some spelling other than
that mentioned above, but with important exceptions where spelling
and dialect are related), and cases where the child is expressing in his
or her writing examples of a living speech style or dialect, but which is
different from that approved of in school. I am concerned especially
here with the last set of cases, because I believe that a major reason for
the alienation of many children from the ethos of school is that school,
far from celebrating the positives about children’s language, often
actually seeks to denigrate and belittle children’s language and replace
it with something which school regards as a more efficient, and
certainly more prized, communicative tool, i.e. school English,
Standard English, proper English, educated English, or whichever title
is used to describe that prestige dialect which is the property of, among
other agencies, such influential groups as examining boards, most
employers, the civil service, the press and broadcasting services
(though of course there are detailed differences between any of these).
So in brief, I believe the following things to be true:
a.
b.
c.

d.
e.

The nature of speech has a major effect on the nature of
writing.
A great deal of writing is done in school, maybe too much.
If children sense confusion and contradiction around their
language, they are likely to use it less well than if they sense
approval and security around it.
On the other hand, crisis sometimes spawns beauty.
It is not a coincidence that poverty, non-standard dialects and
alienation from school are often to be found in the same areas.
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f.

Non-standard dialects are good, alienation from school may
be good, poverty is bad.

The pieces of writing which I use in the rest of this article were all
written for me between November 1976 and May 1977. They were all
written by secondary school third year girls, i.e. aged thirteen or
fourteen. And all the girls are West Indian, Jamaican, usually second
generation in this country. This is not because I don’t recognize that
there are other children of foreign origin who use non-standard dialects
of English, as well as plenty of indigenous, white, British English
London children whose use of non-standard dialect may lead them into
difficulties in school. The reasons for using entirely the writing of
children of West Indian origin are:
a.
b.

c.

d.

These children form an overall majority of the population of
my school.
Their speech patterns, and hence features in their writing,
have enough peculiarly Caribbean – and, in these cases,
Jamaican – characteristics, to merit special attention.
When they or their parents came to London, they took on the
additional linguistic influence of a low-prestige London
dialect, itself at odds with the official language of school.
Thus their situation is especially complicated.
I am fascinated and impressed by the beauty, power and
flexibility of Jamaican Creole, and wish that it was
encouraged and cherished in school.

Audrey wrote the following sentence in an essay on talking and writing
about racial prejudice (which was used as part of my paper ‘Talking
and Writing – Connections? – an Instance’ see above).
A few weeks ago me and Beverley done a discussion on racial
prejudice, we talked about whites wanting us out of their countries
etc., but the main thing what got me upset most was watching a
programme called the Quest, some China men came to work as
coal-miner, and the whites were working there too, the whites
started to make war on them, just because they didn’t like their
kind, this is the sort of thing I’m talking about, but I do believe not
every white person is a prejudice.
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This is a long and complex sentence. There are lots of ideas in it. I
would argue that it is an efficient and stylish vehicle of
communication, particularly for a fourteen-year-old. Such a sentence,
however, written in a London classroom in 1977, is more likely to be
covered in red ink than not. Let us look at the places where the red
marks might occur:
a.

b.

c.
d.

‘me and Beverley’; a common feature of many non-standard
British English dialects, including that of South London.
Standard English would prefer ‘Beverley and I’, because – as
I remember from childhood – it is ‘more polite and modest’.
‘Beverley and me’, though certainly not standard, would be
nowhere near so impolite and immodest as ‘me and Beverley’.
‘done’, used as a simple past tense. Standard English would
insist on ‘did’. Most users of SE imagine, I would guess, that
‘done’ is used in a context like this because the user has
somehow got muddled up with ‘has done’. This is, of course,
not true, as ‘done’ used simply in this context is a familiar
feature of the speech of several million Londoners, not all of
whom can be muddled up.
‘what’, used as a relative pronoun. Standard English would
insist on ‘that’. The same misconceptions exist here as for b.
‘Quest, some’. Moving from dialect to written style, many
people, myself included, would probably have put a full stop
after ‘Quest’, and started a new sentence with ‘some’. But it is
easier to describe a practice than to find logical reasons which
authorize it as correct. Audrey’s writing is closer than many
people’s to her speech, and her running together of clauses
with commas is an example of this. Other similar occurrences
in this sentence are ‘too, the whites’, ‘their kind, this is’. If it
could be argued that Audrey’s practice in this sentence is
tedious or misleading (both subjective judgements), there
would be a case for suggesting more full stops and capital
letters. Such charges are, in this instance (though certainly not
in all instances), unjust. If Audrey’s practice surprises our
expectations as readers, that is another matter.
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e.

f.

‘as coalminer’; an example of the use of a generalized
singular form in a plural sense; another common feature of
Jamaican speech.
‘is a prejudice’ is the one case in the sentence where Audrey
might be said to have ‘made a mistake’. It is not a normal
form for a person ‘to be a prejudice’ in any of the dialects
which might affect Audrey’s writing, and I would guess that
she is confused between ‘prejudice’, the noun, and
‘prejudiced’, the standard past participle. But even here the
fact that Jamaican often expresses the past participle in the
simple form of the verb (i.e. without the -ed ending) may have
had a significant effect on what she has written down.

Imagine for a moment being in a classroom in Jamaica in the next
century, a wealthy and powerful Jamaica where Jamaican Creole is the
standard language of bureaucracy, government and education, and is,
of course, no longer called ‘creole’. Some poor whites from a collapsed
post-industrial Britain have migrated to Jamaica as cheap labour for the
bauxite mines. Their children in the classroom will persist, in their
writing, in the use of redundant and perplexing forms such as ‘talked’,
‘started’, etc. The teacher finds it irritating and time-consuming, as he
marks the writing late at night, to keep putting in the corrections, but
he supposes it is his duty. Somehow the children never seem to learn…
Audrey uses several standard forms besides ‘talked’ and ‘started’,
where a full Jamaican dialect would employ a different form. It is quite
foolish for a teacher to reprimand her for being inconsistent in her
writing, certainly when the teacher has little notion about the reasons
for such ‘inconsistency’. Audrey, largely unconsciously, expresses, in
the variety of grammatical forms and styles in her sentence, something
of the complexity of the processes which bring her into my classroom
in 1977.
Following this, two pieces of prose: the first by Pat, a short story called
‘At the Night Club’, and the second by Jennifer, the first chapter of a
longer story called ‘Love me or Leave me’.
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At the Night Club
One night I was invited to a night club with some of My friends.
At 11.00 I got ready to go to the night club. My friends boyfriend
pick me up. We got to the night club at 11.30. My friends
boyfriend pour me a glass of sherry and left me all by myself. I
stood around doing nothing, no one ask me for a dance I got so
board that I went outside to get some freshair and came back in.
Later on I went into the changing to get ready to go home. I open
the changing room door and I left it open, then suddenly door
slammed so hard that it frightened the life out of me. I felt so
scared, I didn’t want to go in the hall and asked Someone to stay
with me. because it might sound stupid for me to asked. I stayed
and went to the mirror to put some powder on my face, and as I
was putting some powder on my face I felt a Black shadow
coming up to me then all of a sudden the window slam I felt so
scared that I started to scream. Then a girl came in and calm me
down. I was so scared that couldn’t open my mouth 15 mintues
later I felt much better so I told the girl my story. When I was
finish what I was saying to her. She told me that there was a young
girl who died in this changing room. She said to me the girl was
only in the changing room for 15 minutes ‘was she a nice girl?’
She was all right I didn’t know her much. I wonder why she wants
to haunt this place.’ don’t aske me because I don’t nothing.’ how
did you feel when the Black Shadow was coming up to you’ I felt
as if someone was coming up to me and lean their hand on to me. I
felt funny inside of my body’ I think you do not want to say no
more about don’t you think you go home I think I better I hope we
meet again.’ ‘Mary where is tom’ ‘we’ve been looking for you
what have you been it’s a long story let’s get in the car and I will
tell you all about it.

A

Mistakes in ‘At the Night Club’
a.

Misspellings:

‘board’/’bored’
‘mintues’/’minutes’
‘aske’/’ask’
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b.

B

Omissions:

‘into the changing (room) to get ready’
‘that (I) couldn’t open my mouth’
‘I don’t (know) nothing’
‘say no more about (it)’
‘don’t you think you (should) go home’
‘what have you been (doing)’

Examples of lack of proficiency in written conventions
generally accepted as being useful
a.

b.
c.
d.

e.
f.
g.

Omission of full stops e.g. ‘Then a girl came in and calm me
down I was so scared that (I) couldn’t open my mouth 15
minutes later …’
Omission of capital letter at beginning of sentence e.g. ‘…
came back in. later on …’
Omission of apostrophe e.g. ‘My friends boyfriend’.
Omission of speech marks, e.g. ‘She was alright I didn’t know
her much. I wonder why she wants to haunt this place”’
(These two sentences are spoken by different people.)
Omission of question mark, e.g. ‘don’t you think you (should)
go home’.
Unnecessary use of capital letters, e.g. ‘My friends’, ‘Black
Shadow’.
Omission of capital letter at the beginning of a name, e.g.
‘tom’.

C Examples of dialect features
a.

Use of comprehensive present, e.g.:
i. ‘My friends boyfriend pick me up’
ii. ‘My friends boyfriend pour me a glass’
iii. ‘No one ask me for a dance’
iv. ‘I open the changing room door’
v. ‘all of a sudden the window slam’
vi. ‘a girl came in and calm me down’; the standard
irregular past form is used (correctly), but the
comprehensive present is maintained with ‘calm’,
which has a regular past form.
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b.
c.

Use of generalized singular noun form in plural sense, e.g.
‘With some of my friend’ (SE – ‘friends’).
Use of double negative, e.g. ‘I think you do not want to say no
more about (it)’.

D Examples of features which may be related to dialect
a.

b.

‘I didn’t want to go in the hall and asked Someone to stay
with me. because it might sound stupid for me to asked.’ Pat
would never use ‘asked’ in either of these contexts in speech;
they are not natural dialect features at all. They seem to be an
overreaction to an awareness that the ‘-ed’ verb ending
represents a frequently occurring distinction between
vernacular speech and school writing.
‘was coming up to me and lean their hand on to me’; it might
be argued that ‘lean’ and the omission of ‘-ing’ is an
inconsistency unrelated to dialect. It is possible, however, that
a preference for the simple present to the ‘-ing’ form in Pat’s
speech means that the distance between ‘was’ and ‘lean’ has
caused her to revert to the simple form; i.e. ‘was’ is not
powerful enough to influence ‘lean’ at that distance.

Love me or Leave me

Chapter One

Mary had just left School at the age of Seventeen and was looking
for a job in the Canteen at the Coner of Myall Road but they had
enough staff. She walk all the way round and about looking for a
job there was a job going for a babysitting but Mary was not all
that good at baby sitting and mun would’nt like it She always told
us not to look after people baby but she needed the job badly. She
rang on the door bell and a face Came to the door. “Good morning.
I look up and saw the most beauiful face of a boy that I have seen
for a long time I look up for a moment then she said ‘Good
morning I have come about the job’ (The boy) The baby job. ‘yes.’
Come in Mun Mun there someone to ‘See you’ bring her up. She
entre into the room and she look around her, and her eyes. Caught
the table on the table was the baby bottle and the baby in the lady
hand ‘Are you the young girl’ yes. do you know about baby
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‘enough. What your age? Seventeen. ‘When do you want to
started.’ tomorrow, ‘by the way what your name? Mary. What
yours? Anne? My Son name is toney? I went down the stair and
open the and wented Out and Close the door behind me and make
my way Home.

A

B

Mistakes in ‘Love me or Leave me’
a.

Misspellings:

b.

Omissions:

‘coner’/’corner’
‘beauiful’/’beautiful’
‘entre’/’enter’
‘toney’/Tony’
‘I went down the stair and open the (door)’

Examples of lack of proficiency in written conventions
generally accepted as being useful
a.

b.

c.
d.
e.
f.
g.

Omission of full stop, e.g. ‘I look up and saw the most
beauiful face of a boy that I have seen for a long time I look
up for a moment…’
Omission of capital letter at beginning of sentence, e.g. ‘She
walk all the way round and about looking for a job there was a
job going …’
Omission of speech marks, e.g. ‘”Are you the young girl” yes.
do you know about baby “enough.’
Omission of question marks, e.g. the example given in c.
Unnecessary use of capital letter, e.g. ‘Seventeen’, ‘Canteen’.
Omission of capital letter at the beginning of a name, e.g.
‘toney’.
Inappropriate use of question mark, e.g. ‘My Son name is
toney?’

C Examples of dialect features
a.

Use of comprehensive present:
i.
‘She walk all the way round’
ii.
‘I look up and saw.’ Here the verb which in SE has a
regular past form is written in the comprehensive
present form, as Jennifer would normally say it. The
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iii.
iv.
v.

SE irregular past form ‘saw’ is written (correctly)
even though Jennifer in speech would be unlikely to
say ‘I look up and saw’; usually she would say ‘I
look up and see’. It seems that she is aware that
writing in school requires some conventions which
are different from her speech, and the very obvious
difference between ‘see’ and ‘saw’ is easier to record
than the subtler difference between ‘look’ and
‘looked’.
‘I look up for a moment’
‘She look around her.’
‘I went down the stair and open the (door)’ Similar

example to ii.
‘I… Close the door behind me and make my way
home.’
Use of generalized singular noun form in plural sense:
i.
‘people baby’ (SE – ‘people’s babies’)
ii.
‘do you know about baby’ (SE – ‘about babies’)
iii.
‘I went down the stair’ (SE – ‘the stairs’)
Use of simple form of noun in a possessive sense:
i.
‘people baby’ (SE – ‘people’s babies’)
ii.
‘baby bottle’ (SE – ‘baby’s bottle’; on the other hand
‘baby-bottle’ as a compound noun may have been
intended.)
iii.
‘in the lady hand’ (SE – ‘lady’s hand’)
iv.
My son name’ (SE – ‘my son’s name’)
Non-use of copula:
i.
‘Mum there someone to see you’ (SE – there’s
someone’)
ii.
‘What your age?’ (SE – ‘What’s your age?’)
iii.
‘what your name?’ (SE – ‘what’s your name?’)
iv.
‘What yours?’ (SE – ‘What’s yours?’)
vi.

b.

c.

d.

D Examples of features which may be related to dialect
a.

‘When do you want to started.’
‘I went down the stair and open the (door) and wented out.’
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Jennifer is obviously a bit confused about the ‘-ed’ ending of verbs.
She would never say, ‘When do you want to started’, or ‘wented,’ and
in the second case she shows in the same sentence that she is aware of
the usual form ‘went’. I believe that a hazy awareness that something
special is required in school writing in the matter of past tenses leads to
erratic ‘overkill’ of this sort.
Imagine, just for a moment, Pat’s and Jennifer’s pieces with all of the
errors corrected and all of the non-standard features standardized. Even
in that case, I don’t regard either piece as being of remarkable quality
in a literary or imaginative sense; both girls have written better things.
It is for that reason that these pieces are telling. Both girls are expected
to produce about ten times as much writing in an average week across
the curriculum as they have produced here. Almost all of that writing
will contain a mixture of the features and examples listed above.
Reactions to these features and examples will differ from teacher to
teacher, but it is certain that no teacher has very much understanding or
knowledge about why an average piece of Pat’s or Jennifer’s or of
thousands of other West Indian children’s writing contains such
features and examples. Not that, on the whole, teachers are stupid and
insensitive; simply that economic realities come first, and an awareness
of the subtler implications of those economic realities come years later.
The following is a quotation from the Report on the West Indian
Community of the Select Committee on Race Relations and
Immigration, Session 1976-7, para. 15 (Select Committee on Race
Relations and Immigration 1977):
Over 90 per cent of the (West Indian) adults came to Britain
during the last 20 years. Coming from the British Commonwealth,
they were assumed to be responsive to our conditions and way of
life and little was done to facilitate or encourage their assimilation.
There was practically no recognition of their language difficulties.
Creole is the common language in the West Indies but no effort
was made to promote language classes.
I don’t like the term ‘their language difficulties’ – as if the difficulty
was with their language rather than our understanding of it – and I
utterly reject the impractical and sinister notion of ‘language classes’ –
the eventual implication of which is to get West Indians to drop their
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language and take up ours, because we are the power-holders – but it is
interesting that such a respectable document as a Select Committee
Report should candidly confess to a total laggardliness and
irresponsibility about understanding the language of West Indian
people in all quarters, not just education.
Given all this, what should happen in the classroom? Firstly, teachers
must accept that their children’s writing will exhibit the range of
linguistic, and particularly dialectal, influences already mentioned.
More quotations from the Select Committee Report:
para. 60 ‘The West Indian community continues to be seriously
disturbed by the high proportion of West Indian children in ESN
schools.’
para. 64 ‘Many witnesses referred to linguistic difficulties as
contributing to the underachievement of West Indian children.’
para. 65 ‘Present evidence indicates that West Indian children at
the age of seven are already behind indigenous children in reading
standards.’
para. 66 ‘There is abundant evidence of the insecurity and
alienation displayed by many West Indian teenagers at school.’
Language and dialect are not everything; there are plenty of other
reasons why the experience of many West Indian children in school
has been less than satisfactory. But it is a classic self-fulfilling
prophecy that, having denied or being unaware of a primary and
profound influence which is bound to affect, among other things, the
writing that West Indian children do for teachers, usually in the hope
that teachers will approve, those teachers or their administrators
observe that, in a system crucially dominated by the importance of
writing, West Indian children do less well than certain other groups.
Teachers must learn to distinguish, in the writing of all their children,
between features which are mistakes, misuses and uncertainties in the
difficult process of learning to write fluently, and features which
represent living and continuously evolving linguistic forms and
structures in the children’s experience.
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Secondly, West Indian children, in the English classroom at least, and
hopefully elsewhere, should be consciously encouraged to write in
whatever dialect or Creole or patois they feel comfortable and
confident in. Enough has been done to devalue the status of West
Indian dialects within British education. It’s about time this process
was reversed, and West Indian children were made to feel the proud
possessors of a wealth and subtle variety of language skills and styles,
not the inheritors of the Select Committee’s ‘language difficulties’.
Here is Beverley, who writes immaculate standard English, using what
I guess is a rather shy form of Jamaican in part of an extract from her
story ‘A Mother Like Her!!!’ In this case the mother is angry because
her son has just broken her favourite plate:
About half an hour later, their mother called them to have their
dinner. Silently Andrea and Andrew went into the kitchen, got
their knives, forks and dishes and sat down at the table. This was
Sunday Evening and so it would be a traditional Sunday dinner:
rice and peas and chicken. Halfway through the meal, Andrew’s
mother said ‘My, My, look how I would have my good good plate
if it wasn’t for you renking rase boy. Eh. If only I could tek onow
and fling onow over the balcony make onow dead I would be so
happy.’… And that was how the rest of the meal was, cursing was
the only sound you could hear.
On the other hand, Julie at the moment enjoys writing stories and plays
which rely heavily on Jamaican. Here is an extract from ‘My
Boyfriend Inside’, about a girl’s visit to Brixton prison where her
boyfriend is doing time:
I walked up and through the door. I could see Jacob right at the far
end I walked slowly towards him. He saw me and stood up. I
walked faster, almost running.
Jacco

Whappen, babes?

Me

Oh, Jacob. My love, how are you?

Him

Me? Alright. Sit down nuh.
I sat don just staring at im as if me never see de bwoy in
me life before. Im mussy feel uneasy.

Him

So is wha wrong?
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Me

Nutting. Me just feel so appy!

Him

So wat you been doing widyuhself?

Me

Nutting much. Jus livin me life as bes I can.

Him

(laughing) You enjoying huhself doe?

Me

No, man, me can’t enjoy myself an me ah sit down a
worry ’bout you.

Him

How come yuh worry bout me and me nuh worry bout
you?

Me

Me never tell yuh fe worry bout me!
I knew he was only trying to get me vex jus so as he
would know I care. But me nah gan get vex me can tek
de insults just for now.

Me

I know you’re just trying to get me annoyed you stay
deh.

Him

Who seh me ah try get you annoyed?

Me

I know you an yuh tricks. Yuh tink me feget all when
yuh use to cuss me till yuh tongue gan dry, spek me fe
start bawl den com about yuh sorry!

Him

Ah, me was only joking. Don’t take it to heart.

One of the great advantages which Jamaican Creole and, I guess, all
West Indian dialects, have over standard English is that, being
unofficial languages without the burden of a corpus of bureaucratic,
commercial and informational writing invested in them, they possess a
plastic, innovatory and organic quality which offers to those privileged
to be fluent in them particular opportunities for exploration and
experimentation. Those talkers and writers operating within the
stricter constraints of Standard English might well be envious of such
opportunities, might even benefit from them, if only they knew more
about them.

Pragmatic footnote: exams
Teachers have a responsibility to work effectively within the system,
leaning on it at both ends. At the examining board end, they must argue
and pressurize for more Mode 3 style exams, some recognition by the
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examiners of the historical facts behind the presence of multi-dialectal
English, particularly in cities, and removal of such disgraceful
references as occur in one examining board’s recommendations about
children’s writing, to ‘non-grammatical forms’, meaning ‘grammatical
forms of which we do not approve’. Furthermore, while welcoming the
fact that the proposed common 16+ examination will remove the
‘second-grade’ stigma which CSE carries, and which, in my school in
English at least, is quite absurd considering the relative quality and
quantity of work produced for CSE as against ‘O’ Level, teachers must
resist the likely attempt to revert to monochrome values which the 16 +
will bring with it. At the classroom end of the system, if a teacher
knows that the use of certain dialect forms and styles will penalize a
child in a forthcoming exam, that teacher should teach, in a candid and
explicit way, and generally no earlier than two years before the exam,
those probably fairly few cases where the normal and proper practice
of the child differs from what will be expected in the exam. This
presupposes, of course, that the teacher knows what those differences
are. Whatever hard work may be necessary to identify them will be
useful. It is time to stop the ignorance and confusion surrounding the
language of many groups of children, including West Indians, and to
stop the resulting demoralization and undervaluation of achievement
and talent.
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Progress in Pat’s Writing – 1977-8
Pat Cummings wrote the words. John Richmond wrote the words about
the words.
Writing remains, and seems likely to remain, the dominant language
mode in secondary education. A range of recent work has highlighted
the crucial significance of talk in classrooms, and pointed to the fact
that, given the written language is dependent on the spoken language in
the first place, that dependence should be recognized in the many
secondary classrooms where it is still largely ignored. However, the
eventual goal of most lessons in the secondary academic curriculum is
a piece of writing. The public examination system relies almost
entirely on writing to make its judgements about children’s futures.
Whatever the rise of telecommunication and plastic tape in the world’s
efforts to communicate with itself, compete with itself and entertain
itself, there is no evidence that its output of print is abating. Writing is,
actually, an enjoyable and fulfilling activity – for some. And here am I
writing this.
Many people who would like educational issues to be simpler than they
are, believe that the quality and correctness of children’s writing would
improve dramatically if teachers, and particularly English teachers, got
back to teaching ‘grammar’ or ‘the basics’ in the first years of
secondary school, if not before that. Such people often point to a
mysterious dereliction of duty sometime in the 1960s, when some
teachers somehow stopped bothering, and which has led to the malaise
of doubt and despond we are supposed to be in now. Neither the fact
that before the Beloe Report and CSE 8 out of 10 children left school
without any paper qualification whatever, nor the steady rise in ‘O’ and
‘A’ Level passes per 16 or 18 year old during that guilty decade, nor
the fact that the number of students in higher education more than
doubled between 1960 and 1970, tarnish the image of a golden age
shining through the fogs of contemporary uncertainty, an age when
teachers somehow ‘got it right’.
It is a mark of the uneven distribution of knowledge in this society that
the myth persists as an uneasy groundswell in spite of the certainty of
almost all linguistic and educational researchers on this question, that
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there is no connection between the preliminary teaching of ‘formal
grammar’ of a pre-Chomsky variety, and proficiency or correctness in
children’s writing. See, for instance, chapter 1, section 5 of
Wilkinson’s The Foundations of Language (Wilkinson 1971).
Nevertheless, the written English language is a profoundly structural
affair. It is foolish to see ‘structure’ and ‘creativity’ as unfriendly
opposites, glowering at each other from red and blue corners. They are
essential to each other, and anyway, the distinction between them is in
reality bogus. It’s the old form and content debate. That is, if we make
the distinction at all, we make it for ease of analysis, and not because
the whole reality on the page is better represented in distinct parts. A
metaphor that might serve is that we take a machine apart in order that,
when we put it back together again, it will work better. It is not more of
a machine when it’s in parts on the garage floor than when it’s
humming under the bonnet.
I decided to work with one pupil, a fifteen-year-old girl called Pat,
seeing her individually and regularly throughout her fourth year in
secondary school. I wanted to assemble and look closely at examples
of her writing through a period of time, trying to tangle with matters of
correctness in punctuation, sentencing, spelling, inflection and
agreement of word endings, and hoping to be as much help to her as
she was being to me. I chose Pat because we were friends already; I
had been her English teacher for the previous three years. She had
made considerable progress in those three years, mainly through her
own determination. In her first year she had received remedial help
with reading, and writing had been a largely unsolved mystery to her.
By the beginning of the fourth year many problems had been
encountered and overcome, but there was still an urgent need for more
improvement, as she was aware. Furthermore, being second-generation
Jamaican, several of the persistent features of her writing which many
teachers would judge incorrect were not so at all in an absolute sense;
they were characteristic features of Jamaican Creole rather than British
Standard English. As I have argued in the previous paper, it is not only
inevitable but proper that many children who are open to a wide range
of linguistic and dialectal influences in their lives will represent
something of that range in their writing. The judgement of ‘incorrect’

Four Papers 133
or, more liberally, ‘inappropriate’, says more about the judge than the
judged. On the other hand, in a context where the dialect of the most
powerful forces in our society is widely regarded as ‘correct English’,
teachers are likely to feel a responsibility for trying to give their pupils
competence and confidence in writing British Standard English, and
many of the pupils will want this too. The reconciliation of these
opposite truths is not easy to find, and is open to dangers and abuses.
One can imagine some, maybe well-intentioned teachers, having found
out about ‘dialect interference’, going back to their classrooms to see
to it that the dialect doesn’t interfere any more, and causing anger and
confusion. It seems to me that, sometime in the fourth year of
secondary school, teachers of pupils whose writing contains nonstandard features which will be penalized as mistakes by examiners,
should point out to the pupils what those features are, what their
standard English equivalents are, and provide some information about
the existence of many dialects within a language, if that hasn’t been
done already. Some pupils may be happy to take all this on before the
fourth year, and some pupils whose speech encompasses a broad
dialectal range will be able to write standard English without nonstandard features in any case. But it would be just as brutal to inflict
conformity to standard English on younger children, consciously, in
the name of the appropriate, as it is at the moment to inflict it
ignorantly in the name of the correct. However much state education
has embraced the values of the merchant, human variety, in language,
in dialect or anything else, is a good thing and worth cherishing.
At the end of Pat’s third year I collected some examples of writing she
had recently done in several subjects. Here are four representative
examples, reproduced as she wrote them. (Pat’s handwriting, as can be
seen from the facsimile on page 137 below, is bold and clear. She has
been using this handwriting since I have known her, and for this reason
I don’t feel that handwriting is a significant feature in the development
of her writing as a whole. So the examples of her work are typed, but
with every mistake, miscue, crossing-out, etc. included as she wrote
them.) Underneath each of the pieces are my notes on them, and the
convention I have adopted is to use reference numbers to indicate
errors, miscues or confusions in grammaticality, meaning, punctuation
and spelling, and to use reference letters to indicate the use of non-

134 The Vauxhall Papers
standard forms. Further, I have used the stroke – before/Before – to
compare Pat’s errors, miscues or confusions with the correct form, and
the arrow – Muhammed Muhammed’s – to compare Pat’s nonstandard usage with an equivalent standard form. I hope this difference
in notation will be seen as significant.
It seems to me to be very important to remember that, even leaving
aside the matter of non-standard forms, errors, miscues and confusions
in writing have a wide variety of causes, and must be considered in a
wide variety of ways. They are not just all mistakes, evidence of
ignorance or carelessness. Some are evidence of understanding and
learning, of trying out, not yet completely successfully, a more
complicated tool than has been tried before. (See, for instance,
Example Eight, features 3 and 12 below.) But ‘errors, miscues and
confusions’ is a clumsy phrase to haul around in a discussion, so I shall
use the abbreviation ‘EMCs’ instead.
A number in brackets next to an EMC number or a non-standard
feature letter refers to the number of times that particular EMC or nonstandard feature occurs in the relevant piece, if more than once.

EXAMPLE ONE
(3rd year R.E.)
Mohammed
Muhammed was born on Monday the 20th of April 571. Muhammed
was brought up in a famous tribe called Quraysch tribe before both of
his parents died, before1 Muhammed was born.2 Muhammeda Mother3
had a very strange insight saying that Muhammed was going to be the
lord of the people. Few days whenb Muhammed was born is4 farther5
died. Couple years laterc is4 mother died, so his grandfather had too6
look after him7 2 years later he died so his uncle looked after him.
Muhammed was a good boy8 he didn’t cause is4 uncle any trouble.
While Muhammed was with his uncle he looked after his uncle he
looked after his uncle9d sheep7 in10 this way he was able to earn a small
amount towards his keep. Muhammeda uncle,d11 business took him off
to far off places. Muhammed,12 accasionly1 Muhammed goes14 with
him. Muhammeda uncle was going to Syria and Muhammed asked him
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if he could go and his uncle said yes. as15 they were going to Syria they
passed some few places until they Came16 across some christain17
monks,18 Bahira19 told the christian20 monks that Muhammed would
become the greatest prophet of Allah7 and heWhen Muhammed learnt
a great deal from the christian20 monks, he became a very good
buisness21 men,22 he23 came to be known as ‘Sadiq’ the truthful one.
Then later on Muhammed fell in love with a women24 twice is4 age. He
was twenty five when he married his wife Khadijah. Khadijah had
some children but they died very young. Kadijahs25 and Muhammed
gave most of their property to the poor, most26 of his life time27 was
with his wife and his people7
275 words

Notes on Example One
1.
2.

(×4)

(×4)

‘before’/‘Before’
Unnecessary full stop
after ‘born’ – comma
may have been
intended
3. ‘Mother’/‘mother’
4. ‘is’/‘his’ (but
probably affected by
dialect pronunciation)
5. ‘farther’/‘father’
6. ‘too’/‘to’
7. Omission of full stop
8. Omission of some
medium strength
punctuation mark, or
full stop, in the latter
case leading to nonuse of capital in
following word
9. Duplication of ‘he
looked after his
uncle’
10. ‘in’/‘In’
11. Unnecessary comma,
probably induced by
‘d’

(×3)

a.
b.
c.

(×2)

d.

‘Muhammed’
‘Muhammed’s’
Few days when’
‘A few days after’
‘Couple years later’
‘A couple of years
later’
‘uncle’ ‘uncle’s’

7 non-standard features
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(×2)

12. Duplication of
‘Muhammed’ in
advance, together
with unnecessary
comma, leading to
non-use of capital on
following word
13. ‘accasionly’/
‘Occasionally’
14. Change of prevailing
tense
15. ‘as’ / ‘As’
16. ‘Came’/‘came’
17. ‘christain’/‘Christian’
18. ,/.
19. ‘Bahira’ not
explained;
presumably name of
uncle
20. ‘christian’/‘Christian’
21. ‘buisness’/‘business’
22. ‘men’/‘man’
23. Non-use of capital as
a result of ,/. after
‘men’
24. ‘women’/‘woman’
25. ‘Kadijahs’/
‘Khadijah’
26. ‘most’/‘Most’
27. Omission of
‘Muhammed’
34 separate EMCs
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Figure 1.

Facsimile of ‘Mohammed’ by Pat Cummings
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EXAMPLE TWO
(3rd year History)
The American Cowboys, as they are seen on television.
On television when a western starts with1 a cowboy going1 goes into a
saloon and aska for a large scotch2 fewb mintues3 later the big guy
comes in and startc making trouble with the good guy. When all the
good4 see the bad guy making trouble they can’t be botherd to get their
gun
get out gun5 out. The bad guys ask.6 the lady for a large whisky2 the
lady gives the g man the whisky then both of them start havee some
romance. When their then7 girlf boyfriend comeg in the saloon and sees
that the bad guy messingh about with his bird, both8 of them go out
side.9 One of them shoots and when the guy openi the saloon door the
bad guy comes in again and starts is10 romance. When the girl has
enough she slapj him round.6 the face and starts her Job11 again. When
the good guys try to do that they are heading for trouble.
152 words

Notes on Example Two
1.

(×2)

2.

3.
4.
(×2)

5.
6.
7.

Intelligent selfcorrection; Pat
probably realizes
after ‘going’ that
such a subordinate
clause would become
unwieldy
Omission of full stop,
leading to non-use of
capital in following
word
‘mintues’/‘minutes’
Probable omission of
‘guys’
‘gun’/‘guns’
Unnecessary full stop
‘then’/‘Then’,

a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
g.
h.
i.
j.

‘ask’ ‘asks’
‘few’ ‘A few’
‘start’ ‘starts’
‘bother’ ‘bothered’
‘start have’ ‘start
to have’
‘girl’ ‘the girl’s’
‘come’ ‘comes’
‘messing’ ‘is
messing’
‘open’ ‘opens’
‘slap’ ‘slaps’

10 non-standard features
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probably influenced
by previous selfcorrection
8. ‘both’/‘Both’
9. ‘out side’/‘outside’
10. ‘is’/‘his’ (probably
affected by dialect
pronunciation)
11. ‘Job’/‘job’
12 EMCs
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EXAMPLE THREE
(3rd year Environmental Studies)
One day1 they2 livea an old lady called Mary. She was 85 years of age.
She was lonely when3 the day her husband4 She was 40 then. She never
wanted to remarry. She never wanted anybody seeb her. it5 took 5 years
to take away the misery and agony of her husbandc death. Children
always bringd her harvest gift evey6 year and she refused everyone.
They still give bringd her harvest gifts. Some of the children talked of
lots of horrible things about her. She hardly goes7 out. So one fine
morning she decided to go to the park and feed the birds. as8 she sat
down on the bench another old woman sat on the bench with her and
the old woman said to her9 “I haven’t seen you hear10 before” She said9
no “I12 hardly go out”. 13 “I don’t hardlyc go out14 said the lady,15 I
come to this park at least 3 times in a month11” “my16 husband died in
the war17 that was when we were married11” “my16 husband died in18
45
40 years ago17 that was when the war was over” 19. “I hardly meet
people,20 I was wondering if you21 like to come22 to an old23
pensioners24 party17 its25 next week Tuesday11” “I loved26 to11” AND
FROM THEN27 MARY WAS NEVER LONELY AGAIN after
meeting that old lady.
220 words

Notes on Example Three
1.

2.
3.

4.

‘One day’
inappropriate given
the following
sentences
‘they’/‘there’
‘when’/‘since’, but
influenced by a
dialect usage of
‘when’ ‘after’;
(see b. of Example
One)
Omission of ‘died’

a.
b.
c.
(×2)

d.
e.

‘live’ ‘lived’
‘see’ ‘to see’
‘husband’
‘husband’s’
‘bring’ ‘brought’
‘don’t hardly’
‘hardly’; but being
part of the speech of
a lady who is likely
to be a Londoner, this
is of course
appropriate; so it is a
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5.
6.
7.
(×2)
(×4)

8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.

(×2)
(×3)

16.
17.

18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.

‘it’/‘It’
‘evey’/‘every’
Change of prevailing
tense
‘as’/‘As’
Omission of comma
‘hear’/‘here’
Omission of full stop
‘no “I’/ ‘“No I’
”. /.”
Omission of comma
and speech mark
Omission of speech
mark
‘my’/‘My’
Omission of, e.g., full
stop, therefore
leading to non-use of
capital in following
word; semi-colon
would also have been
acceptable.
‘in’ redundant;
probably seduced by
‘in the war’
”./.”
Omission of two sets
of speech marks, and
,/.
‘you’/‘you’d’
Omission of ‘to’
Omission of ‘age’
Omission of
apostrophe
‘its’/‘It’s’
‘I loved’/‘I’d love’
‘FROM THEN’
redundant

34 EMCs

feature of a different
order from most of
Pat’s non-standard
forms
6 non-standard features
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EXAMPLE FOUR
(3rd year English)
At the Night Club
One night I was invited to a night club with some of My1 friends. At
11.00 I got ready to go to the night club. My friends2 boyfriend picka
me up. We got to the night club at 11.30. My friends2 boyfriend pourb
me a glass of sherry and left me all by myself. I stood around doing
nothing,3 no one askc me for a dance4 I got so board5 that I went
outside to get some freshair6 and came back in. Later on I went into the
changing7 to get ready to go home. I opend the changing room door and
I left it open, then8 suddenly9 door slammed so hard that it frightened
the life out of me. I felt so scared, I didn’t want to go in the hall and
asked10 Someone11 to stay with me.12 because it might sound stupid for
me to asked.10 I stayed and went to the mirror to put some powder on
my face, and as I was putting some powder on my face I felt a Black13
shadow coming up to me14 then all of a sudden the window slame4 I felt
so scared that I started to scream. Then a girl came in and calmf me
down. I was so scared that15 couldn’t open my mouth4 15 mintues16
later I felt much better so I told the girl my story. When I was finishg
what I was saying to her.17 She told me that there was a young girl who
died in this changing room. She said to me the girl was only in the
changing room for 15 minutes14 “was she a nice girl?”18 She was
alright I didn’t know her much.19 I wonder why she wants to haunt this
place.”18 don’t20 aske21 me because I don’t22 nothing.h”23 how24 did you
feel when the Black Shadow25 was coming up to you26”18 I felt as if
someone was coming up to me and lean27 their hand on to me. I felt
funny inside of my body4”18 I think you do not want to say no morei
about28, 14 don’t you think you29 go home26, 19 I think Ij better4 hope we
meet again.”23 “Mary where is tom30, 26” “we’ve31 been looking for
you14 what have you been32, 19 it’s33 a long story14 let’s get in the car
and I will tell you all about it.34
393 words
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Notes on Example Four
(×2)

1.
2.
3.

(×5)

(×2)

(×5)

4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.

15.
16.
17.

(×4)

18.

(×3)

19.

(×2)

20.
21.
22.
23.

‘My’/‘my’
Omission of
apostrophe
, /. followed by
capital N; or
semicolon would
have been acceptable
Omission of full stop
‘board’/‘bored’
‘freshair’/‘fresh air’
Omission of ‘room’
‘then’/‘Then’
Omission of ‘the’
‘asked’/‘ask’
‘Someone’/
‘someone’
./,
‘Black’/‘black’
Omission of full stop,
leading to non-use of
capital in following
word
Omission of ‘I’
‘mintues’/‘minutes’
./, leading to
redundant use of
capital in following
word
Omission of initial
speech mark
Omission of final and
initial speech marks
at change of speaker
‘don’t’/‘Don’t’
‘aske’/‘ask’
Omission of ‘know’
Though it is a bit
difficult to attribute
the speeches here, it
is probable that this
or these speech

a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
g.
h.

i.

j.

‘pick’ ‘picked’
‘pour’ ‘poured’
‘ask’ ‘asked’
‘open’ ‘opened’
‘slam’ ‘slammed’
‘calm’ ‘calmed’
‘finish’ ‘finished’
‘I don’t (know)
nothing’ ‘I don’t
(know) anything’; but
see note e, Example
Three above
‘you do not want to
say no more’ ‘you
do not want to say
any more’; but see
note e, Example
Three above
‘I better’ ‘I’d
better’

10 non-standard features
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24.
25.
(×3)

26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.

mark(s) should not be
here, as the previous
and the following
sentences seem to be
spoken by the same
person
‘how’/‘How’
‘Black
Shadow’/‘black
shadow’
Omission of question
mark
‘lean’/‘leaning’
Omission of ‘it’
Omission of, e.g.,
‘should’
‘tom’/‘Tom’
‘we’ve’/‘We’ve’
Omission of, e.g.,
‘doing?’
‘it’s’/‘It’s’
Omission of final
speech mark

52 EMCs
Crudely analysed, these four examples contain 1040 words, and 132
separate EMCs, that is an average of one per every 7.88 words.
No. of words
No. of words
No. of EMCs
in piece
per EMC

Average No.
of EMCs per
100 words

Example One

275

34

8.09

12.36

Example Two

152

12

12.67

7.89

Example Three

220

34

6.47

15.45

Example Four

393

52

7.56

13.23

1040

132

7.88

12.69

Total No. of
words

Total No. of
EMCs

Av. No. of
words per
EMC

Av. No. of
EMCs per 100
words
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Of the 132 EMCs, 108 are accounted for by only five major categories.
Here is the league table:
Using capital
letters when they
shouldn’t be
there, or not using
them when they
should

42

Using full stops
when they
shouldn’t be
there, or not using
them when they
should

33

But on 14
occasions an error
in one of these
categories seems to
have triggered an
error in the other;
so I have counted
these 14 instances
as one compound
error each

42 + 33

14 =

61

Misspellings (14 different words; 19 different occasions)

19

Using speech marks when they shouldn’t be there, or not using them
when they should, or placing them incorrectly relative to another
punctuation mark

16

Omissions of words

12
108

No other separate category accounts for more than four EMCs out of
the 1040 words, so I shan’t discuss the bottom of the league any
further. The important thing is that every teacher who regularly marks
his or her pupils’ writing is familiar with a feeling of depression and
‘Where do I start with this lot?’ on looking at a page of writing which
seems to be stumbling over itself with mistakes. More important still,
every pupil who is returned a page of writing covered with what looks
like ungracious red biro marks is familiar with a feeling of bleak
despond at not having cracked the code yet. If the despond is allowed
to continue very long, it usually hardens into a certainty that the code is
uncrackable, unless you’re brainy, or a teacher. In Pat’s case, it is
possible to see from a cursory examination of four pieces of writing
that her main technical difficulty in the last term of her third year is to
do with the function and position of full stops and capital letters in
sentences. This is not the same thing as to say that her main technical
difficulty is to do with sentencing. One thing I found out from the tapes
Pat made in her fourth year of herself reading pieces of her writing was
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that she usually had a clear idea of a well-formed sentence even if the
sentence was not correctly marked. The third sentence of Example One
above –
before1 Muhammed was born.2 Muhammeda Mother3 had a very
strange insight saying that Muhammed was going to be the lord of
the people.
– is a good example of a well-formed, complex sentence which has
incorrect sentence markings at 1 and 2, the incorrect use of a capital at
3 which is probably nothing to do with sentence markers, and a nonstandard feature at ‘a’. The complexity of the sentence is worth
remarking on; apart from the temporal adverbial clause before the main
clause, the predicate of the sentence contains the subordinate clause
‘saying …… people’, which itself subordinates the clause ‘Muhammed
… people’. The use of the word ‘insight’ is pleasant and elegant. But to
get back to the point, the majority (though by no means all) of Pat’s
EMCs in the use of capital letters and full stops concern their function
as sentence markers, and these account for something between a third
and a half of the total EMCs in the four pieces. This very significant
proportion gave me a hefty clue about one area to concentrate closely
on with Pat in her fourth year, and it occurred to me that if I’d made an
analysis like this at the end of her first year instead of at the end of her
third, she would quite likely be further forward than she was.
The most significant of Pat’s spelling errors is her intermittent
dropping of the ‘h’ in ‘his’. This occurs four times in Example One and
once in Example Two. At the same time, Pat shows that she is
perfectly aware of ‘his’, and she spells the word correctly more often
than not. It seems likely that the fact that ‘his’ and ‘is’ are usually
homonymous in Pat’s speech is the reason for the occasional
persistence of ‘is’ for ‘his’ in her writing.
Pat is obviously in considerable confusion about the use of speech
marks. They appear where they’re not wanted, they don’t appear where
they are wanted, and Pat isn’t sure whether a final speech mark comes
before or after a comma or full stop. The English speech mark system
is tedious and pedantic, of course. The French use of the simple dash
before each new speech seems to have been good enough for most of
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their novelists in the last two centuries, and impressed James Joyce
enough for him to use it in ‘Portrait of the Artist’ and ‘Ulysses’ with no
apparent confusion. However, stuck with our system as we are, the
setting out and marking of speech was the second major area which Pat
and I might fruitfully work on in her fourth year.
It was surprising to see omissions of words as the fourth most frequent
category of error in the four pieces, as Pat’s manner as a writer is
normally steady and deliberate. She doesn’t dash things off. I
wondered whether at that time she was composing rather a long way
ahead of what she was actually writing down, and the composition was
taking more concentration than the actual making of words on the
page, but I haven’t got beyond speculation about that.
There are 33 certain or near-certain instances of non-standard features
in the four pieces. Of these, 29 are the result of the intervention of the
grammar of Jamaican Creole (JC) in Pat’s writing, three are London
vernacular double negatives occurring in speech, and one I’m not sure
about. The league table of the 29 is as follows:
Use of the root form of the verb,
together with context or temporal
phrases (e.g. ‘one night’) to signal a
past aspect: non-use of the SE -ed
inflection, or of a SE irregular past
form

2d, 3a, 3d (twice),
4a, 4b, 4c, 4d, 4e, 4f,
4g

Signalling of possession by context
and by position of words: non-use of
SE ’s

1a (three times), 1d
(twice), 2f, 3c

7

Use of the root form of the verb in 3rd
pers. sing. present tense: non-use of SE
-s inflection

2a,2c,2g,2i,2j

5

Contraction of temporal phrase

1b, lc,2b

3

Non-use of ‘to’ before infinitive verb
where SE would need it

2e,3b

2

Non-use of copula where SE would
need it

2h

1

11

29
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The double negatives are at 3e, 4h and 4i, and the instance I’m not sure
about is 4j where ‘I better’ may be a non-standard feature or may be an
omission resulting from the fact that Pat, like most of us, probably says
‘I better’, ‘you better’, etc. in casual speech more often than ‘I’d
better’, ‘you’d better’.
It is striking how in the three largest categories of JC grammatical
features, almost all the instances occur in bunched groups, and not
scattered evenly around the four pieces. The most likely reason for this
seems to be that if a writer has the grammars of more than one dialect
of English in her head at once (as Pat does), and if she is not yet able or
willing to use one grammar to the complete exclusion of the other(s)
(as Pat is not), particular features of one grammar may gain authority –
but not exclusive authority – for a while within or throughout a piece
of writing.
Two statements need to be reiterated, one about Pat’s writing in
particular, and one about Jamaican Creole in general. Pat is aware, of,
and uses, all the standard English (SE) equivalents of the JC forms she
also uses (though it should be admitted that in these four pieces she
only uses the SE ’s or s’ to signal possession on three occasions – 3.24
and 4.2 (twice) – and on all three occasions she incorrectly omits the
apostrophe). When she writes –
On television when a western starts a cowboy goes into a saloon
and aska for a large scotch2
– and –
d

I open the changing room door and I left it open, then8 suddenly9
door slammed so hard that it frightened the life out of me.
– and ignoring the errors at 2, 8 and 9, she is demonstrating an
awareness of the SE -s inflection of the 3rd person singular form of the
present tense of the verb, as well as the non-use of such an inflection in
JC, and an awareness of the SE -ed inflection of the regular verb to
signal the simple past tense, as well as the non-use of such an
inflection in JC. It is true that her awareness is not organized and
completely conscious, and her educational career would be easier and
more successful if it were. But it is expecting a great deal to demand
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that all fifteen-year-olds in Pat’s position become separately bidialectal in their writing; that is, that they produce all and only the
features of SE or JC in a given context. Some do achieve this rather
remarkable feat, which requires an act of abstraction about one’s own
language which middle-class children are almost never called upon to
perform. For most, it is natural and normal that they, living at a point
of fusion of previously separate linguistic entities, should represent
such fluidity and variation in their writing as they do in their speech.
To expect examining boards and other arbiters of children’s futures to
recognize this fact is at present a pipe-dream, but the fact is none the
less true for being largely unrecognized.
The general statement about JC concerns the myth that more is better.
It is very difficult, when trying to describe an aspect of the grammar of
JC, not to do it in terms of a negative outline of SE; in fact it may be
impossible for a speaker and writer of SE not to fall into this position. I
suppose it is normal for a speaker of one dialect of English to want to
describe another dialect in terms of its variation from his own, as it is
normal for a speaker of one language to want to describe another
language in terms of its variation from his own. So, in spite of myself,
when describing the JC features of Pat’s writing above, I put ‘non-use
of the SE -ed inflection, or of a SE irregular past form’, ‘non-use of SE
‘s’’, ‘non-use of SE -s inflection’. It does seem to be true, particularly
in the area of inflections, that the JC forms are often fewer and simpler
than the equivalent SE forms. However, ‘fewer and simpler’ is by no
means always the comment to be made about JC in a comparison with
SE. I quote from Jim Wight’s article, ‘Dialect in School’ (Wight 19712):
‘…there are areas where Jamaican Creole syntax makes more
delicate distinctions than standard English. Is it the case that in
these areas a standard English speaker has restricted concepts? For
example, Bailey (Bailey 1964) has shown that the sentence pattern
“subject + verb ‘to be’ + complement” breaks down into three
different sentence patterns in Jamaican Creole.
a.

When the predicate is an adjective there is no copula: di biebi
ogli – ‘The baby is ugly’.
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b.
c.

When the predicate is a noun the copula is ‘a’: di biebi a gyal
– ‘The baby is a girl’.
When the predicate is a locative phrase the copula is ‘de’: di
biebi de anda di tree – ‘The baby is under the tree’.

Can one conclude from this that Standard English speakers have a
restricted general concept of predication?’
Further, it is foolish to equate ‘fewer and simpler’ with ‘worse’, and
‘more, and more complicated’ with ‘better’. A Frenchman learning
English the old-fashioned way might be struck by the following
comparison in his grammar book:
je
tu
il
elle
nous
vous
ils
ells

parler
parle
parles
parle
parle
parlons
parlez
parlent
parlent

to speak
I speak
you speak
he speaks
she speaks
we speak
you speak
they (m) speak
they (f) speak.

He might note, correctly, that whereas French has five different written
forms distributed among the eight different persons who might be the
subject of the verb, English only has two. He might observe that the
English do not seem able or willing to distinguish between the second
persons singular and plural, or to have a choice as to whether to be
intimate or formal in speaking to a second person singular. Fancy using
the same pronoun to address your lover and your greengrocer! Finally,
he might be interested that once the English are dealing with a third
party of more than one person, they care not whether the party is male
or female. However, if, having learnt English well enough to be able to
make conversation with an English person about the relative merits of
the two languages, he was to advance the view that the English verbinflection and personal pronoun systems are structurally primitive, and
that this has a restrictive effect on the concept formation, social and
sexual manners of the English, the English person might think, at the
very least, that he had carried his case too far. Indeed, the simplicity of
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some aspects of English when compared with their equivalents in other
languages can be a matter for complacency, and you can hear English
people learning German muttering about the ‘pedantry and Gothick
redundancy’ of a language whose nouns need three different genders,
four different inflected cases each for singular and plural, as well as a
wide and unpredictable range of plural endings.
We have strayed a bit of a way from Pat. When she and I met at the
beginning of her fourth year we agreed that, since I had been her
English teacher for the previous three years and would now be seeing
her individually during English time (the class had been taken over by
another teacher), it was sensible that we should work together on her
English writing. Pat’s fourth year saw a major expansion in the
quantity of her writing, particularly story-writing. She had always
written steadily; she now began to write screeds. Nearly all the writing
she showed me, and all that I quote from below, is stories. On one
occasion she got worried that she wasn’t doing anything else, and
asked my advice. I prepared some questions on a book she was
reading, and helped her to begin to write a play. When I suggested
poetry, she said she couldn’t write poetry. Really it seemed to me that
if she wanted to write stories, then she should write them to her heart’s
content. They are certainly the ideal vehicle for discussing in detail
features of written English, and that, as I have said, was our main
purpose in meeting together.
Examples Five, Six, Seven and Eight which follow are extracts from
much longer stories which Pat wrote at the beginning of the autumn
term, towards the end of the autumn term, in the Easter term and in the
summer term of her fourth year respectively. About the middle of the
autumn term it occurred to me that it might be fruitful to get Pat to tape
herself reading her own stories from her own script. I was interested in
testing any of the following hypotheses: (a) Pat tends to Jamaicanize
certain written SE features in her reading, (b) She tends to Standardize
certain written JC features in her reading, (c) She tends to maintain in
her reading most JC features as they are written. So Examples Six,
Seven and Eight carry some analysis of the reading as well as of the
writing. There is a column for instances of each of the hypotheses I
have just mentioned, and one for other miscues, self-corrections, and
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points apparently unrelated to the JC/SE question. Pat was a fluent
reader by her fourth year; many of the miscues and self-corrections
which do occur seem to stem from her taking the reading too fast. She
doesn’t have a strong Jamaican accent, so nearly all of her JC features
in reading are matters of syntax rather than sound.
Examples Five, Six and Eight are original stories, and Example Seven
is a retelling in Pat’s own words of part of the novel Basketball Game
by Julius Lester (Lester 1977). There is no copying in Pat’s version;
she contracts much of Lester’s narrative into fewer words. Lester’s
novel is written in the third person, Pat’s version in the first. The ‘I’ of
Pat’s version is a black American boy, Allen.

EXAMPLE FIVE
(Early Autumn Term 4th year English)
Sarah Jane lived with her parents at 63 Vender Road,1 Saraha still
going to school with her younger brother Jim,2 the school is3 a mixb
school,1 Sarah and her brother sometimec do3 a turant,4 at least once
every two weeks,1 Sarah aged 16 findd school work very hard and
boring,1 Sarahe parents were split up for 2 years,2 her mother had
always
5
trouble bringing up both of them Sarah’s brother was only only
getting involved with the police. Before Sarah and her mother and
father got together, Sarah’s mother was going out with another man,
which Sarah didn’t like very much,1 When he came round the house,
she would always say she was going to the disco,2 as6 ususually7 callsf
round their house on a Saturday. One night Sarah was fed up of going
to the disco just because her mother,8 had another man inside the
house, so she decided to stay in and watch television. As Sarah was
watching television her mother was calling her.
“Sarah9” her mother shouted.
10
“Haven’t they got a disco at the club tonight?”
tonight
“Yes, but I’m not going to disco not
--”.11
Dave
“Sarah, you know Jim wouldg be hear12 soon13
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“Why should I have to go because a manh coming hear12, 14 if only
dad could see you now”.11
“Would you stop talking about your father”.11
“Are you ashamed of him,14 my god, I wish I was with him,15 than
with you.16
“go17 to your room at once”5
“I’m not a 10 year old child, to be sent to my room.16
18
ding!! 18ding!! “he’s19 hear,12 Sarah open the door,20
21

“Hello Sarah, how are you ”22 in his usually cheerful manner.
“fine,23 thank you.16
“Dave, I wont be long,20
Instead of me25 showing him the way inside the house like into the
living room, he just walked in as if it was is26 own house. Mum came
on her
into the room and looked at me,25, 2 that looked at my face told me25
that I25 was not wanted here.
325 words

Notes on Example Five
(×5)
(×4)
(×2)
(×2)

(×3)
(×3)

1.
2.

,/.
,/. leading to non-use
of capital in
following word
3. Change of prevailing
tense
4. ‘turant’/‘truant’
5. Omission of full stop
6. Omission of ‘He’
7. ‘ususually’/‘usually’
8. Redundant comma
9. Omission of
(probably)
exclamation mark
10. This part of the
speech should follow
on the same line after
‘shouted’
11. ”./.”
12. ‘hear’/‘here’

a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
g.
h.

‘Sarah still going’
‘Sarah was still
going’
‘mix’ ‘mixed’; c.f.
‘vex’ ‘vexed’
‘sometime’
‘sometimes’
‘find’ ‘found’
‘Sarah parents’
‘Sarah’s parents’
‘call’ ‘called’
‘would’ ‘will’
‘man coming’
‘man is coming’

8 JC features
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(×2)

(×3)
(×2)
(×2)

(×4)

13. Omission of full stop
and final speech mark
14. Omission of question
mark, leading to nonuse of capital in
following word
15. Omission of ‘rather’;
‘instead of’ in place
of ‘than’ would have
been better
16. Omission of final
speech mark
17. ‘go’/‘Go’
18. ‘ding’/‘Ding’
19. ‘he’s’/‘He’s’
20. ,/.”
21. Omission of question
mark
22. Omission of, e.g.,
dash
23. ‘fine’/‘Fine’
24. ‘wont’/‘won’t’
25. Change from third to
first person narrative
26. ‘is’/‘his’
47 EMCs
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EXAMPLE SIX
(Late Autumn Term 4th year English)

Steve livea with is1 two children and wife,2 Steveb a buisness3
man travelb around the country on a buisness3 call.4 Steve was callc
ond buisness3 call to go to New Zealand to look on e some oil. Steve
was ready the next morning,5 his wife deirdre6 packed his case. The
leave
next morning7 Steve would always the house before the children
are8 awake.
“Kiss the children for me love9” he answered10, 11
12

“take care of yourself love9” she replied11
Steve kissed her goodbye. Steve had a chauffeur waiting
outside for him,2 Steve arrived at the airport,5 his flight was at
10.46,2 Steve arrivef at 10.30,5 his plane left off at 10.50. about13
10 mintues14 wheng the plane took off the airhostess said,
“ladies15 and gentleman,16 I hope you all enjoy the flight and
lunch wouldh be ready within an hour.17 The18 weather was bad, the
aeroplane was swaying a little, but the passangers19 couldn’t feel it.
All they could See20 was the rain pouring down the window.
An21 hour came when22 the passangers19 were getting their
lunch. Steve was relaxing in the chair after he had23 his lunch,
when suddenly, the aeroplane gave a big jerke.24 the25 light went
out, everybody was screaming. The airhostess came out and tryed26
to calm them down,5 passangers19 geti out of their seats, falling on
top of each other. And in the front row of the aeroplane was a
pregnant women.27 The aeroplane was really swaying badly. 20
mintues14 later9 after the riot, the light came back on,5 the
passangers19 calmed down, but they were still arguing.
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(Pat forgot that the cassette has a piece of leader tape, so we only hear
her after ‘wife’.)
READING
Other
‘business’
pronounced
correctly
‘Steve was on
… Steve was
call on
business call’
‘The next …
awake’ is read
as written

‘his plane left
at 10.50’
‘minutes’
pronounced
correctly

Maintains JC

SE

SE

JC

‘travel around’
‘was call on
business call’
‘look on’

‘arrive’
arrived’
‘10 minutes
when’
‘would be’
will be’

‘gentlemen’
‘you are all
enjoying’
‘swaying for a
little’
‘in the chair’
(pause) ‘he
had his lunch’
‘everyone’
‘the front of
the aeroplane’
‘minutes’
pronounced
correctly

JC

‘get out’

‘tried’ ‘try’
pronunciation:
‘air-hostess’
‘hair-hostess’
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“What does the pilot things28 he’s doing?” said one of the
passangers19, 11
“he’s29 flaming mad”9 said another11
30

“passangers19 we are very sorry about this, and I would be
very grateful if you all would calm down for a while,2 The drinks
wouldh be given out in half hour, thank you.”
33

The passanger19,32 started to mutter to oneanother when
suddenly there was a big scream. The lady who was expecting the
baby scream,j,5 she started to have some contraction,k,2 So the
airhostess took the lady at34 the back of the aeroplane. There was
an old lady near the front,5 she was asleep when everything
35

happend,5 she wore1 hearing aid, but it was off, so she heard
nothing,2 When suddenly she jumped out of her sleep and started to
talk to36 rubbish, and the passangers19 turned round and looked at
her. She started to laugh when she saw everbody37,m face looking at
her and at the same time she turned on her hearing aid,2 Then the
airhostess Came38 in with the drinks.
“Ah good, drinks”9,39 Said the old lady.
439 words
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READING
Other

Maintains JC

JC

SE

SE

JC

‘that pilot think’

‘passengers’
‘half an hour’

‘would be
given out’

‘expecting the
baby’ (pause) ‘she
started to’

‘started talk to
rubbish’
‘laugh and
suddenly’ (selfcorrection) ‘when
she saw’
‘looking at her. At
the same time’
‘with the drink’

‘contraction’
‘contractions’
‘happened’
‘happen’
‘wore hearing
aid’ ‘wore a
hearing aid’
‘everybody
face’

‘jumped’
‘jump’
‘turned on’
‘turn on’
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Notes on Example Six
(×7)
(×3)

1.
2.
3.
4.

(×8)

5.
6.
7.

(×5)
(×4)
(×2)

(×8)

8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.

‘is’/‘his’
,/.
‘buisness’/‘business’
‘on a buisness call’/‘on
business calls’
,/. leading to non-use of
capital in following word
‘deirdre’/‘Deirdre’
‘The next morning’ and
‘would always leave’
inappropriate to each
other; Pat probably
means ‘The next
morning, as always,
Steve left’
‘are’/‘were’
Omission of comma
‘answered’ inappropriate
Omission of full stop
‘take’/‘Take’
‘about’/‘About’
‘mintues’/‘minutes’
‘ladies’/‘Ladies’
‘gentleman’/‘gentlemen’
Omission of final speech
mark
Should be on new line
‘passangers’/
‘passengers’
‘See’/‘see’
Paragraph should be
indented
‘when’ inappropriate;
‘and’ would be
acceptable
‘had/‘had had’
‘jerke’/‘jerk’
‘the’/‘The’
‘tryed’/‘tried’
‘women’/‘woman’
‘things’/‘think’

a.
b.

c.
d.
e.
f.
g.

h.

i.
j.
k.
l.
m.

‘live’ ‘lived’
Non-use of
copula combines
with ‘travel’
‘travelling’
‘call’ - ‘called’
on business call’
‘on a business
call’
‘look on’ ‘look
at’
‘arrive’
‘arrived’
‘About 10
minutes when’
‘About 10
minutes after’
‘would’ ‘will’;
it might be
argued that this is
a narrative error
since, unless
Steve is flying Air
Jamaica to New
Zealand, the
airhostess would
be unlikely to use
the form!
‘get’ ‘got’
‘scream’
‘screamed’
‘contraction’
‘contractions’
‘wore hearing
aid’ ‘wore a
hearing aid’
‘everybody face’
‘everybody’s
face’

13 JC features

Four Papers 161
29. ‘he’s’/‘He’s’
30. ‘passangers’/
‘Passengers’
31. Omission of ‘an’
32. ‘passanger’/‘passengers’
33. ‘oneanother’/‘one
another’
34. ‘at’/‘to’
35. ‘happend’/‘happened’
36. ‘to’ redundant
37. ‘everbody’/‘everybody’
38. ‘Came’/‘came’
39. ‘Said’/‘said’
68 EMCs
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EXAMPLE SEVEN
(Easter Term 4th Year English)
Basket Ball. (A retelling in Pat’s own words of part of the novel
by Julius Lester.)
It was on1 the 3rd July. I and my Mother2 and father moved to
Arkansas,3 My fathera a priest and my mother just a housewife. They
had no more children part4 from me though I would have had a sister
but she died at birth. The reason why my father moved5 because he
reckoned,6 that there was too much violence going on and the place is7
too overcrowded8 he wanted to go somewhere quiet. So he chooseb
Arkansas. My father didn’t ask me if I would like to move9 I had so
many friends and didn’t think I would find as muchc friends in
Arkansas. Anyway My10 father didn’t tell my mother and me,6 that we
were going to move into a white neighbour11 hood. Afterall12 he
doesn’t like white people himself9 But me and my mother didn’t really
understand him9
We arrived at Arkansas at 6.00 in the evening8 it was quite dark.
When we came out of the car standing in front of us was a fairly large
house, bigger than the one,6 we had back home. When we got inside it
was freezing so we got some wood, and lightd up the fire. The furniture
was already there, so we had no worry about unpacking baggage9 I
went straight into my room and went to bed.
Next morning I woke up bright and early,13 the sun was shining,13
I went onto the porch, and started to draw some pictures of the wild
flowers. I hadn’t seen such beautiful flowers for ages. As I was
drawing, I saw a white girl on her porch staring towards to14 me. I had
a quick glance at her, and started back on my drawing. It was a long
time since I saw a white girl. After I had finished my drawing I went
inside and had my breakfast, when thenf my father drove in the
driveway8 he had just come back from the town. When he came out of
his car, there was a long pole sticking out9

Four Papers 163

READING
Other

Maintains JC

JC

SE

SE

JC

rd

‘It were the 3 July’
‘priest’ (pause)
‘my mother’
hesitates over ‘moved
because’, aware that
something else is needed
signals the sentence at
‘overcrowded’ by
intonation and pause;
similarly for the sentence
at ‘like to move’
‘Be… But me’

signals the sentence at
‘evening’ with intonation
and pause
‘the one we… we had
back home’
‘no worrying’
signals the sentence at
‘baggage’
‘on the… on her’
‘towards me’ (selfcorrection in
the reading)
‘gl…glance’
‘and she started
back…and I started
back’
signals the sentence at
‘driveway’
‘he… he then just came
back’

‘father a priest’

‘choose’

‘much friends’

‘arrived’
‘arrive’
‘came’
‘come’

‘light’

‘since I saw’
‘when then’
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15 16

“boy” he said9
he17 never did call me by my name, it would always be boy and I
would have to reply back sir. My Mother2 always callg me by my
name.
I went outside and my father had already taken the pole out of the
car.
“This is for you son”16 he said9
I was surprise,h but I said nothing,13 when I unwrapped,18 it was a
19

Basketball net.
“Thank you sir”16 I replied9
2

My Mother looked outside, to see what it was,13 she never makes
any comment of20 what my father buys, she would always give a smile.
“Come in now, else your breakfast wouldi get cold.”
445 words

Notes on Example Seven
(×3)

(×3)
(×3)

(×8)

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

‘on’ redundant
‘Mother’/‘mother’
,/.
‘part’/‘apart’
Omission of ‘was’
Comma redundant
Change of prevailing
tense
8. Omission of full stop,
leading to non-use of
capital in following
word
9. Omission of full stop
10. ‘My’/‘my’
11. ‘neighbour hood’/
‘neighbourhood’

a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
g.
h.
i.

‘My father a priest’
‘My father was
a priest’
‘choose’ ‘chose’
‘much’ ‘many’
‘light’ ‘lit’
‘since I saw’
‘since I had seen’
‘when then’
‘when’
‘call’ ‘called’
‘surprise’
‘surprised’
‘would’ ‘will’

9 JC features
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READING
Other

Maintains JC

‘he never said… he
never called me’
‘boy’ (pause) ‘I
would’

‘call’

self corrects to
‘when I unwrapped
it, it was’

‘surprise’

‘would’

12. ‘Afterall’/‘After all’
(×4) 13. ,/. leading to non-use of
capital in following word
14. ‘to’ redundant
15. ‘boy’/‘Boy’
(×3) 16. Omission of comma
17. ‘he’/‘He’
18. Omission of ‘it’
19. ‘Basketball’/‘basketball’
20. ‘comment of’/
‘comment on’
38EMCs

JC

SE

SE

JC
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EXAMPLE EIGHT
(Summer Term 4th year English)

Jane1 an old women,2 aged 83, lived in a cottage by herself. Her
husband had died 20 years ago. She had three children who visited her
when they could.
Jane sat in front of the fire remembering the good times she had
with her husband. They were in Italy; she was 30 years old; her first
child, John1 was 5 years old;3
She remembered they had a little house on top of the hill and it
was snowing. She and her husband Dave decided to go sking4, 5 John
was left playing in his nursery5
She remembered and it’s6 happening all again. She and Dave hand
in hand are sking4 round and round on the snow covered ground. Up
hill and down hill as far as you can look it isa snow on the ground.
They begin to ski round a tree and jump over logs of wood, all with
their skis on. They throw ice at each other. Dave jumps over another
log of wood and Dave doesn’t quite make it. He goes over head first.
Poor Dave, my darling Dave, has broken his arm and briused7 his leg.
And, oh, so stupidly, she only discovers it all after falling on Dave. She
could not help copying all that Dave did. But she doesn’t break her
arm. Dave was her cushion; and he is in more pain because of that. She
doesn’t know anyone is watching. Suddenly a crowd has gathered
round. She is shocked and miserable, people8 won’t let her do anything
for Dave.
“leave9 him where he is till the ambulance comeb5”
“But I have to make him comfortable.10 He opens his eyes and
smiles. His head is in my lap and he frightens me how could11 he is …
Jane’s body shook a little with surprise when she opened her eyes
from her dream. Oh, it seemed just like a moment ago, she thought.
She got up and made herself a pot of tea. After tea she went back to sit
beside the fire and dozed off again.
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READING
Other

Maintains JC

JC

SE

SE

JC

‘woman’

‘hand in hand’ (pause)
‘skiing’
‘could look’

‘it is snow’

‘discovered’
‘couldn’t’

‘Leave him where he
is… leave him where he
is still the ambulan, till
the ambulance come’
(gets it right in the end)
‘He o…, he opens his
eyes’
‘how could, how could
he is’ (doesn’t get it
right)
‘dozed offd again’

‘come’
‘smiles’
‘smile’
‘Jane’s body’
‘Jane body’
‘opened’
‘open’
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She is in a big room with plenty of people. Her daughter is getting
wedded. There were12 two table.d She was two seats away from her
daughter, and her husband was next to her. The Best13 man was
talking,14 later on in the evening all the tables were cleared away.
Music started to play and everybody started to dance. Dave was
dancing with his daughter, and Mike, his daughterc husband was
dancing with Jane. Everbody15 was drinking and dancing,14 Dave got
himself drunk, and was making a nuisance of himself. About 10.00
Mike and Mary left the hall, leaving the party lively.
442 words

Notes on Example Eight
(×2)
(×2)
(×3)

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Omission of comma
‘women’/‘woman’
;/.
‘sking’/‘skiing’
Omission of full stop
N.B. elegant change of
tense here
7. ‘briused’/‘bruised’
8. ‘people’/‘People’
9. ‘leave’/‘Leave’
10. Omission of final
speech mark, probably
causing non-use of new
line for following
sentence
11. ‘could’/‘cold’
12. Pat can’t quite control
the historic present to
recount this dream, as
she did very well with
the first dream. Returns
to the simple past until
the end of the extract

a.
b.
c.
d.

‘it is’ ‘there is’
‘come’ ‘comes’
‘daughter husband’
‘daughter’s
husband’
‘table’ ‘tables’

4 JC features
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READING
Other

Maintains JC

‘with a plenty’
‘There was two’

JC

SE

SE

JC

‘two table’

‘daughter’s
husband’

‘Dave got himself a,
Dave got himself drunk’
‘making a s, making a
nuisance’

13. ‘Best’/‘best’
14. ,/. leading to non-use of
capital in following word
15. ‘Everbody’/‘Everybody’
19 EMCs

There are 172 EMCs in Examples Five to Eight. Clearly it would be
foolish to calculate an average across the four pieces. Since they were
written at different times, an overall average would tell us nothing
useful. However, within each piece, the number of EMCs and their
frequency is as follows:
Average No.
of EMCs per
100 words

No. of words
in piece

No. of EMCs

Example Five

325

47

6.91

14.46

Example Six

439

68

6.46

15.49

Example Seven

445

38

11.71

8.54

Example Eight

442

19

23.26

4.30

No. of words
per EMC

170 The Vauxhall Papers
The fact that the frequency of EMCs per 100 words in Examples Five
and Six is rather greater than the average frequency of EMCs per 100
words in Examples One to Four, seemed to be a lesson to me not to
play around with figures. In one sense, it is daft to add up every single
separate instance. In Example Six, 8 of the 68 EMCs are accounted for
by the misspelling of ‘passengers’ as ‘passangers’, and 15 by the use of
a comma instead of a full stop. The advantage of this kind of analysis,
however, is that it is a very severe test. If the frequency of EMCs
declines when you’re counting them as pedantically as this, the writing
must be improving. Working with Pat through the second half of her
fourth year, it felt as if her writing must be improving, and it was
gratifying to see this feeling borne out by the steep decline in
frequency of EMCs in Examples Seven and Eight.
Of the 172 EMCs, 137 are accounted for by five major categories:
Using capital
letters when they
shouldn’t be
there, or not using
them when they
should
Using full stops
when they
shouldn’t be
there, or not using
them when they
should

48

55

But on 21
occasions an error
in one of these
categories seems to
have triggered an
error in the other;
so I have counted
these 21 instances
as one compound
error each

48 + 55

21 =

82

Misspellings (19 different words; 33 different occasions)

33

Redundant use of or omission of commas (not counting the occasions
when commas are used instead of full stops; these occasions are
included in the full stops total)

14

Using speech marks when they shouldn’t be there, or not using them
when they should, or placing them incorrectly relative to another
punctuation mark

16
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Using speech
marks when they
shouldn’t be
there, or not using
them when they
should, or placing
them incorrectly
relative to another
punctuation mark

11

But at 5.13 and 5.20
(twice) omission of full
stop and final speech
mark are counted as one
compound error

11

3=

8

137

The five major categories of EMC in Examples One to Four account
for 81.82% of the total EMCs; in Examples Five to Eight the five
major categories account for 79.65% of the total EMCs. These very
similar and very high percentages brought home to me something
which now seems rather obvious, written down, but which I don’t think
I had clearly understood before. That is, that when working with a
pupil on her writing, an important strategy is to identify those few
areas where the need for clarification and help is greatest. If you can
find those areas and pay attention to them, a very great amount of the
total problem comes under scrutiny at once. To feel that you’ve got to
where the trouble is, is an immensely cheering sensation, as anyone
who has fiddled with car engines will know, and as Pat and I found in
the spring and summer of her fourth year. Example Seven, which
marks the point at which the tide began to turn, is worth looking at in
some detail. A glance back to Examples One to Four makes it clear
that spelling and paragraphing have improved greatly over about eight
months. Pat has almost learned how to set out speech. Her use of
speech marks is nearly right; she still needs to learn the use of the
comma before a final speech mark when the end of the speech is not
the end of the sentence. She has developed considerably from the point
in ‘At the Night Club’ when she wrote –
“we’ve been looking for you what have you been it’s a long story
let’s get in the car and I will tell you all about it.
– to try to communicate two separate speeches, the first consisting of a
statement and a question, the second consisting of two statements.
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Marking sentences remains the outstanding problem. Pat often omits
full stops and/or capital letters as in –
Anyway My father didn’t ask me if I would like to move I had so
many friends…
– or –
We arrived at Arkansas at 6.00 in the evening it was quite dark.
Then there is the complex matter of main clauses strung together with
commas, as in –
Next morning I woke up bright and early, the sun was shining, I
went onto the porch, and started to draw some pictures of the wild
flowers.
Traditional grammatical practice insists that complete main clauses be
separated by full stops, or semi-colons, or commas assisted by
conjunctions. However, as usual with traditional insistences, it is not
really a matter of rule, but one of degree and convention. Later on in
Pat’s ‘Basket Ball’ story, of which Example Seven is an extract, she
writes –
I didn’t like the atmosphere at all, I suppose it was all my fault.
– and –
But Allen nodded his head, she started to get more goals in.
You might decide that the first of these two sentences is more
acceptable than the second, since the two main clauses in the first
sentence have the same subject. If I construct two sentences –
The people were growing restless, the time for revolution
approached.
– and –
The economy had virtually collapsed, the people were growing
restless, the time for revolution approached.
– you might decide that the second sentence is more acceptable, since
it feels like a list, having three main clauses and not two, even though
the subject of each clause is different. Then there is Hemingway –
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But often the picadors and banderillos understand before a fight
that they are to do everything in their power to destroy the bulls
and are to disregard any contrary orders given by the matador in
the ring, these orders, usually very vehement and accompanied by
curses, are only for the benefit of the spectators.
– or Lawrence –
Patches of snow were on the fields, the air was light.
– or the Associated Examining Board’s ‘A’ Level Sociology rubric –
Answer four questions, at least one question must be taken from
each section.
Clearly there are occasions when the repeated stringing together of
main clauses with commas becomes tedious and awkward enough to
be incorrect. But people were writing to the Times Literary
Supplement fifty years ago to point out that Lawrence, apart from
being a pornographer, could not punctuate properly and quoting
examples such as the one I have just given from The Rainbow. This
particular matter is one instance of the written language’s irritating
tendency to change; teachers and examiners should be aware of this,
and aware of the fact that simple rules about right and wrong are hardly
ever the best way to describe a reality, in writing or in anything else. In
spite of what I’ve just written, I have marked all examples of stringing
main clauses together with commas as errors in all eight pieces of
writing. If Pat and I are hard on ourselves, we’re in a stronger position
to be hard on others.
Example Eight is almost a very elegant piece of writing, and a good
example of the way in which form and content can’t be divided. Out of
all the work about capital letters and full stops, about present and past
tense verbs (not discussed in the abstract, not taught like ‘grammar’,
but making sense and seen to be needed by the writer as she learns) is
emerging a rather haunting, if occasionally adolescent – what’s wrong
with that? – piece of prose. Speech markers are still not quite right,
there are a few misspellings, but a lot has been gained. There is the use
of the semi-colon at the end of paragraph two, which Pat overdoes after
‘5 years old’. But that’s learning, isn’t it? There is her very firm control
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of tense, to the point where she can switch from a simple past to
describe Jane’s waking state, to an historic present to describe Jane’s
dream, in the middle of a sentence –
She remembered and it’s happening all again.
– then do some clever work going back into the immediate past within
the historic present of the dream –
He goes head first. Poor Dave, my darling Dave, has broken his
arm and briused7 his leg. And, oh, so stupidly. She only discovers
it all after falling on Dave. She could not help copying all that
Dave did. But she doesn’t break her arm. Dave was her cushion;
and he is in more pain because of that.
– then come back to the simple past as soon as Jane wakes up –
Jane’s body shook a little with surprise when she opened her eyes
from her dream.
– then return to the historic present for the second dream. Alas, she
can’t quite hold it, and after two historic presents she reverts to the
simple past for the rest of the dream. It would have been nice. But the
level of control she has achieved is something to be pleased about.
Emphatically, she did not achieve this level of control because I gave
her a lesson on historic presents. I didn’t. She achieved it because
she’d gathered the confidence to use a feature from her own language
capability, something she’d gained from reading, or from television, or
most likely from her own style of narrative conversation, in her
writing. Once she’s done it, I’m quite happy to mention the phrase
‘historic present’ to her, because I know she’ll know what it means
when I point out an example of it in her own work. But I expect it
would have been useless or even damaging to teach her about historic
presents by theoretical description and random example, in the hope
that she might find a use for that piece of equipment in her next story.
There are 34 non-standard features in Examples Five to Eight, and all
are JC:
Use of the root form of the verb,
together with context or temporal

5b, 5d, 5f, 6a,
6c, 6f, 6i, 6j,

12
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phrases to signal a past aspect: non-use
of the SE -ed inflection, or of a SE
irregular past form

7b, 7d, 7g, 7h

Non-use of copula where SE would
need it

5a, 5h, 6b, 7a

4

Signalling of possession by context and
by position of words: non-use of SE ’s

5e, 6m, 8c

3

Usage: would

5g, 6h, 7i

3

Non-use of indefinite article where SE
would need it

6d, 6l

2

Generalized singular form in plural
sense

6k, 8d

2

will

Miscellaneous cases of different and
equivalent usage
Use of the root form of the verb in 3rd
pers. sing. present tense: non-use of SE
-s inflection

5c, 6e, 6g, 7c,
7
7e, 7f, 8a

8b

1

34

A JC feature occurred on average once every 35.86 words across
Examples One to Four. Here is the frequency for Examples Five to
Eight:
No. of words in
piece

No. of JC features

Example Five

325

8

40.62

Example Six

439

13

33.77

Example Seven

445

9

49.44

Example Eight

442

4

110.50

Frequency
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Evidently, Pat is performing that ‘act of abstraction about one’s one
language’ which I described earlier, an act which children in her
position should not be expected to do, and should not be discriminated
against if they don’t manage. From the humanistic point of view I have
mixed feelings about it; one of the feelings is a slightly absurd sense of
guilt about my involvement. From a pragmatic point of view it is likely
to make her life easier and more successful in conventional terms. She
is learning to eliminate JC features, the features of a linguistic reality
which is a part of her, from her English story-writing.
In Pat’s reading of Examples Six, Seven and Eight, no overwhelming
tendency to move from written SE to read JC, or to do the opposite,
can be noticed. Here is the table:
SE

JC

JC

SE

Maintains JC

5
(1 of these is
pronunciation)

4

6

Example Seven

2

0

9

Example Eight

3

1

2

Example Six

All that can be deduced from these three examples is that when Pat
comes across a written SE form where she is aware of an equivalent
and different JC form, she more often uses that equivalent in her
reading than she uses an equivalent and different SE form in the
opposite situation. There is no significance in trying to calculate the
number of times she uses an equivalent and different JC form in her
reading as against the number of times she maintains a SE form in her
reading even though we presume she is aware of an equivalent and
different JC form, because her intentions both as writer and reader are
towards the audience of school and teacher, so SE is exercising by far
the stronger pull on her. In spite of this, it is striking that she maintains
written JC forms 17 times in her reading, as against only 5 times when
she standardizes written JC forms in her reading. It’s right and proper
that the JC end of her language competence should provide strong
support for her language production in writing and reading, even
within such a SE-dominated context.
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I have noted 51 occasions in Examples Six, Seven and Eight when
Pat’s reading differs from her writing in ways which do not appear to
be related to the JC/SE question. Each separate note in that column
begins with a dash and is roughly parallel with the occasion to which it
refers in the text. I have not used cross-reference symbols for these
notes, for fear that the extracts of the stories should begin to look more
like computer print-outs. Three major categories can be grouped from
these 51 occasions:
Corrections or improvements, in the reading, of misspelling(6),
incorrect or eccentric usage(6), or incorrectly marked sentences(4)

16

Use, in the reading, of minor alternatives or deletions which leave the
sense of the writing unchanged

12

Hesitation, followed by accurate reading of correct writing on the page

10
38

The remaining 13 occasions are accounted for as follows:
Move from correct or appropriate writing to incorrect or
inappropriate reading

8

Maintenance of incorrect or inappropriate writing in reading

4

Move from a SE form to a non-standard London form

1
13

The scrupulous checker of my figures will notice that there are one or
two instances which are on the borderlines of the categories. Anyhow,
over two-thirds of the 51 non-JC/SE differences between Pat’s reading
and her writing are successful encounters with the meaning of the text.
Those in the largest single category are highly successful. In the case
of the four occasions which I have austerely grouped as ‘Maintenance
of incorrect or inappropriate writing in reading’ you can hear Pat
hesitating momentarily, knowing that something isn’t right, but
pushing on with the story rather than going back.
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One thing which is quite plain from the flimsy evidence of these
extracts of tape, and from the sturdier evidence of the reading of the
complete stories, is that, in the reading of her own writing at least, the
fact that Pat has JC as part of her language competence in no way
diminishes her ability to make successful sense of pieces of largely SE
text.
It is always tempting, when looking back over any activity or piece of
work which has taken a period of time, to rationalize after the event,
and to pretend to have had all kinds of conscious motives and well-laid
plans at the beginning, when in reality those motives and plans have
formed along the way. However, whether they were there when Pat
and I began working together, or whether they have emerged since, I
now feel certain of the following ideas:
1.

2.

3.

When making any judgement about a pupil’s language activity,
whether talking or writing, it is important to see that activity as a
process of development and change. The activity has come from
somewhere, and is moving towards somewhere else. Therefore,
cross-sectional leaps into a pupil’s work are of very limited value.
It is exciting to see a writer developing. It is essential to look at a
pupil’s writing through the primary perspective of progress and
development, and not of defect and deficit. Only once this primary
perspective has been established, is it possible to get close enough
to the pupil to offer real help with error, miscue or confusion.
I have learned at least as much as Pat has, as a result of our
collaboration. We have not always learned the same thing; who
ever does? One-to-one communication is a rare privilege within
the confines of the secondary curriculum. Nevertheless, the only
living educational interchanges are those where, as time passes,
the teacher learns as much as the learner; where ‘teacher’ and
‘learner’ are interchangeable titles.
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Chapter Four

Reading Development in a
Fifth-Year Girl
by Helen Savva

1. A portrait of C, and an account of working
with her
C was born on the 9th October, 1960. When she left primary school and
came to Vauxhall Manor in 1972, she had a reading age which
fluctuated between 6.0 and 7.5. She was re-assessed in the same year
and her reading age was recorded as 6.3. Her reading age was again
tested in January 1976 when she was in the fourth year and it was
recorded as 5.9. Without wishing to attach too much importance to
reading ages, it seems clear that for her entire school career C has been
effectively a non-reader, and that far from improving, she has made no
progress and may have regressed.
C first came to my attention in the fourth year when I began to teach
English to her class. We were well into the autumn term before I
realised that C had difficulty in reading and writing. I am ashamed to
admit that it was C who pointed this out to me. It was an occasion
when I sat with C to look through her folder and go over her work with
her. I asked her how she was getting on, anticipating a confident and
positive response, because she seemed to me to be highly motivated
and industrious, and because she had considerable facility with the
spoken language. C said something like, ‘Well, not very well, I can’t
read or write very well you know Miss.’ I can remember feeling
confused and guilty.
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I think at this point that it would be useful to draw as detailed a picture
of C as possible.
Although it is extremely difficult to assess the extent to which
emotional problems affect reading progress, and although they are
rarely the sole causative factor, emotional difficulties often feature in
the lives of many children who make poor reading progress. C’s tapes,
on which she talks about her reading difficulties and her reading
teachers, illustrate how her failure to make progress in learning to read
made school a nightmare because she was isolated, insecure and
friendless.
The following were some of the observations made on C during her
school life:
1966

In the first year of the infant school C is friendly and mixes
well with other children. She is a good reader, and her oral
and written expression is good.

1967

Friendly, helpful, interested. She loves reading. She mixes
well. She can express herself well.

1968

Helpful, friendly. Tries hard but inclined to daydream. Finds
work difficult and does not pick up ideas easily.
Reading: slow
Writing: finds this extremely difficult and is not able to
write more than a sentence.
Oral: Expresses herself fairly well but has limited language.

1969

First year of the junior school. Lacks confidence, is lonely,
rejected. Lacks concentration. Reading age (Schonell): 5.1.
Experiences great difficulty.

1970

Nervous, withdrawn. Tries hard, friendless. Reading age:
5.4. Stammers occasionally.

1971

Nervous, withdrawn. Nervously articulate. Never gives up.

There is a sharp contrast between the comments made on C from 19661967 and those made thereafter. C becomes withdrawn, nervous,
friendless, becomes isolated and insecure, and she is rejected totally by
her peers. The unhappiness and misery she experienced in the junior
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school, where she was considered slow and stupid because she could
not read, must have added a new and more complex dimension to her
increasing learning difficulties:
‘I think maybe that had something to do with my reading problems
as well, that I didn’t get on with most of the class. I think they
didn’t really understand why I couldn’t read and they didn’t
understand what was wrong. They probably thought I was mad or
something, quite, just an idiot…’ (section 2 below)
As C’s learning difficulties began to assume increasing complexity, so
she began to be labelled ‘stupid’, ‘slow’, ‘backward’. We appear very
apt at labelling children in this way; we can make judgements about
their ‘personality’, their ‘potential’, their ‘intelligence’, but we are
often quite unable to prescribe a realistic solution for their learning
difficulties.
Again, it may be useful to look at comments made about C when she
was in the third year at Vauxhall Manor:
English

Usually tries hard but finds work very
difficult indeed. Must have encouragement
and help with her reading.

Science

Tries, but little progress until reading and
writing difficulties are overcome.

French

Very poor. C is making no effort and her
work is well below standard.

Music

Shows interest and enjoys the subject.

Maths

Works very hard when present and has
made excellent progress.

Religious Education

Finds work very difficult but is always
willing to try.

Environmental Studies

Excellent. C tries extremely hard and
shows interest. Orally she is very alert, but
her reading is non-existent. She must have
more help with reading.
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Needlework

Fantastic effort and attitude. Something
must be done for her so that she can read
and write.

General Comment

Timetabled for reading but did not attend
lessons. Next year she will have Basic
Education as a main subject.

I do not wish to imply that C’s reading difficulties resulted entirely
from her emotional insecurity although I do believe that her feelings of
isolation and insecurity hindered her progress. Certainly, from the third
year at least, C was highly motivated, tried terribly hard and
desperately needed to succeed. At home, C’s mother had for a long
time suffered periods of depression and consequent inactivity. By the
time C entered the fourth year, she and her sisters were old enough to
look after themselves and help their father with the housework and the
younger children. The situation began to improve at home, as it did at
school where C started to gain confidence, form firm friendships and
get on well with the rest of the class:
‘I feel able to work, I feel in this year and last year, when I was a
fourth year, have been the best two years, including for my reading
because I’ve felt secure in the classroom and I haven’t been sitting
there thinking who, who, who do I hate and who hates me like in
the primary school.’ (section 2)
I cannot believe that C was not capable, or willing or ready, to learn to
read a long time before she began to make progress. She always
worked with enthusiasm and responded and still does respond to
people who are sympathetic to her learning difficulties. If we look at
her third-year report we can see that in all subjects, with one exception
where the teacher was unsympathetic to her learning difficulties, she
tried very hard even though she could not read or write. Five out of
nine teachers who commented on her progress or lack of progress
insisted that C should have ‘more help with her reading’, – ‘Something
must be done for her so that she can read and write.’ But C was going
through all the normal channels, she was ‘receiving help’, and she was
failing. None of the five teachers saw it as their responsibility to help C
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with her reading – this was for someone else to do and was not their
job.
If we read the transcript of C’s tape ‘My Reading Teachers’ (section 3
below) we realize that C had probably lost faith in the ability of
reading teachers to help her overcome her reading difficulties:
‘… she seemed to think there was something wrong with my
speech or something.’
‘That didn’t do much good because all she did was show me
reading cards and that didn’t help.’
‘… she didn’t seem to be able to understand why it was so hard for
me to read and therefore she didn’t know how to help me.’
‘She wasn’t a very nice teacher, she used to shout. My reading
didn’t even improve one bit when I was with her.’
If C wanted to read and was capable of learning to read, why did she
fail for four years to make any headway? Listening to her words, her
thoughts, poems and stories, we cannot fail to appreciate that she is a
sensitive, articulate girl.
It has become increasingly clear to me in working with C that our
attempts to help children with reading difficulties are unrealistic and
uninformed. In a school which has on roll approximately 1200 pupils
and a staff of seventy or more, we still have teaching groups of 30 in
many subjects including English. 35.2% of our intake this last year
(1976-7) had reading ages of 9.0 or below. We have a handful of
teachers within the school, some of whom are trained reading teachers,
who are expected to cope with all these children and their various
difficulties.
When C came to my attention my immediate reaction was to refer her
to someone else, to organize extra or ‘outside’ help for her. I didn’t see
C’s problem as my problem, it wasn’t my job to teach her to read, and I
didn’t believe that I had the necessary skills. I know now that I was
wrong, and that we can no longer sit back and expect a handful of
reading teachers, no matter how skilled they might be, to solve the
problems of the many children we teach who are experiencing
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difficulty in learning to read and write. This is a luxury we cannot
afford.
The concept that there are special teachers who are ‘reading teachers’
is misguided. We must all find time to teach children to read, just as
we should all see ourselves as teachers of language. There is a mystery
surrounding the teaching of reading which is negative and confusing.
All teachers can and should assume responsibility for teaching children
to read because they might be the right person, in the right place at the
right time, for that child. That is the kind of relationship which exists
between C and myself. I was a reliable person whom she liked, who
wanted to help her learn to read and write. I wasn’t doing it because it
was my ‘job’, but because I wanted to help her. We must not continue
to fail children like C. There are many others like her.
I would like to outline how C and I set about learning to read.
In September 1976 5.A. became my form and I was able to establish a
close relationship with C. I decided to try to teach her to read. I knew
that C had considerable facility with the spoken language, and that a
good vocabulary and the ability to use language is extremely important
to the process of learning to read. I explained as honestly as I could to
C why and how we were going to set about the business of learning to
read and she seemed prepared and eager to give me a chance. To begin
with, the help and advice I gave her were uncertain. I thought it would
be essential to listen to C read as often and as regularly as possible. It
seemed imperative to give her my full attention, and to show
determination and a consistent attitude in my efforts to help her. I was
consciously trying to give C some of the confidence that time and
circumstances had cruelly eroded. I listened to C read as often as
possible during English lessons and after school. We read books
together and C began to make tapes of her own thoughts, stories and
poems. I am certain that our close and mutually trusting relationship
was a crucial factor in helping C make progress and certainly mattered
more than my crude attempts to diagnose and analyse reading errors
like reversal of letters or words, mispronunciations, substitution of one
letter by another, addition of letter and omission of letter, although this
was useful and gave me insights into the problems which I have not as
yet pursued but hope to do in the future. I enquired into C’s
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environment, educational history, her experiences in school, both
social and intellectual, and her oral language development. My work
with C revolved entirely around her thoughts, her words, her language.
All children have language, and we should begin positively with what
the child can do, and from where the child is, from his or her
standpoint. If a child cannot read or write he or she can talk into a taperecorder and have his or her words transcribed:
‘I can put it into words but I can’t put it on paper.’ (section 7)
I believe that the most valuable work I have done with C has been for
her to talk about her experiences on tape, to recite her stories and
poems onto tape, to have these transcribed and then to use them as
reading material. There is little doubt in my mind that C gained
tremendous confidence and pleasure from seeing her words typed and
printed, and that C and other children find it easier and most relevant to
read their own words.
It was as a result of confidence derived from using her own words that
C began to read. We must demystify reading, not only for the teacher
but also for the child, who should be consulted about her difficulties
and encouraged to share her experiences. We can no longer afford to
hide behind the ‘mystery’ surrounding the teaching of reading or
pretend that we are helping when we are not. We must give children
confidence to learn, not by mystifying them with language forms
which are alien to them, or by reading books which are irrelevant to
them, but by using the talents they have and by using their language,
thus showing them what they can do rather than what they can’t do.
There is no doubt that in a short time C has made remarkable progress.
She has the confidence to read books on her own, and she is reading
books for the first time in her life:
‘And then after a couple of weeks, my reading improved because,
I think it’s because mainly someone was trying, taking a real
interest in my reading, really trying to help me, not just doing it
because it was their job.’ (section 3)
I make an effort to provide C with as many books as she appears
interested in. These are often books which are well within her
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capabilities in order to improve her fluency and boost her confidence.
Just before Christmas I gave C three books and when we returned to
school she informed me that she had finished reading one of them and
she had done it on her own:
‘And I soon got to be reading books and then just before
Christmas she gave me a book to read and I didn’t, and she said
that if I just carry on reading and not stop to find out the words,
just go on and try and work it out from what the other word said in
the sentence. That it’d be alright, it’s just that I haven’t got the
confidence so, over the holidays I started to read the book and she
was right. And, I knew most of the words by heart, by the time
half the holidays had gone and I had read about half the book as
well. It was a very good book and I really understood most of the
words.’ (section 3)
The change in C has been delightful. She is full of new confidence
which has not only benefited her reading but also her writing. She is
writing poems and stories of real quality, she presents her work
beautifully and takes great pride and pleasure in it. C recites poems and
stories on to tape and organizes me into having them transcribed or
types her poems herself. In reality she is participating fully and
constructively, and involving herself in every way possible in her own
learning.
On the 31st January C’s reading age was tested again and she now has a
reading age of 10, that is a leap of 4.1 years since her last testing a year
ago.
C has read the following books since October 1976:
Sam and Me
Half of Hackney Half-Term Adventure
Cold at 5
All in the Family
Half of Kes
Half of Of Mice and Men
Five got into Trouble
The Ear
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‘I have read all of these books this year, 1977, the first year I have
ever read books like these. Before I read these books I could not
read, at least not very well, as I can now.’
Sections 2-11, which follow, consist of transcripts of tape recordings
made by C as a major part of her work with me. The tapes were made
by C from the autumn of 1976 through to the spring of 1977. Sections
2, 3 and 7 provide remarkable insights into the actual experience of a
child failing in, and being failed by, the education system. Sections 4,
5, 8, 10 and 11 are pieces of evidence which demonstrate that failure
within conventional educational terms may disguise tremendous talents
which C (and other children) actually have, and which should be
sought for and developed by teachers concerned with ‘failing’ children.
People sometimes find it hard to believe that the story, poems and
autobiographies were all improvised straight on to tape without notes
or any other kind of written support. I am now far from happy with my
part in section 6, a transcript of C reading from ‘Of Mice and Men’
with me. In other words, I had no faultless or magically-inspired
method. Section 9 is a transcript of one of several CSE mock exams
which C tape-recorded after the questions had been read out to her
from a prepared tape. All these sections, except 6 and 9, were used as
reading material for C as soon as they had been transcribed.

2. C Talking about her Reading Difficulties
I think my reading problems started when I was very small, when I
first began school. I think I didn’t like going to school so I didn’t get
on with the lessons. As well as that the teacher explained something,
she explained it very well and I could understand it when she was
explaining but when we had to write a story or read a book or anything
to do with reading, writing and spelling, when it came down to it it was
very hard for me to do it, it seemed as if it was all going in one ear and
coming out of the other. Then there was the kids at school, there was
quite a few I didn’t like, there was quite a few that didn’t like me. I
think maybe that had something to do with my reading problems as
well, that I didn’t get on with most of the class. I think they didn’t
really understand why I couldn’t read and they couldn’t understand
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what was wrong. They probably thought I was mad or something,
quite, just an idiot, but my English teacher says I’m quite intelligent
because I can understand what people are talking about and understand
what funny words mean, important words and things like that and I’m
very good at conversation, but when it comes down to writing things
it’s very, it’s hard, I think that’s because, it’s getting better now, it’s
getting better now, but I think that’s because some of the words like
‘the’ say, the first two sounds say ‘th’ but in ‘the’ it sounds like you are
saying ‘f’ like ‘f-fink’ so it’s hard. Most of the letters don’t say their
own names when they’re put with different letters in the words which
change the first letter, so it’s hard to understand. Like in some words
‘s’ could be, it could be an ‘s’ or a ‘c’ because ‘c’ can be soft and ‘s’
can be soft and in some words it could be ‘e’ or ‘y’ because they both
say ‘e’ in different ways and it’s hard to tell which one goes to which
word. I think my reading’s improved quite a bit since I came to
Vauxhall Manor School but in the 1st, 2nd and 3rd years it was hard. I
don’t think they liked me much as well, I don’t think I could get on
with anyone in the, in the 1st, 2nd and 3rd years and I don’t think they
could get on with me, we just wasn’t matchable. Now I’m, now I’m in,
when I was in the 4th year it was a lot better, since coming over to the
Kennington building. I enjoy my work now a lot more than I used to
and try to get on with it. Now I’m in the 5th year and in English I was
reading Mice … Of Mice and Men. It was quite easy to read, the words.
I could read, but when it came to putting them all into one sentence it
was rather hard because my reading’s slow, because I have to sit and
work it out what the words are, so when the words are put together
then I have to read the paragraph over at least two times before I
understand what it’s trying to put to me. I could understand bits and
pieces of the book, I got up to page 20 but then it began to get boring
because it was taking me so long to read it. I think my reading’s
improved an awful lot, I hope it will continue to improve as rapidly as
it has been lately. Over the past years I’ve had problems with my
reading also because of reading teachers not being there and changing
school and reading teachers leaving and having to get used to a new
teacher. It was hard at first but now it’s got a lot easier. I’m getting a
lot of help when I go to, when I go to Miss [name omitted – a specialist
reading teacher] on a Friday afternoon, period six and seven and
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Wednesday all morning and when I go on Thursday period one and
two. It helps a lot, we played word games to do with when the sound,
the letters make, when the letters make, how in some words the letters
make one sound, two letters can make one sound together and putting
all the words together, that bit’s easy, it’s just when it comes to
reading. I also have a problem with writing, as I can’t read it’s very
hard to write when you can’t read, and also spelling. I must admit, in
other subjects I’m quite good at, I’m quite good at maths but it’s a bit
hard to understand I must admit. I’m quite good at art, needlework and
cooking, I enjoy games like swimming, I enjoy yoga. I think my
reading is getting a lot better, maybe it’s because I feel more secure
now than I did before. I feel able to work, I feel in this year and last
year, when I was in the 4th year, have been the best two years including
for my reading because I’ve felt secure in the class room and I haven’t
been sitting there thinking who, who, who do I hate and who hates me
like it was in the primary school. I feel a lot better about my reading
now and maybe one day I will be able to read a lot better than I can
now. I think if I try hard enough I will be able to manage.

3. C Talking About Her Reading Teachers
The first reading teacher I can remember having was in the second,
first years of my primary school. I do not remember having one in the
jun-, infants, although I don’t think I had one because they didn’t
realise how bad the problem was with my reading. The first reading
teacher I had, I do not remember her name, but she was a good reading
teacher, but she only stayed a couple of months at the school and then
she left. Then another reading teacher came, her name was Miss
and she was a very good reading teacher, she used to let me read to her
and she, if I couldn’t manage it, I wasn’t very good then, and then I
had her for about a year and my pro-, reading didn’t seem to improve
very much. And then another year passed and I was in the thi-, third
years and she had, she left and I had another teacher not quite sure
what her name was but she seemed to think there was something
wrong with my speech or something. Because she always used to give
me these, this sort of tape machine and you had to speak into it and
then it’d speak, speak as if, speak the way you were meant to be
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speaking. That didn’t do much good because all she did was show me
reading cards and that didn’t help any, any way. Then she left and I
didn’t get another reading teacher until I came to my, came to Vauxhall
Manor School. It was the first school that, first secondary school I’d
been to. I remember in the first years having a reading teacher, she was
a very good teacher but she didn’t seem to be able to understand why it
was so hard for me to read and therefore she didn’t know how to help
me. In what parts I needed help most. Then after two years she left and
in the third years I had a reading teacher, she was an oldish lady and
she didn’t really teach much reading just general English, and some
maths and such. She wasn’t a very nice teacher, she used to shout. My
reading didn’t even improve one bit whe-, when I was with her. Then I
came into the fourth years and I didn’t have a reading teacher I just had
Miss, er, a teacher I’m not quite sure what her name was. Just had her
for Basic Education and she used to take me for reading for most of the
time, instead of in the lesson when we was meant to be doing Basic
Education. Then a new reading teacher came, Miss
and she asked
me about my reading and things and everything like that. And then, we
would, she tested me and we found some of the reasons, not many,
about why I couldn’t read very well. And then we had to change a
room or something, because the room what we was in was too small so
they had to decorate one of the cloakrooms and that went on for about
two months or so, I’m not quite sure how long. And then we got to the
room and it was alright, we used to do these sort of reading games, not
actually games, but reading like you’d have to, there’d be a card and
pictures round the edge and the words of what the pictures were in the
middle and on the other side it’d have questions. ‘What is no. 1?’ and
you’d have to look at the pictures and see if you could find the word in
the middle and then if it was right you got a tick or something. And
then erm, then I started coming after school with Miss Savva. First of
all, we talked about my reading and why I thought that it wasn’t
improving very much and, and she was doing a case study on me. And
then we started reading some books, and she’d read the book and put it
on to a tape and then me and Fatima would listen to it, that’s my friend.
And then after a couple of weeks, my reading improved because, I
think it’s because mainly someone was trying, taking a real interest in
my reading really, trying to help me, not just doing it because it was
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their job. And soon I got to be reading books and then just before
Christmas she gave me a book to read and I didn’t, and she said that if
I just carry on reading and not stop to find out words, if I don’t know
the words just go on and try and work it out from what the other word
said in the sentence, that it’d be alright, it’s just that I haven’t got the
confidence so, over the holidays I started to read the book and she was
right. And I knew most of the words by heart, by the time half of the
holidays had gone and I had read about half the book as well. It was a
very good book and I really understood most of the words. And then
when we got back to school I had finished the whole book and then I
read a book called Sam and Me and I read that in two days, so I think
out of all the time I’ve been at school Miss Savva’s the only one that’s
really helped me because she’s really shown an interest in why, I know
she’s only doing a case study on me but, that’s because it’s to help
other children as well as me. And it really did help me, it’s helped me a
really lot, I can read books really well now but it’s just the spellings,
things like that, it’s a bit hard to spell at the moment but I’m sure I’ll
be able to learn with a lot of help.

4. C’s Honeymoon Story
………… her wedding gown and packing her clothes ready for the
honeymoon. They was to have their honeymoon in Paris, France for
two weeks. On the Sunday morning Julia got up and by 10 she was
ready, at half past 10 she was at church and the ceremony began. All
the vows were taken. Then Julia and her dear beloved Jim drove to the
airport to get the plane to France. The honeymoon was all, really good
honeymoon and they visited all the well known places in France and
they enjoyed their honeymoon a lot. On … but it was soon to be ended
and they, all too soon the holiday was over and they was back in the
city of London. All too soon they have to start work again and all the
normal chores of everyday life. On Monday after two weeks of
romantic honeymoon Julia got up, she didn’t want to make anything.
Her husband asked if he could have something to eat before he was
going to go to work. Julia was one of those women that think all men
are male chauvinist pigs but she didn’t feel like doing anything she was
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just lazy in other words. He asked again, (she couldn’t have heard
him).
‘Julia do you think I could have something to eat before I go to work? I
am just going to have a shower.’ She didn’t answer, just lay in bed.
‘Well if you like you can make me some cornflakes and tea or
something, I am just going to have my shower now. I wish you’d hurry
up, I have got to get to work. I know you’ve enjoyed our honeymoon
but it’s over now, you’ve got to be realistic about things you can’t go
on without any money so come on, and you, you’ve got to go to work
as well.’
Julia got up out of bed and went downstairs to make Jim his breakfast.
At the breakfast table Jim and Julia argued about trivial things, it was
mostly Julia’s fault. Then Jim went to work. Julia was meant to go to
work but she wouldn’t, she just stayed in the house. When Jim came
back after work that night he found Julia sitting by the telly. Normally
Julia would have got home at least an hour later than Jim. So he
wondered why she was there. He asked, ‘Julia, what are you doing
here, haven’t you been to work today?’ Julia didn’t reply.
‘Julia I’m talking to you,’ Jim shouted in a rage, as he was a quick
tempered man.
‘No I haven’t been to work today, I’m not feeling well.’
‘You look well enough to me Julia. What have you been doing all day?
Nothing I suppose.’
‘I have, I have been working, I have tidied up the bedroom.’
‘Is that all? Look Julia, we’ve got to have a serious talk about this.
You’re in a daydream, you’re in a world of your own. This can’t go on.
You know we have to manage with our own money, our parents can’t
support us any more and you’ll have to go to work. There’s no doubt
about it, you’re just going to have to go to work.’
‘But Jim I hate work, I can’t, I’ve never, I’ve only worked in a stupid
factory and that was only for a couple of months while we saved up for
this honeymoon, for our honeymoon.’
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‘Oh, look, can’t, have you got any shopping, can I have some dinner or
haven’t you been out?’
‘Oh I forgot, I didn’t go out Jim.’
‘Julia I mean to say, you haven’t been doing nothing all day long have
you?’
‘I hurt my leg.’
‘Oh come on Julia, you can find a better excuse than that. I know you
haven’t hurt your leg.’
‘Oh Jim, just come and sit down here.’
Jim went and sat down by Julia. He knew what was in store for him.
Romantic Julia was to be nobody’s slave, he wouldn’t, she was to be
nobody’s slave.
‘In fact you’re not my slave Julia. I just wanted you to go to work. I
mean I have got to go to work. How do you expect us to get money for,
you know which things, we got, do you think we can live on love
alone?’
‘Oh Jim, I wish we could, I love you so much.’
‘Oh come on Julia, don’t be so stupid. You’ve got to be serious about
this, it’s very urgent that we get money, we’ve spent all of it on our
honeymoon. Now you must promise, you’ll go to work tomorrow.’
‘Okay I’ll go.’
‘Come on promise properly and mean it, if you don’t go …’
‘Okay Jim I promise on my, cross my heart I promise.’
‘Good, is there anything to eat?’
‘No.’
‘You’ll have to go to the fish and chip shop.’
‘Oh Jim, can’t you go, you’re up aren’t you?’
‘Oh come on, I’ve been working all day. What have you done?
Nothing.’
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‘I’ve done nothing, nothing at all. Well I’m not going to the chip shop,
I don’t want anything to eat, if you want something to eat you’ll have
to go for it yourself.’
Jim went to the chip shop and came back. The next day it was morning
and Julia didn’t want to go to work again because, I think mainly she
was a romantic girl and she lived in a world of her own. I think she
lived in a world of her own and imagined that she was a sort of a
princess and her whole life would be a romantic movie. But it was not
to be. Jim shouts, shouted from the shower.
‘Come on Julia, you’ve got to go to work today, you know you
promised, you know you did. Come on, hurry up and get dressed. I’m
going to take you today in the car.’
‘Oh Jim.’
‘No arguments Julia, you’ve got to go. There’s no doubt about it.’
‘Oh alright then Jim. If you say so I suppose I have to. But I don’t have
to go in the car. I’ll ring Debbie and she’ll pick me up. Okay?’
‘I suppose so as long as you go.’
‘Okay I’ll go Jim.’
In the end Jim went out and went to work. Julia didn’t go, she didn’t
phone her friend and she didn’t go to work. When Jim got back that
night he came in and he said,
‘God Julia, I thought you was going to go to work.’
‘But I have.’
‘You haven’t. I went to pick you up and you wasn’t there. You know
you come out an hour after I do. I was waiting for you and when all the
other girls came out, you wasn’t there. I know you haven’t been to
work today.’
‘But I have I…..’
‘Don’t lie to me, I’m not giving you any wages this week.’
‘Oh Jim don’t be stupid, come and just come sit down.’
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‘Look you must be really silly, so stupid, don’t you realise you’ve got
to earn a living. Don’t you realise the honeymoon’s over, it’s no longer
all romantic like a mysterious film of two lovers and how they end
happily ever after, we’ll end in an old dump if you don’t go to work.’
‘I’m not going to work.’
Jim got in a rage and hit Julia.
‘Well if that’s how you feel.’ Julia got up and ran upstairs. Jim just sat
down and got a drink, got a drink and sat down.
Julia came down the stairs about half an hour later with her suitcase
packed and her coat.
‘Where do you think you’re going?’
‘I’m going away, I’m not coming back. I hate you, I hate you.’
‘Oh Julia don’t be stupid, you’ve got to be realistic. I mean how do you
expect us to live if we haven’t got any money? We can’t live on my
wages alone.’
‘Oh Jim, I thought this marriage was going to be so, really good, I
thought I was really going to enjoy myself.’
‘Marriage isn’t to be enjoyed. I suppose it is in a way but you’ve got to
work to enjoy it Julia.’
‘Oh Jim, I love you so much.’
‘Don’t give me that, if you’re not going to work that’s just it, I’m not
having nothing to do with you.’
‘Alright then, alright I’ll go.’ Julia ran down, ran down the stairs and
out the door slamming it as she went.
‘And good riddance to that Julia, I hate her, I really hate her. What a
marriage. I’ve only been married a couple of months and she’s already
fighting, I can’t stand it. I suppose her, I suppose I ought to tell her.’
Julia came back that night and Jim was in a, still in a rage.
‘I didn’t mean to go Jim, I didn’t mean to go. I’m ever so sorry,’ she
said.
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‘It’s no good saying sorry, you’ve done it now, it’s finished. I can’t
bear it. I thought our marriage was going to last. I thought it would be
different from all the other sodding patronizing weddings and
marriages that has been happening to all my friends, I thought we was
going to be something different but it’s not to be so. It’s ended just like
the others and I want a divorce and I’m going to have it.’
‘Alright then Jim if you want it that way. There’s plenty of other men
in the world and I can just as easily get married again, if you want your
divorce you can have it.’

5. An Old Man: Poem by C
The wind rushes through the
branches of an old oak tree,
Bending some of the branches
towards the ground.
The leaves fall from the tree,
curling and whirling, twisting
and tur- turning towards the ground.
Grey ones, red ones, yellow ones,
the colours are undescribable,
they mix and twirl and whirl
and then they reach the ground.
But not for long,
they rest but then the wind
rushes underneath them,
as if a big shovel to lift them up.
The wind rushes and picks them
up and twirls them on their way.
As if it was a great big wave
reaching for the shore,
twirling and whirling.
Yet an old man sits in the corner
on an old dusty bench.
His job is to sweep the leaves
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but how can he?
The wind is cruel and cold.
He sits there every day,
day after day.
The wind rushes and rushes
but he never gets anywhere.
Each time he piles them up,
the wind rushes and scoops them
from underneath his feet.
He, his job, that is his job.
But does he get it done? No.
Never does he get it done.

6. C Reading from Of Mice and Men
An example of a text which was much too hard for C at the time. She is
at frustration level.
C
H
C
H
C

H
C
H
C
H
C
H

The, the bunk, bank, bus, w … as a long rec … tan … gular b …
building…
Mmm.
Ins … inside there were … were … whis …
Never mind, if you come across a word you can’t read, but you
can still get the sense of what you’re reading, just carry on.
The and, the floor un … lated, in three halls there were small sq …
ar … squares, squares, sq, win … dows, windows and in the fir …
st, first …
Fourth.
Fourth a sm … smoll, smill, door …
Go on, just go on.
Go on. With a wooden, wooden la… tch, latch.
Right okay. Now let’s come over here and read a little bit of
dialogue shall we? From ‘George stepped over …’
George stepped over and threw his bl, n, blankets down on the b…
I’m not sure, I’m not even sure what that means myself, but
anyway it says burlack …
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C
H
C
H

C
H

C
H
C

H
C
H
C
H
C
H
C
H
C
H
C
H

C
H
C
H
C

Sat, s … et…. s, at, sat off str… ing, st… r… el
Straw.
Straw, that what was a m… od, del.
Now look at the sense of the sentence. George stepped over and
threw his blankets down on the burlack sack of straw that was a …
What would he throw blankets on to?
Bed. Mattress.
Mattress. Right, try and get the sense. Think of the sense of what
you’re saying while you’re reading, then it will be easier, d’you
see?
He looked into the box shel… f
Mm.
Box shelf and then h … it and sm, small yellow, yellow? from it,
say what the hell that is, I don’t know says the old man, says, says,
the … postively.
Positively, it’s a difficult word that, isn’t it?
Positively ….... p … ils …...... pursing?
Fills.
Pills….. glass
Mm.
… were …
Brooches.
Brooches, other c … o … thers, cothers.
Go on.
(Reading)
All right, go on. Go on, all right. Just keep going.
(Reading)
Can I ask you something, right? When you were reading before
just a little bit further on. You said ‘We don’t want on …’ You
said on, instead of no. Have you any idea why?
’Cause it looks like no a bit.
Because it looks like no. And how are you seeing it?
Back to front.
But do you see it back to front?
No, I suppose I just must’ve guessed it.
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H

Do you find when you’re reading, you’re trying to take it all in at
once, or are you looking at one word at a time? How do you read
it?
C Words like old, and then I try and read that, if I can’t read it I go
and read that and then I try and read the next one.
H So you’re going, backwards and forwards, backwards and
forwards when you get muddled, do you think?
C Yeah.
After this, I taped the whole of Of Mice and Men, and C and her friend
Fatima read the book together, whilst listening to the tape. This had
much better results.
See C’s account in section 3.

7. C’s Language Experience in School
When I go into English, the difficulties are not that I cannot understand
what the teacher is saying or I do not get the gist of what is going on.
It’s just that when it comes to answering questions or writing stories or
any such things it’s hard to do because I’m not very good at writing.
Although my writing and reading is improving it still is hard when I go
into English. I can understand what the, the lesson is about and things
like full stops and punctuation and what the words mean when you
have to explain something from a poem, or you have to answer a few
questions on a story, I can do that but it’s coming to write it down
that’s hard. I can put it into words but I can’t put it on to paper. In
Maths, I can do the Maths pretty well but it’s a bit difficult to
understand, but I can still manage except when the Maths involves
reading before you can answer the question. Then it comes a little bit
difficult but I tend to manage but Maths is getting harder and it’s
getting a bit, bit harder to understand the reading as well, but I manage
and I can cope with most of the Maths if it’s explained to me properly
but er … it has to be explained why, why do we need such and such a
way to do Maths, and this way and that way to do Maths, because I
can’t understand it unless I know exactly why we use this way, exactly
what ways we use the Maths. In Human Biology, I don’t do that very
much because I’m normally at reading. But when I used to do it, it
used to be very interesting, I used to enjoy it very much, and I used to
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be a-, able to manage because Mr
always used to write what he
was saying on the board, so I used to be able to copy it from the board,
and I used to be able to understand every, all, almost everything except
for er, difficult things about bones and skin structure and all that sort of
thing. Basic Education I’ve never had, really had a proper lesson, I
always used to just muck about or something like that, so I don’t have
that lesson anymore. I do reading instead, where I read books and
answer questions and do little pieces and sometimes I’m allowed to
paint and draw and play games just to keep me interested in lessons.
When I have swimming and yoga that’s very good, I can manage with
that because there’s no reading or any difficulty in that. I’m quite good
at doing sports and I manage quite well in them, it’s just when it comes
to doing reading.
When I have, when I have Social Studies it’s quite easy to understand,
in fact it’s my best subject. I like it very much and when it comes to
writing down questions and answers and small stories and
comprehension it’s very hard to do. Mostly my friend who sits next to
me spells the words and sometimes she writes them for me, but most of
the time I just write and she, she’s spelling it as I do it. I can write most
words but it’s just ones that have funny sounding names that I cannot
manage with. When the teacher is talking a certain subject like crime
or people in general I can understand her, more than most of the group,
but when it comes to writing it down I can, I could write it down only
if I knew how to spell the words to put it on the paper. I like Social
Studies a lot and it, I like Social Studies a lot and it’s very interesting
to know about the world around you. I don’t have many difficulties in
that, as I said my friends help me when I want to spell something and
the teacher helps a great deal. If I do not understand something she
explains it in simpler terms, not in such hard, in such a hard way that it
has been put on the paper. She explains it in, in detail but in simpler,
simple form. Social Studies is a very good subject. I can manage really
quite well in it as long as there’s someone there to explain if I get into
difficulties or someone to spell for me or something like that,
otherwise it’s quite easy to do.
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8. ‘Nobody Cares’; Poem by C
Who could care if anybody was ill?
Who would care if anybody was dying?
An old lady sits upon a bed in an
old dusty shack-down area.
Nothing but broken down shacks and dirty children,
no shoes on their tiny feet and their clothes in rags,
that’s if they had any.
That poor woman, nothing to do but sit
all day long in the cold wind and frost biting her,
at her.
Her eyes misty and grey as if she
had been asleep for ages,
But could, she sleep? I doubt it.
The cold frosty, deep snow would make her so cold
she’d go numb. She’d have to cover herself with papers.
Men, women walked by as she sat upon her bench.
Nobody cares, they just walked by,
They didn’t even look at her,
didn’t take no bit of notice.
She had a small cap in her hand,
Nobody, not one person put a penny into it.
Not even tuppence.
That poor old woman, I felt so sorry for her.
She looked so cold and her face so withered
with the frost and snow and sleet.
Her hair messed by the wind was blowing
long grey curls around.
Her fingers like bones couldn’t hardly
have had any skin on them,
She sat there with her coat,
what was left of it, wrapped round her
skinny frosty body, she just sat there.
She didn’t know anybody,
she didn’t care about anybody.
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Why should she?
Nobody cared for her, but one person.
One person and one person only.
A small girl used to pass her way
every day from school.
Her mother used to give her an, lunch box
to take with her, but she never ate it.
She was so kind she used to give the food
to that poor old lady.
The lady, the lady was so grateful
she used to kiss the girl on the cheek,
thank her, and kiss her again.
And then the girl would kiss back and say goodbye.
That’s all she ever saw of her.
But one day as the girl passed the bench,
there was no one there.
Frost over the bench and snow and rain.
Nothing of the old lady that was meant to be there.
She always was there, what could have happened?
‘Oh my God where is she, I….?’
She didn’t know where to look.
She thought she had better go home
Because it was getting late and dark
as it was winter.
Maybe she’s gone to the hostel,
They open at, early in the winter
because it gets so bitterly cold. I know she’ll be there
tomorrow.
She won’t let me worry for two days,
I know she’ll be here.
But was she? No.
The girl passed the bench again. Nobody there.
Just frost and snow and sleet,
People passing as if it didn’t exist.
But slanting towards it as they passed,
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wondering where that old lady had gone
that they used to see there everyday.
The girl began to get worried,
and went down to the police station
and told them the whole story.
How every day she used to take lunch to her
and then she wasn’t there.
Two days she wasn’t there.
She began to get worried.
What could’ve happened to the poor old lady?
She used, she thought, that poor old lady.
‘Come on please can’t you do something?’ she told the police.
‘I’m sorry my dear, but there’s nothing we
can do, she’s missing, we’ll just have to
fill out a missing form. Would you get
your mother to come in and sign it?’
‘Alright.’ So the girl went and got her mother
and she signed it but nothing else was heard
for months on end till the summer came.
One day the girl was passing by with her lunch box,
she still hadn’t eaten it, even though the
old lady wasn’t there to give it to.
She felt so sad about the old lady
she couldn’t eat anything.
She was getting ill herself.
Then as she passed that old broken down shack,
shack, with the bench outside
she saw, she saw that old lady coming towards the bench.
‘My dear,’ the old lady called ‘where have you been?
I haven’t seen you for weeks and weeks, all winter
in fact.’
Oh the girl. Tears ran down the girl’s cheeks
and, as they touched the ground turned slowly
into ice.
The girl ran towards the old lady
with her old tattered clothes and her bony fingers.
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And began to cry. ‘Where have you been? I’ve missed you,
every day I walked past to give you your food
but you was not there.
I was so worried I even went to the police
I was that worried and they just said to fill out a form.
Nobody cares about you,
I think I must be the only one,
where have you been all this time?’
‘It’s too cold my dear to sit out on the bench,
it’s far too cold. Would you like to come in for a bit?’
‘Oh,’ the girl replied, ‘Yes certainly, of course
I would, I’d like to go anywhere with you, you’re
so kind. I was really worried about you,’ she said
as she entered the door, entered into the door.
‘Come on dear, come over here and sit down you
must be so tired, it’s so hot.
Let me get you something, what would you like?’
‘Oh it’s alright, nothing, nothing for me
but here you can have this, my sandwiches,
I’ve saved them, I saved them every day
but you was never there.
So I just gave them away to friends.
I was so worried.’
‘You shouldn’t have been, it was too cold
for me to sit out there, so I just lay in bed
all winter through, too cold to even come out
to tell you that I shan’t be there,
Too cold to even wonder about anything
but my frozen feet and frozen fingers.
It was very cold.’
‘Yes I know it was,’ the little girl said.
‘But here, you eat this.’
The old lady began to eat the food.
It was very nice, she thanked the girl.
It was better than usual, she must have known that
I was coming out today.
‘You’re so nice little girl, you’re the only one
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who cares, even cared enough to go to the police
and ask about me, even though I’m just an old
battered lady with rags for clothes.
You’re the nicest little girl I’ve ever known.’
And every day from then on that small girl
walked past, even in the winter knowing that
even if she wasn’t sitting on that old bench
she’d be in her shack in some comfort at least
and in some warm at least.
That poor old woman and that little girl,
The only two in the world that knew
that old people, and even young people need
caring about otherwise what’s the use.
What’s the use at all.
Everyday the girl used to pass the old lady’s shack
and wave to her in winter and stop
and talk to her in the hot spring.
One day, one day the girl walked past
the old battered down shack with the bench outside
Nobody was there, she wasn’t even at the window
to wave. No one at all.
The girl began to get worried and ran inside
opening the door as she went.
There lay the old lady, her clothes in rags
She lay there cold as ice.
‘Are you alright, are you alright?’ screamed the
girl shaking her, and then she felt her, her icy body
so cold, she ran to the police station at once
thinking that the old lady was dead, but she wasn’t.
By the time the police got back and the girl
someone had got into the house and helped the old
woman on to the bed.
She was alright now, the kind gentleman that had
came in had made her a hot cup of tea and put
the blankets over her.
She was alright, but she had to go in hospital
for a while, but when she came out every day the
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girl, little girl used to walk past and wave or
come and talk to her for a little bit and the
old lady never needed the little girl’s sandwiches
anymore. Somebody did care.
That man, that man that helped her
was a really rich man and he gave her some money
and she was alright after that.
She still had to go into hospital sometimes
as sometimes it did get a little cold
because the man didn’t have enough money to give
her very much.
But every day that girl used to walk past and think
now I know somebody does care.
At least two people, me and that nice kind gentleman
care about this poor old lady.
Her clothes no longer in rags.
Her shoes no longer let water.
At least she’s in some sort of comfort now
even though she is old and she will probably
be in hospital for at least two years.
She was so happy for that old lady
that she had got better
and she wasn’t to die.
The little girl was so glad for her
every day, every single day she used to pass
and wave and the lady used to wave back.
Every day the lady used to wave back and tears
would roll down her cheeks
when she thought about how only two people
cared about her in the whole world.
Only two, never any more.
Just two people.
Don’t you think that’s really something,
an old lady being cared for
even though it was just two people
that helped her get back on to her feet.
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Her cheeks, her eyes began to go red with the tears,
her cheeks frozen by the cold cruel wind.
When she got home she just lay
through all the night, not to sleep.
just thinking about that poor woman.
That poor woman.
Whatever did she do wrong to deserve to
live in a place like that?
An old broken down shack, rags for clothes
and nothing to eat. Only what I brought her.
Nobody cares about anybody anymore.
No one’s going to let me get like that
and I won’t let myself get like that.
If I have to get old, them I’m going to get old
with people caring about me.
Then she fell asleep.
And the next morning she was really sad still
but she had realised that if you don’t care
what’s the use, what’s the use of being alive
if nobody cares for you, what’s the use of living?
What have you got to live for?
She realised that that poor old lady had only had
her to care about, and to be cared for, about.
So after a few times of passing that old broken
down shack she just forgot about it.
That is the end.
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9. Mock C.S.E. Social Studies Paper 2, with C’s
Answers
C listened to the questions on a prepared tape, and recorded her own
answers. Here are three of the questions, with C’s transcribed answers.

Question 1
Life on a Chinese Commune
Read the passage below and then answer the questions.
In China today, especially in the countryside, many people live on
communes where everyone shares the work. Under this system
everyone is supposed to be equal and each person is expected to help
and provide for the rest of the community. Growing up in Chinese
society is very different from growing up in British society. In many
families Gran and Grandad live with Mum, Dad and the children.
Grandparents are very involved in the community and treated with
great respect. All the adults in the village feel responsibility towards
the children, so it is not just parents who teach young children how to
behave. As soon as the children are old enough they help the
community by working in the fields. Men and women work very hard
and women often work in what we think of as men’s jobs in
engineering and farming.
a.

How does family life in England differ from family life on the
commune?

b.

The environment of a Chinese child is very different from an
English child and all adults on the commune play an important
part in the development of the child.

c.

1.

What does the environment mean?

2.

Explain the importance of 3 groups in our environment on the
development of the child.

In China ‘women often work in what we think of as men’s jobs in
engineering and farming’.
How are girls socialised differently from boys in our society and
what might be the effect of this on their future?
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Question la.

Communial (sic) life differs from the life in
England because in a communion everyone
contributes to the survival of that communion to
the food and necessary things for survival. From
the youngest down to the old, oldest the whole
family contributes, aunts, uncles, it is like a great
big family but not necessarily family people live
in it, could be more than one family it’s still
called a communion but in England there are not
many comm-, communions. The family works as
a whole to provide food for that one family and
nobody else to survive for that one family. The
family life is quite different from communial life.
In the communial everyone contributes to help
survive. In family life there are normally just the
adults working and the small children go to
school. So not everyone can contribute much but
they do in some ways. For instance … (answer
continued).

Question 1b1.

Environment means the surroundings and where
you live. How you live and why you live that
way. Why, why the surroundings have got that
way and why they are that way. Environment
means all the, all the things that concern, are
concerned with your life and you are concerned
with.

Question 1b2.

There are so many groups that are involved in a
child’s development. The first group that ever
comes in contact with the child is when it is first
born. Total survival depends on, if a doctor or
nurse help, manages to bring the child into the
world. That is one group that the child depends on
for survival. The next group the child comes into
contact with is the parent group. The child also
depends on this for survival and learning and
learns a lot whilst they have not got old enough to
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go to school. The next group is the school group.
Interested in developing the child’s mind and how
she or he learns and learns the different subjects
that are taught in schools.
Question 1c.

In our society girls are brought up differently
from boys right from the beginning. For example
toys are given to girls like dolls prams and hair
brushes and tea-sets, but boys get manly things,
things that’s considered to be manly, like cars and
knives, cowboys and indians and bikes, daggers,
toy daggers and such things. Later on in life the
child is still given things to make the child think
that if she or he does not take the things that it is
wrong, they are not being what they should be.

Question 2
South Africa
a.

What does the term APARTHEID mean?

b.

Give 4 of the main reasons why the system of apartheid has
developed in South Africa.

c.

Describe how the system of apartheid affects the lives of black
people in South Africa in 3 of the following areas:
i. freedom to travel
ii. education
iii. jobs
iv. housing
v. family life
vi. politics.

Question 2a.

Two races are divided so that one of the races,
races, gets the benefit.

Question 2b.

The system of apartheid has developed in Africa
because it was the English that put the money into
the, into Africa and they are getting it out. The
blacks that live in Africa try to get what they can
but are stopped by the government because most
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of the people who are in government are white
and British and it is the British that own that part
of the country so they do not want anybody to
take it over so they keep blacks down so that they
cannot try to take over the country, they make the
blacks feel as if they’re lower class and they
should not even be allowed to come into the city
and sit on park benches or even stand in a park
without being shouted at or arrested or even sent
to jail.
Question 2c.

The blacks in Africa have no freedom to travel,
travel at all except to get to work in the morning.
Every morning the black people come from their
zone into the white people’s zone travelling on a
black person’s bus and then get off, get off and go
to work. There is not much travel facilities for
black people, only shabby old buses.
Most of the jobs that the black people have in
South Africa are the jobs that are not wanted by
the white people and the jobs that are discarded –
working down mines, working in sewages,
working digging main road and such likes.
The black people have hardly any family life. For
example. There was a woman working for a white
lady, she lived in a, in a shack at the bottom of the
garden made out of tin. She lived there on her
own but she was married, but her husband was
not allowed to visit her, she had to work all day
and she hardly got any pay and at the end she had
to sleep there, she was not allowed to go home
and visit her husband nor was he allowed to come
and visit her. If he was caught in the shack with
the lady, the black lady, the white woman
would’ve sacked the black lady or even asked the
police to arrest her.
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Question 3
Education
Read the passage below by John Holt and then answer the questions.
‘Most children in school fail. Most children fail to develop more
than a tiny part of the capacity for learning which they are born
with. I spent many hours watching a 17 month old baby playing
and experimenting with different things such as a biro, pressing it
on and off. She was constantly experimenting, discovering, never
giving up developing her curiosity. The baby learns because she
wants to. Her learning gives her great satisfaction, whether anyone
else notices or not. Her learning does not depend upon others
telling her things. So what happens once a child starts school?
What happens to that interest in learning?
Children fail in school. Why do they fail in school? Children fail
because they are afraid, bored and confused. They are afraid of
failing, of disappointing or displeasing the many adults around
them. They are bored because the things they are given to do in
school are so trivial, so dull and make limited demands on their
intelligence and talents. They are confused because often what
goes on in school makes little or no sense to what they feel is real.
We expect children to succeed in school by, for example, passing
tests or exams. Yet we stop them from succeeding in “real
learning”.’
1.

What do babies have that John Holt feels is lost once the children
start school?

2.

Why does John Holt say children fail in school? Giving full
reasons say whether you agree or disagree with him.

3.

Name as many ways that you can think of how school expects you
to behave.

4.

What do you think John Holt means by ‘real learning’?

5.

Why do you think schools have exams? Do you think exams are
necessary and important? Give reasons for your answer.
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Question 3. No. 1. The babies have interest to learn, willing to learn,
willing to be taught by natural ways. The way that
they are bought, bought up at the very beginning of
their life. Given toys to play with and learning that
way. That’s what John Holt thinks is lost when they
start school.
Question 3. No. 2. Children lose in school because their will to learn
just goes, they are afraid and dismayed and do not
know what is going on. They are confused and do
not know why they have to go to school and they
are confused because of the way they used to learn,
the natural way that they used to learn and they
think it was a lot better.
Question 3. No. 3. School expects you to behave in quite a lot of ways.
First thing is when you arrive first thing in the
morning, they expect you to arrive in school
uniform if there is one, neatly dressed with hair
combed, with books and all equipment needed for
lessons. Once in a lesson they expect you to learn
as, learn as quickly as you can about the rules and
regulations of that certain lesson and they expect
you to learn the rules of the school about, the rules
about fighting, shouting in lessons and the way you
should enter a class and the way you should speak
to a teacher with no insolence and how you should
try your hardest to do the best you can.
Question 3. No. 5. I think schools have exams because it is quite an
easy way to find out if a child is intelligent and it is
easy for employers in the future to judge by exams
how good and how clever the child is without
looking through millions of reports on the last
couple of years. Most of the children can do their
lessons but when it comes to exams they’re not
very intelli-, intelligent and they lose out a lot
because they’re not very, can’t do the exams. I
think exams are necessary and important for the,
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your future employer to know how much work you
do and how hard you try, but they do not tell the
whole story of how you’ve tried through the, -out
the year and how much you’ve learnt. Exams could
be quite hard for some children and not for others
and yet the, all the children might manage in the
lesson but the exam could be very hard for them to
do because they do not understand why people have
to have exams. Exams are not really a good idea
because I think you ought to learn for yourself and
for your environment, you shouldn’t have to learn
to get a job, you shouldn’t have to take exams just
because there isn’t enough work, you should be
able to learn, learn what, all about life without just
being exams at the end of it. I think exams are quite
a good idea. And it is the only way of finding out
so far how you are, how you are getting on in
education and you can’t expect the, your future
employers to want to rummage through millions of
report cards and things like that just to find out
what you are like. They’d sooner just read your,
read your exam sheets and see which ones you’ve
passed to see if you’re suitable for a job.

10. Light. For a Moment. Poem by C
I walked towards the door.
I stood there,
I fel-, felt a cold tingle run up my spine.
I was afraid.
I didn’t know where I was –
what was in there.
I reached for the door handle.
My hand went towards the handle like a magnet.
I touched it and a cold feeling ran up my arm.
I opened the door and walked in.

Reading Development in a Fifth-Year Girl 217
I was not sure, should I go all the way in?
My, my inquisitivenes enable, enabled me
to walk all the way in.
At first I was, at first I couldn’t see,
my eyes were unaccustomed to the dark.
As I began to be accustomed to the dark,
I saw in the middle of the room
a small flickering light.
I began to walk nearer to the light.
I stood as still as a tree, afraid to move.
I sat down and watched it and then I turned round
and on the wall was a shadow.
At first I was scared.
I got up and walked to the door but I,
as I turned round I saw that the shadow was gone,
the shadow had disappeared.
Then I looked at the candle,
the wax was running down the side.
The sm-, flame was flickering and
its shadow on the wall was as well.
I felt compelled to walk back to the flickering flame.
As I walked nearer and nearer,
the light began to get brighter and brighter.
It felt like my eyes were burning,
but they were no-where near the light.
Suddenly the whole room went dark.
I could not see.
I realised, to my dismay, I was blind.
I rubbed my, my eyes, but to no avail.
It was still dark.
It was a terrible shock.
I realised that I could, couldn’t ever see.
It was all my imagination.
I imagined I could see,
but I, but it could not have been light
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like you know it to be,
for I have never been able to see light.

11. The Sun Beats On Your Back. Poem by C
The sun beats upon your back as you lay there
in the warm, brown sand.
The rays of light come towards you
as if a, a gun pointing on your back.
You are brown and you lay there.
You can imagine if you got up
where the imprint of your body would be,
from your head, your legs, your chest, your feet.
You can imagine.
You lay there in the hot, warm sand.
You keep picking up bunches of sand and letting the
warm feel of it run through your fingers.
You move your hands along the beach,
grabbing the sand as you go.
Your toes wriggle in the sand,
warm sand rushes through them.
You lay there. First you just sit, lay
as still as anything.
Then suddenly you get up.
You have realised the sea has come towards you.
The waves are rushing, the tide is coming in.
The white foam on top of each wave is terrifying.
You lay there, knowing not what to do.
There are no stairs to get back to the top of the beach.
You must stay there.
How can you get out?
The water has already covered
where you should have got out
if the tide hadn’t come in so early.
But you did not realise.
You do not know what to do.
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You just sit there thinking, watching
the waves coming closer and closer.
Then they reach you.
They come towards your feet
and the ice cold water touches you.
You get a sensation,
a small tingle runs up the back of you.
You are frightened. What could you do?
You stand in terror and shout for help,
but nobody hears you, there is nobody there,
they have all left.
They know when the sea shall come in
to eat up the land, as it will every day.
But then you see a small rope coming from the wall.
You run towards it and try to climb it,
but you are too weak, the sun has made you too tired,
you are too weak to climb it, you cannot manage it.
The, the waves and water are getting so close.
They are almost up to your knees now.
You cling to the rope for your survival,
but you cannot climb it.
The, the water is so far up, so far up
as far as your waist.
You begin to panic even more.
The fear of drowning,
the fear of not being alive any more,
you try to clamber up the rope.
This time, this time you make it.
The fear of you dying, helps you to climb,
gives you the strength to want to make it.
Gives you the power and the strength
knowing that you will die unless you do make it.
There you are on top of the wall,
relieved and glad to be alive,
but do you realise that the sea could have killed you,
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but because of your terror you made it.
Because of your afraidness and unsureness
you made it and you are alive.
You should be thankful to the sea,
even though it could have killed you.
Because it was the fear of the sea that made
you clamber up to the side and saved your life.
It was the fear of the sea that allowed you to live,
although it could have killed you.

Second Chance
I feel Helen didn’t know what she was starting when she decided to
help me. Knowledge she planted in me became a thirst for education
that will never be quenched.
What made it work for me was the fact that Helen didn’t have to help
me, she did it because she wanted to.
After Helen’s interest in me, I decided to go to evening classes, which
helped me a lot.
I am now going to college. The course I am on is a preparatory one,
which will eventually lead to a T.O.P.S. course.
I am learning a great deal from my course; I don’t just sit at the back of
the class any more. I’m right at the front, putting my hand up to answer
all the questions. Spelling is still a problem but I now know one day I
will overcome this.
I’ve not decided what work I’d eventually like to do. But I would like
to help children with reading and writing problems, even if it’s only on
a part-time basis. I feel it’s a shame that children of this day and age
have the same problem I did.
I’d also like to write a book in the near future, about my life at school,
then it would be easier for teachers to know how to help backward
children.
‘AND NOT JUST PASS THE BUCK’
Cindy Carlyle
December 1981

Chapter Five

Two Papers
by Ray Booth

Talking and Working: a Comparison of the
Efficacy of Two Learning Methods in Fifth-Year
Commerce
Introduction
An investigation was carried out into the comparative efficacy of two
current teaching methods within a secondary school.
The teaching methods comprised: either girls working individually
answering questions based on an information sheet (worksheet
method), or girls working in small groups talking about the information
sheet (talk method). Each learning situation was followed, one week
later, by a retention test. All girls were tested under both learning
situations and the retention tests were common to both methods. Girls
had been given a test in cognitive complexity and had been sorted into
two sets, of three groups, each with High, Medium or Low Cognitive
Complexity (see Appendix 5a).
Whether the talk groups were composed of all High, all Medium, or all
Low Cognitively Complex subjects was not significantly related to
performance on the subsequent retention test.
Explanation for the higher scores of the talk groups was given in terms
of the more efficient construing of new information which follows as a
direct consequence of engaging in talk with other pupils.
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The Girls who Took Part in the Study
Carol Brown
Diana Cave
Barbara Corcoran
Angela Davey
Joan Davidson
Doris d’Emanuelle
Dorothy Dillon
Angela Drisdale
Elaine Ebanks
Sonia Henry
Janet Hibbert
Heather Houston
Jackie Ives
Angela Jacobs

Pauline Campbell
Jenny Choyen
Patricia Johnson
Rosalind Jones
Fatima Khassal
Elizabeth Langran
Beverley Lindo
Lorraine Marshall
Jean Muir
Carol Schembri
Naimisha Shukla
Linda Smith
Linda Upstill

Background to the Study
This study arose out of my experience as a teacher in Vauxhall Manor
School. In the early years of Talk Workshop Group, we came under
some criticism as being too impressionistic in our approach, as saying
things which, though interesting, could be neither proved nor
disproved. It happened that I was studying for a degree in psychology
at Birkbeck College at the same time as this, so I decided to attempt a
study which would be statistical and rigorous, which I could submit as
part of the degree, and which might test out some of the intuitions of
the Talk Workshop Group in the fact- and examination-dominated area
of secondary-school fifth-year commerce.
Within the school a number, maybe the majority of teachers employ a
‘worksheet’ method of teaching; a further number of teachers use a
method of teaching based on talk in small groups.
The present study represents a controlled, quantitative investigation
into the efficacy of these two teaching methods.

1. The Worksheet Method
The worksheet method is a widely used technique among secondary
school teachers, particularly in comprehensives with mixed-ability
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classes, (e.g. see Barnes 1976). Although there will be many variations
of the worksheet method actually used in classrooms, in principle the
situation is as follows:
Each pupil is given essentially two things: an information sheet –
and/or books, magazines etc, and a question sheet. The pupil’s task is
to work through the question sheet at her own pace. The pupil is
required to record individual responses in writing to the questions set.
In most classrooms the pupils will be working entirely on their own,
but in some a certain amount of discussion with other pupils will be
allowed or even encouraged.
Why is the worksheet method so popular?
There will be many factors influencing any one teacher’s choice of the
worksheet method, but the main arguments in favour of its use would
appear to be the following:
1.

2.

3.

4.
5.
6.
7.

The worksheet method represents a break away from the
traditional chalk and talk lesson – rather than trying to
communicate with the class as a whole, the teacher is able to
communicate with each individual pupil. Thus an ‘individual
learning’ situation can be set up.
The teacher is freed from having to ‘give’ the lesson in lesson
time. The lesson can be prepared in advance and put down on
worksheets, leaving the teacher free to circulate round the class
helping individuals.
Worksheets of varying difficulty on the one topic can be made to
suit pupils of different ability. This is particularly important for
teachers taking mixed-ability classes.
The pupils’ attention can be directed to the chosen topic.
The pupils can work at their own pace.
The worksheet can be used to present ‘up to the minute’
information.
The worksheet is a good instrument of control. While the pupils
are engaged in answering the questions they will not be engaging
in ‘idle chatter’.
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A criticism of the talk method (see below) is that it provides just such
an opportunity to waste time chatting.

2. The Talk Method
In this situation the pupils will work in small groups of around six
pupils, the task being to talk about a particular topic, which may be a
poem, a scientific experiment, or an information sheet from any other
subject.
As with the worksheet method, there are variations on the general
situation. However, it is likely that the actual talk situations occurring
in secondary schools will fall into one of the following categories.
1.

2.

3.

Directed: In this situation the teacher will ‘sit-in’ with the group of
pupils and direct the conversation by asking the majority of the
questions, determining what is relevant discussion and generally
keeping the pupils ‘to the point’.
Semi-directed: In this situation the pupils will not have the teacher
present, but will be given certain questions to guide their
discussion. In this case then, what the pupils talk about will be
controlled to a certain extent, but how they talk and what is
considered relevant will be decided by the pupils.
Undirected: In this situation, the pupils will be given a stimulus,
e.g. ‘Advertising’, and be asked to talk about this topic – ‘in any
way you wish’.

Rationale for the Talk Method:
Teachers who employ talk situations as part of their teaching method
are really interested in one fundamental question – ‘What can we learn
about learning by looking at the language of our classrooms?’
A major impetus for the use of talk situations came from the
publication in 1969 of Language, the Learner and the School by
Douglas Barnes, James Britton and Harold Rosen.
Barnes argues: ‘Not only do we learn by doing, but we also learn by
talking about an experience… Our pupils will learn most by reading,
writing and talking about the experiences they meet and through this
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will in time come to terms with subject disciplines.’ (Barnes, Britton
and Rosen 1969, p126).
Chanan and Gilchrist argue that the main point to be endorsed by
Barnes et al., is that ‘it is by talking (and writing) that pupils learn.
Talking is not merely the expression of stored concepts – it is the effort
of conceptualisation in action. And collective discussion is of course a
multiple interaction process.’ (Chanan and Gilchrist 1974, pp25-26)
The major theoretical backing for proponents of talk is provided by
George Kelly’s psychology of personal constructs. (Kelly 1955) See
Appendix 6.
Consider the following statement by Britton: ‘We construct a
representation of the world as we experience it, and from this
representation, this cumulative record of our own past, we generate
expectations concerning the future, expectations which, as moment by
moment the future becomes the present, enable us to interpret the
present.’ (Britton 1970, p12)
In support of this, Britton quotes Kelly as follows: ‘Experience is made
up of the successive construing of events. It is not constituted merely
by the succession of events themselves… It is not what happens around
him that makes a man’s experiences; it is the successive construing and
reconstruing of what happens, as it happens, that enriches the
experience of life. The outcome of this process is a person’s
construction system.’ (Britton 1970, p17)
For Britton, ‘language is one way of representing experience, but it is a
key way.’ (Britton 1970, p19)
More recently, Douglas Barnes states that ‘If we consider language as
a means of learning we regard the learner as an active participant in the
making of meaning. This directs our attention to the relationship
between what the learner knows already and the new system being
presented to him. To learn is to develop relationships between them,
and this can only be done by the learner himself. This is why pupils’
talk is important, in that it is a major means by which learners explore
the relationship between what they already know, and new
observations or interpretations which they meet.’ (Barnes 1976, p81)
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A general theme of the work of Barnes, Britton et al. is not just the
importance of talk but more specifically the importance of pupil-pupil
talk. The first study, in 1969, looked at the effect of the teacher’s
language on pupils, particularly in those situations where such
language might be a barrier to learning, because teachers use
terminology or an abstract style of language with which pupils are
unfamiliar. Barnes argues that often teachers’ language makes
linguistic demands on pupils which are quite extrinsic to the subject
being taught. In other words, the style of language may prevent the
content from getting through and may prevent some pupils from
contributing to the classroom discussion. For examples see Stubbs
(1976) pp78-79.
Stubbs also quotes a study by Gumperz and Herasimchuk (1972)
which lends experimental support to Barnes’ argument.
In this study, two tape-recorded lessons, chosen to be maximally
different, were studied – one was ‘a teacher teaching a group of pupils’
and the other was ‘an older child (aged six) teaching a younger child
(aged five).’ By close study of the recordings the authors show that the
adult and child used different means of communication. For example,
‘the adult teacher relies heavily on interrogatives to elicit answers from
pupils, and makes use of variation in choice of words with a
corresponding lack of intonation. The child teacher makes more use of
intonational variety and repetition, especially to distinguish questions,
challenges and confirmations, and to maintain an extraordinary degree
of musical and rhythmical relatedness with the pupil.’
In analysing a transcript of four 16-year-old girls talking about home
life, Britton argues that ‘the mutually supportive roles these speakers
play, make it possible for them, I believe, to exert a group effort at
understanding – enable them, that is, to arrive at conclusions they
could not have reached alone and without support.’ (Barnes, Britton
and Rosen 1969, p97)
For the talk theorists then: as with Kelly, the pupil is in business to
make sense of her world. Language is seen as the organising principle
in the pupil’s construction of a world representation. In Kelly’s words,
the pupil will come to the classroom and will ‘successively construe
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and reconstrue what happens’ (Kelly 1955, p17). It is the contention of
the talk theorists that this construing is often made difficult by the form
in which information is received by the pupils. The language of the
textbook, the worksheet, or the teacher’s utterances, it is argued, will
involve constructs that the pupil does not possess, thus making extra
demands of the pupil which work against her successful representing
of the information.
(For further discussion of these issues, see Appendix 6.)

How the Study was Carried Out
The experiment was carried out in two stages. The first stage entailed
assessing subjects for Cognitive Complexity.
The concept of Cognitive Complexity is derived directly from the
Personal Construct Theory of George Kelly (Appendix 6). Cognitive
Complexity is a construct which is intended to indicate something
about the person’s structuring of his social world. More specifically it
is intended to reflect the relative differentiation of a person’s system of
dimensions for construing behaviour. Cognitive Complexity is
emphatically not the same thing as intelligence (whatever that is). The
terms ‘High’, ‘Medium’ and ‘Low’ Cognitive Complexity do not
imply value-judgements like ‘good’, ‘mediocre’ and ‘bad’. The
purpose of assessing subjects for Cognitive Complexity was to
introduce as much of an element of control as is possible in a
comparative study involving free human beings.
The second stage was primarily concerned with comparing subjects’
performance on a retention test following two different learning
situations. Each learning situation was followed, one week later, by a
retention test. All subjects were tested under both learning situations
and the retention tests were common to all. The learning situations
comprised either working individually answering questions based on
an information sheet (worksheet situation), or working in small groups,
talking about the information sheet (talk situation). In the talk situation,
subjects worked in groups of High, Medium or Low Cognitive
Complexity. In the worksheet situation every subject worked on her
own.
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Subjects
The subjects comprised 36, 5th Year, female pupils from a South
London Comprehensive School. Average age was 15.6 years. (See note
on subjects below.)

Materials
The materials consisted of: a modification of the Rep Test for
Cognitive Complexity (see below and Appendix 5a), and two sets of
learning material, each set comprised as follows:
1.
2.
3.
4.

An information sheet
A worksheet consisting of questions on the information sheet
A ‘suggested points for discussion’ sheet
A retention test.

The material represented part of the syllabus for the CSE Commerce
exam which all subjects were studying.
The two sets of material were equated for difficulty by Sheila Green,
Head of the Commerce Department, and some other teachers.
All subjects were assessed for Cognitive Complexity using a
modification of the Rep Test developed by Bieri, a student of Kelly’s,
and described in Bannister and Fransella (1971). Appendix 5a
represents the modified group version of the Rep Test. Each subject is
presented with a 10 × 10 grid. Each of the ten columns is identified by
a different role-type selected to be representative of the meaningful
persons in the subject’s social environment. The ten rows of bipolar
constructs which are provided were selected by Bieri on the basis of
being representative of the dimensions elicited from college-trained
subjects.
Having selected a person for each of the ten role-types, the subject was
instructed to use a six-step Likert-type scale in rating all ten persons.
Cognitive Complexity was measured by comparing each rating in a
row with the rating directly below it (i.e. for the same person), in the
other rows on the matrix. Since there are forty-five possible row
comparisons in a 10x20 matrix, the highest possible score is 450. A
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score of 450 would indicate that the subject gave the same rating on all
bipolar constructs to all of the role-types. This subject would be
relatively Cognitively Simple, whereas a subject scoring as low as 100
is presumed to be relatively Cognitively Complex because s/he uses
constructs differently in discriminating among people.
The subjects were ranked according to their Cognitively Complex
scores and six groups, of six subjects each, were formed on the basis of
these ranks. The 12 subjects with the lowest scores on the Rep Test –
the most Cognitively Complex – formed two groups termed High
Cognitive Complexity: the next 12 subjects formed two groups termed
Medium Cognitive Complexity and the 12 subjects with the highest
scores – the least Cognitively Complex – formed two groups termed
Low Cognitive Complexity. (See Appendix 4.)
The subjects were run in two halves, each half containing 1 High, 1
Medium and 1 Low group. The two halves will be referred to as Group
A and Group B.
The project was run each Thursday for four weeks as follows:
WEEK 1:

Learning Task 1:

WEEK 2:
WEEK 3:

Retention Test 1:
Learning Task 2:

WEEK 4:

Retention Test 2:

Group A in Talk situation
Group B in Worksheet situation
All subjects given the same test
Group A in Worksheet situation
Group B in Talk situation
All subjects given the same test.

Hypotheses
The study had the following hypotheses, expressed here formally as
two null hypotheses and two research hypotheses:
HO:

There will be no difference between the performance scores of
subjects following a worksheet learning situation or a talk
learning situation.

H1:

There will be a difference between the performance scores of
subjects following a worksheet learning situation or a talk
learning situation. Subjects will score higher under the talk
situation than the worksheet situation.
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HO2: There will be no difference between subjects of High, Medium
or Low Cognitive Complexity on their performance in the talk
situation.
H2:

High Cognitive Complexity subjects will perform more
effectively, score higher, in the talk situation than either the
Medium or Low Cognitive Complexity subjects.

The Talk Situation
In this situation, subjects worked in three small groups of 6 subjects
each: one group each of High, Medium and Low Cognitive
Complexity.
Each subject was given an information sheet (Appendix 5d and 5h) and
a sheet containing ‘suggested points for discussion’ (Appendix 5e and
5i).
The subjects were then read the following instructions:
‘Please read slowly and carefully the information sheet you have
in front of you. When you have finished reading, you are to talk in
your group about this information. It is suggested that you use the
‘points for discussion’ on the second piece of paper to guide your
talk. There will be a test on this material next Thursday. You may
use the lined paper in front of you to make any notes which arise
from discussion. Are there any questions?’

The Worksheet Situation
In this situation, the 18 pupils worked entirely independently and in
silence. Although this is extremely unnatural it seemed necessary to
achieve a proper comparison with the talk groups. The pupils were
given the same information sheet as the talk group. Each subject was
given a worksheet with questions based on the information sheet
(Appendix 5f and 5j).
The subjects were given the following instructions:
‘Please read slowly and carefully the information sheet you have
in front of you. When you have finished reading, please attempt to
answer all the questions on the worksheet. You will be tested on
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this material next Thursday. You are to work in silence. Are there
any questions?’
At the end of this session, the answers to the worksheet were collected.

The Retention Test
In this situation all subjects worked entirely independently and in
silence. The same test was given to all subjects. It consisted of
questions based on the previous week’s learning task (see Appendix 5g
and Appendix 5k).
Both retention tests consisted of a combination of ‘open’ and ‘closed’
questions.
Both tests carried a possible total of 25 marks and were marked,
independently, by two members of the Commerce Department.

Subjects
Of the 36 subjects employed in this study only 26 were present for all 4
sessions, due to illness, dental appointments etc. After week 1, of
course, no new subjects could be introduced. It was decided then for
the purpose of analysis to disregard the scores of two subjects leaving
6 groups of 4 subjects, 2 each of High, Medium and Low Cognitive
Complexity.
The scores obtained by the pupils were subjected to a statistical
analysis appropriate to the design of the study. (For the statistically
minded, the nature of this analysis is explained in the notes at the end
of this section.)
The mean scores for each group/condition combination are given in
Table 1 below.
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Table 1
Mean Scores for each condition
B1
TALK
out of 25

B2
WORKSHEET
out of 25

A1
High Complexity

17.625

14.75

A2
Medium Complexity

14.68

14.06

A3
Low Complexity

15.125

13.75

TOTAL

15.81

14.18

The Analysis of Variance indicated that the effect of Cognitive
Complexity (Factor A) was not significant (see Note 2 at the end of
this section).
However, the effect of the learning situation, Talk vs. Worksheet
(Factor B) was significant. (See Note 3 at the end of this section.)
By referring to Table 1, we can see that this significant difference is in
favour of the Talk Situation – subjects scoring higher under the Talk
Situation than under the Worksheet Situation, thus supporting the
research hypothesis.
The interaction between Cognitive Complexity and the learning
situation was not significant (see Note 4 at the end of this section).
The above conclusions are demonstrated in the Anova Summary Table
(see Appendix 2b).
One research hypothesis for this study was that High Cognitive
Complexity subjects would score higher under the Talk Situation than
either Medium or Low Cognitive Complexity subjects.
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This hypothesis was tested (see Note 5 at the end of this section) and it
can be concluded that there was no significant difference in the
performance of High, Medium and Low Cognitive Complexity groups
under the Talk Situation.
This research hypothesis, therefore, was not supported.

Notes
1.

2.

3.

4.
5.

A one-between and one-within analysis of variance was applied to
the performance score data since every subject was tested on every
level of Factor B (Talk/Worksheet learning situation) and one third
of the subjects were tested under each level of Factor A (High,
Medium or Low Cognitive Complexity).
The Analysis of Variance indicated that the effect of Cognitive
Complexity (Factor A) was not significant since F.95 (2.21) is
1.325 and the tabulated critical value of F.95 (2.21) is 3.47.
However, the effect of the learning situation, Talk vs. Worksheet
(Factor B), was significant since F.975 (1.21) = 7.73 which exceeds
the tabulated critical value of F.975 (1.21) which is 5.83.
The interaction was not significant since the observed value F.95
(1.21) = 1.27, and the tabulated critical value = 4.32.
An analysis of the simple main effects of Factor A (Cognitive
Complexity) at Level B1 (Talk Situation) was carried out (see
Appendix 3).
The F ratio obtained was F.95 (2.21) = 2.428. As the tabulated
critical value of F.95 (2.21) = 3.47 it can be concluded that there
was no significant difference in the performance of High, Medium
and Low Cognitive Complexity groups under the Talk Situation.
This research hypothesis, therefore, was not supported.

What Does All This Tell Us?
The present study has concerned itself with examining the efficacy of
two teaching methods in a secondary school, and has seen whether a
pupil’s degree of Cognitive Complexity affected her performance
under either method.
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With regard to the first question, this study produced evidence to
support the hypothesis that pupils can learn more in a small group talk
situation than in an individual worksheet situation.
With regard to the second question, although the performance scores
under the talk situation were in the predicted direction, the differences
between the High, Medium and Low Cognitive Complexity groups
were not significant.
What explanation can be offered for these two findings?

The Learning Situations
We may start by looking more closely at the two learning situations. In
both situations pupils are presented with information that is, in the
main, new to them, i.e. no lesson had been held on the topic prior to
this study. The first information sheet introduced the following
concepts: Saving, Investment and specifically the interrelation between
them; Interest, Capital Goods, and Consumer Goods.
If the pupil is to make any response to the retention test which follows
she must construct a representation of this new information at the time
of the learning situation. Quantitative differences in performance on
the retention test are then indicative of qualitatively different
representations of the new information. That this is the case can be
easily seen by considering that in OPEN questions on the retention test,
it is answers of superior quality that receive greater marks. In the
worksheet situation the pupil has to arrive at her representation of the
information by herself, while answering the accompanying questions.
There are three things to notice here:
1.
2.

The pupil’s representation will be dependent largely on the quality
of explanation on the information sheet.
With respect to questions which can be answered directly from the
information sheet, the pupil will probably arrive at the correct
answer, but this does not necessarily mean that the pupil has a
good understanding of why the answer is correct. Pupils who are
used to having worksheets to answer become quite adept at finding
the place on the worksheet which contains the ‘right’ answer.
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3.

Whether any representation of this ‘right’ answer is retained by the
pupil is another matter.
Linked to (2) above are the questions ‘For whom is the pupil
formulating knowledge in the worksheet situation? What
audiences are offered to the pupils for their talk and writing?’

In the passage which follows, Harold Rosen (June 1973) discusses a
crucial aspect of the communication system, the role of the teacher as
audience, and the effect of this audience upon pupils’ writing:
‘In school, it is almost always the teacher who initiates the writing
and does so by defining a written task with more or less
explicitness. Not only does he define the task but also nominates
himself as audience. He is not, however, simply a one-man
audience but also the sole arbiter, appraiser, grader and judge of
the performance. He becomes an audience on whom pupils must
focus a special kind of scrutiny in order to detect what they must
do to satisfy him … His [that is, the pupil’s] writing may be
dominated by the sole consideration of meeting minimum
requirements. In other words it is shaped solely by the demands of
his audience and not by the complementary pressure to formulate
in a way which satisfies the writer.’ Quoted in Barnes (1976) p92.
‘What is likely to be the effect on learning of the teacher as sole
audience? A study by Robert Zajonc (1960) throws some light on
this. He gave two groups of adults a letter to read quickly. He then
told one group that they would be describing the character of the
letter-writer to a group of people who had not seen the letter. The
other group were told that they would be informed of the character
of the letter-writer by someone who knew him well. Both groups
were given a number of questions to answer about the letterwriter’s character.
Zajonc found that those who expected to communicate to people
who had no prior knowledge wrote quite different answers from
those who expected to receive an authoritative answer from
elsewhere. Those in the position of authority with respect to the
knowledge differentiated the writer’s characteristics more sharply,
had a more complex view of him, and yet had gone further in
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unifying and organising this view. Those expecting to receive an
authoritative opinion had stored a much vaguer and less organised
view of the writer.
This experiment suggests that when we know that we are going to
have to tell someone else, we begin long before to organise and
shape the knowledge. Thus a teacher is likely to be a poor
audience for pupils’ speech and writing: if they believe him to
possess authoritative knowledge, pupils will be less likely to order
their thoughts for him than they would for an uninformed
audience.’ (Barnes 1976, p93)
Points 1, 2, and 3 above suggest ways in which the worksheet method
imposes unnecessary limitations on potential learning by controlling
both the INPUT of information – the worksheet – and the mode and
target of OUTPUT – written answers to questions for an authoritative
figure.
Barnes further criticises the claim that the worksheet method represents
‘individual learning’.
‘When teachers control pupils’ work by means of worksheets, this
is often referred to in books as “individual learning” or
“individualised instruction”. The name should not prevent us from
understanding the sense in which the learning activities are
“individual”. Pupils work at their own pace: the fast worker can
complete more calculations, fill more pages with writing, do an
extra map or drawing. In no other sense is the work “individual”:
where there are options they are open to all. The only individual
characteristic catered for is that of speed.’ (Barnes 1976, p134)
We have up to now considered the general limitations of the worksheet
method. It is argued that these general limitations will go towards
explaining why performance in the worksheet situation was below that
in the talk situation. The information input in the worksheet situation
was limited to the information sheet and the pupil’s prior knowledge;
some answers could be taken directly from the worksheet, and the
pupils were formulating answers for an authoritative figure. It will be
noticed, however, that the differences between the mean scores for the
two learning situations, although significant overall, do not appear as
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great as may have been expected from the criticisms of the worksheet
situation voiced above.
This may be explained by the fact that the pupils knew that there would
be a retention test the following week. This knowledge should have
reduced the tendency to ‘copy out what looks like the right answer
from the information sheet’ – the pupils being more motivated to
convince themselves that the answer was the right one. The pupils’
efforts at constructing representations of the material to be learnt could
also be expected to improve given the knowledge of an impending test.
In the talk situation each pupil will arrive at her representation of the
new information through the active interchange of ideas and
formulations with the other members of the group. It is through talk
that the pupils will interpret the information sheet and make sense of it.
It was hypothesised that the quality of representation arrived at in the
talk situation would be superior to that arrived at in the worksheet
situation.
Evidence to support this hypothesis is contained in the classic work by
Lewin (1947) on the relative effects of discussion and lecture; in the
more recent educational research comparing the relative efficacy of
information presentation versus participative discussion, McKeachie
(1968); and in an unpublished study by Kraus and Glucksber (1965)
quoted in Barnes (1976) pp93-4.
Kraus and Glucksber had children describe ‘shapes to be identified by
other children who could not see them. They established incidentally
that even when young children’s descriptions failed to communicate
they enabled the children themselves to identify the shapes weeks later.
The attempt to code the shapes for another child had influenced the
manner in which they themselves had coded and stored the
information.’
This last experiment illustrates the kind of situation in which pupils in
the talk groups found themselves and reiterates the importance of the
effects of audience on learning. We have argued that in the worksheet
situation (above) and in traditional teacher-class discussions the
teacher’s academic authority will, to quote Barnes, ‘tend to inhibit
many children’s active reshaping of knowledge.’
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In the talk groups in this study the pupils’ audience was not the
teacher, but other pupils. We have already seen (Zajonc 1960, Kraus
and Glucksber 1965) the positive effect of a non-authoritative audience
on a speaker’s organisation of the information he imparts. In the
present experiment, moreover, each pupil’s audience was not just a
passive receiver of information; each pupil could support, challenge, or
reformulate the attempts at understanding made by every other pupil.
Does the pupils’ ability to manipulate and re-interpret their knowledge
during discussion help them to solve problems? The findings of this
study suggest that the discussion does indeed help them to solve
problems – i.e. those problems posed by the ‘points for discussion’ and
the retention test.
Further support comes from an experiment by Gagné and Smith
(1962). They set adolescent boys
‘a series of problems which required them to move a pile of discs
according to rules which governed the moves which they could
make … in the later problems those who grasped the underlying
principle would find the solution in fewer moves…
Half of the subjects were asked to explain as they made a move
why they were doing it, and these were significantly more
successful in solving the problems. It seemed that explaining the
purpose of their moves helped the subjects to re-interpret the data
in the light of the problem.’
‘In another study, M.R. Marks (1951) gave adults the task of
finding out where in the course of a computation a group of errors
had occurred… In the part of the experiment which concerns us
here, Marks placed in front of some of his subjects a written list of
possible sources of error but this had no effect upon their success.
However, he interrupted some subjects at intervals in order to ask
them to put into words the ways in which the errors could have
occurred. This group proved very much more likely to reach a
correct solution… It was necessary for the subjects themselves to
talk about possibilities: someone else’s list did not help them to
solve the problem.’ Both studies quoted in Barnes (1976) pp97-8.
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Taken together, these studies suggest that learners will achieve more
insight into underlying principles
i.

IF THEY THEMSELVES REHEARSE ALOUD THE
DEMANDS OF THE TASK WHICH THEY ARE FACING;
ii. IF THEY PUT INTO WORDS WHAT THEY ARE DOING
WITH THE DATA, AND WITH WHAT PURPOSE;
iii. IF THEY DO SO REPEATEDLY IN RESPONSE TO
QUESTIONS FROM SOMEONE ELSE.
We have considered the positive aspects for learning of small group
discussion. These positive aspects are put forward as explanations for
the talk situation leading to higher scores on the retention test than the
worksheet situation. The importance of the retention test in this study
must not be forgotten. It is very probable that the retention test was a
stimulus for the talk groups to enter into meaningful discussion, and
thus there were similar positive, motivating aspects of the retention test
for the talk groups as were argued for the worksheet groups above.
However, in one very important respect THE MODE OF THE
RETENTION TEST DOES NOT FAVOUR THE TALK GROUPS.
In the worksheet situation the pupil’s mode of formulating her
knowledge is the same in the learning situation and the retention test –
written answers to specific questions and, we may add, for the same
audience.
For the talk groups the learning situation and retention test require
different modes for formulating their knowledge. Further, the audience
for the talk subjects has now changed – once again we have the
problem of pupils writing for an authority figure.
So we have the problem of deciding whether the retention test was an
adequate measure of the learning that took place in talk groups; and the
problem of deciding whether the formulation of knowledge expressed
in the pupils’ answers reflects the potential formulation of knowledge
they would be capable of, if the audience was different. The nature of
the retention test may help to explain, together with the arguments
made above, why the differences between the two learning situations
were not as great as may have been expected.
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Cognitive Complexity
We have already noted that the hypothesis that the High Cognitive
Complexity groups would be superior to either the Medium or Low
Cognitive Complexity groups in the talk situation was not supported.
What reasons can be offered for this finding?
One factor that is relevant is that the groups were selected by me.
They were not the normal friendship work groups that exist in the two
classes from which the subjects came. The subjects were together in a
talk group for only one 1-hour session. It could be that the groups
would have to work together for 3 or 4 sessions, overcoming
inhibitions etc., before the factor of Cognitive Complexity became
significant.
In reviewing some studies on Cognitive Complexity, Bannister has this
to say:
‘This further underlines the argument that describing construing as
‘simple’ or ‘complex’ is at best only meaningful in relation to
sub-systems, not in relation to whole personal construct systems.
There is, in fact, need for much caution here. It would be very easy
to fall into the error of thinking of Cognitive Complexity or
Cognitive Simplicity as a trait dimension on which a person
occupies a fixed position. There is no reason to suppose any such
thing.’ (Bannister and Fransella 1971, pp110-111)
Thus a complexity score derived from the construing of ten significant
others may not bear any relation to how complex a subject will be with
regard to a topic in commerce!

Qualifications
In the preceding discussion some fairly strong arguments have been
put in favour of a talk method of teaching. Some qualifications on this
general conclusion must now be made.
In emphasising children’s use of language to participate in the shaping
of knowledge, certain assumptions about the kind of knowledge
required have been made. Talking will not necessarily contribute to
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‘recipe’ learning, the kind of learning in which the teacher wants the
pupil to be able to feed back verbal formulae to him, without much
care for underlying principles. When our purpose, however, is for
pupils to grasp principles and to use the new knowledge as a means of
recoding former experience, then some kind of discussion seems of
central importance.
As Barnes argues:
‘It must always be for the teacher to decide what pattern of
communication will engage the pupils’ participation, for this must
depend not only upon the subject matter which he chooses but also
upon his perception of his pupils’ willingness to engage with it.’
(Barnes 1976, p186)
Some pupils will undoubtedly not regard talk as ‘work’: particularly
those used to the worksheet approach. This means that the teacher must
assure pupils of the meaningfulness of the task. It should not be
surprising if the first few attempts at ‘learning through talk’ are largely
unsuccessful.
Though much of this talk may seem uneconomic, tentative and
inexplicit, it is often the only way in which genuine exploration can
occur. Teachers can frequently help forward discussion at the crucial
moment, but probably we need less intervention and more patience.
Finally, more talk by pupils will create its own problems and not all
talk will be productive. There will be a need to identify these problems
and find ways of overcoming them.

Suggestions for Further Research
1.

It was stated almost at the outset of this study that there appeared
to be a complete lack of controlled, quantitative, comparative
studies of the effects of teaching methods on learning in the
secondary school. This of course is still the case. A great deal
more work is needed into the efficacy of different teaching
methods. The consequences of ineffective teaching methods are
obviously great.
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2.
3.

4.

Research is needed into the effects of group composition on
productive talk.
More work is necessary on the actual analysis of the recordings of
pupils’ talk so that the process by which pupils learn through talk
can be better understood.
The kinds of learning tasks which are best served by Directed,
Semi-Directed or Undirected talk groups should be determined.

Responsibility for Learning
The present study provides support for the efficacy of the ‘talk in small
groups’ method of teaching. It would appear therefore that a lot can be
gained from regarding the pupil as an active participant in the making
of meaning rather than the passive receiver of preformulated
knowledge.
The ‘talk in small groups’ method provides pupils with an opportunity
to overcome the barrier to learning that is often posed by the form in
which new information is presented and the audience for which the
pupil’s formulation of knowledge is intended.
The talk groups allow for more efficient construing of the material to
be learnt because each pupil is engaged in the two-way process of
formulating her understanding of the situation for a non-authoritative
audience, as well as for herself, and receiving in return similar
formulations from the other members of the group. The formulations
may be extended, modified or replaced as the discussion continues. It
is due to this active shaping of knowledge through the use of language
that a more meaningful and coherent representation of new information
is obtained.
This study then supports the contention that pupils working alone do
not constitute the sole alternative to a teacher facing a class and
controlling whatever they say. Both the traditional teacher-dominated
lesson and the mode of working implied by worksheets appear to be
based upon an implicit distrust of children’s ability to learn. Perhaps
more than anything else this study has shown that PUPILS CAN TAKE
ON THE RESPONSIBILITY FOR THEIR OWN LEARNING IN AN
EFFICIENT MANNER.
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Appendices
Appendix 1

Data Table – Learning Situation

Complexity

Talk (B1)

Worksheet (B2)

TS

HIGH
A1

S1
S2
S3
S4
S5
S6
S7
S8

19
20
18
17
19
14
14
20

18
15
17
19
12
11
11
15

37
35
35
36
31
25
25
35

MEDIUM
A2

S9
S10
S11
S12
S13
S14
S15
S16

14
11
15
13
18
18
18.5
18.5

16.5
14
12.5
12.5
15
12
17
17

30.5
25
27.5
25.5
33
30
35.5
35.5

LOW
A3

S17
S18
S19
S20
S21
S22
S23
S24

16
18
16
13
16
19
11
12

16.5
18
14.5
16
11
16
11
7

32.5
36
30.5
29
27
35
22
19

TB

379.5

340.5

720
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Appendix 2
Appendix 2a

AB Summary Table
B1

B2

TA

A1

141

118

259

A2

117.5

112.5

230

A3

121

110

231

TB

379.5

340.5

720

Appendix 2b

Anova Summary Table

SOURCE
BETWEEN

WITHIN

TOTAL

Where

DF

SS

S

23

302.25

A

2

33.875

16.94

S/A

21

268.375

12.78

S

24

128.25

B

1

31.69

AB

2

SB/
A

21

47

S
A
B

MS

VR

SIG

1.325

NS

31.69

7.73

0.025

10.435

5.22

1.27

NS

86.126

4.10

430.5

= subjects
= Cognitive Complexity Factor
= Learning situation Factor
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Anova
DF
SS
MS
VR
SIG
A
B
AB

=
=
=
=
=
=
=
=
=

Analysis of Variance
Degrees of Freedom
Sum of Squares
Mean Squares
Variance Ratio
Degree of Significance of Results
The factor of Cognitive Complexity
The factor of the Learning situation
The interaction between the two factors: Cognitive
Complexity and Learning Situation

Appendix 3
i.

ANOVA – Computations

Main Effects
1.

( y) 2
7202
51840
=
=
= 10800
nab 8 × 3 × 2
48

2.

Y 2 + 192 + 202 + ......... + 72 = 11230.5

3.

TA 2 2592 + 2302 + 2312 173342
=
=
= 10833.875
nb
8× 2
16

4.

TB 2 379.52 + 340.52 259960
=
=
= 10831.69
na
8×3
24

5.

TAB2 1412 + 117.52 + ....... + 1102 87008.5
=
=
= 10876
N
8
8

6.

T52 372 + 352 + ....... + 192 22204.5
=
=
= 11102.25
b
2
2

ii. Simple Main Effects

1.

SSa at b1 =

1412 + 117.52 1212
8

379.52
= 41
24
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SSa at b1 41
=
= 20.5
a 1
2

2.

MSa at b1 =

3.

The denominator for the appropriate F ratio is

MSw. cell =

F=

SSw. cell
268.375 + 86.125 354.5
=
=
= 8.44
ab(n 1)
3× 2× 7
42

MSa at b1 205
=
= 2.428
MSw. cell
8.44

Appropriate degrees of freedom are F(a - 1) a(n - 1)

= df - (2.21)

Tabulated critical value F.95 (2.21) = 3.47
Observed value = Non significant

Appendix 4

Cognitive Complexity Scores
Group 1
S1

HIGH

2
3
4

99
101
126
101

Group 2
S5
6
7
8

128.25

106.75
S9
MEDIUM

10
11
12

146
151
149
147

S 13
14
15
16

LOW

18
19
20

170
166
174
207
179.25

143
165
160
153
155.25

148.25

S 17

103
133
133
139

S 21
22
23
24

169
173
210
170
180.5
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Appendix 5
Appendix 5a

Grid for Assessment of Cognitive Complexity

+3 +2 +1

-1 -2 -3

outgoing

shy

optimistic

pessimistic

decisive

indecisive

calm

excitable

interested in
others

self absorbed

cheerful

ill-humoured

responsible

irresponsible

considerate

inconsiderate

independent

dependent

interesting

dull

Person difficult to understand *

Teacher

Person with whom you feel most uncomfortable

Friend of opposite sex

Friend of same sex

Father

Person you’d like to help *

Mother

Person you dislike

Yourself

NAME
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Appendix 5b

Instruction A

You will find in front of you two pieces of paper.
Sheet 1 is an Information Sheet on Savings and Investment.
Sheet 2 is some suggestions for discussion.
Please select one member of your group to read out the Information
Sheet while the rest of you follow your own copies.
When the sheet has been read through, your task is to talk as a group
about Savings and Investment. It is suggested that you use ‘Sheet 2’ to
guide your discussion.
If you wish you may make notes on the points raised by your group.
There will be a test on Savings and Investment next week.
Appendix 5c

Instruction B

You will find in front of you two sheets of paper.
Sheet 1 is an information sheet on Savings and Investment.
Sheet 2 is a number of questions on Savings and Investment.
Please read Sheet 1 slowly and carefully. You may then begin to
answer the questions. Please attempt all questions.
There will be a test on Savings and Investment next week.
Appendix 5d

Sheet 1 - Savings & Investment

Savings and Investment are like two sides of the same coin. On the one
side we have saving – which is putting off spending money received
now until a later date – but unless this money is saved under a mattress
or in a piggy bank, it does not lie idle. So on the other side we have
people who use this money that has been saved – these people are the
investors.
Let us look at an example:
Mr Brown has £1000 which he does not wish to spend. So he
saves this money in a deposit account at his bank. The bank lends
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this money to J Bloggs and Co Limited who wish to invest £1000
in two new machines.
Investment can be thought of as spending money on items now
which will hopefully provide for the future, e.g. Joe Bloggs hopes
that the £1000 he spends today on the machines will provide him
with income in the future.
The Bank pays Mr Brown interest on the money in his deposit
account, and Joe Bloggs pays interest on the £1000 he borrowed.
So interest can be thought of as the amount you can earn for
lending out money or the amount you pay for borrowing money.
What would happen if the Savings and Investment didn’t take
place? – Well, in our example Mr Brown wouldn’t get any
interest; the Banks would have no money to lend, Mr Bloggs
wouldn’t be able to borrow the £1000, and no machines would be
bought.
What about when we look at the country as a whole?
Mr Bloggs can’t invest unless Mr Brown saves.
But we have seen that investment is spending on items that will
provide for the future. Such items are called CAPITAL GOODS –
they are generally long lasting and they produce the goods and
services we use up every day, called CONSUMER GOODS.
Examples of CAPITAL GOODS
=
Examples of CONSUMER GOODS =

Machines, Factories
Food, clothes

So if no investment takes place – no machines will be bought to
replace old ones and so consumer goods would eventually run out
– BUT Investment depends on saving – if no saving then no
investment.
If we are going to have goods and services in the future, savings
and investment must take place today.
Appendix 5e
1.

Sheet 2 – Suggested Points for Discussion

What is Saving and why do people save?
– What different ways of saving are there?
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2.
3.
4.

Why are Savings and Investment very important to a country?
What is Interest?
– Why is it given to savers and charged to borrowers?
Why does Investment depend on Savings?

Appendix 5f
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.

What do we mean by Saving?
Give as many reasons as you can why people might save.
How does Saving equal Investment?
What do we mean by Interest?
Why does Mr Brown save his money in a deposit account?
Where else could he have saved his money?
What are Capital Goods?
What are Consumer Goods?
Why is the bank able to pay Mr Brown interest on his £1000?
Explain as fully as you can why Savings and Investment are
necessary to a country.

Appendix 5g
1.
2.
3.
4.

6.

Retention Test on Savings & Investment

What do we mean by Saving?
Give as many reasons as you can why people save.
What is Investment?
Tick which of the following is correct about Interest
a.
b.
c.

5.

Sheet 2 – Questions on Savings and Investment

Interest is the amount we earn on the money we save,
Interest is the amount we pay on money we borrow,
Interest is both a. and b.

Mr Brown chooses to save his money in the deposit account at his
bank – where else could he have saved it?
Mr Brown puts £1000 in his deposit account which earns him
interest. His bank lend this money to Joe Bloggs which earns them
interest. Who earns the most interest?
Tick one of the following:
a.
b.
c.

Mr Brown
His Bank
They both earn the same because they both lent out £1000.
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7.

Write out the following list of goods and say next to each one
whether it is a Capital Good or a Consumer Good.
e.g. A cardigan = A consumer good
1.
2.
3.
4.

a cardigan
1lb of potatoes
a machine
a hospital

Appendix 5h

5.
6.
7.
8.

A hi-fi set
Concorde
an alarm clock
a recording studio

Savings and Investment – 2

Basically money can be saved in two ways –
1.
2.

At home, where it earns no interest and
With an institution, where it does earn interest.

Only money that is saved with an institution can be borrowed by
investors to provide capital goods for the future.
Money saved at home has another disadvantage, and this is, not only
does it earn no interest, it actually goes down in value! How is this so?
Well, at the moment, Great Britain is ‘suffering’ from INFLATION –
this can be thought of as a period of constantly rising prices. This
means that £1 will buy less at the end of the year than it would at the
beginning,
i.e. the value of the £1 has gone down
All money goes down in value over time; however, if the money is
saved in an institution it will earn interest which will make the value go
up, and this will help the saver guard against the effects of inflation.
Let us consider some methods of saving with institutions:
1.

The Government - Save as you Earn
With this method you agree to save a fixed sum (between £1 and
£20) monthly for 5 years. The money is absolutely safe and earns
bonuses and an overall good rate of interest. It is convenient – the
money can often be stopped from your wages. BUT you must be
prepared to save for 5 years; if you want to take the money out
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before 5 years are up, you lose the bonuses and only get a small
rate of interest.
2.

Building Society Account
Although the money in a Building Society account does not earn
quite as much interest as the Save as you Earn scheme, it is very
convenient for paying in and drawing out at any time; the money
is very safe and regular savers usually get preferential treatment
when applying for a mortgage on a house.

3.

Buying Shares on the Stock Exchange
This method of saving is the riskiest. If the shares you buy go up
in price you could earn more interest than by any other method;
however, if the shares go down in price you will have earned no
interest, in fact you will have made a loss!
If you are likely to need your money at short notice, you should
probably not invest in shares. It is very important to sell when it
suits you (when their price is up) rather than when you have to.

Appendix 5i
1.
2.

How is saving at home different from saving with an institution?
Compare the advantages and disadvantages of saving with
a.
b.
c.

the Government
a Building Society
buying shares in companies.

Appendix 5j
1.
2.
3.
4.

5.
6.

Savings and Investment – 2: Points for Discussion

Questions on Savings and Investment – 2

In what ways is saving with an Institution better than saving at
home?
What is inflation?
How can saving in an Institution help guard against inflation?
If the rate of interest in a bank is 8%, will money saved for a year
in that bank be worth 8% more at the end of the year? Give
reasons for your answer.
Give 2 advantages of the Save As You Earn Scheme.
Give 1 disadvantage of the Save As You Earn Scheme.

Talking and Working 253
7.
8.
9.

What may be the main reason for choosing to save with a Building
Society?
Why is saving in shares said to be risky?
How could saving in shares earn you more interest than any other
method?

Appendix 5k
1.

Explain as fully as you can the advantages to
a.
b.

2.

Retention Test on Savings and Investment – 2

the individual saver and
the country, of saving with institutions rather than saving at
home.

Which of the following is the safest way of saving?
1.
2.
3.

Save As You Earn
A Building Society Account
Buying Shares

3.

Explain as fully as you can what we mean by ‘Britain is suffering
from inflation’.

4.

If you were trying to earn the most money on your savings, which
of the following would you choose?
1.
2.
3.

5.

6.

Save As You Earn
A Building Society Account
Buying Shares

‘Money saved at home goes down in value whereas money saved
in an institution goes up in value.’
Is this statement completely true?
Give reasons for your answer.
A young couple have just got married. They plan to have 1 or 2
children in the next 5 years and would like to buy a house of their
own some time in the future. Giving reasons, say how you would
advise them to save their money.
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Appendix 6

The Work of George Kelly

In 1955, an American psychologist, George Kelly, published a book
called ‘A Theory of Personality: the Psychology of Personal
Constructs’.
Like all psychologists, Kelly was trying to explain behaviour; unlike
almost all psychologists Kelly chose as his starting point man, the
person.
Kelly’s is not a theory of ‘learning’ or ‘interpersonal relationships’ or
‘development’.
It does not see man as the stimulus-jerked puppet of learning theory, or
the primitive infant of psychoanalytic theory, or the perambulating
telephone exchange of information theory.
His is a psychology of man as a person, with all that is thus implied.
Its fundamentals are probably unconsciously accepted by those
teachers who try to follow child-centred programmes of work, whether
by personal work programmes or by mixed-ability teaching or just by
starting from the child’s experience and working out. The theory is
composed of one fundamental postulate and eleven corollaries.
The Fundamental Postulate:

‘a
person’s
processes
are
psychologically chanellized by the
ways in which he anticipates
events’.

This is Kelly’s attempt to state what man is in business for – to make
sense out of his world and to test the sense he has made in terms of its
capacity for accurate prediction.
There is not the space to serve the full meal here with all its attendant
aroma, but the flavour may be obtained if we sample a few corollaries.
1.

‘A person anticipates events by construing their implications.’
Basic to our making sense of our world, and of our lives, is our
ability to detect repeated themes, our cataloguing of these themes
and our interpreting of experiences in terms of them.
The importance of this corollary is that it implies that man
responds not to a stimulus, but to what he interprets the stimulus to
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be.
Like a lot of things this appears obvious – after it has been stated –
but how many times do we forget it in the classroom, when we are
confronted by a child who ‘does not understand’? She does not
understand – in our terms.
2.

‘People differ from each other in their construction of events.’
Why, we may often ask, do two children in exactly the same
classroom situation behave in different ways? The answer is that
they are not in the same situation. Each of us sees our situation
through the ‘blinkers’ of our personal construct system.

The next two corollaries can be grouped together and are supremely
relevant to teachers who wish to develop learning rather than
schooling.
3.

‘A person’s construction system is composed of a finite number of
constructs made through choices between alternatives.’

4.

‘A person chooses for himself alternatives in constructs through
which he may anticipate the greater possibility for the elaboration
of his system.’

We might discuss the alternatives posed by choosing streaming or
mixed-ability teaching. If we teach in mixed-ability groupings we not
only believe this choice to be the right one for us, in that it gives us the
greater possibility for the elaboration of our own construct systems, but
also that, as one of the other dichotomised constructs we are likely to
hold is that experience is either ‘the prerogative of all human life’ or ‘it
is to be doled out in calculated amounts by the educational
establishment’: then in so far as we support the former construct, we
see mixed-ability as giving the greater possibility for children to
elaborate their construction systems.
Personal Problems
Ravenette reports how Kelly was once asked how his theory related to
the problem of a child failing to learn to read and how he replied: ‘Find
out if the child likes the teacher.’
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Such an answer suggests changing the emphasis from ‘why is the child
not able to read?’ to ‘why does the child not want to read?’ An
investigation of how the child views his school and his home
environment and also his idea of what ‘reading’ is about may provide
explanations of the child’s reluctance to do what others do. Of course
this approach would apply to all negative responses made by children
to the work of their teachers.
Ravenette adds to Kelly’s statement as follows:
‘Find out if the teacher likes the child, and at the same time is not
forcing the child into a role which is inappropriate, and is not
depriving the child of the means of developing his own identity in
a constructive way, nor using the child to meet his own needs.’
(HANDS UP IF YOU FEEL GUILTY!) (Bannister and Fransella
1971).
Development as a perpetual experiment
Kelly describes a school run along lines suggested by Personal
Construct Theory:
‘The primary object of the school is not to control behaviour, or
even to ‘give’ the child experience – two goals frequently cited by
educators. In a society convinced that freedom is more than a
happy personal convenience, that it enables men to make the most
of their capacity to help each other, a school cannot allow itself to
become an instrument for keeping the under-privileged in line by
squashing their impulses. Moreover, the school cannot permit
itself to take the position that experience, instead of being a
prerogative of all human life, is to be doled out in calculated
amounts by the educational establishment.
Yet none of this is to say that limits on behaviour are to be
abandoned or that experience cannot proceed in an orderly
fashion. The limits on behaviour are seen as largely self-imposed
by the child; but regardless of who imposes them, they serve as
guard rails, permitting freer experimentation within presumed
limits of safety…’
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It is important to find clear and practical theories to define the nature of
the education which could possibly take place in school. Otherwise
there is a real possibility that those who are ‘full of a passionate
intensity’ will offer convincing philosophies which can be sold more
easily in the educational market place than can education based on
Kelly’s subtle insights. For instance:
‘The new and fashionable anarchy flies in the face of human
nature, for it holds that children and students will work from
natural inclination rather than the desire for reward… Exams make
people work hard. Much opposition to them is based on the belief
that people work better without reward and incentive, a naivety
which is against all knowledge of human nature. All life depends
on passing exams. If you fail at football, they drop you to the
reserves, if you fail in business you go bankrupt… To create an
education system without exams is to fail to prepare children and
students for the realities of adult life.’ Quoted in Bannister and
Fransella (1971).
Is it not against constructs like these that children rightly rebel? They
challenge, among other things, the premise that ‘all life depends on
passing exams’ and the pre-emptive view of human nature expressed
above. They do not see why life needs to be competitive – they are
experimenting with other possibilities.
The answers they get from society will help determine what future
questions they ask.
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The Effect of the Situation on the Language
Production of Working Class Children
Introduction
In the last twenty years there has been increased interest in the
language capabilities of the different social classes.
This interest derives, in the main, from the theories of Basil Bernstein,
in ‘Class, Codes and Control’ vols. 1 to 3 (Bernstein 1971, 1972,
1975). We can summarise Bernstein’s thesis as follows: There is a
fundamental qualitative difference between working-class (or at least
unskilled working-class) speech and middle-class speech; and this is
not a matter of underlying grammar, dialect or slang, but rather of the
different use of the grammatical system and vocabulary. The
difference will arise from different relationships to the social structure.
The two classes can be said to be using different codes because there
are differences which underlie the particular choices they make in
speech. They arise because there are two different kinds of
socialisation involved which find their expression in different kinds of
language.
For Bernstein, language is a set of rules to which all speech codes must
comply, but which speech codes are realised is a function of the culture
acting through social relationships in specific contexts.
Although from the above it may seem that there could be a large
number of codes, Bernstein is famous for just two – elaborated and
restricted. Elaborated code has the effect, Bernstein says, of imposing
the speaker’s individuality on the utterances, and it is contextindependent. The elaborated code is characterised linguistically by the
use of a relatively high proportion of subordinate clauses, passive
verbs, adjectives, uncommon adverbs and conjunctions, and the
pronoun ‘I’.
Restricted code, on the other hand, tends to be employed in informal
situations, and it has the effect of stressing the speaker’s membership
of a group. It is generally tied to context in that a number of the shared
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assumptions of the group will be implicitly understood rather than
overtly expressed, and there is relatively high predictability of which
linguistic forms will be used. Linguistically, restricted code is signalled
by a high proportion of personal pronouns, particularly ‘you’ and
‘they’, by tag questions soliciting the agreement of the listener, such as
‘wouldn’t it?’, ‘aren’t they?’, and by the absence of elaborated-code
features.
Middle-class speakers are said to use both codes, but some workingclass speakers are said to have access only to restricted code, and this
is said to affect the way such speakers can express themselves and
form concepts. This is claimed to be particularly important in
education, since ‘schools are predicated upon elaborated code’
(Bernstein, vol. 1 p212).
However, the significance of Bernstein in the lives and attitudes of
schools, teachers and children lies not so much in what he actually
said, as in what people think he said. Bernstein rocketed in a
phenomenally short period of time (about ten years) to a position
where, in Trudgill’s words, ‘his theories are often taught as accepted
orthodoxy in Colleges and Institutes of Education’ (Trudgill 1975).
Bernstein himself spent a considerable amount of time and energy after
the publication of his early papers trying to modify and redirect the
emphasis of what he had said to begin with, and frequently (and often
justifiably) insisted that he was being misunderstood and caricatured
by people who thought they were expounding his ideas. But whatever
his contortions, and whether he meant it to happen or not, Bernstein
has given academic respectability and support to the prejudice that
working-class language is inferior to middle-class language. In this
respect, he has done immense damage. On the other hand, people in
universities often say much worse things than he did, and nobody takes
much notice. Bernstein was fortunate or unfortunate enough to tunnel
into an already existing mineshaft of many people’s subconscious or
semi-conscious minds; a shaft which linked the crucially sensitive area
of language with the chronically suspicious British class system.
The dangers of an unqualified acceptance of Bernstein’s early
theoretical position are to be found in a much quoted experiment by
Hawkins (1969), who set out to study the relationship between the
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language of five-year-old children and their social class. He divided
over 300 children into middle-class and working-class groups on the
basis of the occupational and educational status of their parents. The
children were then interviewed and given tasks to do. One task was to
look at a series of four pictures showing some boys playing football,
kicking a ball through a window, being shouted at by a man and
running away. They then had to tell the story in the pictures. Hawkins
quotes two ‘slightly exaggerated’ versions of the same story as told,
respectively, by middle-class and working-class children. That is,
although he must have collected over 300 actual stories, he invents
hypothetical illustrations for his argument, but he gives no reason for
this.
The two versions are as follows:
1.

2.

Three boys are playing football and one boy kicks the ball and it
goes through the window – and the ball breaks the window and the
boys are looking at it – and a man comes out – and shouts at them
– because they’ve broken the window – so they run away – and
then that lady looks out of her window – and she tells the boys off.
They’re playing football and he kicks it and it goes through there –
it breaks the window and they’re looking at it and he comes out
and shouts at them because they’ve broken it – so they run away –
and then she looks out and she tells them off.

Hawkins argues that the two stories differ in elaboration and in the
amount of information communicated. (1) is explicit about what
happens, but (2) cannot be understood without the pictures and
therefore makes greater demands on the listener.
He argues further that these ‘considerable differences’ between
working-class and middle-class children’s language ‘may well have
important cognitive consequences’, since working-class children have
reduced possibilities of modification and qualification (you cannot
modify a pronoun with an adjective).
The data for these arguments are statistically significant differences in
the numbers of nouns and pronouns used by the two groups of
children, and in particular the frequent use of exophoric pronouns by
the working-class group. Exophoric pronouns are pronouns which refer
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outwards from the speaker’s utterance, and which assume that the
listener or reader has a shared understanding of what it is that the
speaker refers to in those pronouns. In Hawkins’ restricted-code
example (number 2 above), ‘They’re’, ‘he’ and ‘it’ in ‘They’re playing
football and he kicks it’ are exophoric pronouns referring to ‘some
boys’, ‘a boy’ and ‘the ball’ respectively. (The other major type of
pronoun in this group is the anaphoric pronoun, which refers back to a
noun which has already occurred in the utterance.)
However, Hawkins’ data come from one situation. Hawkins disregards
the effect that context may have on language production. He studies
language use in an experimental interview setting, not natural language
use. Using an experimental situation does not ensure that the context is
the same for both groups, since it is plausible they perceived the
context differently.
The fact that Hawkins fails to consider the context means that he fails
to consider the crucial distinction between knowledge of language and
use of language. It could well be that the working-class children knew
how to use elaborated language, and would do so if they thought it
appropriate.
In view of the important implications of Hawkins’ work and his
generalisations on the basis of speech production in one situation, it
was decided to replicate the Hawkins experiment in a modified form.
The present experiment poses the question: to what extent were
Hawkins’ results the product of testing children in one situation? In
other words, can Hawkins’ conclusions be generalised to all situations?
Are his samples of working-class speech representative of workingclass speech in general?

How the study was carried out
To try to answer the question above, the Hawkins situation was
repeated, but a second condition was added. In the second situation,
subjects were left alone and asked to tell the story of what was
happening in the four picture cards. They were further told that the
tape of their story would be used by one of their fellow pupils in order
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to select the four pictures being talked about from a set of twelve
similar pictures.
The subjects consisted of 24 female pupils from a south London
comprehensive school. The geographical location of the school’s
intake and the occupational status of the subjects’ parents allowed one
to class all the subjects as working class.
There were two groups of subjects. One group was of average age 16.2
yrs, and there was a younger age group of average age 13.3 yrs. 12
subjects in each group were tested.
As the stimulus cards used to elicit speech were the same in each
situation (only the instructions to the subject varied), each subject was
only run under one condition. Six of each group of twelve were
randomly assigned to each condition.
Each speech sample was taped and later transcribed and analysed.
The experiment was concerned to analyse sample length and use of
exophoric pronouns in the two conditions.

Situation 1
In this situation the four picture cards were laid out in sequence on a
table in front of the subject. The experimenter sat next to the subject
operating the cassette recorder. The following instructions were given
to the subject. ‘I would like you to tell the story of what is happening
in those four pictures. Let me know when you are ready to start and I
will start the cassette.’

Situation 2
In this situation the four picture cards were laid out in sequence on a
table in front of the subject. The tape recorder was running. The
instructions to the subject were as follows.
‘In front of you, you can see four picture cards. I would like you to
tell the story of what is happening in these pictures on to this
cassette recorder. The tape of the story you tell will be used by one
of your classmates to select these four pictures from a set of
twelve similar pictures. I am going to leave the room. Please come
outside when you have finished taping the story.’
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The Pictures in Sequence
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Thanks to Peter Jones for drawing the pictures.
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Transcripts of the speech samples
Group A – average 16.2 years
Condition 1
1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

The boy is playing football, and he smashed the window with the
ball, and he’s gone to the man and said ‘Can I have me ball back,’
and the man said he’s got to sweep up the glass.
A little boy’s playing football and he’s kicked it through
somebody’s window and smashed the glass. And he goes up to ask
for his ball back – goes to the man to ask for his ball back, and the
man made him clear it up.
A little boy’s playing football and he’s thrown it through the
window and the man’s just looking at it. And then they’re having a
row and then the boy’s clearing it up.
There’s a little boy running and kicking the ball and he kicks it too
hard and it smashes a window. And the man comes out and starts
telling him off, ‘cos he broke the window and he tells him that he
has to sweep it up, so he’s sweeping all the glass up.
There’s a little boy, kicking a ball, and then there’s a man and the
ball has gone through the window and hit his father’s cups over
and he’s come out and had a go at the little boy and the little boy’s
got to clean up.
This little boy is playing with a ball, in his back garden and he
smashes a window. The father looks round and he gets annoyed.
The boy’s knocked over all this cutlery and that and his father’s
saying – I don’t know what his father’s saying – the father looks
surprised or annoyed and it looks like the boy is making some
excuse anyway he’s got to clear up everything in the end.

Condition 2
7.

Paul is playing football in the back yard on his own. The door of
his house is shut and the shed is empty. Paul is using the dustbin
as a target – it is a normal day. Paul misses the bin and knocks the
ball through the side window of the house. His father, Mr.
Tomkins, looks round and sees the ball which knocks over his cup
of tea and biscuits. Mr. Tomkins is very surprised as he sees the
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glass flying around the floor. He was reading his newspaper and
this has disturbed him. Mr. Tomkins gets up and goes to the door,
to see who has knocked the ball through the window. He opens the
door and sees Paul standing there trying to explain what had really
happened. Mr. Tomkins is in such a rage that he goes to grab Paul
and starts shouting and telling him that he’ll have to pay for the
window, and that he must clear the mess. Paul says he will and
goes into the house. Mr. Tomkins finds him a box so that he can
put the glass in and he gives him a brush. Paul kneels down and
brushes up the glass, putting it into the box. Mr. Tomkins gets
some boards, puts nails into the boards and nails up the window.
After he has finished Paul picks up his ball off the floor and goes.
Mr. Tomkins shuts the door and goes back to read his newspaper.
8. Tommy is playing football in his back yard. The door of his house
is shut and joined on to this house is his shed. Next to the shed is
his dustbin. After kicking the ball he misses the wall and it goes
through to the window. The ball lands on to the table, knocking
the cup and saucer over and the sugar bowl, and smashing a few
plates. Mr. Parkinson turned round quickly wondering what it was,
he puts his newspaper down and rushes to the front door. Outside,
there is Tommy with his hands up looking worried wondering
where the ball is. Mr. Parkinson looks very worried as if to hit
Tommy. He makes Tommy pick up all the glass that he has
smashed and to take his ball outside. All the glass has been put
into a box. When he has finished picking it up, Mr. Parkinson has
to nail up the window with planks of wood.
9. Now here is a boy playing football outside his house. The door is
shut. Mr. Smith is surprised when he sees the ball goes through the
window and smashes it and knocks everything off the table – his
cup of tea and his biscuit. Mr. Smith is very annoyed and he tells
off John Smith to go and clear up the mess he has made. John
starts sweeping up the glass and putting it into a box. He looks
very sorrowful for what he has done, at all the mess he has made
in the room.
10. A little boy was running along and he was playing with his ball.
He was in the back yard of Mr. Jones’ garden. As he runs along he
kicks the ball and it goes through Mr. Jones’ window and it falls
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into his table knocking over all the cups, spilling the sugar all over
the table. Mr. Jones was reading his paper and he is very shocked
by the loud crash as the window pane smashes all over the room.
He turns round to see what is going on. There is a shy knock at the
door, and when he goes there, there is a little boy holding out his
hands. He looks very shocked and he thinks, ‘Oh dear, what’s the
matter?’ The boy says ‘Please can I have my ball back? I’m very
sorry that it went through your window.’ He holds his hand to his
mouth, and says, ‘Well you’d better come in and clear up the
mess.’ The little boy comes in and Mr. Jones gives him a brush
and he sweeps up the glass into a box. He is very unhappy that he
has done this bad thing and he hopes Mr. Jones will soon forgive
him. As he kneels down and sweeps up the glass he looks at the
glass and he is very sad.
11. Tom was playing football in his back garden when all of a sudden,
crash, the ball went through the window and knocked everything
off the table. His father looked round, ‘Oh dear what’s happened?’
He went outside, little Tommy was standing out there. ‘I’m
terribly sorry dad. I didn’t mean to do it. I’ll clear it up for you
honestly.’ So little Tommy got a dustpan and brush and swept up
the glass.
12. The boy came along the road kicking his football. His father was
in the kitchen having some tea. All of a sudden there was one
almighty crash and the ball came flying through the window and
spilt the tea cups, over the tablecloth and on to the floor, and the
glass covered the floor. Then the boy came running in. His father
had an argument with him and told him to clear up the glass. The
boy felt sorry about this, so he started to get a great big cardboard
box and put the glass into the box.

Group B – average 13.3 years
Condition 1
1.

In the first one there is a boy playing football outside his house.
And in the second one where he has kicked the ball it went
through the window and it smashed it and when the father saw
this, he started calling him in, to come and clear it up. And in the
fourth one he is starting to clear up all the bits of glass.

Language Production of Working Class Children 269
2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

In the first picture the boy is kicking the ball. In the second, the
ball comes through the window. In the third the man’s telling the
boy off and in the fourth the boy’s sweeping up the broken glass.
Well, here’s a boy who’s playing football and he kicks the football
and it smashes one of his neighbour’s windows. And the man
come out and point to him and em he gives him back his ball or
something.
There’s a little boy and he’s playing football and the ball goes
through the window and smashes it, and knocks a cup over and off
the table. Then the man comes out and tells him off, and he has to
sweep all the glass and that up off the floor.
The boy’s kicking the ball around outside in the back playground,
and unluckily he kicks the ball through the back window. The
man’s looking at his paper and he comes out, and tells off the boy
and he has to go inside and he has to pick up the glass.
A boy – a kid’s playing football and he breaks the window and his
dad’s really mad at him because he’s knocked over something and
he’s had to clear it up.

Condition 2
7.

8.

A boy playing football near a house. There is a dustbin and the
house looks rather old. There are trees at the back and looks cold
though, ‘cos there’s no leaves on the tree, and em, that’s all about
the first one. The boy who’s in the first picture has just kicked the
ball through the house and knocked the cup off the table, and the
man’s just looking at everything’s been spoilt. In the third picture,
it looks like the man’s going to murder the boy ‘cos he hit the ball
in the house and the boy’s – I think he’s just saying, ‘I’m sorry I
didn’t mean to do it.’ And last of all he had to clear it all up, ‘cos
he done it with his football. He looks a bit depressed – but he has
to do it.
This picture shows a small boy who of course is playing with his
football and it happens that he kicks the ball through the window
and the man is reading his paper, and knocks over the cup and
saucer and everything goes on the floor. And of course he goes to
ask for his ball back and it ends up that the boy has to pick up
everything that’s broken. It’s a very typical scene of everyday life
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and there’s nothing very extraordinary about it. It looks to me as if
it’s in the city – there are a whole lot of trees but I can see some
telegraph poles in the background, and the alleyway seems to be
very narrow. And it’s definitely a city house, because the houses
are terraced.
9. There is a little boy who is kicking the football across to the
houses and he has broken the window, in the second picture, and
knocked the man’s tea over. Now the boy is – the man is arguing
with the boy, and telling him off. The boy is trying to explain what
happened. And in the last picture the boy is sweeping up the mess
he has made.
10. A little boy was playing in his backyard with a football, he was
aiming to kick the dustbin, but accidently the ball went through the
window. His dad sees it smashing through the window and
knocking over the cups and the sugar. Everything went
everywhere. So his father come running out. Johnny didn’t know
what to say, he said ‘sorry’, but it didn’t seem to work. His father
brought him inside and made him clear up all the things. Put all
the rubbish in a box. The boy looked sad.
11. It is a really nice day. John has decided to play football, and he is
enjoying his football, in the back garden, behind his house.
Suddenly he throws the ball through the window and breaks it.
Now his father is reading his paper nicely and comfortably until he
is disturbed by a smash of the glass. He looks behind him and sees
a ball coming through the window, on the table and spilling
everything on the table. Everything’s everywhere. John’s father is
really angry and thinks, ‘I’ll get that boy if I can.’ So he goes out
to tell off John; and John says, ‘Oh please dad, forgive me, give
me my ball back please.’ His dad says, ‘But you should look after
the ball properly not throw it around without looking what’s going
on.’ John is really angry he doesn’t know what to do. He asks his
dad what can he do for him to forgive him. So his dad tells him,
‘I’ll tell you what to do, you’ll come in the kitchen and you’ll have
to do everything by yourself, clear everything and put it in the
box.’ John says ‘Alright.’ John is really sad because he is not
allowed to play with the ball anymore. So John goes into the
kitchen, and he starts to collect all the rubbish from the floor. He
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takes a brush and a pan to put all the rubbish in a box. It takes him
really long to clear this up, but he does it anyway ‘cos it was his
fault the ball went through the window and not somebody’s else’s.
So that made him learn not to play with the ball in the back yard
near the houses where glass could smash and maybe hurt someone.
12. There is a boy outside a house playing with a football. He is
kicking it around, near a dustbin. He gives it one big kick and it
flies through a window. His father is sitting in the sitting room and
there are some cups on the table. He looks up when he hears the
noise, and with a surprise, all the cups and everything on the table
is smashed up. The father is furious, he gets up and goes outside to
see who done it. His son is standing there asking for his ball. His
father tells him off and asks him why he did this. He was really
furious, he drags the boy into the house and makes him sweep up
all the rubbish. The boy is very sad that he did this.

Table 1

Speech Sample Lengths in Words

Group A – average age 16.2 years
Condition 1 – number of
words per sample
S1
2
3
4
5
6

38
44
32
53
46
71

Condition 2 – number of
words per sample
S7
8
9
10
11
12

250
159
94
221
73
99

Group B – average age 13.3 years
Condition 1 – number of
words per sample
S1
2
3
4
5
6

66
39
39
50
50
30

Condition 2 – number of
words per sample
S7
8
9
10
11
12

140
122
68
91
297
135

(For full statistical analysis of these data, see Appendix 1)
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Table 2

Use of anophoric and exophoric pronouns

Group A – average age 16.2 years
Condition 1.
Anophoric
pronouns
S1
2
3
4
5
6

2
3
2
3
0
4

Exophoric
pronouns
1
2
3
7
1
1

Total
pronouns
3
5
5
10
1
5
Average %

Exophoric pronouns
as % of total
33.3
40.0
60.0
70.0
100.0
20.0
53.9

Condition 2.
Anophoric
pronouns
S7
8
9
10
11
12

17
14
11
21
3
3

Exophoric
pronouns
0
0
0
7
1
0

Total
pronouns
17
14
11
28
4
3
Average %

Exophoric pronouns
as % of total
0.0
0.0
0.0
25.0
25.0
0.0
8.33

Group B – average age 13.3 years
Condition 1.
Anophoric
pronouns
S1
2
3
4
5
6

7
0
3
2
3
3

Exophoric
pronouns
5
0
3
2
2
2

Total
pronouns
12
0
6
4
5
5
Average %

Exophoric pronouns
as % of total
41.6
0.0
50.0
50.0
40.0
40.0
36.9
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Condition 2.
Anophoric
pronouns
S7
8
9
10
11
12

5
6
2
8
32
20

Exophoric
pronouns
4
0
0
0
1
0

Total
pronouns

Exophoric pronouns
as % of total

9
6
2
8
33
20
Average %

44.4
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.03
0.0
7.4

(For full statistical analysis of these data, see Appendix 2)

Discussion
The present experiment has concerned itself with investigating the
effects of the situation on speech production.
In particular the present experiment has tried to test the applicability of
Hawkins’ (1969) findings on working-class children’s speech elicited
in one situation, to that of working-class speech in general.
In other words, how justified are Hawkins’ conclusions about workingclass speech, when they are based on samples elicited in one speech
situation?
To recap the Hawkins’ experimental procedure: each subject sat next to
the experimenter and was asked to ‘tell the story of the four picture
cards’.
Hawkins found that significantly more working-class children used
items of exophoric reference, particularly third-person pronouns, while
significantly more middle-class children more frequently used nouns
and anaphoric pronouns.
Hawkins provides no actual transcripts; he constructs ‘somewhat
exaggerated’ versions of the stories produced. One version is used to
typify ‘elaborated-code’ speech and the other to typify ‘restricted-code’
speech.
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In the ‘elaborated’ example there are 13 nouns used and 6 personal
pronouns used. The six pronouns are all ‘anophoric’ in nature, that is,
they refer backwards to things or people already mentioned. In the
‘restricted’ example there are 2 nouns and 14 pronouns. The pronouns
in this second example are mostly ‘exophoric’ in nature, that is, they
refer outwards to items in the pictures which the listener is supposed to
be aware of.
Hawkins states that if we can show that the working-class children not
only use more pronouns than the middle-class children, but use more
exophoric pronouns than the middle-class children, then we can show
that they are using pronouns in a different kind of way, for a different
purpose.
Hawkins’ results apparently supported this hypothesis.
However, as the experimenter obviously could see the pictures,
exophoric reference seems to be perfectly justifiable.
As Coulthard says – ‘It could be argued that as the children were
simply asked “to look at some picture cards and tell the story”, it is a
little odd to classify them as to whether they assumed that the
interviewer, who obviously could see the cards, could not.’ (Coulthard
1974, p45).
Stubbs (1976) says that really the most that can be said for the
Hawkins experiment is that it shows that the working-class children
used certain language; it does not show that they would not have used
different language in different circumstances.
The present experiment asked whether or not working-class children
are able to use different language in different situations.
As can be seen from tables 1 and 2 above and from appendices 1 and 2
below, the answer to this question is certainly ‘yes’.
In condition 2 of the present experiment there is very little use at all of
exophoric reference. In fact 4 out of 6 subjects in both age groups use
no exophoric pronouns at all in speech samples which have a mean
length of 146 words!
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The second situation obviously demanded a very clear explicit account
of the story depicted in the four picture cards, as subjects thought that
their stories were to be used by another pupil to select the correct 4
pictures from a set of 12. The data and analysis show that the workingclass children were perfectly capable of giving such clear, explicit, dare
we say ‘elaborated’ accounts.
The evidence of the present experiment would strongly refute any
attempt to generalise from Hawkins’ experiment.
All Hawkins’ experiment shows is that his experimental context did
not elicit elaborated speech from his working-class subjects. The
generalisation which is warranted is: ‘the social classes differ in terms
of the contexts which effect certain realisations’ (Stubbs 1976, p40).
The present experiment also casts doubt on the generality of
Bernstein’s thesis that some working-class speakers may only have
access to restricted code.
12 of the working-class children in this experiment have demonstrated
quite clearly their ability to use elaborated code when it is deemed
necessary, and this ability is present by at least the age of 13.3 years
(the mean age of the younger group tested).
The present experiment adds further weight to the growing body of
opinion as to the importance of the ‘situation’ in eliciting linguistic
data (Labov 1972; Cazden, John and Hymes 1972; Stubbs 1976).

Conclusion
The present experiment provides support for the importance of the
situation in eliciting speech samples. In particular it shows that
working-class children, at least from the age of 13 years, are able to
produce speech samples devoid of exophoric reference if the situation
requires that they do so. The experiment therefore regards as
unwarranted any attempt to generalise about the use of speech by
working-class children from data collected in one speech situation.
More investigation is needed into which situations produce which
forms of speech, and why.
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Appendices
Although the figures which appear in Table 1 and Table 2 tell their
own story in a common-sense way, in studies based on statistics it is
practice to show mathematically that the figures are statistically
significant, and not the result of chance factors. The appropriate
method in this case is the uncorrelated ‘t’ test. Full details of this test
are given in Appendix 1 and Appendix 2, which relate to Table 1 and
Table 2.
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Appendix 1 Analysis of Speech Sample Lengths Using the
Uncorrelated ‘t’ Test
Data show speech sample lengths under two experimental conditions.
Condition 1
Older
Subject

1

Younger
Subject

Condition 2
Older
Subject

38

7 250

2

44

3

32

8 159

4

53

10 221

5

46

11

73

6

71

12

99

1

66

2

39

3

38

9

68

4

50

10

91

5

50

11 297

6

30

9

Younger
Subject

7 140
8 122

12 135
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XA
2
( XA )
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A
XA

XA

2

311364

2

=

2
( XB )

= 25947
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B
XB

2

A

S

XB 145.75

46.5

( XA)

= SSA = 1721

1
A

+

1) + ( B 1)
1
B

XB

2

=

3059001
12

=

1
12

+

1
12

=

1721 + 59494
11 + 11

= 0.166

=

= 254916.75

= 314411
( XB)

2

B

SSA + SSB
( A

B = 12

XB 1749

= 27668

2

94

61215
22

2
= SSB = 59494

= 2782.5
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t =

46.5 145.75
2782.5 × 0.166

=

99.25
21.491

= 4.618

t = -4.816 with (12 - 1) + (12 - 1) = 22 df.

From tables, the critical value of ‘t’ = 3.85 at the 0.001 level of
significance with 20 df.
As our observed value is -4.168 with 22 df.:
Our level of ‘t’ is significant at the 0.001 level of significance.
The hypothesis that there will be a difference between the length of
speech samples under the two conditions is supported.
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Appendix 2 Analysis of Use of Exophoric Pronouns as a
Percentage of Total Pronouns Used in the Two
Speech Production Situations, Using the
Uncorrelated ‘t’ Test.
Group A – Average age 16.2 years
Condition 1
Subject

Condition 2

1

33.3%

2
3
4

7

0%

40.0%

8

0%

60.0%

9

0%

70.0%

10

25%

5 100.0%

11

25%

12

0%

6

Subject

20.0%

A =6

XA 323.3

XB 50

XA 53.88
2
( XA )

=

A
XA

XA

2

104522.89
6

2

=

( XA)

( A
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A
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1) + ( B 1)

+

1
B

8.33

B

2

SSA + SSB

1

t=

= 17420.48

2
( XB )

XB

A

S

XB

= 21608

2

=

=

1
5

+

B=6

1
5

45.58

502.08 × 0.4 14.17

=

XB

4187.5 + 833.34

= 0. 4

= 3.216

5+5

2

2

=

8.33

2500
6

= 1250
( XB)
B

=

= 416.66

5020.86
10

2
= SSB = 833.34

= 502.08
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From tables, critical value of ‘t’ = 2.31 at the 0.05 level of significance.
As our observed value, 3.216, is greater than this, we can reject the
hypothesis that there is no difference between the population means.
The present experiment provides support for the hypothesis that the
ratio of exophoric to total pronouns is not the same under the two
speech situations investigated for subjects of average age 16.2 years.
Group B – Average age 13.3 years
Condition 1
Subject

1
2
3
4
5
6

Condition 2

41.6%
0.0%
50.0%
50.0%
40.0%
40.0%

Subject

7
8
9
10
11
12

A =6

XA 221.6

XA
2
( XA )

=

A
XA
XA

2

49106.56
6

2

=

B

2
= SSA = 1746.13

SSA + SSB
( A
1
A

t =

2
( XB )

= 8184.43

XB

A

S

XB

36.93

( XA)

+

36.93

1) + ( B 1)
1
B

=

7.40

337.96 × 0.40
t = 2.54 with 8 df.

1
5
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2
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2
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From tables, critical value of ‘t’ = 2.31 at the 0.05 level of significance.
As our observed value, 2.54, is greater than this, we can reject the
hypothesis that there is no difference between the population means.
The present experiment provides support for the hypothesis that the
ratio of exophoric to total pronouns is not the same under the two
speech situations investigated for subjects of average age 13.3 years.

Chapter Six

Five Girls:
Classroom Interaction and
Informal Speech
by Dennis Searle

Introduction
This paper brings together two related sets of observations. The first
half of the paper reports on the results of following five girls through
one day of classes each and trying to describe the language demands
which the school made on them. The second half provides a look at
each of these girls talking informally about their lives and tries to
illustrate some of the language resources these girls used.

Five Girls: the Language Demands of a School
Day
In considering the language-linked difficulties of inner-city pupils, the
problems of the pupils are often discussed from the point of view of the
school. It is obvious that the school is heavily dependent on language
for distributing information, evaluating pupils and creating and
maintaining control. It is also obvious from our own experiences in
school that the way language is used in school is different from the
everyday use of language. We assume then, that this different language
presents difficulties to the pupils, particularly to pupils whose home
culture is not in harmony with school culture. However, beyond such
broad concepts as subject language, demands of the school are rarely
spelled out. When they are, the results may be surprising. Cooper
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(Bernstein's Codes: A Classroom Study 1976), for example, following
classes in mathematics and sciences, found that the pupils in the
classes were called on to use language much more closely resembling
Bernstein’s concept of a restricted code than the elaborated code which
was thought to be the code of education. At any rate, it seems likely
that the precise demands of the school might be more discrete and
more varied than had been imagined. I decided to try to approach this
problem from the pupils’ point of view. Most studies of classroom
language had focussed on particular classes, but instead I focussed on
five girls, taping and collecting assignments and written work
whenever I could. In the first part of this paper I wish to present a
picture of these girls’ days, offer some preliminary observations and
raise some questions which follow from my study.

The School
The school is an all-girls comprehensive school within the innerLondon area. My work was done in the upper school, which occupies
one of the school’s two sites. The school has an enrolment of about
twelve hundred and the students represent a wide racial mix. The
school encourages teaching methods which engage the girls in group
work, independent projects and classroom talk. The school does not
attempt to establish an authoritarian control and I would describe the
atmosphere as hectic but friendly.

The Classes
The five girls were all in the fifth form and were in the process of
revision for CSE examinations. By following the girls at this time, I
felt I would be seeing them at a time when the demands of the school
would be most specific, and when whatever adaptations the girls had
made to those demands would be most complete. In all, I observed
seventeen classes, fifteen of which lasted seventy minutes and two of
which lasted two hours and twenty minutes. The seventeen classes
were made up of 3 English, 3 mathematics, 2 geography, and one each
of basic education, human biology, commerce, child development,
chemistry, physics, history, social studies and German. Collectively, I
felt that these classes gave me a good look at the range of academic
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activities which were offered by the school. Eight of the classes were
conducted by the teacher from the front of the room, while the other
nine classes were conducted either in groups, by individual worksheet
or by individually organized revision. Each of the situations created its
own demands and again provided a range of situations seen to be
typical of the school. Generally, the classes were small, more than
fifteen girls in a class being an exception. There were at least four
factors explaining the small classes:
1.
2.

3.
4.

Some girls had left school at Easter;
Some girls had simply stopped attending school, particularly as
examinations approached and they felt it pointless to sit
examinations;
Classes such as physics or basic education were small because of
the specialized nature of the subject;
A group of fifth year girls was out of the school on a trip to Wales
with the geography department.

Classes in the school are organized to be made up of pupils of mixed
ability. There are, however, some de facto exceptions to this principle
in certain subject areas. For example, physics attracts students of a
higher ability than does human biology. (The difficulty of physics is
clearly explained to girls when they make their choice of subjects in
the third year.) The mathematics classes had been arranged two years
previously according to ability and although that practice had been
abolished, the classes were still influenced by that grouping. The
combination of friendly atmosphere and small class size resulted in
close communication between teachers and pupils.

Language Demands
In fact, it is difficult to determine exactly what a language demand is.
At times, a language demand such as ‘Be quiet!’ may be closely related
to behaviour while at other times demands such as solving a
mathematical problem may be much more closely related to thought. A
demand can be considered on one level to be really a demand to accept
a role in a speech situation. It can be a demand to use certain skills. It
may be a demand to use specific terminology. It may be the demand to
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do certain things with language, such as ask a question or explain an
idea. It may be the requirement to select and use a certain dialect
considered to be appropriate. It may be a demand to operate in a certain
situation, that is, to communicate in groups, before the class, or face to
face with the teacher. Language demands may be very explicit or only
implicit. For this reason, it is necessary to consider just what is being
required by the teacher. In describing each girl’s day, I shall be
considering this complexity of the term ‘demands’. As this is a
preliminary study, I shall only be describing limited highlights of each
day.

The Pupils and Their Days
One consideration for selecting girls for this study was an attempt to
select five girls of differing temperament and levels of achievement in
school. This selection had to be made within two other considerations,
namely:
1.

2.

that each girl be from one of two English classes I had been
observing and be a girl with whom I had recorded a conversation
outside of class;
that each girl still be in regular attendance at most of her classes.

The second requirement limited selection to girls who had chosen to
attend most classes and might be considered as more favourably
disposed towards their school and perhaps less bothered by the
demands of the classroom. Within these restrictions, however, I and the
teachers of the girls felt that I was able to select girls who could offer
different classroom experiences. In the following pages I will present a
description of these girls and their days. Through describing events and
providing transcripts, I hope that a picture of the language demands of
the school will gradually emerge.

A
Of the five girls, A has the lowest level of achievement in school. Her
concerns seemed more social and centred on enjoying herself rather
than on achievement. When challenged to work, she may react with
hostility. One teacher described her as having a chip on her shoulder. A
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has no plans to continue her schooling after her exams. A’s day
consisted of classes in English, mathematics, a free period instead of
French, and basic education. In English class, A was preparing to hand
in her folder to receive a grade towards her CSE result. She had been
asked to select her thirty best pieces of work, to present them divided
into the two categories of personal and factual, and to include an index
with titles of the work, pagination and date of work. A handed in her
folder at the end of class but announced that it contained only eighteen
pieces of work. During the class, sitting at a table with friends, the
group also read over and commented on a story by one of the girls. To
do this, the girls had to read, comprehend, evaluate, offer criticism and
even play the role of editor. Although the decision to read the story
was pupil-initiated, this activity was a regular part of the English
classroom activity and should be seen as a demand of the school. It
also required that one girl allow her story to be publicly examined, a
demand, in this case, not fully accepted by the writer of the story.

Transcript A

A, English Class

Erinthia:

I think that’s really good Anne.

Anne:

Oh! Shut up!

Janet:

(reading) Her mother knew what was wrong.

Erinthia:

Anne Wilson, that is the most romantic story. That is
original stuff you know.

A:

Go on. Where have you learned it?

Janet:

(reading) Her mother knew what was wrong because
she had gone when she was Jenny’s age.

Erinthia:

Oh yeh. Oh yeh.

Janet:

(reading) After dinner Jenny asked her mother what
happened to her. She said that he, that he ended up
being her father.

Erinthia:

What?

A:

Oh yeh.

Erinthia:

Father… I didn’t get that.
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Janet:

(reading) They both began to laugh. So did her father
when they told him.
What’s the joke?

A:

Oh – it’s the end. (laugh)

Erinthia:

Who’s got the puncher?

Janet:

(reading) The laughing made Jenny very happy and
she went to bed.

Erinthia:

Linda… Can I…?

A:

I think Karen put it in there.

Linda:

I haven’t got it. The what?

A:

Karen took it.

Erinthia:

The scissors?

A:

From there.

Erinthia:

Oh Karen. I’m going to bonk you. Go on.

Janet:

(reading) The laughing made Jenny happier and she
went to bed feeling happy. The next day was Sunday.
After going to church she returned to the house. She
and her mother had a very good talk.

A:

Do I put my date? Erinthia, should I?

Janet:

(reading) In the end (becomes obscured by Erinthia
and A).

Erinthia:

They’re marked up on a piece of paper somewhere.
Here we are.

Anne:

It’s not.

Erinthia:

Then … Janet.

Janet:

(reading) At break time Stephen came over to Jenny
and took her into the corner…

Erinthia:

Oh yeh.

Janet:

(reading) …and asked her if she would like to go out
with him.

Erinthia:

Oh yeh.

Janet:

(reading) Saturday. She said…
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A:

I don’t see no speech marks neither… look.

Erinthia:

Here you are.

A:

(unclear) and I’ll put the speech marks in.

Anne:

You like giving orders don’t you?

Janet:

(reading) He asked her why. She said because she
didn’t want to go out with him. A boy who already
had… a boy who already had a girl friend.

A:

So?

Janet:

(reading) Stephen was shocked.

A:

She was a (indistinct) girl there, remember?

Erinthia:

That all Anne?

Anne:

Yeh… the end.

Erinthia:

Stephen was shocked yeh. Come here?

Anne:

It’s finished.

Janet:

It isn’t.

Anne:

It has.

Erinthia:

It isn’t.

Janet:

Here it is. (reads) When he heard. When he h …

Anne:

No, you’re finished with that.

Janet:

(reading) When he heard… it… was.

Anne:

That’s another one that.

Janet:

(reading) Stephen were shocked when he learned
this. Was she talking about… Stephen were shocked
when he heard this. Was she talking about him or
another boy?

A:

Oh!

Janet:

(reading) When she heard this.

Janet/A:

(reading) Was she talking about him or another boy?

A:

This girl. Honestly. When he heard this was… You,
you didn’t put the girl in. You didn’t put the girl in.
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That’s why you couldn’t remember to put the speech
marks in.
Janet:

(reading) She was talking about. He asked her if she
was talking about another boy.

A:

That’s it again you know.

Anne:

I can’t help it.

Janet:

(reading) She was talking about him. He said that he
hadn’t a steady then. She asked him about Carol, her
best friend. She had seen her out with him on the
past Saturday. He told her he had asked Carol about
her and she told him in the car.

Erinthia:

That’s good you know.

Janet:

(reading) Jenny didn’t say a thing. He asked her
again. This time she said, ‘Yes’.

Erinthia:

Yes.

Janet:

(reading) He took her out that Saturday.

Erinthia:

And they’ve been together ever since.

Janet:

(reading) Boy, was she dying for that day to arrive!
Boy Anne, you keep putting your boys in, boy.

Erinthia:

Sounds really boy eh?

Janet:

(reading) He kissed her for the very… (Erinthia joins
Janet) first time.

All:

(with mock dramatics) Oh! Aah!

Erinthia:

Oh mamma mia! Santa mia!

Anne:

Thank you. Now you read the first one.

In mathematics, A worked on two problems involving the solving of
simultaneous equations. These equations came from a list of problems,
entirely in algebraic notation, under the heading ‘Solve’. Pupils were
expected to ask the teacher for help when necessary. A requested help
for each problem. She then received private help of the following kind:

Transcript B

A, Mathematics

A:

You know this one. It’s got two minuses as well.
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Teacher:

Yeh.

A:

Do I change these as well?

Teacher:

Um, I believe that’s a bit more difficult isn’t it? You
haven’t got the same number of x’s. So even if you
made it minus or plus you’d still have minus 2y or
plus 4y. Which is going to be two, right?

A:

So I just leave it?

Teacher:

Well you can’t in fact get rid of the y’s and here you
can’t get rid of the x’s. See, you haven’t got the same
amount of x’s or the same amount of y’s. So, you’ve
got to change one of the equations (indistinct).

A:

Is that right so far?

Teacher:

No. Look.

A:

Where did the x… ?

Teacher:

X minus 2

A:

Is it?

Teacher:

We’ve got to start again. Three x minus two y
equals… five x minus four y equals … And you
haven’t got the same number of x’s or the same
number of y’s, but take equation one. Now, if I
multiplied that by two I’d get four y wouldn’t I? So I
can make that four y if I multiply the whole of that
equation by two.

A:

Mm.

Teacher:

Now you take equation one and you multiply it by
two. So you end up with… what do you put?

A:

Six y.

Teacher:

Minus four y equals sixteen. Now, you’ve got four
(indistinct). Okay? So now we’ve got the same
number of y’s, okay? So you can change all the
bottom to minus and add those together.
Teacher then leaves.

Help takes the form of having the problem explained and the solution
demonstrated. This explanation, as well, is in the symbol system of
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algebra. From a series of these problems and demonstrations, A must
internalize the language and process which the teacher uses to solve the
problem.
A is no longer attending French class because she is not sitting the CSE
examination. The linking of classes and examinations, of course,
carries strong messages about the function of the subject and its worth.
The school, by allowing A not to confront the demands of the
examination, suggests her failure to meet the demands, as well as an
automatic evaluation of her.
A’s last class, basic education, is aimed at providing extra assistance in
basic skills. It was offered by a member of the remedial department
and appeared to make formal and precise demands to improve
language ability. In the preceding class, students had requested that
they review punctuation. An interesting, but unanswerable question is
why the students felt they needed this review. The review took the
form suggested by transcript C.

Transcript C

A, Basic Education

Teacher:

Can everybody see? How many different sorts of
marks have you got?

Janet:

Speech marks.

Teacher:

What are speech marks? Can you put… can you put
speech marks on the board?

Janet:

Oh, no Miss.

Teacher:

What do they look like? How can you remember
them?

A:

Sixty-six and ninety-nine.

Teacher:

Sixty-six and ninety-nine. Now, which come first
when you’re actually doing the writing?

All:

Sixty-six.

Teacher:

Sixty-six. So with sixty-six, with six holes in. Then,
ninety- nine. Now those are …?

Student:

Speech marks. Speech marks. So when do we use
them?
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Janet:

When someone talks.

Teacher:

When somebody’s talking. Right. Use speech marks
when somebody’s talking.

The pupils were being asked to remember terminology and rules about
punctuation. The discussion of speech marks provides an interesting
contrast with A’s spontaneous introduction of them into the reading of
Anne’s story in the English class.
Janet/A:

(reading) Was she talking about him or another boy?

A:

This girl. Honestly. When he heard this was… You,
you didn’t put the girl in. That’s why you couldn’t
remember to put the speech marks in.

In discussing Anne’s story, A was using knowledge to make sense of
something.
Finally, the class was given two selections from a story, one
punctuated and one not. The girls then set about recopying the
unpunctuated passage in proper form. A did this slowly but well and
the class appeared to work earnestly to complete the task.

H
H is much more able to mix achievement and socializing in school. She
is not taking demanding subjects and is able to do relatively well in
them in comparison with her classmates. She creates an impression of
maturity and responsibility which allows her the freedom to govern her
own work. In July, she will begin work in an office and attend
secretarial classes on day release. H’s day consisted of classes in
human biology, commerce and a two hour twenty minute class in child
development. At the beginning of human biology class H was helping
a friend with answers to an old examination paper which H had already
completed. The work may seem basic recall, but H recognizes a
language component which her friend doesn’t. Her friend complains
that H gets better marks for the same work, but H explains, ‘It’s the
way you put it Iris.’ H cannot explain to Iris what she means and Iris
appears unable to understand what sort of way to put it. To get help the
girls must ask the teacher. Invariably H, much more comfortable in
dealing with teachers, asks on Iris’s behalf. H then goes on to her own

294 The Vauxhall Papers
revision and asks the teacher about the essays on the paper. The
teacher’s advice is shown in transcript D.

Transcript D

H, Human Biology

Teacher:

No, you always get a wide choice of essays and I’ve
told you already, that I… I would advise you not to
do the essay if you can do any other questions
because it’s, it’s a lot easier to do structured
questions like this than it is to sit down and think…
because you know, even if you can’t do a whole
question, you should be able to do about eight-tenths
of it and so you’ll get about eight out of ten, but if
you have an essay, you might get it completely
wrong. Some girls in the mock wrote some great
rubbish and wasted a quarter of an hour’s time.

The assumption here, that the apparently higher skills required to
organize and write from one’s own knowledge are too difficult, and
that students should accept heavily structured questions, contains
within it a view of what sort of knowledge is suitable to particular
students.
In commerce class the pupils were given a revision sheet and a list of
essay topics. They were asked to do the revision and then, as a group,
select an essay topic and plan together how it might be answered. In
fact, the group H was in never did respond to the essay topic. The
revision is largely a recollection of terminology in the form shown in
transcript E.

Transcript E

H, Commerce

H:

(reading) List the four main principles of insurance.

Lorraine:

Ah … Utmost…

Student A:

Well…

Lorraine:

Utmost good faith.

Student A:

Well?

Student B:

Where is it?

Lorraine:

It is … it’s utmost good faith.
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H:

Number six.

Student B:

What does it mean?

Lorraine:

List the four main things of insurance, right? You’ve
got to be, you’ve got to give your utmost good faith.

All:

(laughter)

Lorraine:

It’s on the paper somewhere.

All:

Oh yeh… where? where? Number six.

Student A:

Oh, you’re right Lorraine.

Lorraine:

I know, I’m not stupid.

Student A:

Not a bit.

Student B:

Utmost good faith
(pause)

H:

Let’s have another one. Utmost good faith.

Student B:

It’s the only one I know and you told me about it.

Student A:

Insurable interest.

Student B:

Insurance… um I know we wrote it down. I can’t
remember it. Stupid thing, ‘cause I read it last week.

Student A:

Insurable interest.

Lorraine:

Somebody’s saying that over there you know.

Student A:

Insurance what?

All:

Insurable interest.
(pause)

H:

One more.

Student A:

Um (laughter as she looks at the answer sheet).

Student B:

That’s cheating you know.

H:

Indemnity.

Student A:

Indemnity.

Student B:

And proximate cause.

H:

I.N.D.E.N.

296 The Vauxhall Papers
Student A:

E.M.N.

Lorraine:

I don’t know, I spelt it wrong. I’m not sure myself.

H:

One more.

Student B:

Proximate cause.

Lorraine:

You just looked that up.

Student B:

(laugh) No, I just thought of it.

Student A:

Where is it?

H:

What does that mean?

Lorraine:

I don’t know.

Student A:

Never heard of it.

H:

I want to know what it means. Does that mean that…
no… uh proximate means… the exact figure? No.

Although the work seems to be the recall of technical phrases, H’s
dilemma over ‘proximate cause’ shows that she does try to understand
the terminology. Her unfamiliarity with the phrase is explained when
the teacher joins the group:

Transcript F

H, Commerce

Teacher:

On number six you’ve only got… oh… you’ve
looked at it have you? You’ve looked at the answer.
Yeh, I was going to say…

H:

We got that one ourselves.

Student A:

We don’t even know what proximate cause is.

Teacher:

No, you don’t have to for CSE. From your point of
view you only need to know three, these three…
right. That’s all.

However, an explanation of ‘proximate cause’ was still not
forthcoming.
In child development class the teacher was suddenly unable to be
present. She had planned to work with the class on a worksheet about
the family. Instead, the class was given the sheet to work on in groups.
As a result, the girls had to provide the direction and evaluation which
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the teacher had planned to provide herself. The worksheet asks
questions like, ‘Why is the family unit so important?’ or, ‘What’s good
about living in a nuclear family?’ In answer to the last question, H
wrote:
Living in a nuclear family means you can always depend on
someone helping you if any trouble was to occur. It also means
that if a daughter is pregnant and she can’t afford to buy enough
things for the new infant, well this means most of the family can
chip in and buy things for her but if she never had a big family she
would have to buy all those things by herself and if she is married
the husband also helps to buy things.
This answer would not, I imagine, have remained in this form had the
teacher led the group. H appears to lose her concept of the nuclear
family as the writing proceeds.

J
J was considered by all to be the best school achiever. She is preparing
for O-levels in physics, mathematics and art and is planning to enter
the sixth form for her A-levels. She is a hard worker, but is also
prepared to offer ironic comment on events. J’s day consisted of
classes in English, mathematics, chemistry and physics. In the English
class J selected revision sheets for Catcher in the Rye and A Taste of
Honey. She worked alone on these sheets and chatted with her friends.
The revision on Catcher in the Rye is very structured. The questions,
for example ‘Why does Holden call Faith Cavendish and what
happens? Write three sentences’, are directed primarily toward content
and on one worksheet even give the suggested length of the answer.
The questions on A Taste of Honey require more personal response and
the students are directed: ‘The first two sections should be long
extended pieces of work’. Questions include: ‘What kind of a person is
Peter? (Think about his manner, appearance, humour, occupation and
dress.)’ These questions are intended to demonstrate to the students the
expectations of the examination and to provide a guide to revision.
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In mathematics, J is preparing to write an O-level examination. She is
working alone on an old examination paper. Her teacher is the same as
A’s and when she needs help she confers with her:

Transcript G

J, Mathematics

J:

You know this one, you want to do this one to the
nearest whole number?

Teacher:

Yeh.

J:

I got point eighteen. Just leave it like that?

Teacher:

Uh, does that make sense?

J:

Not really – not to me.

Teacher:

No, make sure you work through (indistinct). You
want, ‘Total cost of D as a percentage of the cash
price.’ Right, so you should have worked out the cash
price. Oh, you’re told it, you’re told the cash price.
That is the um price of offer D isn’t it, four hundred
ninety-four pounds. The original cash price was, uh,
when you reduced the right price by five per cent,
because that’s the cash price.

J:

Oh, yeh.

Teacher:

Okay, so the, uh, four hundred and ninety-four as a
fraction of this cash price and then times one
hundred.

Despite J’s and A’s different abilities, the teacher’s response is quite
similar. She analyses the problem, demonstrates the solution and
leaves J to learn from that.
In chemistry class, the teacher spends time showing how to answer a
longer question. He asks them to imagine:
If, if you were in a laboratory and you were given dishes with little
bits of, little bits of metal.. copper, magnesium, iron, calcium
(pause) what could you do with the things that we have in the
laboratory, the chemicals and the apparatus available in the
laboratory to find out which of these metals is most reactive and
which is least reactive?
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In terms of their language, the pupils are really being asked to use
language to replace actual experience, not merely to repeat past
experience, but to use language in its stead. After the steps have been
outlined the teacher says, ‘Now I will say how I would say it.’ Again, J
is being asked to use a teacher as a model for dealing with a problem,
to imitate his approach and style. The style includes phrases like,
‘Therefore, from this experiment, it seems likely that calcium is the
most reactive of these metals.’ The teacher sets the class to writing up
the essay. J finishes promptly and has done the task perfectly.
In physics, the teacher has planned to lead the class in revision. He
asks whether the class has any questions. Only one girl has, but the
teacher has prepared an extensive list of work and takes the students
through it in a methodical fashion. Throughout, his revision is filled
with basic terminology such as circuits, watts, and refraction. He
queries them about a more technical term like monochromatic and
throughout urges the use of ‘common sense’ whenever he feels it is
applicable. He shows great concern for the precision of explanation:

Transcript H

J, Physics

Teacher:

Now, uh what… when does refraction occur?

J:

When a ray of light passes from a dense, from a
dense to a less dense substance or vice versa.

Teacher:

Or vice versa, that’s right. Thank you, or vice versa,
yes. In other words, how would you say, instead of,
instead of quoting two cases, how would you say
something which is generally true? When a ray of
light…

J:

Passes from a substance of one density into a
substance of another density.

Here, J has to work her response into a correct form, although it was
already substantively correct. The class had moved beyond learning
terminology and was now more concerned with answering problems
related to the concepts of physics. Nonetheless, the problems were
dealt with in proper terminology.
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C1
C is described by teachers as being a very capable girl, but also as
being a problem in class. She has a tendency to dominate and to seek
the centre stage. By now, teachers seem able to cope with C, by
channelling her energy into classroom activity. She is undecided about
continuing in school. C’s day consisted of history, geography and a
two hour, twenty minute class of social studies.
In history the class was given revision notes on ‘The General Strike’
which C took and read. Once again these notes served as a model for
answering questions and were divided into three sections, ‘Causes of
the Strike’, ‘Main Events of the Strike’, and ‘Results of the Strike’. In
geography, the class looked at an assignment which the teacher had
corrected. The correction had only been for correctness of information,
and correct spelling or punctuation had not been considered. The
teacher had students answer questions and was concerned with getting
certain key words. At times, in giving a hint at the answer she says,
‘Begins with a …’ What is being demanded is the learning of a subject
language. For example, at the end of the class, the students are
reviewing the points of the compass. The teacher asks them why the
term is called North West and not West North. When no reply comes,
she tells them that it is because North and South are most important.
In social studies the teacher began a review of topics and began an
outline on the board. Once again, terminology was very important.
Consider this exchange:
Teacher:

What does socialisation mean?

C:

Socialisation means getting along with other people.

Teacher:

No, it doesn’t.

Here, a non-subject definition was attempted and rejected. The teacher
used the tentative expressions of the social sciences such as ‘generally
were seen to live on communes,’ or ‘tend to have a situation’. The
teacher was forced, for administrative reasons, to leave her classroom.
C offered to use the teacher’s outline and continue the lesson with
1

This C is a different person from C in Chapter Four.
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another, non-subject teacher supervising. C showed her ability to adapt
to subject language. In discussing reasons for turning criminal, a
student offers ‘born criminal’. Immediately C changes that to
‘environment’.

T
T appeared to be the most conscientious worker in the group. She does
her work seriously, is anxious to have it evaluated and then follows up
to see where she has made mistakes. As a result of this work she does
well in school. For a time she considered entering the sixth form but
has instead decided to begin work at the end of term. T’s day consisted
of classes in mathematics, English, German and geography. In T’s
mathematics class an unexpected aspect of the language demands of
the school surfaced. The teacher began revising material studied the
year before, when this group had had a different teacher. There was
immediate confusion because the class had learned the language of the
previous teacher and were unable to relate this to the language they
were now encountering:

Transcript I

T, Mathematics

Teacher:

How do you find the square roots using logs? Do you
know how to find square roots? (pause) You don’t…
perhaps I ought to explain that… uh… (pause).

T:

(Quietly) Good idea.

Teacher:

If you’ve got the square root of a number… right…
that means, that means that the square root times the
square root, working it like that of the square root of
seven times the square root of seven would be seven.
Um, uh, let’s find the square root, let’s take seven for
an example. Let’s suppose that the logarithm of the
square root of seven is x… Okay? Now, if we add the
logs of the square root of seven and the log of the
square root of seven together, adding the logs
together means you multiply the square root of seven
by the square root of seven… so that means the
logarithm of seven… must be two x okay? (pause to
put this on the board). Now, if we times the square
root of seven times the square root of seven we get…
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we get seven, don’t we? When we times square roots,
square roots of a number like, if the square root…
what’s the square root of twenty-five?
Student:

Five.

Teacher:

Five? If you times five times five you get twentyfive, don’t you? Well, if you times the square root by
itself and you get the number, which is twenty-five.
So, that lot can be seven and it can be two x. What
this is saying is that the, the log of seven is twice the
square, twice the log of the square root. Understand?
The logarithm of seven is twice the logarithm of the
square root. That’s… what I’m saying is… let’s look
up the log of seven. (Pause as students check book)

Student:

Point nought one eight four five.

Teacher:

One point eight four five.

T:

What are you looking up?

Teacher:

Seven, the logarithm of seven.

T:

The log of seven?

Teacher:

Log of seven… yah.

T:

(To friends) Oh, I was looking up square roots.

Teacher:

It’s point eight four five one, so this, two x, must be
the same as point eight four five one. What’s x then
going to be?

Student:

(Indistinct)

Teacher:

Eh?

Student:

Times that by two.

Teacher:

Times that by two?

Students:

Divide by two.

Teacher:

We’ve got that (on board). So x is going to be half
that, it will be nought point four two two five. Don’t
have to be any smaller than that. Yeh. So that’s,
that’s in fact the logarithm of the square root of
seven. What’s the square root of seven going to be?
Use your tables and find out what number that’s
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going to be. (Pause… a number is picked up on the
tape, but it is not distinct.) That’s it, look, if that’s, no
that’s, that’s the logarithm of the number.
Student:

Yeh.

Teacher:

You’ve got to use the log tables to find out what
number that’s the logarithm of.

T:

Use the log tables.

Teacher:

That’s the logarithm isn’t it?

T:

Yeh.

Teacher:

So if you got the logarithm you start looking in that
part of the table.

T:

I don’t see.

Teacher:

To find what it is. Which way did you do it when you
were with Miss [...]? Use the anti-log table or…?

T:

Yeh.

Teacher:

You were taught using the anti-log table.

T:

We used anti-logs. Yeh.

Teacher:

Well, you can look up this thing.

T:

(Indistinct) look up forty-two, under the two, under
the five, then add up what goes…

Student:

Yeh.

Teacher:

In the anti-logs?

Student:

No, in the logarithm.

Teacher:

But this is a logarithm already isn’t it?

Student:

Oh, we anti-log.

Teacher:

Right.

Student:

We’re doing the wrong one.

T:

(Looking up numbers) Six two five eight point other
number.

Teacher:

Two point six (other number).

Student:

Use the anti-log.
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T:

Oh, oh God! (laugh) This is stupid.

Student:

Two point six four five.

Teacher:

Two point six four five. (Pause) That’s the logarithm
of the square root of eight. And that’s the logarithm
of the square root of eight. If you find out what the
number is, the square root of seven, if you work out
what the number is of that that’ll give you the square
root of seven.

T:

(In the background counting out on log tables)

Teacher:

So, in fact it’s the square root still we’re talking to.
Did she say, use the anti-log? Okay, look it up in the
anti-log table. That’s the logarithm isn’t it?

T:

(Still working it out)

Teacher:

If any one wants to take the trouble to multiply two
point six four five times two point six four five you
should find the answer come to be… what’s the
answer? Two point six four five times two point six
four five… two point five times two point five is…
well, what, what number is it supposed to represent?

Student:

Seven.

Teacher:

The square root of seven.

Student:

Yeh.

Teacher:

So, you times the square root of seven times the
square root of seven. Yeh, you times this by itself…

T:

Sir? You know when you anti-log point four two two
five and you get two six four five?

Teacher:

Yeh.

T:

Aren’t you supposed to see where your point is
supposed to go? Whether it’s a bar or?

Teacher:

Yeh, well it’s zero in front so you can put the point in
straight away. If it’s zero in the front the number will
be between one and ten. Uh, that’s what you want…
it will be two point something.

T:

Yeh.
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Teacher:

You don’t sound very convinced.

T:

(Laugh) It’s just that, when I, when I did it before.

Teacher:

Yeh.

T:

After we used to anti-log it…

Teacher:

Yeh.

T:

Then we’d see whether it was a bar or whether it
stayed as a normal. I don’t remember doing it like
that.

Teacher:

Yeh, well, this one okay, this one I had a zero.

T:

Yes.

Teacher:

So you should be able to go straight from the anti-log
to it. I mean, if that was a three on the front or
something else, then, I’ll explain. It would be a bit
more trouble, wouldn’t it? You’d have to think about
that yourself. If it’s a zero in front you ought to be
able to go straight to the uh yeh, straight to where the
number…

T:

Oh yeh, yeh, hey.

Teacher:

Between one and ten right? Anyway, I’ve obviously
confused quite a few people. I thought you should
have, I thought you had this before.

Student:

We had.

Teacher:

You had?

Student:

I mean the anti-log…

Teacher:

No, I know, not the anti-log I know. Anyway
basically what we’ve done, we want the square root
of seven. (Pause)

T:

Are we starting this again?

Teacher:

Uh, all I was trying to do there was try to explain the
theory of why we do it. Now I’m trying to explain
how to do it practically.

T:

I see. Oh, that’s the theory bit. (Pause) We start
again.
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This example clearly shows how much ideas are wrapped up in the
words in which they are received. T says, ‘Oh my God – this is stupid!’
and, although a good student, is completely lost. Nevertheless, students
encounter a wide range of teachers, each assuming that certain things
have been learned. Students are expected to accommodate themselves
to the words and the ways of doing things of individual teachers. This
could be a quite difficult skill to expect. It should be noted that this
confusion is created in a mathematics lesson, and mathematics is
generally regarded as being a highly objective subject.
In English class T prepared for her examination by reading fifteen
pages of Catcher in the Rye.
It is difficult for an outsider to assess the language demands made in
the study of German, particularly from one revision class. Obviously,
the pupils were required to have control of basic German vocabulary
and grammar. The aural comprehension passage done in the class also
appeared to require that the students infer answers to some of the
questions, which would require sensitive reading and translation.
However, I imagine that in learning a language, demands would be
made on the pupils’ understanding of the structure of language and of
the way in which the English language worked. Demands of this kind
were not obvious in one class observed.
In geography an attempt was made to construct the situation of the
examination. Pupils distributed themselves about the room, a question
was put on the board and the class was required to write an answer, in
silence, in a set period of time. The questions required short
explanations of terms, a paragraph explaining either the decline of the
coal industry in Wales or the rise of the steel industry in south Wales
and a paragraph explaining the problems and modern developments in
the south Wales coal industry. The restricted length of each answer
suggested an expectation in terms of detail and explanation to which
the students should be able to respond. T restricted her answer to the
last question to the problem of safety.
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An Overview
These descriptions of five days provide only a fragmented collection of
the language demands of the school. Hopefully, from the fragments,
some picture emerges. Also, the detail provides a body from which
some observations may be made and some questions raised. One
impression which I got as I followed each girl was that she was
successful in creating a school experience which responded to her own
personality. Through their choice of subjects, their choice of
workmates and their conversations with teachers the girls created a
space in which they could be themselves. For example, I saw C
deliberately create an argument with a girl who arrived late and thereby
disrupt class and I saw her consciously adopting the teacher role,
putting herself where she liked to be, at the centre and in control. H
always worked with congenial girls, able to get some work done, but
also ready to chat. In every class with H, I was eventually drawn into
conversation, although this never happened with the other girls. J was
able to isolate herself from the rest of the class and concentrate on her
work. I would think that this ability to shape experience is often
overlooked when considering what goes on in the classroom. Students
are creating their own environment, just as teachers are trying to.
A consideration more relevant to the language demands of the school is
the nature of demands created by various classroom situations. The
eight classes which were teacher-led created quite different problems
from when pupils worked in groups or on their own. A general rule
explaining the difference would be that in teacher-led classes pupils
mostly talked to the teacher when they knew the answer, whereas in
classes where students worked on their own, pupils mostly talked to the
teacher when they didn‘t know the answer. This contrast represents a
basic split in the concept of how pupils learn. In teacher-led classes
students are faced with the problem of reconciling teacher explanations
and subject language with their own language and understanding. They
must also accept a subservient role in which the teacher determines the
rules for communication. In classes where students work alone there
are other problems. Students have to determine for themselves the
extent of their knowledge. How do they know they don’t know? What
must they ask in order to come to know? For some students, like H’s
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friend Iris, it is difficult to ask for help. Given an open situation she
seems unable to initiate contact. Students then must learn how to react
in a variety of situations and they must learn how to recognize what the
appropriate behaviour is in each classroom. Teachers retain control of
the situation within their classroom and the pupils must respond.
A further concern which emerged, no doubt intensified by the timing
of the study, was the way in which expectations and understanding
were sacrificed to requirements. The imminent examinations focussed
attention on particular requirements of the school. This sacrifice was
most sharply illustrated by H’s worry over the meaning of the phrase
‘proximate cause’. She says, ‘I want to know,’ but her need to know
becomes irrelevant when the teacher says, ‘You don’t have to for CSE.
From your point of view you need only to know three, these three.’
Similarly, A need no longer attend French class, because she isn’t
sitting the examination. From an expedient and realistic point of view
these are rational responses to the demands of the examinations.
Nonetheless, they communicate that learning should be equated with
examinations, and that certain kinds of learning are inappropriate for
certain kinds of students.
A final concern, and one which touches my immediate interests, is the
relationship between the teaching and language of the school and the
life and language of the students. One thing which struck me was that a
great deal of the learning was, on the surface, quite directly related to
the lives of the students. The students wrote personal stories about their
kind of life, they looked at heredity, advertising, kinds of marketing,
the role of the family, referred to the wiring of the school,
transportation within London, talked about social class and even why
the brain is able to survive heading a football. Considering my limited
time in these classrooms, this would seem to be a great amount of
material of immediate concern, much of which is quite interesting and
important. What seemed to happen, however, was that most of this
To
material never really got close to the students themselves.
demonstrate this, I have included a series of transcripts (marked J to P)
in which these matters of personal importance are talked about.
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Transcript J

H, Commerce

Student A:

(Reads) List three different types of advertisement.

Lorraine:

Oh, that’s easy. Where is it?

Student B:

What number’s that?

Student A:

Television …

All:

What number?

Student A:

Twelve… mag(Here the teacher joins them)

Student A:

Magazines, television.

Teacher:

Yes, the ones you know about already.

Student A:

Magazines, TV, radio. Radio.

Lorraine:

Yeh, sometimes radio does, doesn’t it?

Student A:

I need three.

Lorraine:

That is three.

H:

Name two invisible exports. Invisible.

Student A:

(Indistinct) No.

Teacher:

Banking, yes.

H:

Bank, what did I put? Bank.

Teacher:

Don’t, you wouldn’t write is as bank, H. You’d write
it as banking generally, alright.

H:

Banking.

Student A:

Would it be business companies?

Student B:

… banking in as well.

All:

Yes.

Student B:

What number is this you’re on?

H:

List four large-scale retail outlets.

Lorraine:

I forgot what retail outlets means.

H:

Oh, go on to an easier one.
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Transcript K

H, Child Development

H:

(Reading) Why is the family unit so important?
Because it’s more civilised to bring up children. (To
observer) Is that it? What is… what does it mean by
the family unit? Do you know what that means by
the family unit?

Transcript L

C, Social Studies

Student A:

I’ll read the question, ‘What kind of a school is
Vale?’

Student B:

A snobby school, a pub-…

C:

A public school.

Student A:

(Reading) Which social class did Hugh and Laurie
belong to?

C:

Middle class

Student B:

Middle class.

Student A:

How can you tell this?

C:

The way they speak.

Student A:

What way do they speak?

Student B:

About poncy and …

C:

They drop their h’s (laughter).

Student A:

‘Give three illustrations from the passage which
support your answer.’

C:

Well, uh…how does their speech about? No, wait a
minute. Right, what make…

Student A:

Go on.

Student B:

Well, let’s say.

C:

You can tell they come from a different class.
They’re speaking about the people from the upper
classes… That they’re poncy right?

Student A:

Yeh.

C:

And um… they speak with a Cockney accent.
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Student A:

Yeh.

C:

He don’t know himself as…

Student A:

Go on.

C:

And uh …

Student B:

Do I something…?

Student A:

Three questions.

Student B:

One more C.

C:

You found a thing?

Student B:

Another thing that…

C:

And they said, ‘have to pay’ that meant that they
can’t afford it.

Student A:

Yeh.

C:

They might have.

Student A:

(Reading next question) ‘Explain in detail the
relationship between social classes and the kind of
school you go to (indistinct).’

C:

Miss… Miss!

Student A:

Social classes means upper classes right?

Observer:

Well all the classes are social classes together.

Student A:

Oh.

Observer:

You know.

Student A:

And the kind of school we go to?

Observer:

Yeh, what kind?

Student A:

We go to a social class school.

Observer:

Well every, what kind, what social class comes to
this school?

C:

Oh, middle class um…

Student A:

Do we…?

C:

Middle, we are all middle class.

Student B:

I’m not, I’m poor.
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C:

You’re middle class you (indistinct).

Student B:

We, we’re working people.

C:

I’m not, I’m not lower class.

Teacher:

I’ll tell you what, it’s a very difficult thing to talk…

Student B:

We’re working class.

Teacher:

… about class because you can look at it from two
different ways, well, lots of different ways, but two
main ways. Firstly, how other people see you.

C:

‘Cause there’s people worse than us.

Teacher:

Yes, it isn’t a question of better or worse so much.
The main thing …

C:

I ain’t working class.

Teacher:

One of the things we talked about right, when we
were looking at social class – you remember this guy
I talked about, the Registrar General? He has a list of
different kinds of jobs that people do and by this list
by puts people into different classes. So you have
people like professors, the bowler hatters, business
men etcetera in the class number one, the upper class.
In class two you get people like teachers, managers,
right, in class two. In class three you get skilled
manual workers and then you get unskilled manual
workers. Now mainly it’s certain kinds of
(disruption). That is he would tend to say that
working-class people normally have manual skilled
jobs, unskilled, semi-skilled jobs or non-manual jobs
right? But it can be that you have people from the
working class that have very, very skilled jobs. Okay,
it’s a very, very rough, very crude definition.

C:

But we’re still not working class.

Teacher:

And as C says, that a lot of it depends as well on how
you see your position in the class system.

C:

Maybe you are lower class, I’m not.

Teacher:

All right?

Student:

Yeh.
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C:

I’m not.

Teacher:

I mean it gets …

C:

We got a house so we can’t be lower class.

Teacher:

Well I haven’t, but what does that make me?

C:

Peasant. (Laughter)

Teacher:

Well, that might be so too, but if you’re looking after
things like ownership of property and things – that
makes you middle class and me lower class doesn’t
it.

C:

Yes.

Student:

I’m not upper class Miss.

Teacher:

That all my… my parents would both say that they
come from middle class, absolutely, definitely till the
day they died they’d say they were middle class. And
they’d say that their daughter was as well. But then…

Student:

I’m upper.

Teacher:

You know, do you take your class from your parents
or from what you make for yourself?

All:

What you make for yourself.

Teacher:

‘Cause most, you know I told you that sociology is
kind of like the academic social studies… most
sociologists say that you take your class from your
family right, and then you can move up or down
according to your social (interruption) (are you being
sensible about this) position (while I’m not there
Karen?) But it’s a very, very complicated subject and
we have looked at it, not in its most complex terms
and it’s, and those questions that you’re asking are all
very important. But if you were to look at the
relationship between social class and the kind of
school you go to… Have you looked at that?

C:

Yes we…

Student:

We’re on that now.

C:

We’re answering…
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Teacher:

Yeh, well what does… when I’m talking about
education on the, when I…

C:

I said we’re all middle class, and that one said no
we’re not, we’re not.

Teacher:

Well?

C:

But it’s the first time.

Teacher:

But say, what kind of people mainly go to public and
private, public/private schools?

Student:

Rich people.

C:

Upper class.

Student:

Rich.

Teacher:

Yeh.

C:

But not all of them are though.

Teacher:

The main people.

Student:

Who can afford it.

Teacher:

Who can afford it, right.

Student:

Don’t have to be upper class.

Teacher:

And nearly all, I would say, middle-class and
working-class people go to state schools. Quite often
they can’t afford it, and not only that, they don’t want
to afford it.

Student:

Yeh.

Teacher:

Right?

C:

I’m upper class.

Transcript M

C, Geography

Teacher:

Heathrow, if you want to get into the city you just
come up the Thames valley, which is fairly flat.

Student:

Catch a train from Heathrow can’t you?

Teacher:

From Gatwick you have to… What British Rail have
done is they’ve…

Student:

Amazing.
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Teacher:

Built a cutting through the North Downs. They had to
go to a lot of expense and somehow get through those
hills to get to London.

Student:

Why?

Teacher:

Because if you’re building a road, or railroad you
don’t want to go up when you can go through. So it is
one reason why Heathrow is in a better position than
Gatwick, because the North Downs are in between
Gatwick and London. They’re like a barrier that gets
in the way. If you want to, to get off a plane at
Gatwick, you’ve got to go through those hills to get
to London. If you’re at Heathrow, you come straight
up the valley.

Student:

If you’re coming by plane you can go higher can’t
you?

Teacher:

But the plane lands at Gatwick and you’ve got to get
from Gatwick to London. But there’s a train link
there, but it has to go through a big gap and the
engineers have had to cut a big passageway right
through the North Downs. So that is the main reason
why Heathrow is in the better position.

Transcript N

A, English

T:

Is it important to have dates on the index?

Erinthia:

Have you ever seen an index with dates on it? (In
fact, the students are technically asked to include the
dates of their work.)

Transcript O

J, Chemistry

Teacher:

What sort of apparatus would you use to add water to
the metals? For example, you could fill up a bath
with water and chuck blocks of metal into it. You can
see the water. We have apparatus for doing these
things more neatly, more elegantly.

Transcript P

J, Physics

Teacher:

Could anybody think of a word which is suitable for
this kind of doublet? This kind of doublet… that in
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fact disposed of the colouring effect. Um … you have
the same thing if you use a cheap lens, you have
this… this effect of colouring on the edges. Now,
supposing we have designed apparatus in such a way
that it does for us what we want. It uh, neutralizes the
effect of colouring. What would we call such a
doublet? If, uh, let’s start with uh, let’s start with
monochromatic, monochromatic would be one colour
and without any colour what would the word be?
(Pause) Now you… hm? Well, let, let’s see. If
political means having involvement with politics,
what would the opposite be?
Sharon:

Non-political.

Teacher:

What’s the opposite?

Sharon:

Political.

Teacher:

Political and the opposite to it?

Sharon:

Non-political.

Teacher:

Non-political, yes. Any, any other word you could
use? Perhaps a bit more sophisticated?
(Eventually the teacher supplies the words
‘apolitical’ and ‘achromatic’.)

For me, the detachment of these discussions from real life is quite
apparent. When Erinthia tries to apply her experience with an index,
for example, it is simply inappropriate to the school’s requirements.
Terminology gets in the way. Students don’t recognize life in terms
like retail outlets or family units.
A more important part of the trouble is that it is not really the pupils’
lives which are being studied. Rather, the core of the lesson is some
preformed concept relevant to the subject. These concepts may have
the elegance or sophistication called for in chemistry and physics, and
they may eventually be valuable for the students from which a more
universal understanding may emerge, built on the substance of real
experience. Often, when real life intervenes, as in the discussion of
social class, it is an embarrassment because it is real and it does matter
to the students.
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One of the gaps between pupils and school is the way each uses
language to organize experience. When the girls talked about the
family themselves, they talked about when they wanted to get married,
whether they wanted many children, and what chores they had to do
around the house. They didn’t talk about ‘family units’ or ‘the
advantages and disadvantages of the nuclear family’. Pupils organize
on personal references, whereas the school seems more intent on
eliminating the personal. Neither way is, of itself, adequate. I said at
the beginning that, as this was a preliminary report of a small study it
could only raise questions. To end this part of the paper, I plan to leave
some of my questions with you. You may have others.
1.
2.

3.

4.

To what extent are pupils able to shape their own experience in
school? To what end, and with what result, do they do this?
What problems are posed for students by the different language
roles demanded of them in various subjects? What resources does
the pupil need if she is to be expected to direct her own learning?
What is the effect of examinations on what is expected of students
and what they learn, regardless of whether or not they sit the
examination?
What happens to the experience and culture of students in subject
learning? How can learning be organized so that the pupils’
knowledge and culture provide a real basis from which the world
can be examined?

Five Girls: Talking about their Lives
The second part of this discussion attempts to provide a contrast to the
language demands of the classroom by looking at the same five girls
talking for themselves outside the classroom. In order to do this I
present five transcripts taken from conversations involving these girls.
These conversations do not pretend to be examples of pupils using
language in everyday fashion. They provide, however, demonstrations
of the language resources which these girls can use when talking
informally about themselves.
The five transcripts were taken from conversations in a variety of
situations. Since the situation of talk does influence its nature I must
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briefly outline the background of each conversation. The talk with A
was done with a group including A and four of her friends. I was
present but after some opening questions, the girls began to exclude me
from the conversation and talk amongst themselves. The talk with H
was done with H and her friend T talking to me. I played a much
stronger interviewer role. The talk with T and her friend Sharon
followed much the same format. The talk with J came from an attempt
by J and her friends to create an informal discussion. J had told me that
her friends liked arguing and the girls agreed to let me record their
discussion. I was not present as it proceeded. The talk with C was done
between C and myself. I used a story which she had written as a point
of entry and then C took over. All situations were voluntary and aimed
at informality. Obviously, my presence and the use of the recorder
created an unnatural situation, but the conversations do provide a look
at some forms of talk which the girls used when out of the classroom.
It is also necessary to stress that, in contrasting school talk with nonschool talk, it is only possible to deal with tendencies rather than
absolutes.

Transcript 1

Janet, Marcia, Erinthia, A, Angela, Dennis

Janet:

Are the schools the same over there?

Dennis:

(indistinct)

Janet:

How different?

Dennis:

Well, you’d never have an all-girls school.

Erinthia:

Oh good, boy.

:

Get out of here.

:

Oh lovely, that’s lovely.

A:

:
A:

It would be better, that’s better you know, better than
an all-girls school and a boys’ school and so on and
in another year’s time it’s all mixed, it….
Then they’re going to.
Yeah I know and yet they’re always saying how
they’re going to mix with Beaufoy [the local boys’
school].
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All:

Yeah!

Marcia:

From the first year I’ve been hearing that (indistinct)
after hearing that.

Dennis:

That’s one way we’re different.

Janet:

Sir, do you have grades and things like that?

Dennis:

Yeah, there’s grades … uh…

Marcia:

My dad used to have grades as well. (laugh) He did!
Well you know that’s how we sit the exams and that
lot… not them… but use… If you’d won, if you just
get the highest mark on the exam, you get something
like a book you know (indistinct).

Erinthia:

So they all fight for one present.

Marcia:

No, they all fight to get the top mark and in … in
their exam.

A:

That’s better isn’t it?

Marcia:

Mm, they do that end of every year.

Erinthia:

That was better you know, because they have some
cou-, sort of test every year. That’s what they do at
grammar school. Every year they give you a test.

Marcia:

Do they?

Janet:

Why didn’t you go then?

Marcia:

Me? Me?

Erinthia:

I didn’t want to go there.

Marcia:

I didn’t want to go there? My dad goes, ‘Why did
you go to Vauxhall Manor?’ I said ‘I just want to.’
(background talk)

Erinthia:

I didn’t tell them I was going here, but my dad said I
was going here but…

Janet:

Why Judy come?

Erinthia:

I don’t know why. Judy (indistinct) did she?

Janet:

I don’t know.
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The next section seems to tell a story. I’ve transcribed what I can but
the quality of the tape, the expression and the patois finally prove
impenetrable to me.
Marcia:

She didn’t even try to talk, I me (know?) and Beth
get inside (?) Friday.

A:

Did you go Friday?

Erinthia:

God.

Marcia:

I’m going, ‘Yes miss if I… I’ll call you up …’ He’s
going, ‘Yeah’ (laughter). She’s going ‘Yeah, tell her
I would’, I’m going, ‘Yeah, I’ll tell you …’ [Here I
lose it completely.]

A:

I’m not going.

Erinthia:

I’m going down there.

A:

I’m not going down.

Marcia:

Why not?

A:

I don’t feel like going with you.

Marcia:

Something happened.

Erinthia:

She said that every week, she said that last week you
know.

A:

And I didn’t go last week.

Erinthia:

You, I mean last week this week.

A:

Oh… I didn’t say I wasn’t going, I said I’m not sure I
was going because mummy didn’t answer me.

Erinthia:

Uh, uh… (yawn).

A:

I’m getting some more money from my brother.

Marcia:

Tough.

Janet:

Look who’s doing all the talking.

Erinthia:

Yeah.
(Shouts)

Erinthia:

… sitting around here listening to our conversations.
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A:

Well I’m an expert on Starsky and Hutch.

Erinthia:

You going report ready?

:

On what?

A:

Starsky and Hutch.

Marcia:

Oh? Mmm.

Erinthia:

Did you see it?

A:

Of course, of course. (Erinthia in background)

Ang.

That man raping all those girls.

Marcia:

He wasn’t raping them.

Angela:

I mean strangling them. Y’see that last girl, she
started with the (hall?)?

All:

Yeah, yeah.

Angela:

(indistinct) Always the first one to turn up. Nobody
else seems to turn up and if you take off those tops
the way she does…

Marcia:

Yeah and start screaming… awfully stupid woman…
(screams and laughter)

Marcia:

No, I like the bit where he said um, that’s the clothes
they’re going to be wearing up there.

All:

Oh yeah (laughter).

Erinthia:

Listen, what was… what was made up either about
the other guy because they said something about it in
the papers.

Marcia:

What other guy?

Erinthia:

That Starsky and Hutch didn’t like it because they
picked them for special reasons then…

Others:

(laugh) What?

Erinthia:

Yeah, to do the job.

Janet:

To go under cover… it was under cover, yeah.

Erinthia:

What were they doing?

Ang.:

What do you mean, what were they doing?
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A:

Because that they chose because it was what’s-hisname’s best friend. A high-school best friend.

Erinthia:

You mean that was murdering them?

Marcia:

No, they thought it was him. (Another voice: he said
it was him) He was acting a bit mad because he was
going to die and…

A:

Die … I knew he wasn’t (voices mix)… the
whiteness of (Marcia: shoes)… white shoes.

Ang.:

I knew it wasn’t him, but I didn’t know who was
going to be.

Marcia:

My sister knew it was him from the beginning, the
one in the shop or the …

Ang.:

Did she?

Marcia:

… boy in the shop … yeah.

A:

He shot his mother.

Ang.:

He’s mad (general voices).

Erinthia:

Shot her?

:

Yeah.

Marcia:

All the blood’s on the car and everything.

A:

He go in… he go in the garage with a shotgun and he
put it to her…

Marcia:

She said, ‘What you doing with that?’

Ang.:

Bang.

All:

Bang.

Erinthia:

Is he mad?

All:

Yeah.

Marcia:

He had pictures in the, this staircase and…

All:

Yeah. Yeah.

Ang.:

And all the girls he killed, there’s a picture (becomes
indistinct).
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Erinthia:

And when they were going after them, did he climb
up this long television wire, or something like that or
was it another I saw?

A:

It was another one (laugh).

Ang.:

(indistinct)… get rid of the money though?

Marcia:

Yeah, yeah, he got rid of the money didn’t he by, he
was just going to spend it all.

Ang.:

He tried to shove it off.

Marcia:

Yeah, and he spilled ice over the man’s head. For
some reason, I don’t know why he did that.

A:

Just to start the fight.

Marcia:

Oh?

Ang.:

‘Cause remember that guy (indistinct).

Marcia:

Yeah, and he gave eighteen thousand whatever it was
to the woman.

Off-mike
What was it that girl said?
She bust it (laughter).
She up and broke it.
Spastic.
She never broke it – it had plaster on its cheek.
Yeah, she broke it and mended it… she had plaster
on it.
Marcia:

The last one then, you know, when she didn’t have
any clothes on.

A:

Yeah, she didn’t look a bit half-caste.

Ang.:

No, she looked better then.

Marcia:

She looked different.

Erinthia:

What did she look like?… You had colour telly.

Janet:

Yeah, I did have colour television (laughs). No, she
was all right, she was all…
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Marcia:

It was a black-and-white picture anyway (laugh).

Erinthia:

Was it?

Janet:

Yeah, the photos were all…

Erinthia:

Oh, I thought the whole…

Ang.:

Oh did you see the beginning? It was different
weren’t it? You know, the beginning of it?

All:

Yeah, yeah.

A:

The music was different.

Marcia:

Better.

Erinthia:

Was it?

A:

Yeah.

Erinthia:

Did you see him smashing up the car and running off
when it was beginning?

Ang.:

No, you didn’t see that.

Transcript 2

H, T, Dennis

Dennis:

Do your friends consider you…? You’ve each been
with your boyfriends for two years. Is that a long
time or a short time?

H:

Well, we beat everyone in our class.

T:

Yeh.

H:

‘Cause whenever they come in and they say they’ve
had a boyfriend and the next day we see them or the
next week…

T:

They’ve gone out with someone else.

H:

… and they’ve packed it all in… but they don’t mind
doing that.

Dennis:

Why don’t you?

H:

No, I don’t like to do that. Anyway, you know, I’m
just happy with the one I’ve got now. You know,
we’ve been going seriously for…
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Dennis:

When did you kind of decide that you were happy
with him?

H:

The whole year that I went around with him.

Dennis:

This is a silly kind of question.

H:

At first, at first I went out with him, we used to hang
around in a group, not a group like, but my friend…

T:

Just be friends.

H:

… my friend and his friend, you know what I mean?
Them two went out and us two went out. And um,
you know, we just didn’t you know sort of get along
at the beginning, you know. We realised it was
because them two were hanging around with us.
Everywhere we wanted to go they wanted to follow
as well. They used to get us kind of moody and
moany. So we were going to split up, so we did split
up. But then we just went back out with each other
again and when we went back out with each other we
stopped hanging around with them two and after that
we found you know, that it was much better. But still
you …

Dennis:

You…

H:

We don’t like hanging around with other people now.

Dennis:

He, he works eh?

H:

Yeh, electrician.

Dennis:

What kind of money do you get for an electrician
around here?

H:

They get, if uh, if he does Saturdays, you know,
‘cause sometimes they give him till about ten o’clock
or nine o’clock till one, no, half twelve …

Dennis:

Hm.

H:

… you know they get like an extra fiver on their
wages you know, just for them three hours you know,
but ‘cause every year, same as her boyfriend, every
year their money goes up, you know what I mean?
What with every birthday that falls, their money goes
up more, like say they get about, like say they get
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about like one pound fifteen for two hours, per hour
okay, I know it’s not much at that, but, um, you know
it could be a lot better, but now he gets between thirty
pounds and forty.
Dennis:

Is he still in some kind of training or is he…?

H:

Yes, he’s an apprentice, he’s not a proper electrician
till he’s twenty-one. But if he can pass his course up
to Christmas and the one after that, he gets
electrician’s money which is ninety-five pounds a
week, which is…

Dennis:

It’s pretty good.

Transcript 3

T, Sharon, Dennis

Dennis:

This walk in the flats – I’m interested in this.

T:

Well, I don’t I don’t go out unless I got to go out.

Dennis:

You don’t go out around your place?

T:

No, I don’t like it. It’s too rough … it’s too nasty.

Dennis:

Bad things happened around there?

T:

It’s slumming… it’s got like it in the last few years. I
just don’t like it.

Dennis:

What sort of things have happened there?

T:

There’s been groups of boys that beat up this man
across the road, been a mugging around the corner,
kids smash up little things, smashed up the windows,
burglaries, it’s not a nice place to live.

Dennis:

Didn’t used to be like that?

T:

No! About three or four years ago it was really lovely
– you know, since then it’s just got worse. In fact
(pips sound) it’s gone from bad to worse where I
live.

Dennis:

Yeh – why’s that?

T:

I don’t know. I think it’s the people they’re putting
in. They don’t look after their places. The animals
round there now, you know they just let the dogs run
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and they’re dangerous. My little brother was bitten
three times by the same dog.
Dennis:

Really?

T:

Yeah, he just goes up to you and bites, this dog
(indistinct).

Dennis:

Is it big?

T:

Big! (laughter and hand gestures) Average.

Dennis:

Yeah.

T:

Scruffy looking thing, like a fox.
(pause)

Dennis:

It’s not, not as bad around where you are?

Sharon:

No, it’s nice.

T:

It’s nice where she lives.

Dennis:

Whereabouts is that?

Sharon:

(unclear)

Dennis:

It means nothing to me. From here? How far?

Sharon:

About three miles.

Dennis:

That far? How come you’re here?

Sharon:

My sister used to come here.

Dennis:

Yeah.

Sharon:

And, uh, my headmistress at my primary school
thought it would be a good idea if I come here as
well.

Dennis:

Why’s that? Just because your sister had been?

Sharon:

She said it’d be easier to get in.

Dennis:

As compared to places…

Sharon:

Yes.

Dennis:

… nearer. Well that long, long way isn’t it? How do
you… how do you have to come here?

Sharon:

By bus.
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Dennis:

By bus… direct… or?

Sharon:

You can get one straight through… the 122.

Dennis:

How long does it take?

Sharon:

About half an hour.

Dennis:

That’s OK.

T:

When I go to your place you know… you know I get
the bus from where I live, I take a different bus… it
only takes about fifteen minutes… but I had a bad
driver… I took ten minutes… well he was going to
kill us all.

Dennis:

What?

T:

It doesn’t take very long from where I live if the
buses are all right … because I can get… I can get
only two buses you see … to where she lives … but
we live in a silly place.

Dennis:

Why a silly place?

T:

The buses are no good around our place. I have to
walk up… up to another main road to get the bus.

Dennis:

You were talking about a mad driver.

T:

Well I got on a bus the other week… and he drove so
fast this driver… if you wasn’t ready to get off this
bus, he was gone!

Sharon:

Jumped up…

T:

Jumped up… I rang the bell, I was standing there,
‘Will you stop? Will you stop?’ Oh dear! Yeah, he
drove so fast this driver. I don’t know how they pick
their bus stops… get them to stop… he went right
past one… Oh God!

Dennis:

Besides your sisters walking around, who else walks
around?

Sharon:

My cousin.

Dennis:

Mm?

Sharon:

My cousin.
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Dennis:

Cousin (pause). Four of you just troop around and
around all weekend?

Sharon:

Not Saturdays because I work Saturday.

Dennis:

Oh, where do you work?

Sharon:

Littlewoods … Littlewoods.

Dennis:

Littlewoods … The place where you got the…
(laughter). Your employers will be proud of your
plug. What do you do there?

Sharon:

Work on the cafe.

Dennis:

Yeah, my wife did that for a long time when she was
about your age … What’s it like to be there?

Sharon:

All right.

Dennis:

How much money do you get?

Sharon:

Six fifty.

Dennis:

Six fifty a week and how much do you have to work
a week?

Sharon:

Eight hours.

Dennis:

Pretty good. And you just work the day and what do
you… do you save any of the money or do you spend
it?

Sharon:

Save about two pounds a week.

Dennis:

For what?

Sharon:

Birthdays.

Dennis:

Do you work?

T:

Yeah, same place. I don’t work on the cafe, I work on
the food.

Dennis:

You work on the food?

T:

Yeah, the food you know, the supermarket bit.

Dennis:

Yeah, so what sort of thing do you do? Check?

T:

Yeah, I do that, work on the counter, you know, set
up. The girls there do all sorts of things on the food
… you know, we all swap around, it depends.
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Dennis:

How long have you been working?

T:

Since January.

Dennis:

You too?

Sharon:

Yeah (laughter).

T:

At the same time.

Dennis:

Did you go because of, you know… together because
you’re friends or .. ?

Sharon & T:

Yes.

Dennis:

Do many – I’ll go back, I want to talk to you more
about your work. Do many kids work there?

T:

Yeah… a lot. What here?

Dennis:

Well mainly I guess friends of your friends. I guess
they’re kids your age, not just your friends, but you
know like, do many of them work?

T:

Yeah.

Sharon:

They’re a lot.

Dennis:

I don’t know. I’ve (sigh) obviously come from a
different country, I just don’t know, so if I, so I’m
trying to build up some kind of picture in my mind…
but a lot of you work.

T:

Yea, a lot of us girls that, you know, go to shops.
You don’t get many boys you know, ready to work.

Dennis:

Really?

T:

Yeah, really.

Sharon:

Nearly all girls.

T:

It is largely girls.

Dennis:

Why do you think that is?

Sharon & T:

They’re lazy.

Dennis:

Well how do they…? They must need money too.

T:

Yeah, you know, but up where we work there’s
only… our own, near our own age there’s only what,
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all together there’s about four boys who work, you
know, a couple of them are full-time.
Dennis:

Yeah.

T:

The other two, you know, there’s not many boys
there.

Dennis:

You think it’s just because they don’t want to work?

T:

Yeah, they can’t really be bothered you know, like
their Saturdays they want to spend on football or
something don’t they?

Dennis:

I suppose… did you work before?

Sharon:

No.

T:

I… I did.

Dennis:

What else have you done?

T:

Worked in a sweet shop.

Dennis:

Just…

T:

Yeah, a sweet shop, after school I went and tilled at
food shops … some shop it was, you know, but the
person before left and I carried on working for the
other one.

Dennis:

Prefer this job?

T:

It’s all right.

Dennis:

I mean, is it better or…?

T:

No, the sweetshop was better but my homework, I
had to do that so I give it up.

Dennis:

That was every night?

T:

Yeah, it get… it was all week you see and I needed
time to do my work and to do what I wanted to do…
so I give it up.

Dennis:

What about… ah… what sorts of things do you see
happen on the job?

Sharon:

All sorts of things.

Dennis:

Like what? What are the best parts of it?
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Sharon:

There aren’t (indistinct) getting your money.

Dennis:

What?

Sharon & T:

Getting your money.

Dennis:

(Laugh) Yeah, apart from getting your money? I
don’t expect you to do it as a hobby or because you
like it.

T:

It’s hard work at work.

Dennis:

Mm?

T:

What I do is hard work.

Dennis:

It’s hard work.

T:

Yeah.

Dennis:

When you’re moving stuff around.

T:

Yeah, lifting the boxes and everything, flitting from
place to place (pause).

Dennis:

What about in the cafe?

Sharon:

It’s not very hard because when I’m either doing the
till or pouring out the teas…

Dennis:

The teas? Unless I’ve… you’ve got me again… this
is culture shock. You mean you just sit and pour tea?

Sharon:

Stand.

Dennis:

Stand and pour tea at the … is it… cafeteria thing?

Sharon & T:

Yeah.

Dennis:

You just…

T:

Or she does the till.

Dennis:

Do you? So it’s just a… that seems like a lot, be a
boring job.

Sharon:

Not really.

Dennis:

Why?

Sharon:

Because there’s a lot of other girls there …

T:

Yeah, you can have a laugh.

Five Girls: Classroom Interaction and Informal Speech 333
Sharon:

… to talk to and …

Dennis:

Not that busy then?

Sharon:

Sometimes, but not always and…

T:

It’s very busy on food though, you hardly ever get
any peace.

Dennis:

Especially on a Saturday… yeah… specially on a
Saturday.

T:

Yeah… that is why they employ so many on food.

Dennis:

Yeah.

T:

When we applied they only had one vacancy on
food…

Dennis:

Oh yeah.

T:

And so… I took the food and since nearly every other
week they employ another one. You wonder really
where they get them and um, you know, you get
more and more girls and suddenly they all drop out,
all the old ones suddenly leave, you know, leave all
these newcomers to learn and it can be quite
shocking and a bit of a mess.

Dennis:

You getting to be one of the old girls?

T:

Yes.

Dennis:

Already… oh why do the old girls leave?

T:

I don’t know, perhaps when they leave school and get
their jobs…

Dennis:

Get their jobs faster.

T:

I mean if you’re working a full-time job, plus the
Saturday you’re going to lose it in tax, so it’s not
worth the bother, it’s not worth your time.

Dennis:

Some of them go on full-time though?

T:

Some of them.

Sharon:

One of them.

T:

Yeah, there’s some on food that go full time.
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Sharon:

Angela.

T:

Yeah, she went.

Sharon:

Sheila went.

Dennis:

Uh, now you said that because you got all these new
girls that the place was in a bit of a mess.

T:

Um, hm.

Dennis:

Do you have, do you have any kind of staff training?

T:

Yeah, sort of, yeah.

Dennis:

What’s involved in that?

T:

You know, like you can get in a bit of, like a tight
spot and customers can be rather nasty.

Dennis:

Like what?

T:

Well, some of, we run out of change an awful lot,
you know what I mean, they get in a bit of a panic
if…

Dennis:

The girls?

T:

They think, this lady wants the money and I haven’t
got it and they think ‘What am I going to do?’ so
we’ve got bells installed now and, to the tills now,
and if they want something, like last week some girl
didn’t know what she was doing and this lady was
rather nasty and she said ‘I’ve been standing here
ages, where’s me money?’ and she’d only been
standing there a couple of minutes, so she went off
and got the manager and she said, ‘I want some
money but I can’t find the supervisor.’ She had the
key you see to the drawer where you get the money.
So I was sent to go and get it and I said, ‘Well just
serve the next customer and leave her’ (laughter) but
we’ve got… you know… did teach… we’ve got four
sorts of tills you know.

Dennis:

Yeah.

T:

You know, that work different ways.

Dennis:

Oh, I see and you got the…
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T:

Yeah, different button… you have to press a different
button to get the money. And on food we’ve got two
different types of tills… two… simple one behind the
counter but the computer one behind the checkouts,
you know?

T:

Um… We’ve got a boring counter. We’ve got three
checkout tills, all in one line and, you know, you put
one girl on there, and if she gets too busy you stick
another one there, and what they did once was that
they’d just taught the girl how to use it and the prices
just keep going up and down you know, it’s hard.

Dennis:

Up and up.

T:

Yeah, and they put her on one and I was on the other
one and I had to keep watch on her as well as do my
own, and I put this thing out because there was a
queue and suddenly I heard, ‘T’, yeh, and you know,
she’d made an overpress, rung too much money up.

Dennis:

Yeh.

T:

And so she had to get the supervisor you know, to
uncheck it, and that’s it apart from that, you know,
once you’ve learned prices and everything you’re all
right. It’s just learning the till.

Dennis:

How does it feel when you’re learning, beginning?

T:

Well at first it gives you a real fright because you,
you press all the buttons, you total it, and they give
you so much and press another button and you press
another button and I kept pressing the wrong buttons,
(laugh) and out of the money they give me, I kept
adding on to their total.

Dennis:

Oh, I see.

T:

Yeh, they got added up (indistinct) money more.

Dennis:

What do they do? Do they just say, here’s how it
works, now you take over and just disappear?

T:

They stand there for a minute and they did with me.

Dennis:

Minute?
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T:

Yeh, that was it, a minute (laugh) and then they
showed me, you know, how to work the till, stood
there, waited a couple, a couple of people and then
they went and that was it, you was left there. But the
girls that work there you know, are all friendly and
really helpful.

Dennis:

That’s what you’re doing now.

T:

Yeh.

Transcript 4

J and group (individually identified as girls B,
P, W)

[One Greek girl, B, has been talking about her restricted life and the
possibility of an arranged marriage.]
P:

You gonna leave home when you get older or what?

B:

I don’t know. I mean if it’s safe to leave home it’s
OK but then again if you want to stay on at school
and that…

Girls:

Yeh… yeh

B:

It’s pretty hard to do you know, you just have to put
up with it. See when I’ve got, when I’m in school I
don’t care, ‘cause you know you’ve got all your
friends around you, you leave it for a while. But
some evenings they get really boring ‘cause you’re
stuck at home doing nothing.

Girl:

Yeh.

B:

And you know, when you say something, like when I
say to my mum, ‘Mum, I’m bored,’ she says, ‘Oh, I
can find you plenty to do,’ you know they mean
housework.

J:

Yeh. I know what you mean! (laugh)

B:

So, you know, I just sit there right? Feeling bored.

W:

You should tell her the amusements. Didn’t she ever
like to go out when she was your age?

B:

She never used to go out. (pause)
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J:

If you think about it, anyone under the age of sixteen
is an unpaid skivvy at home. I mean …

Girl:

Oh yeh.

J:

In turn we’re probably all going to end up married or
something and cooking or cleaning.

Girl:

Oh, I could never.

B:

Marriage yes, but not the cooking and cleaning, no,
I’m sorry.

J:

Oh, you share that, I mean …

B:

I’m not marrying a Greek, because they expect you to
do everything for them. You know, you have to wait
on them hand and foot.

J:

I mean, if you’re both working you both take shares.
Equal shares in everything.

B:

Another thing I don’t agree with is, if you’re going to
have kids that the woman should stay at home and
look after the kids.

Girl:

No.

B:

I honestly don’t.

J:

I mean, it’s okay if the woman is going to, sort of to
breast feed for a while, she’s got to stay at home for
thirteen months, but you know.

B:

You get some people, some, if a couple get married
or something, right, and they have their baby right,
it’s always presumed she’s going to stay at home and
look after the child, she’s not going out working.

J:

(Indistinct)

Girl:

Why should she?

B:

It’s not right, no.

J:

I reckon that was because at one time the bloke used
to get a better wage. Now with equal pay and that
they both got just as good an opportunity of earning
the same money.

Girl:

It’s not really equal pay.
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Girl:

Not really.

Girl:

No.

J:

Well, it’s supposed to be …

Girl:

It’s supposed to be …

Girls:

No. It’s not.

Girl:

Nor equal job opportunities. They say they can’t,
they can’t not hire you because it’s discrimination,
but they do.

Girls:

Oh yeh.

Girl:

You go, you go for an interview right?

W:

Yeh. That’s, that’s my mum, she wanted to be a
barman, you know, serving like, I mean he goes,
‘No, we only want, you know, men,’ and the thing
had already come out, right?

Girl:

No matter what they do.

Girl:

She could have sued him for that.

W:

My mum thought of that a bit later on though.

B:

She could, she could have got some money out of
him.

W:

Yeh.

J:

No, all they have to sort of say is, they always say,
‘Oh well sorry.’

Girl:

Sorry.

J:

‘We can’t have you, you’re slightly too short or
you’re too tall or something.’

B:

‘Sorry the job is gone.’

J:

Yeh.

Transcript 5

C and Dennis

Dennis:

In the story, let’s go back, is the boyfriend based on
real life?

C:

What boyfriend?
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Dennis:

In your story?

C:

Mick?

Dennis:

Is it Mick? Yeh. Or is it… hm?

C:

Hm… we-ell he was a white boy, you know.

Dennis:

Eh?

C:

He was a white boy, you know?

Dennis:

Yeh.

C:

Oh, uh-oh.

Dennis:

What are you saying? It’s alright to be friends with
them…

C:

Yeh.

Dennis:

But not go out…

C:

Keep a distance, like I say, he’s one of Rozzo’s kind,
that can mean trouble um, he… It’s not a boyfriend
or anything, but… he… was… a good, good friend.

Dennis:

Yeh.

C:

Better than Rozzo and that lot.

Dennis:

Keep the, Mick is a real, good friend of yours.

C:

Yeh – good friend.

Dennis:

But not quite a boyfriend.

C:

No… not… but he took me out places though.

Dennis:

What’s the difference? Just thought I might, between
a boyfriend and a good, good friend?

C:

Good, good friend and a boyfriend (laugh) a
boyfriend, you do more things, boyfriend…! I didn’t
really mention my boyfriend there in fact…

Dennis:

No.

C:

Harry… uh.

Dennis:

What’s he like?

C:

Oh, he’s okay. He’s in the army now.
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Dennis:

Yeh.

C:

Very dominant.

Dennis:

Dominating?

C:

Yeh.

Dennis:

Yeh, how do you mean?

C:

Bully (laugh) um, but, that’s why I didn’t really
mention him because he’s in the army you know…
he has to be around before I can write about him.
But…

Dennis:

What’s the difference then, let’s go back to the
question.

C:

I don’t know, that’s what I’m trying to figure out.
Give us a chance will ya?

Dennis:

(Indistinct)

C:

(Pause) Uh … There is a difference. I… I don’t
know, I’m always saying I’m not prejudiced or
anything but, I’m not, I’m not, I don’t like to see
black kids calling white kids honkies and white kids
calling black kids niggers and that. I don’t like to see
it you know. Like round East Ham they’re all friends
really you know. That every, all colours mixed
together. But around this part it’s black kids to one
part and white kids to another and it’s always the
black kids that are getting the blame for everything
that’s gone wrong. Like, round in the square there’s a
block of flats up there, up that road up there, and
some white kids came from God knows where they
lived, Clapham, and they came and they broke bottles
in the square and everything and some of the black
kids were sitting down in the square and a bloke
calmly looks this way and he goes ‘Can’t you bloody
Sambos stop the noise?’ and the kids right on his own
balcony making all the noise and he, he’s looking
down. So when the big bloke, Archie, ‘gorilla face’
he went up and he told the kid ‘Where does he live?’
and he goes, ‘What do you want to know for?’ He
goes, ‘Don’t come down big with me.’ He goes,
‘Clapham.’ He goes, ‘Well what are you come round
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Kennington making trouble for?’ ‘Go on, clear off,
you’re getting us in trouble.’ He goes, ‘So what?’ He
goes, ‘I’ll give you so what if I get that lot up there.’
And you know, they scarpered. But you know, they
got the blame for it and the kid was on his own
balcony making all the noise you know. But… but…
it’s all right round my way, that’s why I really like it
around there… so I don’t miss it around here. There
was too much racism around here.
Dennis:

Both ways eh?

C:

Uh?

Dennis:

Both ways or just, you say too much racism round
here, what does that mean?

C:

You know, blacks who are against the whites and
whites who are against the blacks.

Dennis:

That’s what I meant, both ways eh?

C:

And that’s why I couldn’t settle down around here,
‘cause I had a nickname around here called, they
used to call me, uh, Hombre. ‘Hombre!’ I don’t know
what it meant, but when I asked them they said it was
a girl who liked white boys. Black girl who liked
white boys and I said, ‘Why shouldn’t I?’ They said,
‘White people’ and I said, ‘Why shouldn’t I?’ They
have got the same blood as me, I’m, the only bit of
difference is that they’ve got different coloured skins
than us, and that’s how I didn’t get on with the kids
around here. And I used to stay in most of the time. I
didn’t miss it you know. I miss them sometimes, but
not all the time.

The first feature of these transcripts is the great amount of extended
talk. Thoughts and stories are expressed at considerable length. This
extended talk is in sharp contrast with most classroom talk, which is
very fragmented and interrupted. The talk is not only extended, it
makes sense. It has a unity of thought which is communicated. To
communicate in this fashion requires the ability to organize around an
idea, to determine the relevance of thoughts or anecdotes to the idea
and to express these thoughts clearly and with regard for those
listening. It also requires a clear sense of language structure. For
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instance, in H’s report of how she and her boyfriend got together, there
is this sequence:
They used to get us moody and moany. So we were going to split
up, so we did split up. But then we just went back out with each
other.
C begins a comparison of neighbourhoods with this structure:
I don’t like to see black kids calling white kids honkies and white
kids calling black kids niggers and that … Like round East Ham…
But around this part it’s …
Both these passages use the structure of the language to achieve their
effect. H leads us through a chronological sequence, relating events to
each other. C sets up and develops a pair of contrasts. Another demand
of extended speech is that it must hold the floor. It must maintain
interest and coherence or the audience will break it off.
The most important aspect of these conversations is, to my mind, the
use of narrative. All the conversations resort to the narrative. A’s group
uses it in reconstructing the narrative of a Starsky and Hutch episode.
H uses it to explain how she and her boyfriend began going out
regularly. In J’s group, W resorts to narrative in describing her
mother’s experience to illuminate the inadequacies of the equal wages
legislation. C tells a story to illustrate how black youths get picked on
and T uses narrative to explain the difficulties of working at the
checkout counter.
Of course, the informal interview invites the exchange of anecdotes,
but is interesting how many different ways the girls use narrative. It
would seem to be the most powerful way they have to express ideas.
The narratives seem to be the way the girls represent ideas for
themselves. For C the idea is the scapegoating of black youths and for
W the idea is the inadequacy of a certain law. Within the narratives is
embedded a great deal of the commonsense knowledge of the world
and how it operates.
It should not be surprising that narrative is used in this way, nor that
talk based on narrative should be more extended. Narrative provides a
way of selecting and storing experience which closely approximates to
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how this experience has been encountered. Chronology and incident
provide a useful form and structure. The narratives are still able to
contain and enable analysis and evaluation of experience. In this way
narrative is a way of handling ideas and should be central in education.
Although these are very short transcripts, it is significant how much
knowledge and learning is shown by the girls. The learning is of both
what might be called content and of social attitude. It is worth looking
at in some detail. Consider for example T’s knowledge of her work.
She has a general idea of the operation of the store, particularly its
arrangement and use of personnel. She has the knowledge of how four
or five different tills operate, and knows the prices of most goods, even
though they are changing constantly. She knows what problems may
arise at the till and how to deal with them while keeping the lines
moving. She knows how to train and help staff. She knows her
working situation and why she will probably leave that job at the end
of school. The formal training she has received for all this is an
explanation of how a machine works and one minute’s supervised
observation. The rest has been learned through experience and
collaboration with the other girls.
A’s group provides a good example of collaboration in their
reconstruction of the Starsky and Hutch episode. To do this they
needed a group of girls who had seen the show and someone who, not
having seen the show, wanted to find out about it. Erinthia provided
the latter, and her questions serve to help the other girls organise their
recollections. Remember, they only saw the show once, two days
before, and they didn’t watch it with a view to answering questions
about it. Their answers not only inform Erinthia, but also enlarge their
own understanding of, and reactions to, the show. A confesses that she
didn’t understand why a certain thing happened and it was explained to
her. If that discussion, instead of being about Starsky and Hutch, had
been Romeo and Juliet it could have been a productive piece of
English revision.
H’s relation with her boyfriend has given her a degree of expertise on
the apprentice system. She can explain his sequence of pay increases,
his course structure and is able to hint at the trade-off between low
early wages and expected higher future returns. Both J and C show
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some understanding of social attitudes. J’s group’s discussion of the
status of women (and here, I suspect, we have evidence of school
discussions entering the personal sphere) demonstrates an awareness of
the expectations placed on women in society. They are able to see
society exerting pressure through these expectations and to see a basic
injustice in it. The role of women has been well learned; they are still
seeking their response.
Finally, C shows knowledge of some careful delineations within her
culture. By referring to Mick as a boyfriend, I violated cultural norms
and C carefully redefined Mick as a ‘a good, good friend’. The
obviously intricate relations between black and white youths have
rules. C appears to have earned one nickname, ‘Hombre’, because she
broke these rules. It is interesting that the two clearest statements about
these rules are stated most innocently as facts, rather than as rules.
About Mick, C says, ‘He was a white boy, you know.’ And the answer
she reports to the question: ‘Why shouldn’t I?’ [like white boys] is
‘White people.’
What surprises me is the relative ease with which this knowledge has
been acquired by the girls and how available it is to them in
conversation. If nothing else it should demonstrate the presence of the
capacity to learn and the language resources necessary to use that
knowledge.
A major part in the discussion of classroom language concerned the
manner in which the experience was altered as it came into the
classroom. It should be worthwhile then to look at how these girls
talked about their experience outside the classroom. One difference,
not easily shown on transcripts, is that out of class there is a greater
amount of expression and laughter in the girls’ voices. Of its own, this
is not exceptional, but it suggests more involvement with the talk.
There is also a great deal more drift. The conversation wanders, then
settles for a while on a topic, explores it and moves on. J’s discussion,
for example, had started off on the statement, ‘We’re going to talk
about prejudice, Girl B, have you ever encountered prejudice against
Greeks?’ The discussion never dealt with that, moving instead to
restrictions on Greek girls and arranged marriages, to marriage in
general, to discrimination against women in the workplace. A’s group
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stumbles on to Starsky and Hutch virtually out of the blue. C’s
comments about racism come from my questions about Mick and the
definition of a boyfriend. Experience is not called upon to focus on a
certain, chosen topic. It is brought in as a response to an immediate
conversation, and it may change the course of the discussion entirely.
The conversation is governed by what the participants want to say.
Nevertheless, these conversations bring out significant discussion.
In part, this is because the girls bring in selected experiences which
have already become, for them, symbols of important aspects of their
lives. These are rarely new anecdotes, but have been thought about and
discussed before. The conversation allows these key experiences to
surface.
Finally, it is important to notice how much personal evaluation and
judgement there is in the talk. These judgements are the result of the
way experience has come to the girls. Much of it is very explicit:
‘That’s better isn’t it?’ ‘that’s lovely’ ‘I didn’t want to go there.’
‘Awfully stupid woman.’ (A’s group)
‘But they don’t mind doing that.’ ‘It could be better’ (H)
‘It’s not really equal pay’ ‘Oh, I could never.’ (J’s group)
‘Better than Rozzo and that lot’ ‘It’s all right round my way.’ (C)
‘I don’t like it. It’s too rough … it’s too nasty.’ (T)
‘They can’t really be bothered you know.’ ‘The sweetshop was
better.’ (T & S)
In addition, people are rarely introduced into the conversation without
some sort of evaluation. I don’t think these evaluations represent snap
judgements but are based on accumulated experience and might show a
high degree of consistency.

Implications for teaching
It would be presumptuous to do more than speculate in this area, yet
some considerations for teaching can be raised. Knowing about how
students talk outside of class can help the teacher in a variety of ways.
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Perhaps the most important way is indirectly. By opening the class to
more personal talk, we imply respect for, and interest in that talk and
its content. We are more likely then to be able to win respect and
interest for our own teaching. In this sense a bridge is built over which
the teacher can learn from the students and the students from the
teacher.
Next, we should learn something from the omission of extended talk
from the classroom. It is in talk of this kind that students begin to use,
more completely, their true wealth of language. It is also here that,
most likely through narrative, the sources of their commonsense
knowledge and evaluations are apt to become apparent. Here we have a
chance, not only to come into contact with the lives of students, but
also to contact the lives of students through their own constructions of
their experience. We may wish to use these constructions as a basis for
extending learning, to have students develop generalisations to apply
beyond their immediate lives. To get in touch with student thinking in
this way could, I think, be a goal of teachers in many subject areas. To
get in touch, we need to devise ways for encouraging and saving
extended speech and writing. At the least, this would require the
relaxation of teacher dominance in determining what constitutes
appropriate learning.
We should also notice how collaboration and activity are two methods
by which students learn about their world. These methods imply a
reason for learning and an expectation that students have the resources
necessary for achievement.
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Chapter Seven

Talking in Class: some
Language Activity in Four
Subjects
by Theresa Cato, Stephen Eyers, Chris Ireland, Sheila
Rosenberg

We had been meeting together as part of the Talk Workshop Group for
two terms to discuss the role of language in learning. The Group aimed
to create guidelines and suggestions for the discussion of language
across the curriculum and for the evolution of a language policy. At
one point it had been part of the Group’s plans to monitor the whole
experience of language in a third-year class in one week. Presumably
we thought we could provide an individual case-history for each child,
on the lines of the collection of writing already made by a fifth-year
girl (see Chapter One, Appendix One).
The specific class had been chosen as one which had a wide range of
ability, and which was often described as being ‘difficult’ or ‘a
problem’. 3R followed a forty-period timetable, of which three of us
taught twelve lessons and one taught withdrawal groups. We
approached the teachers of other subjects with our plans, but problems
of timetabling made co-operation difficult to achieve.
So we took one week in the middle of the autumn term and recorded
group discussions as they occurred in our own lessons. This appeared
at the time to be a pilot scheme for the larger project, but monitoring,
transcribing and analysing the spoken words of a part of the class in a
fraction of its weekly curriculum proved to be a most time-consuming
task. We had also recently listened to a second-year group discussing
its own concepts of success and failure (see Chapter One, Appendix
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Three): this had made us feel that we should try to discover how
students formed their own concepts from the materials provided in the
classroom. From the taped discussions it was clear that we needed to
know more about
•
•
•
•
•

talk as a means of learning, with all its implications for school
language policies;
opportunities for collaborative learning, in pairs and small groups;
the development of ideas in discussion;
the interactions and roles of members of small groups;
opportunities for teachers to share and understand the learning in
their classrooms.

As they occurred is an important qualification: in environmental
studies the class worked together on the prepared unit and recordings
were made simultaneously of three groups and, later, an individual; in
history the group work was offered as one option in a rota of reading,
talking and writing; in English the discussion was offered to one group
only, as it followed naturally within that group’s particular progression
of work; the example given from the withdrawal group is an integral
part of the conversation and story-telling which builds mutual
confidence and competence within a much more personal relationship.
The tapes and transcripts were brought to the weekly meetings of Talk
Workshop Group, for discussion and assessment by the full group.
Two of us then produced the Framework for Investigation which
follows. Where appropriate, this was used to analyse the discussions.
Since working together, our experiences have shown us how little
group activity does go on in secondary schools, and how rarely
teachers get the chance to collaborate as we did. This report as it stands
is an incomplete part of what we originally set out to do. We offer it,
aware of that incompleteness, but hopeful of its value nonetheless.
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Framework for investigation
In examining group discussion in each subject the following
framework was used:
1.

Brief explanation of how the teacher set up the discussion –
materials used – instructions given – general aims behind the
work.

2.

Investigation into the development of ideas:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

3.

use of input by teacher
development from this input
exploration of each other’s ideas – those taken up and those
ignored
use of pupils’ own experience in making sense of the work
pupils posing their own questions
nature of agreements/disagreements/challenge/support
can we say what was learned and by whom?

Investigation into the involvement of members of the group:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

what role did each member play?
did a ‘leader’ emerge?
who did the most talking?
did the girl who talked most learn most?
who contributed least?
did they listen to each other well?
role of teacher, if any?

4.

Any conclusions?
Teacher’s view of what was learnt.

5.

Future proposals/hypotheses to emerge?
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3R’s Timetable
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Part One: Environmental Studies
Tuesday and Wednesday, periods 8 & 9 (2.00-3.10pm)
Teacher: Chris Ireland
The class was used to group work in this lesson. The environmental
studies course had clearly organised learning structures which
encouraged personal response and discussion. The discussion formed
part of the students’ response to a unit of work which Chris had
recently developed.
As part of the examination of city life, Chris Ireland prepared a tape
and transcript: ‘The City’. This was intended to present a variety of
ideas about city life, e.g. noise, excitement, community life, changes
over time, as an initial stimulus to encourage the girls to explore their
own views of the city. The tape was played to the class, who followed
it with the transcript. Then the class broke up into groups, based on
their own choice. Two groups decided to discuss the points blocked on
the transcript and used tape recorders. Others worked individually or in
groups in writing up the ideas. Over two weeks three discussion groups
were taped and one girl, whose group did not get off the ground, taped
herself at home. We include the work of one group and the monologue.
Transcript of the tape prepared by the teacher
MY VIEW OF THE CITY
‘They paved paradise and put up a parking lot’ – that could well
describe the modern city. What do I think of when I think of the city? I
think of noise, traffic, crowds, people in a hurry, nowhere to move,
dirt, old buildings, big buildings, many buildings. Everything,
everyone in a rush – just rushing about. These are the things that get
me down about the city. The city sometimes tires me out and all I want
to do is to escape from London. Sometimes, however, the city can be
exciting – bright lights, places to see, places to go, people from many
different countries, shows, pictures, theatres, pubs, lots and lots going
on. That is usually a tourist’s view of the city. But what is it like to the
people who live in the city? We have the exciting parts of the city
when we want or, more like, when we can afford. But we only live in a
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small part of the city, in Vauxhall or in Kennington or in Peckham or
in Brixton or the Elephant and Castle or Camberwell, just to name a
few. We get to know our areas well: we get to know some of the
people who live around us – mind you, some of them aren’t friendly;
the best launderette where it’s not too full, the best fruit stall who
won’t sell you rotten fruit and veg; the supermarket that doesn’t charge
too much; and the pub where you can get a game of darts. The city
has good and bad points. It can seem too big, too much traffic, too
much pulling down and building up. But it also can be exciting and
there are friendly people and friendly places. You can find a little park
tucked away like in the middle of Peckham Rye, where you can walk
about in peace and think to yourself you’ve got the best of both worlds.
DISCUSSION POINTS
What are the different views of the city given in this passage?
What do you think is meant by ‘the best of both worlds’?
Just listen a moment to all the sounds of the city and write down all the
different things you can hear.
DISCUSSION POINTS
Compare with your friends and see if they have the same. What
other noises do you hear in the city? Are there places in the city
where it is quiet? If so – where?
Could a city ever exist without noise? Why or why not?
AN 80 YEAR OLD LADY’S VIEW OF THE CITY
I am a Londoner – alright? I was born in London 80 years ago in the
South of London and I have seen a great many changes since then. In
my school days we had to walk over bridges and back to school –no
transport – never thought of buses. For one thing we never had the
money and we used to like the walk – and – er – used to love to see the
houses. Everything was driven by horses, no motor cars and I can
remember the first electric tram going to the Elephant. And we were all
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really scared to get in it with no horses in front. I was just about 10
years old then. Of course it has all changed – all electric now.
And of all the streets and roads I knew, where we used to come out of
school and play, have all gone – and the high flats have come and it
has changed a lot. Only just recently I walked over Tower Bridge near
where I lived when I was a girl and I could see all the changes. Even
Tower Bridge where it opened I see now is closed – through the last
war I think. When I was a girl to go over the bridge I used to go up the
stairs on one side, walk over the place above the bridge and down the
other side. And people can hardly believe that when I tell them and that
was a great thing to do, Sunday afternoon when I used to come out of
Sunday School. And far across over the bridge, I went down and saw
the river and the different boats. Of course they’re all different now.
The other day I took my grandson and explained it all to him. And the
guns on the wharf have been removed and they used to be right on the
water. You see such a lot of changes everywhere you go. But still
London is still London to me and I love every bit of it.
DISCUSSION POINTS
What things does the 80-year-old lady remember about London
when she was at school? How has London changed since she
was a girl? ‘But still London is still London to me and I love
every bit of it.’ Why do you think she loves the city so much?
How does this lady’s account of the city differ from the
teacher’s account?
What do these city sounds (played on tape) remind you of? Think of
places near where you live where you would hear such sounds.
DISCUSSION POINTS
Compare with your friends. See what places they thought of and
ask them to describe what the places are like. In what ways is
each of these places important to people? Would you find any
of them outside the city? If so, where, and how might they be
different?
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BIG YELLOW TAXI – Joni Mitchell
1.

They paved paradise
And put up a parking lot
With a pink hotel, a boutique
And a swinging hot spot
Don’t it always seem to go
That you don’t know what you’ve got
Till it’s gone
They paved paradise
And put up a parking lot.

2.

They took all the trees
And put them in a tree museum
And they charged all the people
A dollar and a half just to see ‘em
Don’t it always seem to go
That you don’t know what you’ve got
Till it’s gone
They paved paradise
And put up a parking lot.

3.

Hey farmer farmer
Put away that DDT now
Give me spots on my apples
But leave me the birds and the bees
Please!
Don’t it always seem to go
That you don’t know what you’ve got
Till it’s gone
They paved paradise
And put up a parking lot.

4.

Late last night
I heard the screen door slam
And a big yellow taxi
Took away my old man
Don’t it always seem to go
That you don’t know what you’ve got
Till it’s gone
They paved paradise
And put up a parking lot.
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DISCUSSION POINTS
What do you think Joni Mitchell is trying to put over in her
song? Who do you think ‘they’ are in the song? What are the
things that have changed which she sings about? Do you think
these changes are for the better or the worse? Why? ‘They
paved paradise and put up a parking lot.’ Why could that well
describe the modern city?
Transcript of one group’s discussion: Joan, Sonia, Chernett,
Esmie, Joyce, Lynette.
The group take up the 5 areas of discussion as blocked on the teacher’s
prepared transcript. In the group’s discussion, the development of ideas
seems to divide into 6 sections (although there is cross
referencing/relating back):
1.

Talking about the view of the city given by the teacher – contrast
of city to countryside;

2.

Topic of noise – discussion on amount of parks in the city;

3.

Old lady’s account – discussion on opening/closing of the bridge;

4.

Old lady’s account compared to teacher’s – talk on cars in looking
at concept of change/popularity/time/fashion;

5.

Places in the city – back to open space/countryside;

6.

Joni Mitchell’s song – brief points about pollution and end of
discussion.

Teacher:

Right what I’d like you to do is to play the tape
through again, listening very carefully to what it’s
about then I’d like you to go through these discussion
points which are in the blocks on your white sheet of
paper, alright, and I’d like you to think about the
ideas it’s getting you to talk about in these blocks and
then afterwards I’d like you to write up the particular
ideas you’ve been thinking about, okay? (Teacher
leaves for next group.)

Joan: (A)

So now we’re going a start with the first discussion
point in the first block ‘What are the different views
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of the city given in this passage? What do you think
is meant by the best of both worlds?’ So Chernett
what do you think first of all?
Chernett:

Well the best of both worlds I think is that in one,
one, in the city there’s a lot of noise and bustlin’
about but in the country it’s all quiet and there’s not a
lot of cars running up and down.

Joan:

Yes I agree, yes Sonia what do you think, you have
no views?

Sonia:

No.

Joan:

No, what do you think Esmie?

Esmie:

Well it’s like if you live in the coun… p… p… part
of the city, well when you go to work you hear noise
and when you come home you hear quietness so you
would say like you’re living in the country one
time… one minute and the next minute you’re living
in the city.

Joan:

What do you think Joyce? You have no views. What
do you think Lynette… oh you’re reading a comic,
oh I see…

Lynette:

Well I agree with what Chernett and Esmie said. The
noises that you have in the city, the noises you have
in the city, it’s good if you get used to it but in the
city… oh the country… excuse me, in the country it’s
more quieter and it’s hard to become used to
quietness after you’ve been in the city for so long.
(Teacher returns.)

Teacher: (B)

Okay, well what I’d like you to do is not necessarily
just take it question by question and then somebody
ask the question, somebody give the answer but to try
and bring it out a little bit more by talking generally
around the points. Take this one about the noise, you
can talk about what noises there were on the tapes
and then, yourselves, try to think about the different
noises that you think about when you think about the
city, okay? (Teacher leaves.)
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Joan:

So we’ll do as Miss suggested and talk about the
noises in the city. Erm… Would you like to say
anything about it any of you?

Pupil:

Not yet…

Chernett:

Yes I would.

Joan:

Go on then.

Chernett:

Well the noise in the city, you hear police, heavy
lorries…

Pupil:

Babies crying…

Chernett:

Buses, tickets, going round radios playing, people in
the park… playing about, duck ponds and the ducks
making noises but in the countryside all you hear is
cows…

Joan:

Nature…

Chernett:

Sheep or animals.

Joan:

Mother nature and mother nature’s animals.

Chernett:

But especially there’s tractors aren’t there?

Esmie:

Yeah, but erm, yes go on…

Joan:

But it’s to help mother nature’s animals.

Chernett:

No it isn’t because before that they used to use horses
to reap things, they used to have something on…

Esmie:

Alright don’t make an argument of it please.

Chernett:

I’m not, I’m just discussing it. They have ploughs
and things to reap it up but now they have tractors
and that causes fumes doesn’t it, because it’s got
carbon dioxide which is polluting, which is a lot in
the country.

Esmie:

Yes but the plants breathe… The plants breathe in
carbon dioxide and breathe it yes there are.

Joan:

Yeah well it’s just the same in the country, it’s the
same in the coun… city then isn’t it?

Esmie:

Alright, yeah but there aren’t so much plants in the
city that can live freely.
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Joan:

I know but what about parks, there’s loads of parks
and I’m sure where there’s parks there’s roads,
because people that go to the park they have to have
cars and the carbon dioxide there’s alright but they
may breathe in carbon dioxide, but the carbon
dioxide is polluting isn’t it, if you…

Esmie:

No, no.

Joan:

If you smell, kee… if you breathe in too much carbon
dioxide it will kill you won’t it? So it’s just the same
in the country.

Esmie:

I know but what about the areas that haven’t got
parks?

Joan:

Pardon?

Esmie:

What about the areas that haven’t got parks?

Joan:

Parks they’re all, Islington, everywhere’s got parks,
the whole district of England’s got parks. Can you
just mention a part that hasn’t got parks?

Esmie:

If you look near Oxford Street, you walk all the way
around Oxford Street in Soho you won’t find not one
park.

Joan:

Yes you won’t but listen I mean, like, let me see, like
Vauxhall, Brixton er, Elephant and Castle,
everywhere you can just find a park, can’t you?

Chernett:

But she’s talking about Oxford Street so…

Esmie:

Yeah, you said everywhere you go in England you
will find a park.

Joan:

Oh yeah I see what you mean, but listen I’m sure if
you went into the city right there, there might not be
parks but there’s loads of flowers because if you go,
because if you cross over before you go to Trafalgar
Square there’s loads of flowers, there’s flower-boxes
and things like that and that’s something to do with
the country so not all of it is polluting, even though
what Chernett said about it, it’s got cars, vans, tickets
and all that it makes it sound, it makes a city sound
like an upside-down place because it’s got lots of
noise.

Talking in Class 359
Esmie:

Does it?

Chernett:

Yeah and the countryside is so quiet if you compare,
work it out you won’t hear half as much noise as in
the city.

Joan:

Yeah.

Esmie: (C)

The 80-year-old lady remembers how when she used
to go to school and there were no electrical things in
those days, they only had candles and oil lamps and
they had to walk to school. Walk across the bridges,
through rivers and all that and she remembers how,
how the Tower Bridge used to open up but nowadays
it’s all closed up. There are…

Pupil:

Oh dear…

Esmie:

Nowadays you only find pure electric you hardly find
any horses on the road and London Bridge doesn’t
open any more it just stays cl… sh… cl… hm… It
just stays shut, shut.

Sonia:

You mean (indistinct).

Esmie:

Yeah, you know London Bridge where the bridge
opens they just closed it down, it doesn’t open any
more.

Joan:

Have they just closed it down recently?

Esmie:

No it opens only once in a while to let ships go out, it
opens but it used to open every 1/2 hour.

Joan:

That’s Tower Bridge. Well let me just say one thing,
it does open because…

Teacher:

Keep your voices down.

Joan:

The ship would be, the ship would be, well it, the
ship, the ship…

Teacher:

Keep your voices down.

Joan:

The ships come every day, don’t they?

Esmie:

Listen, oh, erm, listen, it used to open every half hour
for people to go over and all that you know.

Joan:

Yeah.
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Esmie:

But nowadays…

Pupil:

(indistinct)… you said it never even open.

Esmie:

No, no, the bridge it used to open every half an hour
but, but I think it was Saturday and Sunday, the
people go, the people go through.

Joyce:

But you just said to let the people go up.

Esmie:

I didn’t mean it like that.

Joyce:

The old lady said she used to go up the stairs along
the top and down the stairs.

Esmie:

Yeah, but that was when the bridge used to open, it
used to open.

Joyce:

That wasn’t, that’s when you go over the top that’s
not the bridge.

Esmie:

I know that’s the top of the bridge.

Sonia:

But it doesn’t open, it doesn’t open.

Esmie:

I’m not talking about that bit.

Joyce:

You said it doesn’t open (laughter).

Joan:

Carry on… Go on…

Chernett:

May I say something?

Joan:

Yeah.

Chernett:

When the old lady was talking about that bridge she
wasn‘t talking about the part what opened she was
talking about a different part. But the way she was
talking about it that was a long time ago. It proves
that times have changed.

Joan:

Yeah.

Joyce:

Listen, even Tower Bridge when it opened…

Sonia:

That wasn’t Tower Bridge you was talking about,
you was talking about when the old lady used to walk
up there.

Chernett:

That is Tower Bridge.

Sonia:

I know but that part doesn’t open up.
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Joyce:

I’m not, I wasn’t talking about that, part opening up.

Joan:

Yes you was.

Joyce:

I was talking about the bridge, the bridge where the
people go through.

Chernett:

I wasn’t, I was talking about, I was talking about the
part where it opens and the cars drive over.

Joan:

But why did you mention people then?

Chernett:

Anyway.

Joyce:

I mean the people in the car.

Chernett:

Well I think that is because the lady used to live a
long time ago, 80 years ago to be exact and er, it was
more, no but listen, when she was small she never
knew much about the city, did she?

Esmie:

Well whatever year it was.

Joan:

Well that isn’t exact I’m afraid.

Chernett:

Oh stop. Actually it was about seventy years ago, it
was.

Joan:

No it wasn’t.

Joyce:

Who cares whatever it is, let her carry on.

Chernett:

Whatever it was, well I think that the teachers are
much younger than nowadays…

Joan:

You think; you should know.

Chernett:

Well, the teachers, well, well, the teachers are
younger than, younger than her, so the times that
she’s thinking of differ from, from the teachers today
because when they were born I assume that there
were cars running up and down by electric, by motor.

Joan:

No, because what about old teachers then, what about
old teachers?

Sonia:

But they’re retired.

Chernett:

I’m not talking about the old teachers!

Joan:

Well listen, well.
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Chernett:

I’m talking about young people.

Joan:

Well maybe, some of them, how young do you mean,
thirty, twenty?

Chernett:

Yeah, thirty.

Joan:

That’s not young.

Chernett:

No, not thirty.

Joan:

Well, well, that’s not very young because…

Chernett:

That’s middle-aged.

Joan:

Yes because in the sixties, in the nineteen-sixties
that’s when cars were just really coming in, you see
what I mean?

Sonia:

Anyway it’s coming out.

Esmie:

The cars came into fashion in the 60s were like the
Morris.

Joan:

Well we’re not talking about in the fashion, we’re
talking about the cars that actually came out in
Britain.

Esmie:

Well the Morris that was a car that actually came out
in Britain.

Joan:

Well, well, we are not talking about the fashion of the
cars, we’re talking about the cars that actually came
out in Britain.

Esmie:

Well that’s what I’m talking about.

Joan:

Well you said the cars that are in fashion.

Esmie:

Well the cars that came out…

Chernett:

Anyway, anyway the old lady can remember when
the first…

Sonia:

Where’d you put me?

Chernett:

… when the first tram came and she, and she, she
used to be so frightened of it, they wouldn’t want to,
they didn’t want to get on because they never had no
horses pulling them so, so, she used to say that she
used to walk over the bridge and down, up one side
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and over the, over the place, over the bridge and
down the other side.
Sonia:

No, no, no, hold on I have to interrupt you.

Chernett:

She still loves London as it is now.

Esmie:

Let one person talk at a time.

Chernett:

She is coming from Sunday School…

Joan:

But listen. Can I just say something, can I just say
something, can I just say something? No it’s not like
that, Chernett, I’m afraid it isn’t because she said she
can remember when Tower Bridge was open,
nowadays it’s closed right? But, but, she, but listen,
right, she was saying she used to, right? But now, she
wasn’t saying that everyone was scared, that’s why
she walked across, she’s saying…

Chernett:

The tram I’m talking about.

Joan:

Yes I know but that’s what I mean, that wasn’t why
she walked across, because after a while when the
tram came in…

Chernett:

That’s what I’m talking about the part with the tram,
they didn’t want to go on it because it never had no
horses pulling it. That’s why they were afraid.

Joan:

I know but you said it like because they, they were
frightened being pulled by, that it wasn’t being pulled
by horses.

Chernett:

That’s why they were frightened of it.

Joan:

Yes but…

Chernett:

Because of electric.

Joan:

I know but listen to me please. I’m talking about the
way you say it’s like, the way it’s because people
were scared of, of er, going in it because of electric,
of no horses to pull it, that’s why she used to walk
across… the… the… the stair piece.

Chernett:

No that’s not what I mean, I’m talking, I, I finished
that, that part, I was talking about the lady, about the
old lady, when she was smaller about the part, I
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finished with the bridge, now I’m talking about when
the first trams came in, they were frightened of
coming, of going on them because they were, they
weren’t pulled by horses, they were used to driving
those things which were pulled by horses, that’s why
they were afraid.
Joan: (D)

Oh, er well I don’t know if you’ve proved your point
but I just accept it, now the next bit. How does this
lady’s account of the city differ from the teacher’s
account? Now what do you think? (Other pupils are
still discussing cars.) Well we don’t care about the
Morrises and the Rolls Royce.

Esmie:

The car has to be in fashion to be, to be popular.

Sonia:

Whatever it is.

Joan:

No, not specially.

Sonia:

They’re talking about cars now.

Joan:

We, we’re not talking about popularity.

Sonia:

We’re not supposed to be talking about cars in the
first place. (laugh)

Chernett:

Well whatever it is the old lady…

Teacher:

(from across the room) Can you, you gently discuss,
otherwise you’re all shouting each other out. We
won’t be able to hear anybody very clearly.

Chernett:

Whatever it is, the old lady was living much more
longer than them, so she’s remembering about when,
when she used to be young, how it used to be but if
you ask the teachers now they are going to go back
from when they were born and when they were
young and how it used to be.

Joan:

Yes, but let me go back to you Miss Esmie
Wainwright.

Sonia:

Miss Esmie Wainwright!

Joan:

Miss Esmie Wainwright. Right Miss Wainwright you
said the fashion of the cars and it doesn’t matter
about the fashion of the cars they said…
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Esmie:

But you said…

Joan:

Can you, can you let me finish. Stop. Right. Fashion
of the cars, right! The fashion, the fashion of the cars
doesn’t matter because say there were 100 Morris’s
or so and say only about 30 people had them and they
were different cars, they can be different cars, it
doesn’t matter about the fashion.

Esmie:

Yeah, but can I just say something.

Sonia:

We’re not supposed to be talking about cars.

Esmie:

Can I just say something. In the 60s right, the car that
came out had to be in fashion it had, for it to be
popular it, it had to be in fashion.

Joyce:

We’re not talking about fashion!

Joan:

It doesn’t especially matter.

Teacher:

Will you have a quiet discussion now, those three
girls.

Joan:

But listen, but it doesn’t matter about the fashion
because, listen, people right, in those days they
would be amazed about a car, they wouldn’t care
about the fashion, how smart it looked, they’d just
have to say… They just haven’t got, they wouldn’t
care about the fashion then because they were…

Sonia:

We’re not supposed to be talking about cars.

Joan:

They were… I’m talking about when they came
out… They, they, they were just fascinated about cars
at that time.

Esmie:

It doesn’t matter at what time. 1916.

Sonia:

Well cars came out in about 1950s – 40s cars came
out.

Joan:

I’m talking about the 1960s.

Esmie:

Well that’s what I’m talking about.

Joan:

Can we close this discussion, this, well let’s go on to
the other discussion, yes let’s just go on.

Chernett:

I think we’ve said enough about this one.
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Joan: (E)

Right. ‘Compare with your friends. See what places
they thought of and ask them to describe what the
places are like. In what way is each of these places
important to people? Would you find any of them
outside the city? If so, where, and how might they be
different?’ Please can you take over, Chernett?

Chernett:

Yes. I’d just like to say that, comparing with our
friends, we can’t really compare with our friends
because all of my friends live in the city so they only
go out to the country when they going to live with
their aunts or something like that so, so when they go
out in the countryside well, I think they might say is
that the places in the country are much more
different, for instance they haven’t got so much
facilities where they can go and play, go to disco and
things like that because in the countryside it’s very
quiet and they don’t, they don’t like a lot of noise
about, they keep their, keep where they live very
quiet but in the city everybody’s, everybody’s
playing records, stereos and everything so I’m just
going to give you back to Joan.

Joan:

Compare with your friends, well er… what would
you like to say about it so that we can compare it
with our friends about the city life and anything
different about it? Nothing? You, Esmie?

Esmie:

What, what?

Joan:

Anything different about it ’cause…

Esmie:

The country and the city or what?

Joan:

The city because we’d like to compare it.

Esmie:

Compare the city and the country. When I went to
Birmingham on the way there I saw quite a lot of
grassland all the way, it was really grassy. I saw no
houses but in the city you hardly see any grassland. I
know there’s grassland but you know, not big as you
see in the country and it’s much quieter.

Chernett:

In the countryside you see lots of hills, lots of hills
where there’s lots of green green land but in the city
the only…
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Joan:

The only green land there is in the park. For one
thing you don’t see cows in a park.

Lynette:

Oh yes you do. Oh yes you… Oh yes you do. Oh yes
you do. Yes you do ’cause down Stanmore in
Middlesex there’s a park and in the park the cows
come out every day. That’s when you take your
shame nah!

Voices:

Middlesex isn’t in the country… It ain’t London, it
ain’t London… Middlesex ain’t London I know.

Joan: (F)

Well, now, ‘What do you think Joni Mitchell is
trying to put over in her song? Who do you think
they are in the song? What are the things that have
changed which she sings about? Do you think these
changes are for the better or the worse? Why? “They
paved paradise and put up a parking lot.” Why could
that well describe the modern city?’ Well I think first
of all we shall discuss it and then after we can hear er
the song once again.

Chernett:

Well I think, I think they mean they paved up
paradise where the countryside was they, they built it
up into cities, put, put, erm sky-scrapers up and they
put cars and motorways over where it was grass land.

Joan:

Yes, right, I agree. What do you think Joyce? Don’t
you think anything? Esmie? Go on. You must think
something.

Esmie:

I agree with Chernett because even though the way
they paved up paradise erm, erm the modern city I
must say does serve a purpose but I must say when it
says ‘Hey, farmer, farmer, Put away that DDT now’
er it does make sense er, I’m sure that, that a lot of
children in the countryside they erm, in the
countryside there must have been a lot of accidents
because of DDT that they put on plants to stop
insects from getting away, because I’m sure before
there were they (indistinct) of plants and er chemicals
like that to kill insects, the children, I’m sure they
didn’t die from a few little insects that, that erm, I’m
sure that the few insects that were on the fruit didn’t
harm them and anyway what about all those insects
that make our food, for instance honey and all that…
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Chernett:

Ladybirds.

Esmie:

Yeah, ladybirds as well.

Chernett:

They kill the aphids…

Esmie:

Yeah.

Chernett:

What, what eat the plants.

Joan:

That is very good. I think that is all we have to say on
that subject.

Notes on the transcript
A. After the teacher’s instruction, Joan reads the first set of questions
from the transcript. Then follows a direct question/answer session
which leads to little development of ideas. It is interesting that
Joan and Chernett have taken my ‘best of both worlds’ as a
contrast of the city and country. I intended this to apply to the
contrasting ideas of excitement and peace found within the city.
But as demonstrated by Esmie, this could be relating back to
previous work about the contrasts between country and city.
B. Assuming that the discussion is not going well, the teacher
interrupts. Taking the teacher’s point, Joan, acting as leader, looks
at the issue of noise. This leads to discussion on the comparison of
city and countryside. Disagreement emerges about vehicles –
pollution – plants – parks. There is a mix-up over terms: carbon
monoxide/carbon dioxide. Then there is a heated discussion over
whether all parts of the city have parks. Esmie and Chernett try to
press Joan to accept that there are places without parks, and draw
upon examples to show this. Because they bring evidence to
support their views, Joan concedes and switches to a related idea,
the presence of flowers, linking back to the question of noise.
Chernett provides what is seen as the conclusion to this part: the
country is quiet, the city is where there is noise. In this section, the
girls have raised an interesting question: the extent and the
location of parks on city land which could have been built upon.
They might have developed this more if material had been
available (map of London boroughs showing distribution of open
space). If this had been followed up by the teacher, the girls could
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have undertaken their own survey of parks and open spaces in a
particular area, or contacted the local authority.
C. There is a pause and the next section is introduced by Esmie, who
is reflecting on the old lady’s view of how the city has changed.
Esmie draws on the other knowledge she has of the past (candles,
oil-lamps) and opens up a point that causes much discussion about
the opening/closing of the bridge. This involves most members of
the group. There is much pressing for clarification which seems to
revolve around whether the old lady is referring to
i.

opening up of the whole bridge for the ships, or

ii. allowing people to walk over the top part of the bridge.
They are picking each other up and are pressing each other to
make the point clear as they seem to have different conceptions of
what the old lady means. Is this disagreement leading to greater
development of ideas or more confusion? Would this happen with
the presence of the teacher? Chernett tries to bring a general point
out of the discussion: ‘It proves that times have changed.’ She
seems to be trying to defuse the argument. ‘Anyway, anyway the
old lady can remember when the first… tram came…’ She’s trying
to branch out along another track by talking about the change from
horses to trams/electric. Joan pulls her up on points and does not
want to let the previous point lie. Chernett declares, ‘I finished
with the bridge.’
D. Although Joan feels the point has not been ‘proved’ she lets it go
and reads the next question from the sheet. In examining how the
old lady’s account differs from the teacher’s they become taken up
by the precision of time. In looking at this they refer to ages of
teachers and relate back to the issue of cars. They are adamant on
trying to get to ‘what I’m (really) talking about’, to clarify their
position. There is heated discussion about whether they’re talking
about fashion and popularity of cars or just cars or, as Sonia
mentions three times, ‘We’re not supposed to be talking about
cars.’ Chernett again tries to make the general and original point
about why the old lady’s account differs from the teacher’s. There
is confusion over times here (1960s probably seems a long time
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ago to 13-year-olds; and it is interesting that Esmie uses 1916 and
Joan 1960) but they seem to be using the concrete example of a car
to enable them to try and clarify the concepts of fashion, time and
change. There is obvious enjoyment in just disagreeing but it does
force the other person to reflect on what they’re saying. Joan and
Chernett bring this area of discussion to a stop. It is interesting that
Joan says: ‘Can we close this discussion? Well let’s go on to the
other discussion.’ It is as though there are two discussions in one
going on. One is what they perceive the teacher wants them to do
and the other is within the scope of what the teacher has set but
branches out to encompass lively disagreement about anything that
will bring them into conflict with one another. They seem to find
this stimulating and it makes them think out how they’re
presenting their thoughts to each other.
E. Joan reads from the sheet. (They were supposed to make a list of
what they thought were the city sounds while listening to the tape,
e.g. supermarket; football; on a bus.) In interpreting this as a
straight comparison between city and countryside they do not
seem to get far: Joan and Chernett pass it back to each other.
Esmie and Joyce relate the point back to ideas of open space,
grassland, park. The point about ‘cows in a park’ rouses Lynette
who has been sitting on the edge, previously taking no part in the
discussion. She draws on her own experience of a park in
Stanmore and raises the debatable point of whether Middlesex is
in the country. However, this is not pursued to any length. Again,
feeding in of information may have been helpful here.
F. Joan reads from the sheet – the question/answer set up is reenacted. Chernett and Esmie attempt to explain the idea behind the
song, Esmie developing Chernett’s point and raising the question
of the value of DDT. Chernett seems to want to develop this point
further but Joan seems satisfied with what has been said and draws
the discussion to an end.
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Involvement of Members of the Group
Joan:

emerges as a leader figure in introducing most topics,
raising questions and provoking disagreements. She
makes the decisions (usually) about whether a point
has reached a conclusion. At times she draws upon
her own experience to try and make sense of the
ideas. Her main concern seems to be that the
discussion should be lively.

Esmie:

often opens up discussion points and matters for
disagreement. Esmie and Joan provoke each other
and demand clarification from each other; several
times Esmie feeds in answers to Joan’s questions and
tries to develop other people’s ideas. Throughout the
discussion Esmie brings in evidence from her
personal knowledge to back up her arguments.

Chernett:

like Esmie, takes on the role of providing ‘answers’:
she seems very concerned with relating ideas to the
written questions and tries to raise general points
from their discussions. She seems to have the clearest
idea of what is expected by the teacher and is
concerned with precision and relevance.

Sonia:

hardly ever joins in the discussion but, several times,
tries to bring the discussion back to what she feels
they were supposed to be discussing. Sonia is a good
listener and pays close attention to this discussion.

Joyce:

does not play an active part except in the discussion
of the bridge when she seems to want to clarify
points.

Lynette:

only half listens; it seems she is occupied with
something else. The only point that interests her is
cows in a park. This seems to be because she can
directly relate it to her own experience.

Teacher:

is involved only in instructing how to tackle the
questions and in requesting ‘quieter discussion’ as, in
their liveliness, they do get rather loud which disturbs
the rest of the class.
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What was learnt?
This is very difficult to assess – both form and content of talk are
important. In terms of content, the group raise and explore several
areas of city life: the number of parks; the contrast between city and
country; the effects of pollution; how the city has changed; the concept
of change; Tower Bridge; cars; fashion. But are these ideas explored in
enough depth? In terms of form, the girls, in challenging each other,
force each other to reflect on their own ideas and to sharpen their
arguments. However, it is evident at several points that they need more
input to develop ideas further. Who learnt most? The most talkative or
the quieter members of the group? Sonia (who says very little) and
Chernett (who says a lot) seem very aware of how and where the
discussion is going. A few times Chernett tries to draw out issues, or to
bring the discussion back to the teacher’s input questions. Joan and
Esmie force each other to reflect on what they are saying. There is
some development of ideas, facilitated by challenge and disagreement.
However, sometimes there is little willingness to accept another’s
starting point.
The absence of the teacher in the discussion raises interesting
questions. Would the discussion have been so lively with a teacher in
the group? Would disagreement have been so frequent? Who would
have been the leader? How would points have been developed? Would
the girls have thought through ideas or would they have been more
concerned with providing the ‘right’ answers?
There is a measure of teacher control in that the boundaries of the
discussion have been set down in the material the teacher provides.
Although, on the whole, the group work within these boundaries, they
use the discussion to accommodate other interests as well.
Hypotheses and Proposals to Emerge
The apparent need for more input at several points in the discussion
suggests the benefit which would be gained from having a variety of
source books and other information material available in the room
where the discussion is happening. The teacher should then be able to
encourage pupils to find out for themselves when they are unsure about
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a topic. Later on, the teacher can clarify or expand points which still
remain uncertain or under-exploited.
As well as helping to develop and extend a discussion, argument and
disagreement can make it more spontaneous and enjoyable. In forcing
each other to clarify or modify their statements, a process of reflection
and reworking is encouraged. On the other hand, when one or two
students dominate (Joan, for example), certain ideas can be left
undeveloped, points can be misunderstood and the discussion can be
one-sided. There are times when the skill of the teacher is required in
deciding when to supply certain facts, and when an intervention might
be helpful in raising questions or encouraging more careful reflection.
The shared learning of the small group places greater demands on the
members of the group than the larger group, or full class.
Consequently, more reflection and thought is probably taking place
than in the teacher-class interaction. The very act of being able to
articulate thoughts can lead to greater understanding and assimilation
of ideas.
The use of expressive language helps the students to come to terms
with ‘school knowledge’. They are interacting with that knowledge on
their own terms. Much of this discussion is on a general level, but the
most stimulating parts are when different members of the group are
able to bring in their own personal experiences.
Another advantage of small group discussion is that the students may
define problems (so re-interpreting texts and work set in a manner not
foreseen by the teacher) that, because of a teacher’s pre-conceived
framework of study, may never have emerged in a teacher-controlled
group. In fact, in this group’s discussions the teacher’s presence was
felt because my discussion points guided their talk. On reflection I feel
that my framework tended to constrain the discussion, and, although
input is obviously needed, I feel the discussion could have been more
productive if I had been more open-ended in my guidelines.
From the above, it is obvious that I should encourage more
independent group discussion. There are constraints on this, notably
the lack of space and the higher noise level. Also I feel that group
discussion is not an alternative to full-class discussion and other
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strategies. It should not be used in isolation, but more as part of the
learning process. Reading and writing should back up ideas raised in
talking about the topic. In fact I feel that the quality of our students’
reading and writing would develop more quickly if these activities
were more closely linked to the other components of language –
talking and listening.
Follow-up Work
After the discussion the children wrote about the points raised on city
life. There were several allusions to pollution, which I could build into
future work. Several months later, when we were studying pollution,
the group listened to their tape again, with transcript. I asked them to
compare their previous views with those they now had as a result of
examining the topic in more detail. This discussion was also taped. In
the second discussion, the group consider what and how they have
learnt, and analyse their ‘mistakes’ in the first discussion. Talking this
through helps to clarify some of the ideas that were misinterpreted
earlier. They build into their talk much of what they have learned from
studying pollution. This develops into a discussion of artificial food –
additives and health foods, where the group extrapolate ideas from
‘school knowledge’ to make sense of their ‘outside-world knowledge’.
An Individual Monologue: Sharon
After some informal but not very productive discussion with her group
(Lorna, Diane and Marlene), Sharon, who said she was dissatisfied
with their talk, asked to borrow batteries and to tape her views on ‘The
City’ on her own at home. Sharon’s monologue is impressive in terms
of length, versatile language and development of ideas. In using
expressive language, Sharon comes to terms with the teacher’s ideas
and skilfully relates them to her own experiences. Throughout, she
shows she is reflective, thinking out ideas as she goes along. She uses
the stimulus well: she shows she understands the information given,
directs herself to particular aspects, relates points to preceding ones.
But also she transcends the context: she finds her own examples to
illustrate certain ideas, and to evaluate them in the light of previous
experience. Up until this taped monologue, I had been disappointed in
Sharon’s work. I knew she was a bright girl but she had produced very

Talking in Class 375
little in terms of written work, had made little effort and had shown
little interest in the subject. After doing the tape, and especially when
she had a copy of her transcript, Sharon began to gain much more
interest in the subject. She was never content in answering
straightforward questions on worksheets but would reinterpret the
teacher-given information and present it in her own framework: in
mini-projects/essays/surveys etc, Sharon found a way of relating to
school knowledge which was meaningful to her.
‘The different views of the city given in this passage is mostly
about the traffic, the crowd, people in a hurry, nowhere to move,
drab old buildings, big buildings, many buildings, everything,
everyone in a rush, just rushing about, these are the things and
views given about the city. I think the meaning of “having the
best of both worlds” means that you can get up, get all your money
and go down the West End and have a great time. You can go and
see the bright lights, the exciting places and investigate and find
out about new and different things. You could also come back to
the area in the city where you live and find out that it’s not all
sparkle and glamour. It’s dirty old buildings, old houses mostly, as
well as the new flats that they’ve got coming up as well, but
they’re mighty expensive and you’ve got all the stuff in the wars
and all the things that other people wouldn’t expect people in the
city to have to cope with. You have different noises of which you
hear in the city. You hear noises of drunks coming out of the pub
singing their songs, you have ambulances, fire brigades, police
cars, you hear the noises of the cars, and the buses and the lorries.
You could also hear the rag and bone man coming down the street
ringing his bell with his cart and his horse and calling out for
anybody who wants to sell old rags. You can hear the milkman,
you can hear the dustman, you can also sometimes hear the coal
man coming round. The area that I live there’s somebody who
burns coal in their house and I hear the coal man coming down the
street. You can hear postmen which are not very noisy but you can
also hear the van with which the men collect the letters from the
post-box. You can hear the conductors, you can hear all the clatter
on the buses. Especially in school all the children are very noisy,
which I am very noisy as well and you have different variety of
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noises. You can hear aeroplanes going over, you hear thunder, you
do hear the rain pitter-pattering on the pavements, you hear the
leaves, when you step on them they go all crisp. You sometimes,
when there’s a mighty wind you can hear the wind blowing, you
can hear the birds, no, you can’t hear the bees, you can hear, no
you can’t, you can hear Big Ben. You can hear different things in
the city and most of the quiet places are in parks or, yes, I think
most of the places are in parks because it’s not on the road. Nearly
all the roads in the city are all noisy and some, when some of them
are quiet you, you want to know why they’re quiet because you
don’t usually hear them quiet so you can’t really think when
you’re on a quiet road. And I don’t think the city could ever exist
without noises because it would be impossible and it would be
really strange to hear conductors turning their machines to give
people tickets and don’t hear a noise, cars and buses and don’t
hear a noise and it would be very dangerous if you didn’t have
noise in a city because if a child is nearly going to get knocked
over, the car can hoot, hon… bib his horn and make sure the child
hears. Or if any, an animal or so is in danger they can bib their
horn and the animal will be aware of the vehicle coming along,
and if other people are coming in the way or not acting as they’re
supposed to act on the road, they can bib their horn and they can
warn them.
The 80-year-old lady remembers about when she was 10 and there
was no motor cars and when she first went on a tram and that
everybody was really scared and I think I would if, if this, this new
technique, this new machine came and was able to carry people
from north to south I would be very scared to go on there and what
I like, what she remembers was when you could go up on the high
par… part of Tower Bridge, which I wish was allowed to happen
today. But being that some people have, are mentally sick and
some are very badly disturbed or some just do it for fun, go, go up
there and go and commit suicide and, and mostly to blame are the
government for putting such a danger risk, they have to close it
and I think that it was worse erm… during the last war so they had
to close it after the last war.
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London has changed a lot since the 80-year-old lady was a girl
because you’ve got all these buses now and you’ve got trains. I
don’t know who invented trains but for somebody who has never
travelled underneath the ground and when the trains were invented
they have to go underneath the ground and in these, very long, sort
of semi-circle long thing with different carriages and windows
which you can see out even though it’s pitch black through the
tunnel I would, I wouldn’t go down there, they’d have to kill me
before I go down there because suppose anything happened halfway in the tunnel, suppose I never came back up to see daylight
again. I suppose they carried their hearts in their hands. Erm…
London hasn’t just changed because of the transport. London has
changed with the buildings. I suppose the reason why we have got
high-sky… sky-scrapers which are not as high as the fifty-block
flats in America is because the population in England is
tremendous and it’s too much and if all the, everybody had to live
on ground level it would be much overcrowded so they build b…
little houses, no, not houses, little rooms on top of each other
going near up into the, higher and higher about, say about 100 ft
off the ground to make more space and give more people homes in
the city to live and the woman said, the 80-year-old lady said, “But
I still, but London, but still London is still London to me and I
love every bit of it.” I suppose every child loves everywhere most
where she is born and grown up which she has seen all the exciting
changes the good and the bad points. Especially when you have
mostly bad points and you see your country changing to the good
points and you live so long to witness all these things, that you
love your city even more and you are proud of it and it would be.
The teacher, the teacher’s account of the city nowadays must be
different from the 80-year-old lady because things are much better
now, because you’ve got all electricity, you’ve got a light, you
don’t have to burn gas and you don’t have to risk the danger
although electricity is very dangerous but they’re making it in the
walls so people, it’s not really er… visible danger, it’s an
invisible danger and in the days when the 80-year-old lady was a
kid they never had such things as electricity so she, thinks it’s
much more, much much better now in 1976 than in 1916. And the
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teacher’s view, who was probably erm… when she was a child she
was, when she was 10 she was about it was in, in about the year
19… now let’s see erm… I think it would be about 1950 which
she would remember when she was about six or seven or even
earlier than that. So she wouldn’t remember from 1916 from when
electricity wasn’t invented. The places that I like best mostly is
Brockwell Park when me and my friends go down to the park on
Sundays and we play, sometimes, well the boys play football and
the girls sometimes just stand up there and they just talk or some
of the girls do join in with the boys playing, football or sometimes
we all play leapfrog or erm run-outs or something like that and I
especially like erm… down the West End. I have always dreamed
of me and my boy-friend going down to the West End, leaving our
house about 10 o’clock and cuddling up with our woolly, our
mittens, our boots and our jeans and our coats and our woolly hats
coming all the way down by our ears and just, sort of just catching
the bus and just cruising in just looking around ’cause the, the
lights I think Piccadilly and the West End looks smashing when
it’s in really pitch dark and you just see all the lights all shining
out and I think that’s the best part of London that I like yeah and
when, it’s even more exciting for little children when they go
down to the West End with their parents and all the bright lights
are just shining and everything’s just flashing about and it’s really
exciting… You wouldn’t find West End outside the city because
my mum’s sister lives down Rugby and all the three cinemas that
they had all closed down and they’ve got just mostly bingo places
and it’s the disco that they’ve got down there, well you can’t call
them discos because I am sure people can go home and listen to
their records or their tapes or listen to the radio and have a more
exciting time than go down to the disco. Em… even though you
are with your friends and girls and boys of your age it makes a
change but with the crappy discos, or what they call discos down
there I don’t see how it’s like discos from the city. Erm… what I
think Joni Mitchell is saying is that when I think er… everything
that you’ve grown up around like, like the 80-year-old lady she,
she sort of grew up to her own area near London Bridge where she
lived and she growed to love it sh… .when they pulled it down
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you know they just pulled down her own town what she lived and
growed, grown up in she only… pardon… she only realized how
much she needed her own, her home dwellings that she lived in
and er… ah… some of the, I think most of the changes are for the
better b… they make things more better but what about the old
ladies they don’t think it’s better, old ladies can’t walk up 100
flights of stairs to go to their, their house or even if the lifts, but
even if the lifts er… break down they still got to walk and these
old people some of them are really stubborn and they not really
used to, to, like young people who’d find it really nice and
exciting to go up in a tall block of flats but old people they want to
stay on ground level, they don’t want, why they have to go up,
they don’t see why they have to go up in the, in the air, they, they
want to stay down, their home town what they loved so much
which they know, knew so much their, all their friends and these
people just came and without no warning and tore it down. The
things that Joni Mitchell is talking about, well the basic idea is
they, that they er… they pull down paradise and put up a parking
lot, they pulled down her home town or even her grandmother’s
home town and they put all these car parks there. But she talks
about they cut down all the trees and put it in a tree museum
because some of the tree mus… the trees are really old and
historical and they think well I don’t see why people should get
the looks of these trees free so they cut them down and put in a
tree museum as she puts it and charge people a dollar and a half.
Well where, we are in England and we use pounds and pence so I
think they would charge us about 89p to come and see trees but
they don’t always put trees in tree museum they put trees in
factories and they supply the whole country and I think other
countries with paper because trees can make paper and it’s not
only paper it can make chairs, it can make the frames of mirrors,
doors because the wood can supply a family with a great deal of
furniture and will be very nice er… The changes are some, some
are for the better because they put the people, they pull down the
old houses and make the whole system better but st… .well the
prices which they make houses nowadays are very expensive and
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not everybody can afford it and… I think that’s all. I think that is
my true and honest view of, my view of the city.’
Sharon’s tape and transcript can now be used as material for other third
years when we look at ‘The City’. This will be of help to children with
reading difficulties, as well as in stimulating interest in all the children
about what the city means. A booklet has been made from the
transcript which can be used independently of the tape. It is very
difficult to estimate the readability level of this booklet because of the
long involved sentences. However, a rough estimate would gauge the
reading age necessary as varying between 9.5 at the beginning of the
booklet and 11.5 at the end. In using this booklet with a group of fourth
years, whose recorded reading ages spanned 8.6 to 12.1, it was
interesting to note that they all managed to read Sharon’s booklet with
only a little difficulty. This suggests that children can read, with greater
ease, language written by others their own age. It also adds support to
the idea of using pupil-produced material in helping children to learn to
read.
To conclude:
1.

Sharon’s monologue demonstrates the value of talk in the learning
experience.

2.

The teacher’s acceptance of talk (particularly if given recognition
by recording and transcribing) can develop favourable self-image
in the pupil as well as encouraging higher motivation in learning
about the subject matter.

3.

The exercise shows the value of using child-produced resources
particularly as an aid to fluent reading.
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Part Two: History
Wednesday, periods I and 2 (9.25-10.35 a.m.)
Teacher: Theresa Cato.
The class had not worked in groups before this term. The teacher had
been used to group-work and had used tape-recorders freely, but she
had only recently begun to explore the small-group discussion as
mutual exchange of information, opinions and concepts.
Setting Up the Discussion
The class was given a rota of activities: reading, writing, painting,
discussing. One group at a time left the room to discuss on tape. The
girls were given a tape-recorder, a cassette and a fairly quiet, soundproof place. They were also given pictures of a Saxon village and a
Roman town (see below), and they were asked four questions:
1.

Does it surprise you that the Roman city was built before the
Anglo-Saxon village?

2.

Does this show progress in building?

3.

Why did the grand Roman city fall into ruins?

4.

Why did the Romans leave Britain?
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The Pictures

The aims of the lesson were to give the students an idea of the passage
of time; and to help develop in them a more sophisticated view of
history – progress does not happen in predictable ways.
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Analysis of flow of ideas
Q = question A = answer
S = statement

Description of
Discussion
S
J reads question
aloud.
S takes role of
chairperson: asks E.

J
Q

E

Use of
teacher’s
questions
A
1

Q
A
End of phase one
Q
Q

S begins a formal
answer but breaks off
as it strikes her that
there is water on one
side of the Roman
town and none in the
Saxon village.

A
Q
Q
A
Q
A
A
End of phase two
S

A is in argumentative
mood; S tries to
placate her, but A
argues the other way.
S refuses to argue.

Q
A
Q
A
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Transcript of One Group’s Discussion:
Janice, Sharon, Esmie, Andrea
Janice:

‘Does it surprise you that the Roman city was built before
the Anglo-Saxon village?’
Sharon: Esmie I would like to hear your point of view first please.
Esmie: Yeah because the Roman village was much larger and you
had more places, choices of places to go and they also had
better boats and they had shops and that which the AngloSaxon village never had none of.
Sharon: Thank you. Hm. I would like to hear your point of view
Janice.
Janice: There were, it does surprise me that there were, the Romans
lived before the Anglo-Saxons ’cause the Romans were all
modern and the Anglo-Saxons were all primitive.
Sharon: Mm, mm. Well I think I’ll have my go now… I suppose it
does surprise me ’cause… Where did the water go?
Janice: What water?
Sharon: This here. Because look they made the wall round their city
right, is that the water is…
Andrea: That’s the em…
Janice: … that the city? That’s the other end of the city.
Sharon: Oh, so after it went to ruin it went, it does surprise me, yeah,
because how… as I said before the Romans had more
knowledge than the Saxons, hadn’t they? They said well
being we’re going to live in England we’re going to make it
a nice London and we’re going to make it the best London
City.
Andrea: There’s nothing wrong with London City.
Sharon: No there isn’t.
Andrea: Yes there is.
Sharon: I’m not arguing. So they made modern things to, to
encourage, more people to stay there I suppose, ’cause none
of the Romans would want to stay there, wouldn’t they,
probably they would want to go back to Italy. So they made
it more entertaining and more modern so everybody would
like it to stay there, wouldn’t they? (pause) I’d like to hear
your point of view.
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Analysis of flow of ideas
Q = question A = answer
S = statement

Description of
Discussion
S

S asks for more
detail. A, being
awkward, refuses. S
diplomatically
concedes.
J reads second
question. S asks for
clarification before
answering.

J

E

Use of
teacher’s
questions
A
A

1

Q
A
A
Q

2

A

End of phase three

S
Phase four
Q
A

S

Q

J re-reads second
question.
A wants to ask a
question of her own.
S ignores her, wants
to move on.
J reads third question.

End of phase five
Q
A

S
Q
Q
Q

3
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Transcript of One Group’s Discussion:
Janice, Sharon, Esmie, Andrea
Andrea: It does surprise me that the Romans built their city before
the Anglo-Saxons because the Romans showed more
progress in their work while the Anglo-Saxons had gone
back to primitive times.
Sharon: Can you put it in more detail please?
Andrea: No.
Sharon: O.K.
Janice: ‘Does this show progress in building?’
Sharon: What does? No. I suppose maybe the Romans buildings
were too grand for the simple farmers because people who
own this building in the city they, it would mean their, no,
because they would have to make simple houses in the
countryside where they could take their sheep and animals,
where in the Roman city it sort of paved off and there isn’t
much grass to feed the animals, so if they stayed in a Roman
city maybe they would have starved and they need the open
place where they can easily get to grass and all that, isn’t it?
Esmie: I don’t think it shows progress in the village because rain
can easily soak through the straw whereas concrete is hard
to get through. Don’t think it can.
Sharon: Here Janice.
Janice: There is er, no er, progress in er, building because the
Romans were before the Anglo-Saxons and Romans were all
modern and the Anglo-Saxons were primitive.
Sharon: Thank you.
Andrea: What was the question again Janice?
Janice: ‘Does this show progress in building?’
Andrea: Well, no not really.
Sharon: Thank you. That is enough.
Andrea: Can we ask a question please?
Sharon: Next question please!
Janice: ‘Why did the grand Roman city fall in ruins, into ruins?’

388 The Vauxhall Papers
Analysis of flow of ideas
Q = question A = answer
S = statement

Description of
Discussion
S
A

J

E

Use of
teacher’s
questions
A
3

Q
A
S

Q
A
S
End of phase six
S

Phase seven
Q

A invites J to speak.
J wonders whether
the Anglo-Saxons
liked being
independent.

S

End of phase eight
Q
Q

J re-reads third
question.

3

S
Q
Q

3
A

S pushes A to give a
fuller answer. A
won't say more.

Q
End of phase nine
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Transcript of One Group’s Discussion:
Janice, Sharon, Esmie, Andrea
Sharon:

Andrea:
Sharon:

Andrea:
Sharon:

Esmie:

Andrea:
Janice:

Sharon:
Janice:
Sharon:
Andrea:
Janice:
Andrea:
Sharon:
Andrea:

Because what I said earlier. They couldn’t use the Romans’
city because there wouldn’t be enough grass to feel their
animals… Have you got a cough?
Yes.
… and so the er, Romans the Roman city must have got
deserted and it just fell to dust, ’cause there would be
nothing to clean it and all moss would eventually come in
the corners and cobwebs and all that so it first gone to ruin
because the Saxons never had no use for it because they
couldn’t keep that little village for when they’re going to,
they go, something wrong?
No.
When they go to feed their animals and then return to the
city ’cause their animals would be abandoned and the city
was far away from the Saxon village.
Maybe the Anglo-Saxons didn’t want to live in a Roman
village because they were afraid of them maybe, that they
would come back one day and then there would be a war
against the two villages and they would have something to
protect themselves.
Here y’are Janice.
Maybe because they’d rather do something themselves,
maybe they liked making things and not go into a city that is
already made for them. Maybe they just wanted the open
life.
Is there any more questions?
‘Why did the grand Roman city fall into ruins?’
Oh sorry I forgot.
What was the question Janice?
‘Why did the grand Roman city fall into ruins?’
Well the most likely answer is that because Anglo-Saxons
didn’t want to live in it.
Is that all?
Yes.
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Analysis of flow of ideas
Q = question A = answer
S = statement
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question.

J
Q
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A
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A
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Romans had had the
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in Italy to cope in any
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A

S

S
S
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elegant summary. S
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Q

4
A

S
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Transcript of One Group’s Discussion:
Janice, Sharon, Esmie, Andrea

Janice:
Sharon:

‘Why did the Romans leave Britain?’
Because in Italy, their country was being invaded see… Got
a cough? You should take some medicine for it.
Andrea: I do but it don’t work.
Sharon: … and they had to leave their city because maybe by the
time they had covered up the city and made sure everything
is safe, so if they wanted to return one day it will be there,
the, Italy would have been conquered over by somebody
else. So they had to just leave Londinium and go over to
Italy. But wasn’t there a lot more Romans in Italy?

Esmie:
Sharon:

Janice:
Esmie:

Sharon:

No, they’re all over the place where they have conquered.
They had an empire you know.
So they left Rome, Italy to itself. Well maybe just a few
people that was in Italy couldn’t find, fight off the invaders.
So that’s why maybe, they had to leave this and suppose
they had to just gather up all the Romans for, from wherever
they had conquered and all go over to Italy so that they
could help. Esmie, the last one.
‘Why did the Romans leave Britain?’
The Romans left Britain because back in Italy there was
another group invading their country and there was a war so
they had to help their own country win the war.
Ah. That’s good. Finished!
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An Easy Way of Assessing Concepts Discussed
If a group discussion is recorded, transcribed, typed and duplicated, a
possible use for one of the copies can be to assist the observation of the
concepts covered in the following way:
•
•

•

take each question (four in this case);
underline each part of the transcript which contains relevant
evidence that a concept is formulated in relation to a specific
question;
cut out each underlined part.

If we apply such a method to the discussion above, we get something
like this:
Question 1. Does it surprise you that the grand Roman city was built
before the Anglo-Saxon village?
was much larger and
had more places,
choices
had better boats
had shops
which the Anglo Saxon village
never had none of
Romans were all modern
they would want to go back to
Italy

and the Anglo Saxons were all
primitive.
What water?
had more knowledge
a nice London
best London City,
made modern things
more people to stay
entertaining
more modern
stay there,
It does surprise me that the Romans built their city before the AngloSaxons because the Romans showed more progress in their work while
the Anglo-Saxons had gone back to primitive times.
Question 2. Does this show progress in building?
Romans buildings
too grand for the simple farmers
simple houses in the countryside
take their sheeps and animal

they stayed
they would have starved
open place
get to grass
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paved off
grass to feed the animals

rain can easily soak through the
straw
concrete is hard to get through
There is er, no er, progress in er, building because the Romans were
before the Anglo-Saxons and Romans were all modern and the AngloSaxons were primitive.
Question 3. Why do you think the grand Roman city fell into ruins?
got deserted
fell to dust
be nothing to clean it
all moss would eventually come
in the corners
and cobwebs
the Saxons never had no use for
it
go to feed their animals.
return to the city
their animals would be
abandoned

the city was far away from the
Saxon village
were afraid
come back one day
a war against the two
protect themselves.
not go into a city that is already
made for them.
open life.

Question 4. Why did the Romans leave Britain?
their country was being invaded
Italy would have been conquered
So they had to just leave
Londinium and go over to Italy.
they’re all over the place where
they have conquered
just a few people that was in Italy

couldn’t find, fight off the
invaders.
The Romans left Britain because
back in Italy there was another
group invading their country
and there was a war so they had
to help their own country win
the war.

Pupils’ Use of Teacher’s Input
Sharon uses the teacher’s questions and tries to develop a rotation of
questions and answers. All members of the group put together
suggestions which accumulate something like eighteen reasons for
question one, thirteen reasons for question two, eighteen reasons for
question three, and five reasons for question four.
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Writing done after the Discussion
Sharon:

nothing available.

Esmie:

1. Does it surprise you that the Roman city was built before
the Anglo-Saxon village?
Yes because the Roman Village was more complex than
the Anglo-Saxon village.
2. Does this show progress in building?
No. Maybe it’s because only Romans could make these
houses.
3. Why do you think the Roman village fell into ruins?
Because Anglo-Saxons and Romans were enemys, they
probably thought it was wrong to live in your enemy’s
house.

Janice:

It does surprise me that the Roman city was built before the
Anglo-Saxon village. The Roman city looks like it was built
after the Anglo-Saxon village. The Roman city is made of
stone and spaced out. The Anglo-Saxon village is made of
wood and not spaced out. The Roman city looks more
civilised than the Anglo-Saxon. The Anglo-Saxon village
looks primative. This does not show progress in building.
The Anglo-Saxon village did not show progress in building
as the Roman city did. It was more modern than the AngloSaxon village. The Roman cities may have fell into ruins
because the Anglo Saxons thought they were bewitched or
evil. So the Anglo Saxons did not go there.

Andrea:

The difference between a Roman city and an AngloSaxon village is that the Roman city is more neater and
modern and it looks better protected, the houses look
stronger and the city is bigger.
It really does surprise me to know that the Romans built
their city before the Saxons because the Roman village
looks more modern and stronger, while the Saxon village
looks more primitive.
No, it doesn’t really show progress in building from the
Saxon. The Romans were before them and theirs look more
impressive.
The Roman village fell into ruins because no Saxon
would live there.
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What was Learned from the Discussion?
Esmie learns that the Roman town was much larger; a place with
choices of ‘places to go’; a place with ‘better boats’; a place with
shops. She thinks that the Anglo-Saxons did not ‘show progress’, as
straw lets in the rain. She imagines that the Anglo-Saxons were scared
of the Romans coming back. She knows that the Romans were already
all over Europe. She also knows about the barbarian invasions of Rome
– ‘so the Romans had to go back’.
Andrea thinks that there’s nothing wrong with London (cf.
Environmental Studies discussion). She considers that the Romans
‘showed more progress’. She thinks that the Anglo-Saxons did not
want to live in the Roman city.
Janice is surprised that the Romans were ‘all modern’ and the AngloSaxons were ‘all primitive’. She guesses that the pictures are drawn
from different angles. She thinks that the Anglo-Saxons would like to
do things for themselves.
Sharon asks about the water. She imagines that the Romans wanted to
make a ‘nice London’, ‘the best London city’ to attract people to live
there. It had to be ‘more interesting’, ‘more modern’. She thinks that
the Roman buildings were not suitable for agriculture – there would
have been no grass to feed the animals. She imagines how the
buildings decayed. She thinks that the city would have been too far
from where the animals were. She thinks that the Romans could not
wait to make their city safe. She wonders where the ‘other Romans’
were, and realises that they all had to return to defend Rome.
What Role did each Member of the Group Play?
Esmie is supportive; asks a question; summarizes. She is nonetheless
isolated and others don’t respond to her.
Andrea is constructive, but hampered by her cough. She is awkward
with Sharon, and is prevented by Sharon from asking a question.
Janice reads out the questions. She is prepared to re-read questions in
order to allow different individuals to formulate their answers.
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Sharon is chairperson and chief contributor. Of the four girls, she
emerges as the obvious leader, though she is not unchallenged in her
organization. In fact, she dominates rather than chairs the session.
Who did the most Talking?
Esmie has five speeches, all extended utterances, and speaks 160
words. She seems to cover 8 concepts.
Andrea has 15 speeches, one extended utterance, she tries to ask her
own question, and she speaks 195 words. She seems to cover 4
concepts. She contributes least to the discussion, but she was in poor
health.
Janice has 14 speeches, 3 extended utterances, and speaks 154 words.
She seems to cover 5 concepts.
Sharon has 27 speeches, 7 extended utterances, asks 2 questions of her
own, and speaks 510 words. She seems to cover 10 concepts. As the
girl who talked most, she apparently learns most, but not necessarily
the most important things.
The girls on the whole listened to each other well. The exception is
Esmie, most of whose utterances receive no response. Could this be
because it is hard to respond to utterances which are as completely
formulated as Esmie’s are?
Role of Teacher
Initiator. Source of some of the pre-existent knowledge. Arranger of
venue.
Teacher’s View of what was Learned
(Theresa Cato was seconded to the London Institute of Education in
the academic year after that in which the discussion took place. During
her diploma course there she wrote the following paper, which best
summarizes her view of language and learning.)
At the age of five most children are sent to school. School is the
authority on skills and knowledge, and has a framework for giving
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children those skills and knowledge, about themselves and about the
world around them. In secondary schools in particular, this will be
packeted by subjects. The world is given a reality which each child
must accept. Knowledge becomes a ‘banking’ concept (Freire 1972), a
gift bestowed by others on those who know nothing. This giving is
performed through the medium of language. The language is
established by the school, and is an extension of the Standard English
accepted by society.
The child is taught about the physical world, the historical world, the
religious world; is given questions to answer, usually in a written form;
is expected to develop personally, socially and intellectually. The fact
that talking helps a child to grasp and interpret an idea is not harnessed
into the whole educational process. The child’s role is to learn to
receive the knowledge; her ability to acquire and use the different
kinds of knowledge offered depends on her ability to understand and
produce the language that is desired and deemed appropriate by the
school.
The school praises the tone, the grammar and the style in which
knowledge is given back to the teacher; it ignores the fact that learning
is connected to thinking, and not merely to ‘saying it right’. The
Russian psychologist Vygotsky (1962) has written that speech is a
guiding action in interpreting the world: ‘Thought is not merely
expressed in words, it comes into being through them’; ‘speech for
oneself originates through different tuition from speech for others’;
‘(speech) does not merely accompany the child’s activity, it serves
mental orientation, conscious understanding, it helps in overcoming
difficulties’. Bruner (1966) has consistently urged the importance of
speech in cognitive development: he describes language as ‘not only
the medium of exchange but the instrument the learner can use himself
in bringing order into the environment’. Speech, then, enables us to
order thought. If the teacher looks at language merely as a way of
transmitting knowledge, then the learner becomes a passive recipient.
But if language is seen as a means of learning, the learner becomes an
active participant. The linguistic possibilities of the curriculum then
become infinite. Thus the language expectations of child and teacher
are certain to affect the language experience of the child in the
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classroom. For effective learning to take place, a child has to be in a
range of situations where she can trust words. If every experience
teaches her to suspect verbal meaning, then the cumulative effect will
certainly hinder the child’s learning. The worst danger is that the child
will finally accept incomprehension.
However, the extent to which language in school can be a vehicle for
valid ways of thinking will depend on factors more varied than those to
which the school normally attends. These factors lie outside the school
and yet they affect directly the learning situation within the school.
‘Human mental development has its source in the verbal
communication between child and adult;’ (Vygotsky 1962). Long
before a child has entered school, the social background of the home
has exerted its influence upon the child’s language development. It is
the social context in which language has been used before a child
enters school that decides how well she does. The school’s orthodoxy
of language/meaning depends on values from the middle-class home,
rather than from the working-class home. Bernstein (1971) maintains
that the universalistic meanings used by the middle class give them
access to knowledge that is not within the scope of the particularistic
language used by the working class. The working-class code
(according to Bernstein) gives less practice in abstract meaning, and
because the school chooses to recognise and accept only the elaborated
code which it uses to teach children, then the working-class child is
already at a linguistic learning distance from the school. Much of the
language that is encountered in school ‘looks at children across a
chasm’ (Rosen 1972), because the linguistic forms used by the teachers
are not the same as those used by the majority of children.
In the classroom, most knowledge is emitted and explained in frames
of reference that belong to the teacher. The role of the pupil is one of
trying to interpret what the teacher says and of trying to make her own
meaning from what she already knows. Yet what each pupil takes
away and what each learns will in some respects be different from all
the other pupils’ versions, because what each pupil brings to the lesson
will be different. For the learning situation to be significant and of
value to the learner, the child must be allowed through verbal
interaction to assimilate new knowledge and accommodate past
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experience. ‘It is not enough for pupils to imitate the teacher’s
language; it is only when they try it out in reciprocal exchanges so that
they can modify the way they use language to organize reality, that
they are able to find new functions for language in thinking and
feeling.’ (Barnes, Britton and Rosen 1971). The classroom
environment must be one that encourages pupils to ask questions.
Alongside this, teachers must learn to listen to the questions and the
language of those questions, and not just to judge whether it is audible
or standard. The crucial test of a teacher’s language is whether it is
‘warm, exploratory, available and encouraging the child to involve
himself in learning, or whether it is cold, inflexible, defensive and
discouraging.’ (Barnes 1976).
A classroom that has a stereotyped teacher-role precipitates restricted
learning. If schools really want children to learn to be creative,
ingenious and critical, then teachers must help pupils into situations in
the classroom where they can develop these qualities. Effective
learning involving talk demands that the teacher relinquishes an
authority role in favour of one that is open to pupil participation.
Children will only use their own ideas and their own experiences if
they are in an atmosphere where their responses and opinions will be
valued.
To sum up: to learn means to develop a relationship between what the
learner knows already and new knowledge being encountered. That is
why pupil talk is important; not just pupil-to-teacher talk, but pupil-topupil talk. The traditional teacher-dominated lesson and mode of
working implies a basic distrust of the child’s ability to take
responsibility for her own learning. Talk is most valuably used in
grasping the underlying principles of new knowledge. Not all talk does
this equally well; schools will have to identify the contexts in which
talking and learning can best be brought together.
References
Barnes, D. From Communication to Curriculum. Penguin, 1976.
Barnes, D., J. Britton, and H. Rosen. Language, the Learner and the
School. Penguin, 1971.

400 The Vauxhall Papers
Bernstein, B. Class, Codes and Control. Vol. 1. London: Routledge
and Kegan Paul, 1971.
Bruner, J. Towards a Theory of Instruction. Harvard University Press,
1966.
Freire, P. Pedagogy of the Oppressed. Penguin, 1972.
Rosen, H. “The Language of Textbooks.” In Language and Education.
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1972.
Vygotsky, L. Thought and Language. M.I.T. Press, 1962.
Theresa Cato: interviewed December 1981
Q:

What led you to investigate the group conversation which is
described in your paper?

A:

I had begun to understand that people outside the classroom
exchanged opinions, learned, through talking to each other. ‘Good
interview technique’ was being emphasised to me as an important
part of a teacher’s needs; it occurred to me that children needed
more active encouragement to believe in what they said and
thought, in history lessons as well as the outside world. My own
convent schooling and teacher-training had not helped me to
perceive the central nature of talk in classroom learning; children
were silent in the classroom and teachers encouraged silence. At
the time we planned the paper, I was reading a great deal of
Barnes and Britton, who gave me a more theoretical structure for
my perceptions.

Q:

What changes in your classroom did your work on the paper lead
to?

A:

The transcribed conversation, and others done in the same way,
led to the production of resources based on the words the girls
used. These were used for classes which came later, and in their
turn led to other conversations which were also transcribed: a sort
of infinite chain of resources.
The act of transcription, when done by the girls, was a useful
starting point for those who usually wrote very little. Further,
girls who then saw their words typed up would say ‘Is that what I
said?’ and would then often say and write much more eagerly. I
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also became much more at ease about the talk which went on in
history classes: both that which was incidental to the set work
(writing for an hour in silence is clearly unnatural) and, of course,
that which was central to it.
Q:

What changes could occur in schools as they exist now in the
light of the work described in this volume?

A:

I believe we should keep trying to take a different view of pupils:
that is, as agents. After working as a member of the Talk
Workshop Group I can never again take part in teaching purely as
an act of information-giving. The pupils are not just at school to
be filled with knowledge; they are there to share each other’s
learning and even, occasionally, to inform the teacher. We
teachers need to take a leap of the imagination and see classrooms
not from the front of the class, all attentive eyes and shut mouths,
but through the perceptions of each pupil as a talking, writing,
living individual.

Part Three: English
Tuesday, periods 3 and 4 (10.55am-12.05pm), Thursday
periods 1-4 (9.30am-12.05pm)
Teacher: Stephen Eyers
(The teacher had tried to develop personal schemes of work – see ‘A
Vignette of the Classroom’ below. The girls were used to the cassette
recorder for interviews and plays, but had not recorded discussions
before.)
Setting up the Discussion
The discussion was ‘unreal’ in the sense that I encouraged the girls we
had thought of concentrating on to take part. I would normally have
allowed the group to form and re-form according to its own needs. It is
also ‘unreal’ in the sense that I lost my nerve at a certain point and
‘took over’ the discussion. Playing and re-playing the tape and
discussing the transcript has taught me to avoid this in future. The
discussion really begins with a long chat which I had with Andrea
about a project which she had completed. It was mainly about Asian
immigrants, and I wanted to bring the subject closer to her own
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experience. We talked about the triangular trade, slavery and the
history of the West Indies. During the intervening few days, I talked to
Mike Rosen, who was at the time the writer-in-residence. He gave me
his poem ‘How John Bull filled his bowl’. I was quite excited by it,
and thought it would be useful to Andrea. I had also recently been
talking to Sharon, who felt ‘the school was prejudiced’ and to Lorna
who felt even more strongly. Lorna had completed two extensive
folders on her view of race relations in South London. One was called
‘The Front Line’.
Instructions
I was in the habit of jotting down, in manuscript, a kind of grid of
questions to use when reading a poem:
Some questions to ask yourself when looking at a poem.
1.

Are there any words you don’t understand?

2.

Are there any other parts of the poem you don’t understand?

3.

Read through your favourite stanza.

4.

Write down a line, or some lines, which seem to be important.

5.

What do you think the writer intended to say?

6.

Are there any questions which you would like to ask the writer?

7.

Try to write something which the poem brings to your mind.

The group read the poem, each girl taking a stanza in turn, and the
whole group reading the last stanza in unison.
HOW JOHN BULL FILLED HIS BOWL
John Bull was an Englishman,
John Bull was a thief,
John Bull sailed across the seas
and robbed an African chief.
John Bull sailed around the world
to look for land to seize.
He stole some islands in the west
and called them his West Indies.
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Now John Bull loved sugar
but there was none in his bowl,
so he looked for willing hands
to cut cane on the land he stole.
To Africa went guns and shirts,
these were John Bull’s bribes,
to buy the men and women,
to buy the skills of their tribes.
He sent among these people,
he picked them for their size,
then he shipped them across the Atlantic
letting ’em die like flies.
They sowed and reaped the cane.
They ploughed the land he stole.
They loaded the boats they’d come in
so John could fill his bowl.
Back came the sugar they’d grown
and the barrels of rum they’d made,
into the docks he had built
to carry this glorious trade.
John Bull sat down in his great country house
and sipped his Jamaica rum
saying ‘The price of one Jamaica slave
is one of my Birmingham guns.’
John Bull had money now
to build his ports and railways,
to finance the first steam engine
and found a bank at Barclays.
You see John Bull was a Christian
and dearly loved his neighbours.
He had made his neighbours slaves
and dearly loved their labours.
Of course his slaves are all free now
(to sow the crops he likes to reap)
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or to come to good old England
where there’s work he wants done cheap.
John Bull takes what others make
but covers up his tracks.
He goes among the people
saying ‘Blame it on the blacks.’
Transcript of the Group’s Discussion: Sonia, Joan, Chernett,
Andrea. Also present: Lorna, Sharon, S.E.
Andrea:

What do you think is the story of the poem?

Lorna:

Bloody rubbish. It’s about er English…

S.E.:

If you don’t want to take part just go away ’cause
you know it…

Lorna:

She said what is the…

S.E.:

Go on, chair there… (S.E. leaves group).

Chernett:

It’s about an Englishman who wanted to get some
slaves to do the work he wanted. He wanted, like he
wanted them to work in the cane fields and come to
England to do the work what they didn’t want to do.

Andrea:

I think that it’s a story about an Englishman who left
England and sailed to Africa…

Sharon:

No not that one, the one that’s got on there.

Andrea:

… and they sailed round the world and stole some
land, then he went back and bribed the chiefs of the
tribes, to sell some slaves and he took the slaves who
worked on his land and then if anything went wrong
he blamed it on the black slaves…

Sharon:

Sir…

Andrea:

… and then he became rich by the slaves working for
him.

Chernett:

And I think he was the one who made Barclay’s
Bank in England, he put all his money what he had
made from the slaves into that bank.
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Andrea:

What message, what is the message that the poem
gives do you think, Chernett?

Chernett:

I think it is about slavery about what happened in the
slaves’ times.

Sharon:

Oh shut up.

Andrea:

You shut up. Anyway I think that is, I think that is
about an Englishman who got rich by using the black
people as his slaves to work on his plantations or land
or whatever…

Sharon:

Can I have one of your envelopes, sir?

Lorna:

That’s what I want if you don’t mind.

Andrea:

What question would you like to ask the, the
Michael, the man who wrote it?

Chernett:

I’d, first I’d like to find out what colour he is, if he’s
white or black because if he’s white he’s writing
about his own colour and if he’s black he’s writing
about what he thinks about what happened to the
black people.

Andrea:

And I’d like to know where he got the facts from that
he wrote this and if a man called John Bull really did
exist.

Chernett:

I’d like to find out if John Bull really did, did make
the West Indies.

Andrea:

Yeah, ’cause I’m sure that one man couldn’t really
make the West Indies.

Voice:

Yeah, took a whole army.

Andrea:

Do you, do you like the poem, Chernett?

Chernett:

It’s alright.

Andrea:

What do you like about it?

Chernett:

I like how he puts it clear to us what is it, what it’s all
about.

Andrea:

What verse do you like?
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Chernett:

I like about when he sat in his great big country
house and most of the slaves slept in the barns, I
suppose.

Andrea:

Yeah.

Chernett:

Or under rags and he’s sleeping in this big country
house where he’s got nice soft bed and a warm fire to
keep him warm, and drinking Jamaican rum.

Andrea:

Well I think that the poem really expresses what he’s
trying to get over to the black people.

Chernett:

Yeah.

Andrea:

The verse I love is ‘John Bull takes what others make
but he covers up his tracks. He goes among the
people saying blame it on the blacks.’ Which is what
most men in those days did really.

Chernett:

Yes, and even now you see that happening in
racialism, that’s the kind of ‘blame it on the black
people’.

Andrea:

Yeah, like if a black man has a job and a white man
does something wrong he, he does it so that it looks
as though the black person did it wrong.

Chernett:

Yeah. And if two people come in to get a job and it’s
a white man and a black man, ten to one the white
man will get the job and the black man has to just go
home.

Andrea:

Yeah, it’s true… Even if the black man has better
qualifications than the white man.
(S.E. returns)

S.E.:

For instance, ‘found a bank at Barclays’. What’s
Barclays?

Sonia:

Bank. Bank.

S.E.:

It’s the name of a bank. Does it exist now?

All:

Yes.

S.E.:

Yes it does, doesn’t it? Erm, what about rum?

Chernett:

It’s a drink.
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S.E.:

What’s it made of?

Chernett:

Alcoholic drink.

S.E.:

What’s it made from?

Andrea:

Molasses.

Chernett:

Yeah.

S.E.:

And what’s that made from? It’s sugar isn’t it?

Joan:

Oh yeah.

S.E.:

Sugar cane.

Andrea:

Sugar cane. So it’s all to do with sugar. Nothing else.
What about phrases and things you don’t understand?
…‘to sow the crops he likes to reap’.

S.E,:

Hm, hm. What’s sowing?

Joan:

When you sow, plant, the seeds.

S.E.:

Put the seed in the ground, and what’s reaping?

Chernett:

Cut. To cut.

Andrea:

Cut, yeah.

Joan:

Bring in what you, erm, sow.

S.E.:

Yeah, so you’ve got to read that line with the line that
goes in front, haven’t you? Read the two lines for me
somebody.

Chernett:

‘Of course his slaves are all free now
(to sow the crops he likes to reap)’.

S.E.:

Yeah, ‘he’ likes to reap and in fact the ‘he’ is in italic
script, isn’t it, for some reason. So in other words
someone’s doing the sowing and someone’s doing
the reaping. Who’s doing which?

Joan:

Well the, the slaves are doing the sowing, and he just
takes the all the goods.

S.E.:

Right. So his slaves are all free now, to sow the crops
he likes to reap. So in other words we may have
abolished slavery but we’ve still got, what’s the word
to say that someone gets the fruits of other people’s
labours? Think of a word?
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Andrea:

What does it begin with?

S.E.:

E.

Andrea:

E?

S.E.:

Ex-… Not explore

Chernett:

Executive.

S.E.:

No… No… Exploit.

Sonia:

Oh yeah.

S.E.:

Ever heard of it?

Sonia:

Yeah.

S.E.:

Exploitation I would say is the word there; not
slavery any more but exploitation. Okay what else
have I asked you here? What’s the story of the poem?
Would anyone like to go through that for me?

Joan:

It’s about er um, this man who started slavery, who
started slavery. I think he was part of the slavery.

S.E.:

This man. What’s his name?

Andrea:

John Bull.

S.E.:

Now what do you know about the name John Bull?

Andrea:

He was an Englishman.

S.E.:

But what do you know about it before you read the
poem? If someone said to you ‘John Bull’?

Andrea:

Nothing.

S.E.:

Never heard of it before?

Andrea:

No.

S.E.:

Amazing. If someone said to you ‘Uncle Sam’?

All:

Rice.

S.E.:

And what? Well America, sometimes some countries
have people who are said to stand for the country.

Joan:

Like Hitler!
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S.E.:

Not exactly like Hitler, more like you might call a
German Fritz mightn’t you? Mightn’t you?

Sonia:

Yeah. Suppose so.

S.E.:

Might say old Fritz the German or something like
that.

Andrea:

Old Pierre the Frenchman.

Someone:

Yeah.

S.E.:

Okay so, has anybody ever heard of the fact that
England can be sometimes called John Bull?

All:

No.

S.E.:

Never heard of it. I’m amazed. And no one’s ever
heard of the fact that Uncle Sam can be the word for
America.

All:

Yeah.

Joan:

Yeah. I’ve heard that. Uncle Sam could stand for
America ’cause when you think of Uncle Sam you
think of America sometimes, some people
automatically think of that. Like when I think of
Germany I always think of Hitler.

Chernett:

What do you think of when you think of Jamaica?

Joan:

I don’t really know.

Andrea:

Kingston.

Joan:

I don’t.

S.E.:

Is there a word for, is there a word like that for West
Indian?

Joan:

I think of Marcus.

S.E.:

You could call a West Indian Marcus could you?
Don’t think so.

Joan:

Not a West Indian not the whole of the West Indies.

S.E.:

A Jamaican.

Joan:

I can’t think of one for the West Indies. I can think of
one for Jamaica.
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S.E.:

I don’t think there’s one for the West Indies. So. John
Bull…

Joan:

Granny Frazer.

Andrea:

No.

S.E.:

John Bull actually stands for something then doesn’t
it, what does it stand for?

All:

England.

S.E.:

Right. Good. That’s the first thing towards
understanding the poem. Therefore can anyone tell
me what the story of the poem is?

Joan:

About an Englishman, who does…

S.E.:

No, no about…

All:

About England.

S.E.:

England yes…

Chernett:

’cause… people went to the West Indies.

S.E.:

Right.

Chernett:

English people went to the West Indies.

S.E.:

Right. They went to the West Indies and they did
what?

Joan:

They done the slave trade thing.

S.E.:

Where do you find that in the poem? About the slave
trade?

Chernett:

Erm, about when he, he didn’t have no sugar.

Andrea:

No. ‘He went among these people, he picked them
for their size’.

Joan:

Yeah.

Andrea:

And ‘then he shipped them across the Atlantic…’

S.E.:

What about the previous line?

Chernett:

About…

S.E.:

Previous to that.
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Chernett:

About he wanted people to cut cane for him.

S.E.:

Yes, that’s going back.

Chernett:

When he went over to the West Indies.

S.E.:

He wanted somebody to cut cane so he sent guns and
shirts to Africa…

Andrea:

He went to Africa. To bribe them, ‘to buy the skills
of their tribes’.

S.E.:

And er what went from Africa?

Andrea:

The slaves.

S.E.:

Where do we find the information about that?

Joan:

The African no, yes, he picked them for their size and
he shipped them across the Atlantic.

S.E.:

Yeah erm…

Chernett:

To where?

S.E.:

And then what came back from the West Indies?

Joan:

Guns and shirts. No that’s from Africa.

Chernett:

Sugar cane.

Joan:

Sugar cane.

S.E.:

Has anybody ever heard of that before, that some
went from here to West Africa, from West Africa to
the West Indies. Some went from the West Indies to
here.

Joan:

Yeah. Ethiopia.

S.E.:

No.

Joan:

Something did happen like that…

S.E.:

There’s no coast in Ethiopia, you can’t send any
boats there.

Chernett:

Yeah it’s Africa.

Joan:

I know but I mean…

Chernett:

Slave trade.

412 The Vauxhall Papers
S.E.:

What do you think went to Ethiopia then, Joan? I
don’t know anything about this…
(Discussion continues.)

The Ideas in the Transcript
The poem was readily accepted, understood and seen as relevant by
most of the group (see in particular Chernett’s and Andrea’s utterances
early in the discussion). The advice I had given was moderately
relevant. The ‘help’ I gave was inappropriate and insensitive.
Ideas which are taken up: an English man; John Bull – is he one man?;
‘blame it on the black people’; Uncle Sam, Marcus Garvey.
Ideas which are ignored: the bank; sugar; reaping and sowing;
exploiting; triangular trade.
The Group’s Use of the Girls’ own Experience in making Sense of
the Work
‘I’d like to find out what colour he is’
‘most of the slaves slept in barns, I suppose’
‘nice soft bed and a warm fire’
‘even now you see that happening in racialism’
‘Yeah, like if a black man has a job and a white man does something
wrong he, he does it so that it looks as if the black person did it
wrong.’
‘… ten to one the white man will get the job, and the black man has to
just go home.’
‘… Even if the black man has better qualifications than the white
man!’
‘Molasses.’
‘Marcus’
‘Granny Frazer’
‘Ethiopia’
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Questions which the Group Pose Themselves
‘I’d like to find out what colour he is’
‘I’d like to know where he got the facts from… and if a man called
John Bull really did exist.’
Could one man make the West Indies?
Dynamics in the Group
Agreements: Chernett and Andrea exchange a lot of ideas; use of
‘yeah’; Joan wakes up when teacher arrives; the group tries only to get
the ‘right’ answers when teacher arrives.
Disagreements: Lorna does not want to be there; nor does Sharon, who
is a bit fed up with Andrea; everyone else gives up when Andrea and
Chernett are talking; everyone lets teacher take over when he arrives
(not disagreeing, but not agreeing either).
Challenge: ‘bloody rubbish’.
Support: all girls are trying to help each other to get the ‘right’
answers.
What was Learned, what Role did each Girl Play, who does the
most Talking?
Andrea is ‘teacher’ at first, but withdraws after her slight tiff with
Sharon; she asks many questions but not when teacher arrives; she has
thirty speeches, 208 words; she understands more about the slave trade
as a result of the discussion.
Chernett projects herself into the roles portrayed in the poem
(plantation owner etc.); she leads the group’s thinking; she has 25
speeches, 351 words; she has the most ideas; towards the end of the
discussion, she is very good about stanza ten of the poem.
Joan seems to be listening in the first phase; she is a source of ideas;
she has 22 speeches, 161 words; she has to think about national
stereotypes.
Sonia listens; reads but says almost nothing; contributes least.
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Sharon is daydreaming.
Lorna wanders off.
The girls listen to each other well. There is little interruption.
Role of teacher
Confuser.
A Vignette of the Classroom During an English Lesson with 3.R
(This glimpse is largely taken from one occasion about three weeks
after the tape was made. I was able to observe the class on that
occasion as ten of its members were on a school journey.)
Andrea is looking out of the window. It is a beautiful day. She is
finishing East End at your Feet. She says she will write something
about it at home. ‘I can’t work at school.’ She later took out a text
book, which she read in the latter half of the lesson. The following
week she submitted a fairly full review of East End at your Feet.
Marlene begins by reading the dialect poetry of a fifth-year girl, Karen.
She spends some time talking about this to Joan. Later she joins the
rehearsal (see below).
Joan was waiting for me by the staff-room door. She hears that the
film Sounder is in school, but is disappointed that I can’t arrange to
show it there and then. I promise to arrange to show it for the following
week. She is then slow to settle, but gets very involved eventually in a
dissertation on Rastafarianism written by a student of Essex
University. This account has been lent me by the student’s sister, who
is also in the fifth year.
Esmie was also waiting by the staff-room door. She wants to rehearse
for the concert. She needs a record player. Time is spent organizing
this with the media resources officer.
Grace is one of the best writers in the class. She never writes in school,
however. Her English lessons are social occasions, and ‘the rehearsal’
is her ideal activity. She is very energetic in organizing and
performing.
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Lynette was also waiting by the staff-room door. She had a long review
of Of Mice and Men for me. Having put me in a good humour, she
asked to be the engineer for the rehearsal, and indeed was very
efficient at operating the record-player, getting batteries and so on.
Joyce arrived late and manages to avoid me for half-an-hour. She then
produces some useful work on ‘Naomi’ which she has done on an
occasion with a compensatory teacher. She kept at this for about
twenty minutes and then watched the rehearsal.
Sonia is usually the only member of the class who is ‘working’ when I
come in. That is to say she is reading hard-cover books (Victoria Holt,
‘Mills and Boon’). Today as ever she is partway through some
thousand-page romance. When I spoke to her, she avidly took up my
offer of a copy of the study on ‘Rastafari’. She was absorbed in this for
about an hour and a quarter.
Lucille is very well institutionalised. She is civil and charming, but
doesn’t actually do very much. She sat at my desk and thumbed
through the various theme and project booklets which provide my
more orthodox stimuli for writing and talking. She finally chose the
‘Hair’ booklet and sat sketching ‘cane-row’ and other styles.
Chernett seems very remote today. We have one of our weekly chats
about what she intends to do. 1 provide her with a new folder: a plastic,
shiny, ‘prestige’ one. She nearly decides to join an outing to the Tate
Gallery being run by an adjoining class. She is largely a spectator for
the lesson. (In fairness to Chernett, she becomes one of the most
industrious students in her year during the fourth and fifth years).
Marilyn never writes anything. She is a recent arrival from Barbados.
An air of mystery hangs over her. She will take hold of anything
clearly Caribbean and keep it close to her for days. She may even read
it; it’s difficult to tell as she is monosyllabic or even asyllabic. She is
however a tremendous dancer. As I watch her in rehearsal, I reflect
with Blake ‘The word killeth but the spirit maketh alive’. She certainly
became a focus for the others.
Sharon asked me if I could get some work written by a boy at Tulse
Hill printed. I said I could try. She looked out of the window for some
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time. I asked her if she could reproduce the letter and statement which
she had written for a local writer, Linton Kwesi Johnson. (She had lost
the first attempts.) She did this fairly quickly.
Gwen is a rather silent girl, recently arrived from Belfast. The only
active part I have seen her play in English lessons is to grab the
Dictionary of Jamaican English the moment it appeared in the room.
She kept it for ten days, and brought it back. She asks to go to the
library. When I passed her there later, she was sitting happily with the
girls from another class. The first time I have seen her smile.
Angela read East End at your Feet for a while. She said she’d finish it
at home. She went to the library and appeared to be reading. I didn’t
have time to see what it was.
Janice is rather dreamy today: she often is. She writes pages and pages
on subjects like ‘Hitler’ and ‘America’. Today she is occupied with a
large book called The Forgotten Bomb: Nagasaki. She later moved to
the library as the rehearsal disturbed her concentration.
Angela is unhappy. She used to write at great length (30-40 sides) and
with some accomplishment. She had some trouble about one of these
pieces: the content was said to be ‘too adult’, whatever that meant. She
now writes nothing – words are dangerous things.
Sharon asked me to write down my opinions on the police. I did so
hoping that they would not be later used in evidence against me. It’s
possible to do this when you’ve got twenty in a group. I wrote that I
thought the best policing was done by the community itself – I hope
no-one can disagree with that.
Christine came back from ‘extra reading’. It’s odd that I know nothing
of what she’s been doing the previous hour. A few lessons later she
brought me a carefully sewn-and-folded piece of tapestry material. It
had a geometrical design front and back and a piece of paper stapled
onto the front cover. The paper read, ‘Murder in the Dark: A Gril (sic)
called Penny’. Inside was a beautifully written mystery story extending
to about three hundred words. The whole was a lovingly constructed
artefact from a person who was said to have a reading age of 6-7.
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‘That’s wonderful!’ I said, handing it back after reading it. ‘No sir!’
said Christine, ‘I made it for you. I don’t want it back.’
Stephen Eyers: interviewed December 1981
Q: What led to your involvement in the particular work which your
paper describes?
A: I have always had difficulty in matching my own experiences of
learning to the structures of schooling. Learning had all the
characteristics of osmosis: one absorbed the qualities and opinions
of the world as one needed them. Thus maths and Latin became
hard work, French and physics could be made more personal. Yet I
had been impressed by the well-organised departments of the best
comprehensives; they certainly seemed to encourage learning. I
needed, after a decade of teaching, a chance to locate a personal
style between the poles of the highly personal and the highly
categorised. So my original idea for the paper was a close scrutiny
of all 3R’s language work in all subjects over a fairly long period. I
think it was fortunate that it did not work out at such length or in
such complexity as it would have reduced some of us to mere coordinators.
Q: What changes in the classroom did your work on the paper lead to?
A: On the one hand, I became more skilful at handling the range of
demands which such a classroom style implies; on the other, the
outside climate of hostility to progressivism made it hard to
develop in the way which seemed necessary. I became rather
desperate about finding ‘times and places’ within which useful
group work could be developed. I was fortunate enough to have a
succession of interventions from sympathetic figures within and
without the school, which helped groups and individuals to flourish
in their work.
At the same time, many girls came under the influence of a
‘supplementary school’, which in their eyes seemed to offer more
rigorous tasks than those I encouraged. This was a painful rejection
for me, especially while facing hostility from more apparently
sophisticated sources, but I slowly learned that the best techniques

418 The Vauxhall Papers
for learning are those in which teachers and learners
wholeheartedly believe. The best indication of the changes I should
have liked to have introduced is given in the videocassette Space to
Learn (ILEA Learning Materials Service, 1982), in which pupils
specify, plan and assess their own programmes of learning.
Q: What changes could occur in schools as they exist now, in the light
of the work described in this volume?
A: Very few. It is not the right decade for most of these ideas. I think
teachers could choose to carve out enough space to operate in their
own way and even to mutually share their work, but they run the
risk of isolation within the school. The only way forward, in terms
of the next decade, is to look for alternative structures for statefunded schools, perhaps on the Danish model, but those would not
be ‘schools as they exist now’.

Part Four: Compensatory
Teacher: Sheila Rosenberg
Pauline and Christine were withdrawn from the whole class for six
lessons in the week. (Other girls went to reading groups, but not to the
same teacher.)
Pauline did very little in school, except to behave in an annoying way.
She would stamp out of the lesson on a whim, and fly into terrible
rages without apparent cause. She had almost no reading ability, and
her writing was confined to copying out her sister’s stories. She used to
do this at great length, however. The compensatory teacher encouraged
Pauline to talk about her life on tape, and from this talk emerged the
two pieces which are transcribed here.
‘Friends’
One day at my house where I live my cousin came up to see me.
And my sister, she had a little girl. That little girl was named
Jennifer. If you talk to her she talks to you back and she’s only one
years of age. And every time my cousin goes to see her, she won’t
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let go of my cousin. Now there’s a boy in my block. He lives at 39
Peller House, just down along the balcony from me. And his
name’s Mark, and he’s really fantastic. And every time I see him I
don’t know what gets over me – I really do like him. And every
time he sees me he looks at me. On Wednesday he was emptying
his bin. And, you know, he took the bin out and then put it on the
floor and put the rubbish in the bin. Then afterwards he picked up
the bin to put it back. And he went AARGH. He put it back. And
he looked at me ’cause, you know, I was there. So I said, ‘Don’t
strain yourself, Harry.’ I don’t know if he heard or not. But if he
did it would have been good coincidence that he did because he
knows I fancy him. Every time I see him, the love there shines.
And my friend Christine, she knows him, but she doesn’t know
him that well as I do.
Barbara, this is my other friend, she’s got a boyfriend called
Julius, but actually his nickname is Elvis. And every time they see
each other – but not that much – she saw him on Monday – she
was really glad because she never saw him for one week – he
kissed her and he gave her a love bite. And there’s my other
friend called Coral. She likes Mark, the one who I like. But Mark,
I don’t know if he likes her. But now she doesn’t like him no
more. So it’s only me, one, who likes Mark. His Dad is quite nice.
He’s got two dogs, one called Lady and one called Pup. And I
really think they’re nice dogs, so if you see them say Hello to
them, be kind to them because they’re really generous. Before
when my Mum used to smoke – this was a long time, before my
Mum turned Christian, that was when my Mum used to smoke –
and Mark’s Dad used to – every time my Mum didn’t have fags,
my Mum used to go and ask – Mark’s Dad used to go and send
free fags. Don’t you think that was kind of him? So my Mum likes
them. But my Mum don’t know I fancy Mark. My sister does. My
sister saw him and told him I fancied him.
As I was saying, all the things I have and do at my house is so
good. I’ve got a big sister called Jocelyn. I’ve got a big brother
called Robert. And myself is Pauline, and my sister Vyet and my
sister Valerie and my smallest brother Carter. We always are
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happy at our house. I don’t know why. I don’t know, we always
are. Every day we get up and get ready for school. Actually I help
my sisters get ready for school. And we do, sort of, our beds
before we go, and make our breakfasts – and I make it for them
’cause my Mum and my sister – my niece – is asleep. And so,
before I go, I wash the plates. And sometimes I see that boy Mark.
He goes in next door. The lady next door is called Jean. She’s got
a little baby son and she’s got a husband. She’s married. He
always go in there. Every day. Actually looks like he lives in there
but he doesn’t. You might think that, but he doesn’t live in there,
you know. He sees me and I see him. When I see him I’m very
glad. Christine’s only seen him once. My friend Debbie ain’t saw
him not one time.
But as I say I have happy days where I live with all my friends.
But my Dad he doesn’t live with us. So we got to be happy. So
every time I see Mark I wish I was near him to comfort him
because he ain’t got a Mum. Or actually he has got a Mum but
they’re separated or divorced. I think he’s got a sister called Jane.
I’ve saw her there before. I’ve talked to her. But I think it’s his
sister or not. I don’t know. But I think they’re all nice. But the
only person I adore is Mark.
The end of my story. My story is closed now until I say another
story of my lovely friends.
A GHOST STORY
One day there was a story of a ghost. This is a true story by
Pauline. One night – the night of the day my brother died, he came
to the flat of Barnaby Buildings, 52, where we used to live, and he
showed himself to me – standing there, looking at me. I put the
covers over my head, I couldn’t help it. I had to. And when I
moved to Ferndale Court I saw him, standing there at the doorway,
the same way.

Chapter Eight

Writers in School
by Stephen Eyers

There is a great deal of writing done in school: we can observe much
of it being produced. School writing is often incompetent, usually
ephemeral and largely repetitive. For most pupils, writing improves
very slowly or not at all and we, their teachers, facing the work of
reluctant pens, know that there are many writers outside the school
who themselves wrestle more intensely with the work of their own
pens than we seem to do.
That would seem to be an approximate summary of my thoughts about
eight years ago, when, under rather irregular circumstances, we first
worked with a writer in the classroom.
There was still a shortage of teachers in London: a hole had been
suddenly left in the drama timetable. Over a weekend, I happened to
talk to a friend who was supporting his own writing, rather grudgingly,
with various sorts of journalism; we somewhat jokingly agreed that a
more suitable subsidy for a writer would be the support of a learned
institution. Over the next week it seemed to me that the ‘joke’ was
really quite serious. After consultation with Miss Hoyles (then
headmistress), it was agreed that this writer should teach the two drama
lessons and then complete two days of each week as the school’s
writer-in-residence.
The writer was Peter Prince: he worked with us for two terms. He was
found a small space on the upper school where he worked, more or less
as writing coach for fifth years. It was extremely tentative, but I found
it oddly satisfactory.
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Peter and I drew up two areas of activity for his work:
•
•

to demystify the pupils’ view of ‘a writer’;
to improve the performance of the best writers in the
school.

It was possible to work at both ends of the school ability range; but
although, in pursuit of the first objective, it was jolly to walk about the
school, clutching Peter’s published work and saying ‘That’s him, you
know!’ or to watch the writer playing tennis-ball tag with second years,
it was the work of stimulating, editing and amending the girls’ writing
which involved Peter closely and rewardingly with the school. There
were problems about space and time, although the school was
explicitly supportive, and Peter felt disappointed about the effects of
his time in the school. He felt that he had not had suitable working
conditions (that is, a separate room for his groups) and that he needed
long detailed discussion with teachers as well as pupils. Peter began a
tradition of inviting other writers into the school for brief readings:
memorably, Fay Weldon, who entranced a packed library with a
reading one March afternoon.
Despite Peter’s reservations, much good writing was produced by girls
who had worked with him; some was published in his anthology ‘Write
On’, some appeared in CSE folders:

Among the talk and laughter
Why does he fall silent?
Why does that terrible sad look
Tell he has gone away?
He has died too often
And something has been said
Which makes him aware of the bodies
Floating face downwards
In his mind.
Nora Nona (Fifth Year)
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New writing commitments took Peter from us rather abruptly, and,
with the help of Alasdair Aston, ILEA English Inspector and a poet
himself, the momentum achieved was maintained by the work of Sean
O’Huigin.
Sean had worked in similar situations in Toronto and had evolved more
well-considered strategies than we had so far achieved. He would also
talk with breathtaking imagination about his work:
‘Try saying the word “rabbit”’, he might say to child or teacher,
‘and make it sound as though it hops;
rab

BIT

rab

BIT

rab

BIT

or make it hop faster:
RAB

bitbitbitbitbitbitbit…’

Or on another occasion:
‘Words are something you can crawl inside and explore, stretching
the sounds to see if they could actually tell you something about
the word, repeating the sounds, repeating the letters to discover
rhythms in the word, rearranging the letters, picking the whole
word up and throwing it into your imagination, exploring what
happens when it lands.’
Sean worked with anyone, anywhere, any time, but mainly with first
and second years at a time when their ‘reading ages’ were a little low
for conventional work. He wrote later:
‘An exciting aspect of sound poetry is its accessibility. It crosses
language barriers, it crosses hurdles of dyslexia, it reaches people
with all sorts of handicaps.’
He built the ‘poetree’ in the upper-school playground; it was made of
plastic drain-pipes, and from its ‘boughs’ would flutter letters in strings
of three – as the letters turned in the breeze different three-letter words
would appear and disappear.
Later there was the ‘sentence-generator’, a far more complex machine,
of four revolving planes – here the sides changed to permutate noun
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phrase, verb phrase, adverbial phrase and noun phrase into over one
hundred possible sentences.
And there was the day in Greenwich Park with my third years: ‘Let’s
go out and make poetry-kites,’ said Sean and so we did. Words
hanging in the sky. Our feelings over the Isle of Dogs.
Sean invited other experimental poets into the school: Bob Cobbing,
C.P. Fencott and Laurence Upton.
Manuscript anthologies tumbled out of Sean’s groups – simple in their
way yet building the confidence of the girls and their teachers.

An African Poem
1.

In Africa at night
When Sundiata the King
is fast asleep,
The Cool Wind blows gently
and sways his herbs
to and fro.

2.

The moon was up
and shone like gold

3.

Down in the forest
the birds were singing
their sweet songs.
The gentle Wind
blowing tiny feathers
off tiny birds.

4.

The sea is as
Rough as a bull
and can be as calm
as the Sun.

5.

At dawn,
As Sundiata
Wakes up and yawns
he is glad to see,
as he looks out
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of the Window,
the Sun coming up.
6.

Down in his herb garden
about a hundred yards away
he saw his
half-brother and sister
playing lovingly
in the warm breeze.
Sharon Senior (First Year)

Sean stayed for about two years and returned to Toronto. One of his
legacies to the school was the award of a C. Day Lewis Poetry
Fellowship. The first holder of the fellowship was Mike Rosen (see
part two of this chapter). The two years which Mike spent in the school
were the high point of successful work with writers. The school had
learned how productive such a presence might be and Mike himself
was completely at ease in the school atmosphere.
His successor was James Berry. As Mike was employed as a teacher on
the lower school during his second year, James was able to concentrate
on the older pupils again. He was a great success as writer, listener and
cultural interlocutor. He would relish discussion about classroom
styles; in fact, he was quite taken aback that teachers did not seem to
expect or want instant, automatic silence in their classes. On the other
hand, he valued the ease with which the same teachers and pupils
talked and listened to each other. He contributed to the acceptance of
dialect writing in the school, not only because some of his own poetry
is written in Jamaican dialect, but also because he was at first clearly
suspicious of its presence in English lessons and later became its
champion.
James invited Imruh Caesar and Samuel Selvon into the school.
Linton Johnson also gave a reading at this time at the invitation of Jim
Payne, the Head of English.
The anthology ‘Through Autumn to Summer’ provides a full picture of
James’s successful work, including:
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A Book I wrote
Our love was like a book I wrote.
I made a mistake.
Lucky for me the writing was in pencil:
I was able to erase it.
The second mistake
Was written in ink:
I tore out the page,
It ruined the book.
Because of my mistake you bought a new book.
I feel I can never write again.
You say I can.
I say my pen’s run out of ink.
You say, use a pencil.
I say, the lead has broken.
You give me a pencil sharpener.
I’m sorry I ruined my book.
Now I’ll have to start a new story:
The old one is lost for ever.
Okay, you say, my writing must go on.
I still write now, but no-one wants my books.
Seems this is the best I’ll ever do.
Any hope of finishing the first book, someday?
Lyn Upstill (Fifth Year)
The school was awarded a Poetry Fellowship for two further years.
The writers were Eva Tucker and Angela Carter. In 1980 the school
decided that it could no longer afford to contribute to a Fellowship.
Throughout this time, good writing continued to pour from the girls’
pens:
No predictions:
Sly motions of the static body
invigorate curtly
distinctive eyes which scan
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aspirations of an abnormal
secret enigma;
Blinding white
encircling walls are
prominent and vivid
foreshadowing the blackness
of sorrow;
Cunning smiles sinken the lips,
cries of despair depart the oval mouth;
Antagonize and manipulate
the mind
begging freedom from insanity
through lacking five senses,
acquainting a world
jaundicing arcadia.
What reacquaintance
concordant with the world of yesterday?
What word of mouth
but that of the deafening silence of today?
by Yvonne Spencer (Fifth Year)
Jim Payne had become especially concerned that there were few
publications in which our best writers could see their work printed. For
those girls who were second-generation Jamaican (a majority of the
school population) this lack was even more acute. Jim made an
application to the Manpower Services Commission to fund a
community-publishing project which would specifically print the
writing of young black south Londoners. The application was
enthusiastically received by the MSC and ‘Black Ink’ was set up. It has
since published three anthologies and a play, created a distribution
network, found an audience, and established a centre in south London
where young people can go to write. Vauxhall Manor has contributed
substantially to the output of Black Ink: the following example will
serve for many.
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Housewife Saga or Woman Wasted
6.45 a.m.
I am awake, as any dutiful
female spouse should be.
I rise to make the morning cup of tea,
and breakfast for my family.
7.00a.m.
He is awake, my darling spouse.
I hear his footsteps in our house.
7.15a.m.
They are awake, my dearest children.
I can’t wait till I am with them.
7.30 a.m.
Oh dear, they’re fighting now
I want to calm them down but how?
Deborah wants a pair of socks
Off Jimmy, who in turn would like
His briefs, oh not again!
When will they ever learn, that I
Will always put their clothes inside
Their drawers, as long as they
Forget to do so themselves?
7.55 a.m.
I run upstairs to stop the full-scale war
Upstairs inside James’ room.
Enraged I throw a pair of socks
At Debbie almost bald with wisps of
Plucked-out hair on tear-stained cheek.
Jimmy has his briefs. He’s breathing
Angrily. His cheeks are scratched
And flushed with rage.
I cannot say a word to reprimand.
There is no time
I run downstairs to stop the toast
From burning, but too late.
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All I retrieve are
Two blocks of carbon.
They are aflame as usual.
When will he ever learn
That all I want is
A little pop-up toaster?
I’ve begged him, nagged him.
All he’s said is, ‘Buy one!’
How can I with the money
I receive per week?
7.45 a.m.
‘Breakfast ready!’
I call gaily.
My spouse descends the stairs
Slow and easy.
Paper (‘Guardian’) in the hand.
He is seated at the head
(Where else?) of the table
Veiled by his journal.
For the next fifteen minutes
He’ll be there
At the table reading
Till his egg and toast get cold.
Then he’ll complain
About the egg and toast.
As if to blame
Me and that egg and toast
That boiled egg and toast for
Being cold.
Then I’ll be defensive,
Then he’ll say,
‘It’s the same, every day!’
And grunt, eat the cold egg
And read his journal.
Once again, he is impassive
To his family.
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Debbie and Jimmy
Children.
Fruit of my womb
Bitter fruit of my womb,
Yet sweet, bitter-sweet.
There is no pain inside their eyes
Like that at 7.35 a.m.
They have survived
They always do.
They eat voraciously.
Never satisfied,
They eat my flesh, my blood, my energy.
They are a burden.
The food I cook for them
Could feed ten thousand thousand.
Yet I feed them.
Let them suck me dry,
Bone dry. My face
So wrinkled, coarse
Once upon a time
My skin was fine, like ivory.
My hair, now streaked with grey,
Was like black jet, so smooth, so shiny.
My eyes were black and lustrous.
Life which was in my blood was
Manifest in my face, my spirit
Was also alive. I was so quick.
One of my virtues was intelligence.
Oh yes, it was a virtue,
I possessed it.
I met my Graham
My darling spouse
A fascinating man
With beaucoup of jeunesse.
And I, an equally
Fascinating woman.
We fascinated each other so much
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We grew to love each other.
Came to live together
Bonded by the matrimonial bond.
The children came so thick and fast.
I could not help myself
So, with the help of Graham,
I conceived two children in the space of
Eighteen months.
8.30 a.m.
They’re going now,
My darling spouse and children,
To their ‘vocations’ in their lives.
The office and the schools.
They say no ‘fair adieus’ to me
Who stares ahead, so pensive,
Wondering of my own vocation
If I have one.
My God I feel so cheated.
When God said, ‘By
The sweat of thy brow
Thou my dear old man
Will earn thy bread and butter,’
He was so right.
I sweat and toil to get a life
Worth less than nothing.
I should get more.
My Graham should get more.
There must be more for me to do.
Apart from breeding, cleaning, feeling
Tired, old and grey?
Is this what I am for?
To be addicted to massive doses of the drug
Enthusiasm for a work
Which Lenin said was
Unproductive, arduous and petty?
Oh yes, I studied Lenin.
Once, I would boast myself as
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Left of centre. Now, I am a
Moderate. Moderates do
Nothing much. Most moderates
Do not vote, as I do not.
My husband, such a cabbage,
Compared to what he was
So dynamic until he married me
Begat the children
Found out he had three who
Depended upon him for
Their own daily bread.
And so he learned to
Sweat and toil to earn
The bread we eat.
Sweat and toil until he
Had no mental strength for leisure
When it came at the end of the day.
I and my husband
We fought so hard against
The templates that would
Stereotype us,
Make us man and woman.
Man who sweats and toils and
Woman who breeds in pain.
These templates that told us
Work is your objective,
Production, reproduction is your aim.
Everything we have
Should to go maintain a society
We had hated once and still
We will not love
For its oppressive nature.
Now we conform
To the norm.
We hold the templates
to our offspring
Who do not struggle
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Like their parents who rebelled.
Seeking more from life than
Reproducing. The third dimension
That they never found.
Sharon Smith (Fifth Year)
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Three Papers
by Mike Rosen

Writer-in-Inner-City-Residence
Lorraine – 4th year – says she’s fed up. School’s a prison, home’s a
prison, she gets half an hour of freedom a day, a quarter of an hour on
the way to school and a quarter of an hour on the way back. Why?
What’s the matter with home? Mum won’t let her out. Why not? She
makes too much noise in the streets. What – with friends? Boys? No –
ball games. Two-balls up against the wall. ‘I sing.’ ‘What do you sing,
Lorraine?’
‘Over the garden wall
I let my baby fall
My mother came out
she gave me a clout
She gave me another
to match the other
over the garden wall.’
We made a tape of this and a few more she knew. Then I wrote
Lorraine a letter. I wrote down all she’d said to me about home being a
prison and all that. I wrote down all that I had asked her and then I
wrote her a ‘please’. ‘Please will you write down all the songs you
sing when you play two balls?’ All this was in large brown felt-tip,
printing on unlined paper. She wrote out the rhymes, borrowed a
polaroid camera and someone took a photo of her playing two-balls up
against a wall. Is a writer-in-residence someone who resides and
writes? Is a writer-in-residence someone who resides and reads what
other people write?
My image of my job-to-be was me in a little room, jokes and pictures
on the wall, and two things on a table in front of me: a tape recorder
and a typewriter.
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Somehow or another in the first week or two I was at the school,
anyone or everyone would be happy to ‘come up and see me
sometime’ and I would simply switch on the tape-recorder, or type out
a story as I was told it, or receive across the table poems, stories and
plays. It would then simply be my job to get these duplicated and put
them into circulation round the school. But somehow things didn’t
quite work out like that – maybe for the better.
For a start off I’d forgotten that some schools don’t have cosy little
rooms hanging about waiting for lonely writers to come along and
reside in. I’d forgotten that some schools aren’t even really simple
single-building-places, but exist in separate chunks, outhouses, wings,
huts and annexes. And of course the kind of school where all this is
most likely to happen is in those places where the area, the schools or
the people get called ‘difficult’, ‘deprived’, ‘disadvantaged’ and all
that. (The less money you have, the more words you get to describe
you.)
Also I didn’t know girls’ schools. I didn’t know any recent immigrants
to Britain, I knew very few black British people. (For those of you who
don’t know who or what I am, in these terms, I am male, white, British
3rd generation immigrant Jewish of the ‘Jewish-whatever-that-means’
kind.)
So in fact I arrived at Vauxhall Manor as a stranger in probably all the
ways possible, with my qualification for being there a book I had
written (‘Mind Your Own Business’), that is about me, my childhood
and family culture that relies very much on readers finding likenesses
with themselves in it.
It came as a complete delight to me to find that the idea, and the actual
practice, of circulating the girls’ own stories, poems and plays, the
transcribing of tape-recordings, was an integral part of the English
department’s job without any ‘writer’ (with or without a residence
qualification) coming and telling them about this. So for a start off, I
could do more of the same. I did. Here’s one of many taped,
transcribed stories made up into 50 or more booklets and circulated. A
first-year girl told me the story; Jim Payne (head of English) listened
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through a tape of jokes, recitations and picked it out. Read it out loud
to yourself as you read it.

‘ARE YOU DIFFICULT?’
I’m going to tell you something now that’s really rude, right? No,
it is though. It’s about this bloke.
It happened on Saturday. I’d gone to the launderette and I put the
washing in the machine, then I went for some sweets. I went in
the shop, got some sweets, came out and stood looking in the shop
window, right?
While I was standing there this Italian or Spanish man came up to
me and he – er – touched my bottom. And I thought he didn’t
mean to do it and I turned round. I looked at him and he went ‘Oh,
I’m sorry.’
And you could see his teeth at the front and they were all bent in
and they wasn’t even his real teeth. They were false teeth because
you could see the gums at the top where they joined up.
I was walking down a bit and I was getting scared and I tried to
shake him off, only he started following me.
I was going to cross Lambeth Road and I was waiting for the
traffic. But my friend was in the Dry Cleaners and I had to wait for
her. And this bloke comes up again and start asking me all these
questions. How old was I? What country did I come from? Was I
English or Jamaican? Where did I live? And I wouldn’t tell him
none of these things. And I was still waiting for my friend.
Then he asked me would I like to go to his house for a drink? And
I said NO! I didn’t know what else to say. I just kept saying NO!
And then my friend came out and I said to her, ‘Why didn’t you
stay with me, you silly cow?’
You see he was asking me all these sorts of questions and making
me go scared.
And then she went back in and the bloke comes up again and says,
‘Are you sure you wouldn’t like to come for a little drink –
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whisky, Martini, gin?’ Then he goes, ‘Cheeky, cheeky,’ and
touches my bottom again.
I says, ‘Who do you think I am?’
He says, ‘I’ll give you £10. I’ll give you £12.’ And I was just
going to say, ‘Who do you think I am – a prostitute?’ and I said to
him, ‘Who do you think I am – a p…’ and I very nearly said
‘prostitute’.
And he said to me, ‘Are you difficult? It would only take 15 or 10
minutes.’
And I was getting really angry with him, but I didn’t say anything.
And he could be one of these rapists or something like that.
And my friend was watching through the window. And I was
asking her to come out – begging her to come out but she wouldn’t
come out. She just laughed at me through the window.
Then he puts his arm round me and I just moved! I was still
holding onto my bike. Then he puts his hand on mine on the
handlebars and I took it off and he touched the other hand and I
started sort of backing away from him.
Sharon was still in the shop looking at me and I was trying to give
her signs. I couldn’t make her understand but she was still looking
at me.
Then he says again, ‘Are you difficult?’ and he takes out his wallet
and starts showing me his money! I was getting really angry! I was
mad – but I didn’t say nothing.
Thank God my friend came out of the shop then and we got away
from him.
I didn’t tell my Mum, though. She wouldn’t understand. She’d just
jump to conclusions. She’d just think the worst.
So – to come back to me… If I’m not sitting in the cosy little room of
your dreams, what am I doing? I’m going round from classroom to
library to staffroom and back again just meeting people, talking to
them and thinking as quickly as possible, Is there anything useful I’ve
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got in my head, in my very heavy black bag, sitting on a shelf at home?
Is there anyone I know in rooms, studios or workshops I’ve passed
through who could add anything to what’s going on here? At a Staff
Association meeting I offered myself up for sale to anyone who
thought they could use me.
History and Art did.
Over the year, on and off, I’ve seen a 3rd-year history group doing the
History of London. With them I have half-read, half-told various
stories that might help the girls get inside the minds of the people they
were studying – Beowulf, Hereward the Wake, the beheading of Anne
Boleyn, how the Duchess of Nithisdale got her husband out of the
Tower of London, the Wife of Bath’s Tale, and some street ballads
from the broadside sellers of London. To be quite honest, I’m not sure
whether I made much contact here – or more important – whether the
stories and ideas did. Probably ‘history’ is never very exciting unless
it’s something people discover – no matter how you tell it, programme
it or text-book it.
Art: here, just as an experiment, first-year art took me on as a
‘stimulus’. I read the classes some animal and beast poems and we
talked a little about some of the kinds of animals I had written about.
Some of them are silly:
‘Have you seen the Hidebehind?
I don’t think you have, mind you,
cos every time you look for it,
The Hidebehind’s behind you.’
Some are myths (The Phoenix, the Giant Red Dog Ankotarinjo from
Australia) and some are fantasy like a half-cat half-dog, or Jojo who
eats the sun and sucks the moon, and so on.
Some nice work came out of this. We photocopied the poems so they
could each have a copy of the one they were working on. We’ll do
more of this and other things next year. We have planned a joint
English and Art project which would involve a mixture of writing,
mural painting, photography, taping of playground rhymes, street
games, clapping games – an exploration of the girls’ own culture.
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I’ve mentioned that ‘I circulate’. This is very important, because in my
position as a roamer I can carry the news from 3X to 2M. That is, what
someone writes in one class I can put in my black bag and take to
another. The most dramatic effect I can remember was when Stephen
Eyers passed on to me a play; a 3rd-year girl had written it and it went
downstairs to a second-year group who immediately read it and acted it
out. At the time it made me think several things that I’ve thought could
happen in an ideal world.
i.

The writing that staff or pupils do in a secondary school could
circulate as freely as library books, comics, photos or records.
ii. Sometimes, what we read and think is ‘great’, ‘dead-on’,
‘exciting’ is as ‘great’ as it is, not because it has stood the Great
Test of Time as mediated by literary critics or university exam
systems, but because at a given moment we needed an answer to a
question we were asking, or a reinforcement and support to an
answer we have just found. Maybe we needed some nostalgic
reminiscing to echo our own nostalgic reminiscing or we needed
to see a few tigers turned to paper etc. etc., and as it happens – just
at the moment we needed it – something came our way that could
do just the job. Denise came to me and very passionately said, ‘I
want a love story, I need to have a love story.’ I gave her ‘In the
Melting Pot’ by Chelsea Herbert, a story about and by a black girl
living in London. Within a minute there were eight other girls
demanding, nagging, crying out for copies and more of the same.
iii. To put this another way – sometimes it is very important for The
Moment to be right, because everything about the situation is
right. A very casual story or anecdote can be very powerful if we
know the person telling it, why they’re telling it, now, and to you.
iv. Traditionally in schools, the seal of approval on any piece of
writing either by an ‘author’ or a ‘pupil’ comes from one source
only – that expert the teacher. In fact, most of us can open a school
exercise book of a child’s writing and approve or disapprove our
way through it, even though our age, social position, hopes,
experience, expectations in life are miles away from the writers.
And of course it’s very easy to read children’s writing with a
headful of a set of university or college criteria (‘good imagery’,
etc.) rather than with a bellyful of our own feelings,
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v.

To carry this one step further, let’s ask: what does this mean for
the writers, i.e. the children, concerned? No one writes into a
vacuum. Every one of us, as we write or tell each other stories, has
a ‘sense of an audience’ in our heads, helping us cross something
out here, change this for that, emphasise this, mention that. Every
one of us has a different built-in audience to deal with or please; a
different sense of what this audience is like; a different ability to
reach the audience we would like to reach. We all have different
ideas and experiences to tell our audiences. What we do to
children who only write for a teacher is draw children towards
pleasing (or, as the case may be, infuriating) that taste, the
teacher’s taste. But of course the world is both bigger and smaller
than us, the teachers. I would say it is more important to anyone
who writes, to try to please someone you choose to please; to learn
to choose your audience, learn how to build it in your work. In
other words, perhaps the most important audience for someone
writing in a school is an audience of friends and fellow pupils.
That’s not to say it should be the only audience, or to deny that
there are very important things that can be said between a child
and a liked teacher.
vi. Finally, on this point, is the question of the various statuses of the
spoken word, the handwritten word, the typed word and the
printed word.
To be a story-teller in the secondary school sounds a bit like a rebuke –
a liar, a boaster, a rabble-rouse, back-of-the-coach entertainer. To
produce a totally legible hand-written account or story has normally
had to involve quite a few hours logged up of spelling, punctuation,
letter-formation and comprehension exercises to reach a time when the
gap between what you want to say and what you have the mechanical
ability to say becomes bearably narrow, i.e. when to say something in
writing isn’t just one hell of a grind.
Type-written and printed words are for upper orders of school
management or books. But it’s a trick, isn’t it? I mean, we who’ve won
through on the writing front also have in our hands tape-recorders with
rewind buttons, typewriters, offset litho printing machines, paper and
staple guns. With a bit of a nudge here and a cupboard cleared there,
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there isn’t any real reason why Talk, Writing, Printing and Reading
cannot become a very much less hierarchical business. A told story can
become a booklet in a matter of days, circulating freely amongst any
group in a school.
But never mind, for the moment, the hierarchy, present or absent, good
or bad. We ‘language people’ – writers, teachers, experts or whatever –
we think that confident sight-readers, fluent writers, fluent talkers have
power. (How, why or to what effect, let’s leave on one side for the
moment.) At the moment the confident sight-reading and fluent writing
people amongst us take up the positions of middle-ranking or highranking power in our society. Fluent talkers without much of the other
abilities may or may not lead very full, very happy, very contented
lives. More than likely the confident sight-readers and fluent writers
amongst us will go so far as to despise such people – even to the point
that makes them so unfluent at talking to us that we say they are
‘linguistically deprived’, ‘have bad language problems’, ‘have no
culture’. It makes us crusaders against infidels. I think what is going
on at Vauxhall is the beginning of something that can challenge this bit
of educational sociological rubbish. By the way, in a primary school
in Tunbridge Wells, the school secretary doesn’t sit all day typing the
head teacher’s memos – I think he’s abandoned memos and uses his
mouth now – she sits all day typing the children’s writing….
Finally, some events.
For many of the girls at Vauxhall, life is a bi-lingual or bi-dialectal
business. They don’t ask or need sympathy for this state of affairs. (I
always think, by the way, that it’s rather ironic that many ‘educated’
British-born people who spend many years of life slaving away at ‘O’
and ‘A’ level language exams in order to become teachers or experts,
quite often find it very easy to dismiss these bi-lingual bi-dialectal
people called pupils as ‘slow learners’, ‘low reading age’, etc. etc.
Anyone watching Cockney Greek children in their parents’ cafes doing
simultaneous translations of Greek newspapers for their grandparents,
anyone listening to West Indian children hopping from Cockney to
patois knows that these children might do all sorts of things that nice
people like us don’t like, but one thing they are not is slow.)
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At Vauxhall there are many, many languages and dialects the girls can
speak. On the English side many of us care about the expression of
opinions and feelings, think that to encourage self-esteem and selfconfidence is a Good Thing, think that children walking about schools
tongue-tied, humiliated and despised is a Bad Thing.
Having made that mildly humane step, it becomes a problem to decide
what we think about, what we ‘do with’ all these dialects and
languages. (I’m assuming the ‘we’ is the ‘we’ that accepts rather than
resents our mixed cultural society – perhaps even enjoys the mixed
culture as much as we enjoy the cheap tea, high-quality nursing, and
clean public places that come with the cultures.)
Vauxhall has started producing books and booklets in West Indian
dialects. That is to say the girls either know – or very quickly learn –
how to write down their dialect so that it can be read off the page with
the right tone, accent and phrases. What this means is that areas of life,
talk and experience that would otherwise be left outside the school
gates can now be a part of discussion and enjoyment inside school.
I spend quite a bit of my time in the corners of classrooms or libraries
having a chat with one or more girls, in the hope that I can find a point
of contact with a bit of this outside school gate culture.
Flora – 4th year – says she’ll be OK with French and Spanish CSE, it’s
her English she’s worried about. She’s got to get that to become an airhostess. How come she’s doing Spanish? She is Spanish, she tells me.
I’d never have known. She sounds East End to me. ‘Do your mum and
dad speak English?’ Mum, yes; Dad, he can’t be bothered. Maria here
is from Spain too. Andalusia. ‘I’m proud I’m Spanish – Maria isn’t.’ I
say, ‘Spain’s been quite a lot in the news just now.’ ‘It’ll never be the
same again,’ she says. ‘No more Franco.’ She tells me the Civil War
started in her village – her grandfather was in a Franco concentration
camp. I find her Laurie Lee’s memories of Andalusia, lend her a book
of Spanish Civil War songs and fail to find the school’s copy of ‘For
Whom the Bell Tolls’. Maybe she’ll tape her mother’s stories about the
Civil War, she says.
Colette – sixth form from country Jamaica – tells me a story, a ghost
story her mother told her about a woman who gets up every night,
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leaves her husband’s side, takes her skin off, goes off, sucks the blood
out of a few babies, comes back, says ‘Kin a me, kin a me’ (that means
skin come back on to me, Colette explains to me) and climbs back into
bed. The husband sees his wife doing this one night so the next night
he pretends to be asleep and after she’s gone, he puts salt and pepper
on his wife’s skin so when she comes back and says ‘Kin a me, kin a
me’, the skin does not jump back on to her and so she dies.
That’s not very scary, says Agatha. ‘My grandmother knows one about
a boy who gets turned into a frog with big green eyes, and she knows a
woman who can turn herself into a crab.’ I ask her to take my tape
recorder and tape her grandmother’s stories. No, she says, she’s scared.
What of? Her grandmother? No – the stories. Agatha shares her
bedroom with her grandmother and her grandmother tells her the
stories in bed at night. Anyway I wouldn’t understand them, she says.
Why not? They’re in French. Agatha’s family comes from Saint Lucia.
Instead she writes one of the stories out for me, translating it in her
head as she goes.
Jane – first year – says that her dad is on social security ever since he
was laid off work and he says he can’t understand why we have to pay
for the jubilee. She could afford to pay for it herself, couldn’t she? Jane
explains to me that her father has paid for his social security out of the
taxes he’s paid all his life. What he says is that the queen’s probably
got enough money, what with one thing and another, to put some of
her money into the social security fund too, so people like her dad
could get some. She writes this down.

In Their Own Voice
Multi-cultural… a lot of people know how to say it – not many have
figured out how to do it. Part of the problem is that not many people
had worked out how to do it before classrooms were full of AfroCaribbean children, Asians and ‘obvious’ immigrants. Let’s get to the
point: do kids have culture? Does the working class have culture? Do
schools work with it or against it?
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During my time at Vauxhall Manor, I worked on the assumptions that
– yes – kids have culture, yes – the working class has culture, so I must
find ways of working with it. How? Two instruments are fundamental:
a tape recorder, simple enough for anyone to handle, and a typewriter.
A lot of the culture of both the kids and the working class is oral, i.e.
song, story, proverbs, rhymes, repartee, anecdotes. Working-class
people demand of schools that they make their children literate because
many of them think they don’t have the time, the ability or the patience
to do it themselves. Using a tape recorder and a typewriter we teachers
can help children find literacy in their own voice with their own
culture.
Let me describe some incidents: with the first years, on entry to the
school last year, we did a project on their rhymes, sayings, proverbs
and skipping songs. The girls produced a scrapbook of the rhymes and
written work describing the games; they drew each other playing the
games; we made a tape of the rhymes; in the summer term some of the
girls did an outdoor mural. The scrapbook is their collective
knowledge. No one could teach them, or tell them what to write. So,
their arrival in the ‘big’ secondary school was not an induction into
‘higher’ culture, but rather a collecting of their own expertise.
Lorraine, white, Cockney, contributed this on the tape in strong
Manchester dialect:
‘I went into a treacle shop to buy half a pound of treacle. And who
do you think I met? Mickey Thumb. He asked me if I’d go to the
fair, and I thought a bit and I thought a bit and I said I didn’t mind.
And it were a fair. So I come home and took me bonnet off and a
knock come at the door, and who do you think that was? Mickey
Thumb’s uncle to say that he were ill and would I go and visit him.
So I thought a bit and I thought a bit, and I said I didn’t mind. And
he were ill. I came in, took me bonnet off and a knock come at the
door and who do you think that was? Mickey Thumb’s father to
say that he were dead and would I go to the funeral. So I thought a
bit and I thought a bit and I said I didn’t mind. And it were a
funeral. Some laughed over his grave, some cried over his grave,
but I spat over his grave in the memory of Mickey Thumb.
My mum told me that.’

Writers in Schools 445
Three fourth-year girls who like each other and stick together, seemed
stumped for something to do one afternoon. Mandy had told me that
her dad is Irish and he’s told her he’s proud of it. I had lent her various
books of Irish traditional stories, and some translated Irish (not AngloIrish) poetry. She said that her dad sometimes tells stories – just silly
things about Tarzan. I asked her if she would like to tell Gillian some
of these stories on tape. She did. Here is the third one:
This was supposed to have happened on a dark, stormy night. Well
anyway, this horse, it supposedly got free so my grandad went
looking for it. But anyway it was so dark that he fell down this
well. Well, he hit his head and he was out cold for about 10
minutes.
When he woke up he heard fiddling so he sees this hole in the well
and he crawled through it. When he opened his eyes he found all
these Little People.
My grandad it was, all right? He saw all these Little People and a
Little Man said how he couldn’t go. So my grandad said that he’d
have a drinking contest because he had heard how good the Little
People were at drinking. So the Little Man said, “It’s no good, I’ll
easily beat you.” So they had a drinking contest and my grandad
won.
Well my grandad, well he still had his wits about him so he nicked
the Little Man and put him in the bag and he got out the well and
when he got up to the pub they were arguing how he’d caught a
Little Man and when he opened the bag in the pub all that jumped
out was a little white rabbit.
My dad just makes up them things.’
We typed that up and produced 20 or 30 duplicated booklets of that
story for other girls to read.
I overheard Monica in the first year say, ‘Poor George and his
Jackass.’ What’s that mean?’ I said. ‘It’s a bit like – he bit off more
than he could chew – he got more than he bargained for,’ she said.
‘Who was George?’ I asked. She told me – but I didn’t have a tape
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recorder handy, so I asked her to write it down for me. Her mother
comes from Jamaica:
‘Sometimes my mum, she doesn’t usually tell stories but say old
proverbs like this one called Poor George and his Jackass. One day
George was returning by night on his jackass when all of a sudden
a duppy1 stopped him and got on the jackass with him and rode all
the way home with him. That night the jackass died of shock, and
George was sick for a while and that is the way we get the saying
of Poor George and his Jackass.’
Monica now knows she has taught me something that her mother
taught her and I have told her I am very grateful. This is not an
educationist’s trick on her. It’s fair’s fair. I tell her jokes and stories.
Monica is friendly with Elaine who I happen to know hears Anansi
stories at home from her mother, her sister and her neighbour. As I had
asked Monica to write something for me (not something I often did at
Vauxhall) I asked Elaine to write me ‘something like Monica was
doing’. She figured out that I was talking about ‘something to do with
the things that mothers say’, so she wrote:

‘GREEDY ANANSY
One day as Anansy was going down de road him call pan breda
tiga. Him se dat him no have no food fi him family and bredda
tiger was de only good friend him have.
So breda tiger give him some food. So him go a breda bears house
him se to breda bear, bredda bear mi no have no food fi mi family
and you is de only good friend mi have. So bredda bear give him
some food. So dat time him end up with lots of food so he went
home and stof up his full frige.’ (Spellings as written).
Given time and care, any school could build up a library of its own oral
cultures, on cassette and in booklets. It could use either the cassette or
the booklet to trigger off more, or simply as good entertainment. They
could be used as cross-cultural entertainment, education. Some
children of Caribbean origin are not too happy about Africans, and
1

A ghost (Spelling corrected for ‘doesn’t’ and ‘usually’.)
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have various unrepeatable words of abuse for them. Yet Anansi has his
origins in West Africa. The tradition is alive and well there, and in the
Caribbean, as well as in South London.
Many teachers are afraid of parents. They express this, not by saying
they are afraid of the parents, but by saying the parents are afraid of the
teachers. ‘The parents don’t want to come and munch twiglets and sip
bad sherry with us.’ I have no tips on how to solve socialising
problems, but on a purely individual basis a couple of very exciting
things happened while I was at Vauxhall.
Elaine’s sister, Judith, had told something like 8 or 9 Anansi stories on
tape – some of which we made into booklets – before it occurred to me
that we could lend her a tape recorder and ask her to record her mother.
This she did. Her mother, an ‘ordinary’ working-class woman, is as
fine a story teller as anyone anywhere. You don’t have to go to the
Brothers Grimm, or to this or that Book of Beautiful Tales. Great
story tellers are amongst us. Sometimes we call them parents. If you
have some of those stories on tape and play them in school, what
happens? The parents’ culture becomes part of the school curriculum –
even if it’s only for 5 minutes at a time. And there was Farrah too, who
speaks Punjabi at home and told me she didn’t like stories, who told
me she only really liked books about magnetism, but who finally let on
that her grandmother tells her stories. The result of that is a tape of an
old lady telling an epic in Punjabi which Farrah translated for us.
To my mind the educational possibilities are limitless here in the
working-up of pupil-based materials. The emotional encouragement in
the process of doing work like this is immeasurable. But more than
that: it means that we teachers, educated away from vernacular, oral
and working-class cultures, have a unique chance to make up for this
deprivation in our lives. I mean, just who is culturally deprived?
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Our Culture – A Definition by Description of its
Parts
Under the following headings is an attempt to define culture as it exists
between young people in schools. The list is not in any order.
1.

Proverbs

2.

Rhymes

3.

Riddles

4.

Games

5.

Laws

6.

Rules

7.

Punishments

8.

Sayings

9.

Stories
a.

Stories I’ve been told

b.

Stories my parents know

c.

Stories my grandparents know

10. Happenings and events in the history of our people
a.

Recent in my life

b.

In my parents’ lives

c.

In my grandparents’ lives

11. Jokes
12. Special Days – e.g. ‘What we do on… day.’
13. Songs
14. Places we go
a.

Private, secret

b.

Public and social

c.

‘hanging-about’ places

15. Celebrations and feasts
16. Foods – favourite dishes and recipes
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17. The way we do it’ e.g. The Garden, Dressing, Hair, Decorating our
Rooms.
18. Hobbies, pastimes, pursuits, ‘activities’, ‘crazes’
19. Musics
20. Sports
a.

Participatory

b.

Spectator

21. Kinds of work done by our people
a.

Me

b.

Parents

c.

Grandparents

d.

Brothers and sisters

e.

Interviewed people e.g. workers in the news

f.

Housework – who does what? Is this fair?

g.

Losing work/looking for work/living without work

22. Courtship, marriage, weddings and alternatives
23. Holidays, favourite places
24. Outings
a.

Organized

b.

Unorganized

25. Slangs, dialects, in-group jargons and new words
26. Family sagas
27. Street spectacles
28. ‘Don’t tell anyone’
a.

Superstitions and charms

b.

Oaths, secrets e.g. about hidden illicit deeds

29. Street cries, market traders, bus conductors, pub calls, etc.
30. True or false: local legends or myths, historic and contemporary
31. ‘It’s not fair!’ – morals: who are the wrongdoers (cheats, con-men,
cruel people)? who are the rightdoers (friends in need)?
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32. Heroes, heroines, anti-heroes, anti-heroines: local, showbiz,
national, international, historic
33. Victims and scapegoats
a.

you as a victim or scapegoat

b.

you victimizing or scapegoating others

34. Loyalties: taking sides (brother v brother v sister, mother v father,
girls v boys), the gang, the football team, the ‘nation’, the
community, styles (Rude Boys, Punk), trade union, school,
political party, church, class, ethnic group
35. Divided loyalties: between two cultures, where do I belong?
36. Battlegrounds
a.

Places – street, estate, playground, park

b.

Types – fights, campaigns, marches, petitions, strikes

c.

In both a. and b. – yours, your parents’ or
grandparents’

37. Clubs and organizations
38. Girls and boys
a.

What do boys do (according to boys, girls)?

b.

What do girls do (according to boys, girls)?

c.

Will it always be like this?

39. The future, real and imagined
40. Death – deaths I have known, seen, heard about; bereavement

Chapter Nine

Extracts from Early Work in
Factually Dominated
Subjects
Chapter One describes how, in the first months of working together,
we spent a lot of time simply making tapes, audio or video, of talk in
each others’ lessons, and meeting to muse on what we saw and heard.
We include here extracts from transcripts of videotaped talk in
commerce and maths, and audiotaped talk in chemistry, with some
notes and contextualization.

A 4th-Year Group in Commerce. Teacher: Ray
Booth
Notes by Rachael Farrar
The Group: Angela, Christine, Sonia, Diane, Breda, Elizabeth, Pat,
Denise, Mr Booth.

The Lesson
The aim of the lesson was to discuss advertising, in particular the
statement that ‘All advertising provides necessary and useful
information for the consumer’.
Some groups were looking at the validity of the statement by analysing
Sunday Colour Mags – to see what proportion of the adverts gave a
good deal, a little, or no information.
The other groups, this one included, used talk to discuss the same
problem.
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What can be detected from the talking?
1.
2.

3.
4.
5.
6.

In which ways does the teacher’s presence affect the group – who
says what to whom, in which way?
Christine’s role changes twice from her initial stance – there is a
distinct change in her use of language; this could be worth looking
at.
Christine emerges as the dominant person in the group – it could
be worth looking at the frequency and nature of her contributions.
Is it possible to detect from the pattern of the talking whether the
teacher contributes to Christine’s dominance?
Does the teacher’s talk help to include or exclude some or all the
members of the group?
Is it possible to identify what occasions short factual statements,
often in complete sentences, as against extended utterances
containing stabilizers such as ‘er’ and ‘you know’?

The Transcript
Angela:

Who are you talking to?

Christine:

All of ya. (Laughter) What d’ya think of advertising?
(Giggles) What do you think of advertising Denise?
… Diane?

Diane:

Er, it’s alright sometimes, but sometimes it
exaggerates.

Christine:

What do you mean it exaggerates?

Angela:

I’d put another one Chris.

Sonia:

Go on, ask a question then.

Christine:

Why d’you think they exaggerate?

Breda:

Because they want people to buy the product.

Sonia:

Speak up, we can’t hear the talk.

Breda:

They want people to buy the product.

Christine:

If a manufacturer has a product for a number of years
do you think it’s best to carry it on?

Sonia:

No.
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Christine:

Why?

Sonia:

Because it’s not worth it, well yes because other
products come out, they will take over won’t they?

Diane:

Yes, well… (indistinct)… products come, won’t it?

Sonia:

Yes and no, because… just because they don’t
advertise on telly don’t mean you won’t go and buy
it, does it?

Angela:

Well, if it’s famous, well then they’ll think, you
know, got a big name, go out and buy it.
(Teacher arrives.)

Mr Booth:

Why do you think some firms carry on advertising
products that people know all about, I mean?

Sonia:

So that…

Christine:

So that other companies won’t take over.

Mr Booth:

Yeah, you think so. So what are they trying to do?

Christine:

Make… stop them.

Mr Booth:

Why do people advertise P.G. Tips? Everyone knows
about P.G. Tips.

Christine:

Make sure.

Sonia:

To remind them.

Christine:

It’s meant to remind the people.

Mr Booth:

Yeah and make sure they…

Sonia:

Buy it.

Christine:

They get some new customers.

Mr Booth:

Whose customers are they getting?

Elizabeth:

Other tea companies.

Mr Booth:

Right. The other tea companies. But do they provide
any information?

Angela & Sonia: No.
Christine:

No, they act.
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Angela:

They’re only monkeys.

Christine:

Shut up.

Mr Booth:

So if we, if we’re, thinking about the question, it
can’t be true that all adverts provide information. No.
Do you think they should be allowed to advertise
those ones?

All:

Yeah.

Christine:

Because they collect… because if you’re sitting in
your houses and there’s a good advert on the telly
and you say ‘Oh, I want to see this advert’… that
advert can catch your attention.

Angela:

Catch your eye.

Elizabeth:

Like Beanz Meanz Heinz.

Mr Booth:

Which adverts most likely would catch your attention
though? To get back to what we were saying. We
said that we try to look at which adverts catch your
attention most and Christine said something about a
lemonade one.

Christine:

Yeah.

Mr Booth:

Explain that, Christine.

Elizabeth:

Well a man stands on the stage and dances and he
does a funny dance and funny song.

Mr Booth:

Yeah. Is there any information in that advert?

Christine:

No he sings… He sings it, don’t he? So there’s none.

Mr Booth:

If em… in terms of adverts (stutter) that catch, does
anyone think that adverts for things we’ve never seen
before, we don’t know about, catch our attention?

Angela:

Yeah, I think it catches your eye more like, you see a
new advert.

Mr Booth:

So we’ve got two types of adverts, adverts for new
products and adverts that remind us. Yeah. Which
ones contain the information?

Christine:

The new ones because they want people to buy them.
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Mr Booth:

Alright, what remind, er adverts which… (indistinct)
are the same though, aren’t they? They want people
to buy the product.

Sonia:

Yeah, they (indistinct) so people already know about
it but sometimes they put it on trial offer at half price
if they’re making a new one.

Mr Booth:

What adverts can’t give very much information?

Breda:

Well ones that just sing and muck about really. They
don’t tell about the product, they’re much simpler.

Mr Booth:

Are they products where people don’t want to hear
much about the product?

Christine:

I think it’s the ones that can’t catch your attention.

Mr Booth:

How about a Beanz Meanz Heinz advert?
(Laughter.)

Mr Booth:

Any information?

Christine:

It’s just that well they use little kids don’t they, show
them how they grow and all that so perhaps people
might say ‘Oh, my child might like it.’

Sonia:

Might well…

Mr Booth:

Denise, can it give any information though, what sort
of advert…? From the baked beans you can’t really
tell people much, can you?

Sonia:

No, except it makes beans.

Mr Booth:

Do you think we should have Heinz adverts?

Christine:

Yeah, because Heinz have got different, Heinz em…
they’ve got a variety of stuffs they don’t even… they
don’t only have beans they have spaghetti and that…

Sonia:

Yeah, soup.

Christine:

Soup and that.

Mr Booth:

But do they tell us anything we don’t already know?

Sonia:

They tell us anything that suits them.

Mr Booth:

So some of them do.
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Christine:

Yeah.

Mr Booth:

But how about all the adverts when all the little
children come on and do their rhyme?

Diane:

That does… that does tell us… ridiculous…

All:

Yeah.

Mr Booth:

Would we be better off without them ?

Elizabeth:

They make me sick.

Christine:

Yeah.

Christine:

Oh, they’re alright. I like ‘em.

Angela:

I like the milk one, the farmer’s orange juice one.
(Laugh) If the advert catches your eye I think you
draw more attention to the product you know.

Mr Booth:

Right so.

Angela:

If one gives you the information… the advert gives
you information about the thing, it’s a bit boring, the
ones that give information are boring ones, you know
what I mean.

Mr Booth:

Yeah.

Christine:

A lot, a lot of the adverts erm… a lot of the
advertisers em… that, they lie, they exaggerate.

Angela:

Oh, gawd, do they exaggerate.

Christine:

They do lie, if they say that soap powder can get
stains out of cloth, they don’t.

Angela:

Like Drive.

Christine:

They don’t do it.

Mr Booth:

Do you think that they should be allowed to lie?

All:

No, not really.

Sonia:

But they have got to do that to make it.

Mr Booth:

But would you do?

Christine:

Well if they did… Perhaps they might tell the truth,
perhaps people might start buying them more. If they
tell the truth it might be boring.
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Diane:

Yeah like the Drive adverts. No one would buy them
would they?

Mr Booth:

Did you know that there’s a law that’s called
Advertisements and the Advertising Standards Code.
And lots of adverts, the adverts do have to be, to be a
certain standard but, it seems as far as you’re
concerned, the standards aren’t strict enough. You
know that the adverts are still making false claims,
yes?

Sonia:

Yeah, like something, something…

Mr Booth:

Go on Sonia.

Sonia:

Like if you was to buy something for er… for er… if
you was to buy, if you was to buy a pair of trousers
instead of saying £5 they’d say £4.99… just under
£5, less than £5 they’d say.

Mr Booth:

But it seems as if it’s a lot less.

Sonia:

Yeah… and so you go and buy it.

Mr Booth:

That’s not telling lies though, is it?

Sonia:

No.

Mr Booth:

It’s just corruption.

Christine:

That’s where they’re smart, innit?

Angela:

They bring it to the attention.

Mr Booth:

It’s ridiculous.

Elizabeth:

Terrible.

Mr Booth:

Come back to your point about, that adverts that give
information are boring and people aren’t er…
generally going to look at them, do you think that’s
why most adverts are simple or funny or something?

Angela:

Yeah.

Mr Booth:

It’s really then that, that the firm doesn’t want to tell
you much at all, does it? It just wants you to notice
the advert, to remind you.

Christine:

You can buy these things.
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Mr Booth:

Who pays for them?

Christine:

The adverts, the manufacturer, didn’t they? The
manufacturer.

Mr Booth:

The manufacturer, and where do they get the money
from?

Sonia:

Us.

Christine:

The consumers.

Mr Booth:

So if we didn’t have the adverts, what would happen
to us, the consumer?

Diane:

We wouldn’t know about it.

Sonia:

We wouldn’t know about the new ones.

Mr Booth:

We wouldn’t know about the new ones, what about
the price of the products that we do know about?

Sonia:

We wouldn’t know about it until we go to the shops.

Mr Booth:

Yeah, that’s true, what, what… would, the price,
would it go up or would it go down?

Christine:

If what?

Mr Booth:

If we didn’t have adverts.

Christine:

Probably go down.

Sonia:

It would probably, because they got to pay a lot of
money for adverts.

Christine:

If we didn’t have adverts we wouldn’t know about
the products.

Sonia:

He said would the price go up or go down.

Mr Booth:

We would especially if they advertise new products,
wouldn’t we?

All:

Yeah.

Mr Booth:

When it’s been advertised for a little while we’d
know about it. I mean we all know about P.G. Tips
even if they stopped advertising from now.

Sonia:

And cornflakes.
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Christine:

Yeah. On some, on some products they’ve got
different names but they’re all in the same company.

All:

Yeah,

Mr Booth:

Alright, that’s true isn’t it? I mean the two, all, all
washing powders are only made by two different
companies, all the different types of washing powder
you can get, they’re only made by two different
companies.

Christine:

Yeah they want us to buy the dearest one.

Mr Booth:

Why do they? Why then do… Say, I don’t know, say
Persil and Drive, say they were both made by the
same company, why do they advertise both of them?

Sonia:

So you think they’re made by different companies.

Christine:

Well, they try and… perhaps they want…

Diane:

Because those that, because Persil came out before
Drive did so they would buy Persil then when Drive
came out they would buy that as well.

All:

Yeah.

Mr Booth:

But say people that were buying Persil, now they see
lots of adverts for Drive and they think it’s better and
they switch to Drive and the same company loses all
its Persil customers doesn’t it, but what does it hope
will happen?

Sonia:

Pardon?

Diane:

They get more.

Christine:

They get new customers.

All:

They get new customers

Mr Booth:

From where?

Sonia:

From Persil and others.

Christine:

They try to see which one is best and if they say
Persil is the best and er… they want some new
customers and people say Persil, Persil is the best,
well then they can get the customers to buy more and
then they can start making mass production.
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Mr Booth:

That’s true, and what does, if they, if they do mass
production what does that help them to do?

Christine:

Collect more money to buy new machines and make
more adverts and that.

Mr Booth:

Yeah, but what’s the main thing about mass
production?

Sonia:

It’s cheaper.

Mr Booth:

Right, it makes them cheaper doesn’t it, and if they
can offer them cheaper they…

Sonia:

They can get more money.

Mr Booth:

They get more…

Diane:

Customers.

Mr Booth:

Customers, yeah right, but also the other thing is that
if people switch from Persil to Drive they’re in the
same company but there are also, some people will
switch from…

Christine:

Drive.

Angela:

Other soap powders.

Mr Booth:

Right, the soap powders of other companies as well
don’t they? And it doesn’t matter to the company
whether people are buying Persil or Drive, because
it’s all money going into their company, isn’t it?

Christine:

Yeah.

Mr Booth:

How about the, we missed the point, I think, earlier,
when we said that we paid for all the advertising,
didn’t we?

All:

Yeah we do. We do.

Mr Booth:

We pay for it, where?

Sonia:

In our own houses.

Mr Booth:

Not each of us.

Sonia:

When we buy the product.

Mr Booth:

Right, in the prices, in the prices. So if we didn’t
have advertising what would we…?
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Christine:

We wouldn’t know and there wouldn’t… if we didn’t
have advertising it would mean that, that we ain’t
been buying anything.

Sonia:

Of course you would.

Mr Booth:

Getting, getting back to the prices to this thing, what
about…?

Diane:

The price goes down.

Sonia:

The price would go down because you wouldn’t have
to pay so much for the advertising.

Mr Booth:

And what would we prefer: funny advertising or
cheaper products?

All:

Cheaper products.

Mr Booth:

Do you think the companies would ever listen then?

Sonia:

No.

Christine:

No, I don’t think so.

Sonia:

They’re a lot of meanies.

A 1st-Year Pair in Maths
Teacher: Les Stennett
Notes by John Richmond
The Girls: Sarah and Shirley
A pair of girls in a mixed-ability first-year class learn about
multiplication through manipulation of Napier’s rods. The lesson is
organized around SMILE, the Secondary Maths Inner London
Experiment. Napier’s rods were invented by John Napier (15501617), to make multiplication easier. They appear on p462.
Sarah and Shirley have made their own rods out of stiff paper. They
have been shown in a previous card in the SMILE series how the rods
work, and have done some elementary multiplication using the rods.
Now they are confronted with:
To find 36 × 5 using the rods.
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3

6
3

INDEX
6

1

2

2

8

3

4

4

Use the same rods to work out
1) 36 × 2
2) 36 × 4
3) 36 × 8

0

5

Sometimes you have to carry numbers when
you add.

6

6

To find 36 × 6 look at row 6 on rods 3 and 6
and add diagonally.
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Take rod 3 and rod 6 with the index rod and
look at row 5.

8

0

5

0

Can you see how this result is obtained?

1

3
8

2

1

6

6

6

So 6 × 36 = 216. Can you see how we get this
result?

Shirley can ‘see how’ though even she loses her confidence
occasionally. Sarah cannot. Shirley is trying to explain to Sarah. Sarah
has unsuccessfully tried to multiply 36 × 5. Shirley shows her how to
do this properly, and then goes on to 36 × 6. The reader will have to
make inferences about phrases like ‘this one’ and ‘underneath in there’.
Shirley:

Let’s see how we got this one first. D’y’know how
you got that one?

Sarah:

I didn’t do it, the man did whoever, who writ the
book, look. Five, thirty-five.

Shirley:

Look see underneath is eighteen but there ain’t an 0
there. Look there’s an 0 up there. Look right.

Sarah:

No look, this says to find thirty-six times five using
the rod. Right I look for five and it’s thirty, see it all
went all wrong.

Shirley:

Yes.
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Sarah:

And that’s the answer.

Shirley:

…but look fifteen thirty. It’s thirty-six underneath in
there right. There’s eighteen there and they’ve got
eighteen there haven’t they?

Sarah:

Yeah.

Shirley:

Eighteen there with that nought is one hundred and
eighty. I think that’s how you got it, hang on it’s
thirty-six times six. Two, six, twenty-one. Two
hundred and sixteen that’s how I think you get it.

Sarah:

Like that…

Shirley:

I don’t know. Two hundred and thirty-six that’s… no
you don’t.

Sarah:

I don’t know how you get it.

Shirley:

It’s like this… Nor do I.

Sarah:

There’s something complicating this one.

Shirley:

Actually I don’t understand it at all.

Sarah:

Nor do I. Look the same goes for that one.

Shirley:

They’ve got it on here. That’s how you do it in’t
they? Two hundred and sixteen, I was right. That’s
how you do it, how I just told you.

Sarah:

Explain to me this once again so that I remember.

Shirley:

Right you look down the six column.

Sarah:

Yeah.

Shirley:

And there’s eighteen, oh hang on, something this is
that thirty-six there. Look below there’s two on it.
You’re taking one that’s there and you go take two
hundred and sixteen, two hundred and sixteen.

Sarah:

Let’s just see if I can do the next one.

The conversation between the two girls continues at length, until Sarah
has firmly grasped the necessary principle. Towards the end of their
discussion, the girls go back to 36 × 2, mainly because Shirley, who is
confident in any case that 36 × 2 = 72, is testing the reliability of
Napier’s rods against her confidence.
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Shirley:

Seventy two is the right answer. I add it up because
two thirty-sixes is seventy two.

Sarah:

Right thirty six, thirty six there right.

Shirley:

Yeah.

Sarah:

Thirty-six.

Shirley:

Then you find two up here on the index one find two,
you go up to number two then you… six add one.

Both:

Six add one is seven.

Shirley:

And then, and then. Then there’s two and so it’s
seventy-two and so you got your answer. D’yer get
what I mean?

Sarah:

Is that all it is, seventy two?

Shirley:

Yeah.

Sarah:

I know what you mean.

Shirley:

And that’s how you do it. (Pause)
Don’t know how you got them answers.

Sarah:

What I done was see here it’s got thirty six now I
brought my two down to there and I just went eight
hundred and sixty-six.

Shirley:

Oh.

Both:

(Laughter)

Shirley:

See if you can work out number two by yourself and
then if you…

The whole interchange shows trust, warmth and patience. Shirley does
most of the speculating, hypothesising and checking, and is the
teacher-figure in the interchange. Sarah plays a seemingly subordinate
role.
Four important questions about learning arise from these two little
pieces of talk. They are questions which have a very general
application:
1.
2.

Is the job of work done successfully?
Who is learning what?
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3.
4.

Would either girl have learned what they did learn without the
conversation which took place?
Teachers often feel that a ‘bright’ pupil is held back by ‘teaching’
or explaining to an apparently ‘less able’ friend. Has Shirley been
held back? Has it been only Sarah who has benefited?

A 3rd-Year Group in Chemistry
Teacher: Rob Bellini.
Notes by Rob Bellini and John Richmond.
The Group: Sally, Carole, Kim, Trina. Mr Bellini occasionally present.
In this extract, the group is doing a two-part experiment designed to
help them understand the chemical terms ‘endothermic’ and
‘exothermic’. Endothermic reactions are those where heat energy is put
in; exothermic reactions are those where heat energy is given out. It is
intended that the girls should understand that the first part of the
experiment, the heating of copper sulphate in a test tube, constitutes an
endothermic reaction, and that the second part, the adding of one or
two drops of cold water to the cooled copper sulphate, constitutes an
exothermic reaction. (This extract is the second half of the group’s
discussion; the full transcript and more detailed contextualization are in
John Richmond’s The Resources of Classroom Language [Richmond
1982].)
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Experiment Sheet
Experiment 5
Put a small amount of copper sulphate into a pyrex test tube. Now heat
this gently for a few minutes over a slow bunsen flame.
Apparatus:

Recordings.
Describe all that you
saw:

Was it an endothermic or an
exothermic reaction?

When the test tube is cold add a few drops of cold water to the copper
sulphate. FEEL THE TEST TUBE

Is the test tube hot or cold
now?
Was it an endothermic or an exothermic
reaction?
Was the heating of copper sulphate a physical or a
chemical change?
Give your reasons
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Notes

The Transcript

The apparatus is being 1.
collected and
assembled, and
terminology being
discussed.

Trina:
Kim:
Sally:

Trina:

‘What do you want
splints for?’ – a
reference to a safety
rule in the lab.

2.

Trina has a respectful 3.
sense of appropriate
language: she feels it
would be
inappropriate to write
‘lighter’ in the
‘Apparatus’ section of
the experiment sheet,
even though Mr
Bellini has just lit the
bunsen with his
lighter, and then goes
on to make the
facetious suggestion,
‘Say a cigarette then.’

Mr Bellini:

(Lights Bunsen with cigarette lighter)
Trina:

Mr Bellini:
Carole:
Trina:
Kim:

Sally:
Carole:
Sally:

Trina uses sarcasm in 4.
referring to Mr
Bellini’s use of his
cigarette lighter in the
lesson.

What’s that inside there?
What’s it called?
Copper sulphate.
Right then now have you lit
the Bunsen burner? No you
haven’t.
We need splints, oh yeah
splints and we haven’t even
lit it yet.
What do you want splints
for?

Trina:
Sally:

Mr Bellini:
Sally:

To light it. Yeah, I can’t put
a lighter down on the
apparatus can I?
Say a cigarette then.
Er…
And what are these called?
I’ve forgotten. (Pause)
Now keep it settling for a
few minutes over a slow
flame. So we better take
that down.
Record and describe all that
you saw.
How do you light it?
Sir did it for us with his
lighter.
Oh, charming… Never
mind Kim.
It’s alright he lit it. Sir is
that a high enough flame?
No.
No. Also…
We got to put it on the
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Carole:
Sally:
Mr Bellini:
Sally:
Mr Bellini:

Sally:
Mr Bellini:
Sally:
Mr Bellini:

Sally:
Mr Bellini:
Trina:
Carole:
Mr Bellini:

Sally:
Mr Bellini:

Teacher is anxious to 5.
lead the discussion to
the understanding that
copper sulphate
contains water. Sally
has got there already.

Sally:
Mr Bellini:

Sally:
Mr Bellini:
Trina:
Sally:
Carole:
Mr Bellini:

roaring thing haven’t we?
Yeah.
Fierce flame.
Start heating.
Don’t pull it towards me.
No, just heat it. Now
what… copper sulphate,
that’s right.
Gotta watch what happens.
Now what happens?
Can’t see yet.
It doesn’t matter. Also look
up at the cooler part of the
tube.
The steam’s coming up.
Right the steam’s up.
It’s all going misty.
It’s rising up.
Okay, it’s gone misty. So
what’s happened? Where is
the steam coming from?
From the… copper
sulphate, right?
It’s turning to water aint it?
Can you see it now? It’s
condensing a little.
Yeah.
So we got steam, so what’s
the copper sulphate
contain?
Water.
Water, right.
Seems like it’s stuck.
It’s going brown now.
Yeah.
It’s going brown and also
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Trina:
The familiar problem 6.
with the elementary
chemistry experiment:
what actually happens
may not be exactly
what is intended to
happen, for various
co-incidental reasons.
In this case, ‘The
flame too sooty’ has
browned the outside
of the test tube,
confusing the girls
about the colour of
what is going on
inside.

Mr Bellini:

Teacher asks another
leading question.

Mr Bellini:
Sally:
Trina:
Mr Bellini:
Sally:
Mr Bellini:
Sally:
Mr Bellini:
Sally:

NOTE: Compare this
talk with the
subsequent written
formulations which
the girls read to one
another and to the
teacher.

7.

Sally:

Mr Bellini:

Trina:
Mr Bellini:

it’s slightly white as well
isn’t it? Sort of white
colour, off white colour.
Now heat it up.
Going sort of yellow bits on
top now.
Actually the brown comes
from, you can see the test
tube’s a filthy colour. The
flame too sooty. Let’s open
it up a bit. What else do you
notice? Has it lost its
crystalline shape?
I can’t see.

Is it crystal any more?
No. Sir keep it still.
Well.
Is it crystal any more?
It’s gone green.
Well what is it now?
It’s a powder, a powder.
Powder, right.
Sir, and turned greenish.
It’s got green, no that’s that
stuff already in the…
It’s losing its colour, isn’t
it? The blue’s getting
lighter and lighter.
Yeah, it’s got white on the
end a little bit. Yeah.
When will it go white?
What will… Right, let’s
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Trina:
Sally:
Trina begins to write.

8.

Trina:

A fascinating process
goes on here. Out of
the fragmented,
excited observations
and questions around
watching the heating
of the copper
sulphate, the girls set
to producing finished
statements for the
experiment sheet.

9.

Trina:

Sally:
Trina:
Sally:

Trina:
Mr Bellini:

Furthermore, both
10.
Sally’s and Trina’s
statements exhibit the
use of complete,
complex sentences, an
internal consistency of
tense (Sally’s in the
present, Trina’s in the
past), and an absence
of those features of
their speech dialect
which they understand
to be inappropriate to
that context though
they use them
frequently in
conversation: (‘also
I’ve wrote’, I ain’t
finished yet’, ‘weren’t
it?’) On the other

Kim:
Sally:

Trina:

leave that one aside to cool.
Okay so write it up now.
Describe all that you saw.
Well…
First it started steaming,
then sort of when…
When we first heated it…
First heated… (Writing up.
Background noise).
First goes steamy at the top.
What have you written
Sally?
Hold on I ain’t finished yet.
How did it go? Sort of like
green, like green.
Also, I’ve wrote. Hang on
I’ll wait until you’ve
finished.
Into… Sir is this right?
Does everyone else agree
with that?
Yes.
First it turns to steam, then
the steam turns to water,
also the copper sulphate
loses its colour gradually
and it starts to turn into
powder. That’s what he said
though weren’t it? He said,
has it lost its crystals? and it
did. It started to turn into
powder didn’t it? He said
so. Who turned the Bunsen
out?
I’ve put, when we first
started to heat it, it started
to go steamy at the top of
the tube then it began to
turn a different colour. The
colour was fading into a
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hand, the phrase
‘copper sulphate’ is
used only once by
Sally, and not at all by
Trina: the indefinite
‘it’ is used once by
Sally and four times
by Trina.
Additionally, Sally in
her statement is
struggling to
accommodate what
she actually notices of
the experiment with
what Mr Bellini
indicated – ‘it started
to turn into powder
didn‘t it? He said so.’
– a difficult task which
raises questions about
actual knowledge and
prescribed knowledge.
NOTE: In their
written formulations,
the pupils omit
references to
observations made by
them during the
experiment – the
written language is a
précis of the activity.
The items left out
appear to be those
ignored by the
teacher. Has this
influenced the
selection?
NOTE: One of the
aims of this lesson is
to help pupils to ‘think
scientifically’ – to
observe and record
carefully. To what
extent are the
scientists’ aims in
conflict with the need

light green and it started to
turn into powder.
Sally:
Yeah.
Trina:
I haven’t put the bit about
turned into water.
Carole:
I’ve wrote that when we
first started to heat it, the
test tube began to steam up
until it got white…
Sally:
Look, look, Carole. It
started to lose its colour.
When the test tube is cold
add a few drops of cold
water to the copper
sulphate. Feel the test tube.
Carole:
Hot.
Kim:
Got to wait for it to cool
down.
Trina:
Was it an endothermic or
exothermic reaction? Er…
Sally:
It lost it… no it gained it.
Didn’t it?
Trina:
It’s exothermic, it’s er…
Sally and Trina: Look, if exothermic
loses heat and endothermic
gets in… What did it get…?
It got heat.
Trina:
No it gave out. Yeah, so it’s
exothermic.
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to ensure that pupils
observe those facts
required for
examination answers?
Reference to an
information sheet
given out at the
beginning of the
lesson.

11.

Sally:

Carole:

Sally:
Trina:
Carole:
Sally:
Trina:
Sally:

Carole:
Trina:

Sally:
Both Trina and Sally 12.
are aware of a
possible dual answer
to the problem. Heat
energy was certainly
put into the copper
sulphate, making the
reaction endothermic;
on the other hand they
suspect that the giving
out of heat energy
through steam was an
exothermic reaction.

Trina:
Sally:
Mr Bellini:
Carole:
Mr Bellini:

Yeah. Hang on. Sir. Yeah
because it says something
about a Bunsen burner. You
didn’t include that.
I think it’s exothermic
reaction because it started
to lose heat.
Losing its steam.
Losing in the end.
It didn’t gain heat.
Well it did from the Bunsen
burner.
It starts to lose heat.
It gained it, didn’t it, but it
let it go again… Through
the steam.
Yeah.
It let it go again then didn’t
it? It took it in and then
took it out. The steam
turned to water and it was
all coming out.
It got heat because it was
heated.
Yeah, I know but then it
was losing it.
I know. Sir did it lose heat
through the steam?
Yes, but what’s the Bunsen
burner doing?
Yes, that’s what I said, I
said it takes the heat…
It takes heat, yes but…
Listen would it react
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Teacher doesn’t seem
to recognise this
awareness, and guides
the discussion towards
the answer he is
looking for.

All:
Mr Bellini:

All:
Mr Bellini:

(Mr Bellini now
confirms that he was
not aware of the
duality of which Trina
and Sally were aware
when he joined the
discussion, and he
draws attention to the
speed with which
teachers, moving from
group to group, are
expected to tune into
the context and
antecedents of a small
group discussion.)
As above (10), the
girls experience the
problem of
accommodating what
they observed and
thought to what the
teacher indicated.

Trina:
Mr Bellini:
Sally:

13.

Carole:

That’s what I said.

(Lots of background noise about carbon
dioxide)
Trina:
Sally:
Carole:

The girls are going on 14.
to the second part of
the experiment.

without the Bunsen burner?
No.
So if you happen to heat it
up, so that means it’s taking
in heat isn’t it?
Oh.
You’re forcing heat in this
time.
So it’s endothermic.
So it must be endothermic.
I’m just putting
endothermic.

Trina:

Carole:
Sally:

I have put it, it was an
endothermic reaction.
Endothermic reaction.
Right then, we’ve got to
wait till it cools now.
Right, when the test tube is
cooled, add a few drops of
cold water to the copper
sulphate. Feel the test tube.
No, it isn’t still too warm.
Feel it here, feel at the
bottom.
It’s still too warm.
Gotta wait a little while
longer. Oh you’ve bent all
my book up.
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Trina:
Carole:
Trina:
Sally:

Trina:
Pearline:
Sally:

Trina:
Carole:
Trina:
Sally:

Carole maintains her
interest in the answer
she has written down
(perhaps she is
uncertain of it?) in
spite of the incidental
chat which has
developed while the
test tube is cooling.

15.

Carole:
Sally:

Carole:
Trina:
Carole:
Trina:

Oh, Sally, I’ve run your pen
out of ink.
I’ve written endothermic.
It’s you who keeps jogging
me.
I said that pen would run
out, I’ve already lent three
out.
No sorry Pearline, I haven’t
got a rubber.
Have you got a rubber
Sally?
No I’ve lost my rubber as
well. Three pens and a
rubber and a ruler.
You’re always losing things
aren’t you?
I haven’t got a rubber
Pearline.
I think you are always
losing things.
It’s not my fault they get
pinched. Now you’ve bent
up my book. You run my
last pen out.
I’ve done endothermic in
there.
Is it cold? Oh, it’s cold
i’n’it? Look feel it Carole
see if it’s cold. Oh, my God
you little baby.
If it’s hot and I burn myself
it’ll be your fault.
Didn’t you see me going
like that?
No, I didn’t, if I had I
wouldn’t have…
It’s cold now, isn’t it or…?
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Mr Bellini:

Trina:
Sally:
Trina:

Carole:

As above (12), the
16.
girls are aware of
more than one
possible answer to the
problem. Here, they
have observed the
addition of water to
the cooled copper
sulphate, and they
reason that the heat
given out must have
been taken in, and
that the most recent
event – the arrival of
the water – must have
somehow brought the
heat in: ‘when we
added water it took
heat in didn’t it?’. The
experiment itself
presupposes, or is
supposed to provoke,
an understanding that
the heat energy was
latent in the
dehydrated copper
sulphate, and was
released by the
addition of water. But
the girls’ observation
and deduction is
understandable, even
logical.

All:
Trina:

Sally:
Trina:

Sally:
Carole:
Sally:
Trina:

Carole:

Trina:

Trina:
Sally:
Kim:
Carole:

It’s cold now, add a few
drops of water. Just enough.
Now feel it.
Feel, it, feel it.
Oh, it’s hot!
Oh, ah, he said, now feel it,
I put my hand round it.
Thanks very much. It’s hot!
So that was endothermic. It
took the heat in.
Yeah. Yeah.
I’n’it clever, when we
added water it took heat in
didn’t it?
Yeah, not half. Sir, sir.
That was endothermic. Sir,
you making me burn my
finger.
No it’s exothermic.
Yeah, exothermic.
Yes, because exothermic
takes it out.
Eh, yeah because… hold on
a minute. I’m getting
confused.
When we felt it just now it
must have been
endothermic because it had
no heat because it was
giving it out. When I added
water…
Gets a bit confusing. Look,
look, hang on… Is the test
tube hot or cold now?
It’s gone cooler.
No, it’s hot.
No, it’s still hot.
It’s hot.
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Sally:
Trina:
Carole:
Trina:

Trina piles on words,
not particularly
grammatically, for
emphasis.

17.

Carole:
Trina:
Sally:
Trina:
Sally:
Trina:

Carole:

Trina’s two statements 18a.
here sound comical;
but she is still
18b.
struggling to make
logical deductions
from what she has
seen. Employing the
common sense view
that something which
is not hot cannot
contain heat, she
argues that ‘it took it
in’ ‘because it let it
out’. Though this is
‘incorrect’, it is one
logical deduction from
what has been seen,
given the knowledge
she has.

Sally:
Trina:
Sally:
Trina:
Carole:
Trina:

Sally:
Trina:

Sally:
Kim:
Trina:

I’m saying it’s hot because
it was hot.
So it’s exothermic isn’t it?
Added a few drops of cold
water to the…
Mr Bellini! If that one is
endothermic that one must
be exothermic.
Must have to be.
It does must have to be.
Don’t jog that.
We might have to do it
for…
It took the heat in didn’t it?
Well we’d better wait and
see what Mr Bellini says.
(background noise)
It’s gone green now. It used
to be blue didn’t it?
I thought it let the heat out.
No, it took it in.
How?
Because it let it out.
Because it let it out.
Hold it, she’s getting
confused. She’s getting
confused. Now…
No I’m not, it’s you
confusing me.
Look, look, when we
touched it just now it was
cold.
No, it was taking it in.
It was letting it out.
Yeah, it was taking it in
because it was endothermic.
This is exo… endo… oh…
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Carole:

Sally is getting close
to the truth.

19.

QUESTION: does the
debate leading up to
this point contribute in
any way to Sally’s
statement at 20
‘Endothermic is
taking it in,
exothermic is letting it
out.’?
Here Sally seems to
internalise the
theoretical statement.

Sally:
Carole:
Sally:
Kim:
Trina:
Carole:
Sally:

Trina:
Sally:
Trina:

20.

Sally:
Trina:
Sally:
Trina:

Mounting excitement
as the elusive answer
is pursued.

21.

Sally:
Carole:
Trina:

Sally:
Trina:
Sally:

exothermic.
I thought it was taking it
out.
What just now?
Yeah.
Yes it did.
We’re letting it out.
Listen, listen when we…
Don’t shout.
When we turned that on, it
took the heat in from the
Bunsen. When we added
that it made it go out.
Yes, that’s what we’re
saying.
You’re saying it took it in.
We’re trying.

Endothermic is taking it in,
exothermic is letting it out.
I know, that’s what I’m
trying to explain to you.
You said it was
endothermic.
I’m getting mixed up, no I
never said exothermic.
You didn’t, Carole didn’t
she say…?
Yeah.
I said endothermic took it
in, that’s what I said. I said
exothermic is letting it out.
Yeah, but you said it was
endothermic.
No I didn’t.
You did. Even Carole said
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Trina:
Sally:
Carole:
Trina:
Sally:
Trina:
Sally:

Mr Bellini:
The chorus of
22.
‘Because we burnt our
fingers’ indicates a
successful, and
delightful, coming
together of school
knowledge and
personal experience.

All:

The problem is
23.
answered (correctly).
Something has been
learnt. But the
dilemma which has
been exercising the
girls’ minds and
conversations (12, 16,
18) has not been
resolved so much as
dropped out of sight.

Trina:

QUESTION: does the
final discussion
indicate what learning
might have taken
place?

Mr Bellini:

Carole:
Mr Bellini:

that.
Alright Sally, alright,
alright we’ll see.
You said exothermic
reaction.
Yeah.
Have you got it now Sally?
I told you it.
You liar.
I did… exothermic. Sir, sir
it was an exothermic
reaction because it let it out
didn’t it?
Why, why was it an
exothermic reaction?
Because we burnt our
fingers.
Well, if you burnt your
fingers, what do you think
happened?
Let the heat out.
Heat was given out, dead
right.
So it was exothermic.
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Reference
Richmond, John. The Resources of Classroom Language. Edward
Arnold, 1982.

Chapter Ten

Writing, Dialect and
Linguistic Awareness
by Alex McLeod

We still need to know more about how children’s writing abilities
develop. We are fairly sure, now, about what the goals are. They may
be summed up, too simply, of course, as the growth of a range of
abilities which enable a person to write fluently and effectively for as
wide a variety of purposes as s/he needs. We measure these abilities by
their products, in a number of ways; by deciding, for instance, to award
a certain grade in an examination, or to publish a poem or a story. But
very little detailed study has been done of the way children develop
these abilities. It was once thought that if you offered suitable models,
young writers would be able to imitate them. (Spend all your nights
reading Addison and you will become a master of English prose.) Few
teachers hold this view nowadays, though most still believe that
reading is probably the most important influence in the development of
writing. But we still know very little about what happens as a child
slowly progresses from one word to one sentence, then to a story, and
from there to a Grade 1 in O Level English or a story published by
Centerprise or Black Ink.
It seems likely that many of the things we most want to know about
writing development will be discovered by looking carefully at the
work of individual children over a fairly long period of time.
Individual studies of reading have taught us a great deal, especially the
work of Margaret Spencer with a group of London teachers, and with
her students at all levels. We have now a better understanding of how
development takes place, and what promotes it, and of the great variety
of thought processes that are involved. Individual studies of writing
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development, however, have been until very recently virtually nonexistent.
This chapter is concerned with the writing development of West
Indian 1 pupils in Britain. There is a great deal of worry about the
educational achievement of West Indian pupils. Although there are few
reliable statistics, the belief is widespread that their command of
written language is in some way unsatisfactory, and that this is
responsible for their disappointing performance in public
examinations.
In May 1977, with the above in mind, a working party was set up to
study the development of writing by West Indian pupils in some
London schools, with particular emphasis on studies of individual
progress. It is part of a network of study and research into the
Language of Inner-City Children in the English Department at the
University of London Institute of Education. The members are Joan
Goody, ILEA Advisor on Teaching English to West Indian pupils,
John Hardcastle, Hackney Downs School, John Richmond, who until
1979 was at Vauxhall Manor School and is now Advisory Teacher for
English in ILEA, and the writer of this chapter. We were joined from
time to time by others, who gave valuable help, and we are still
working. We decided at the outset on the case study approach, and
John Richmond completed one such study, Progress in Pat’s Writing.2
We discovered, however, that we would not wholly restrict ourselves
to the individual studies, especially when a particularly interesting
piece of writing by another pupil was brought to a meeting. This paper
is an attempt to bring together some of what we have found out so far,
though there are still more questions than answers.
During the 1978-79 school year I was lucky enough to spend half day a
week at Vauxhall Manor School in a fifth form class taught by Stephen
1

2

‘West Indian’ is often used to mean a person born in a Caribbean country
(usually a country which was formerly a British colonial possession) or a
person whose parents were born there. The term is used in that sense in
this paper, but wherever possible, in referring to individual pupils, it is
made clear whether the person referred to was born in Britain or in the
Caribbean, and which Caribbean country s/he or his/her parents came
from.
See Chapter 3.
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Eyers, and, for one term, in another fifth form class taught by Helen
Savva. The girls in those classes and their teachers taught me a great
many things about writing and dialect, and a lot more besides. Dialect
speech has often been thought to be a grave source of error. Its effect
is probably greatly exaggerated, but we all know pupils who might
write: ‘Sarah still going to school’ for: ‘Sarah was still going to
school’. We also probably know other London children who might
write ‘we done’ for ‘we did’.
These are the normal, accepted usages for great numbers of Londoners,
but their use in writing is likely to cause their users to be branded as
uneducated. We must therefore make a clear distinction between
dialect-related forms and usages, mostly grammatical, which are not
normally acceptable in written English, and other writing errors which
are not related to dialect, and which anyone might make.
Dialect is much too loose a term. There are very few people who speak
only one dialect of English, and inner-city West Indian children can
usually command several dialects, or, more accurately, their spoken
language covers a fairly broad band on the London/West Indian dialect
continuum, from a form which they call patois (sometimes other terms
are used) to a form which they usually refer to as English. This is what
they use most of the time in school, at least when teachers are
involved. On superficial examination it appears to be a mixture of
traditional London (Cockney and local variants), standard, and a form
of West Indian English. Closer study reveals that it is by no means a
single, characteristic ‘dialect’ but an intricately interwoven complex of
systems, in which switches are frequent, alternatives are always
possible according to the company, and a speaker selects, appropriately
but not consciously, from a surprisingly wide array.
Consider these:
1. He has none.
2. He has not any.
3. He hasn’t any.
4. He hasn’t got any.
5. He hasn’t got none.
6. He ’asn’t got any.
7. He ’asn’t got none.
8. He’s got none.

9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.

He ain’t got any.
He ain’t got none.
’E ’asn’t got any.
’E ’asn’t got none.
’E’s got none.
’E ain’t got any.
’E ain’t got none.
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Here we have fifteen possibilities in the London continuum,3 and there
are almost certainly several others. They range from the BBC style (1),
probably the only one allowed as ‘correct English’ in some circles (the
second being ‘correct but awkward’) to the commonest form in much
of London (15). And beyond, there are a number of West Indian ways
of saying this sentence, including:
16. ‘E got none.
17. ‘Im got none.
18. Ena gat nane.
and many more. The grammatical similarity of (1) and (16) is striking.
I offered a shorter list to a second year class in a London secondary
school 4 (a typical London class: white Londoners, black Londoners;
Indians, Irish, Greek and some other nationalities are also represented).
I asked them to say which they would use in writing in school, and
which they would use in talking to a friend outside school.
Writing
He has none
He hasn’t any
He hasn’t got any
He hasn’t got none
He ain’t got none
He ain’t got any
‘E ain’t got none
‘E got none

Informal Speech

2
15
2
9
4
1

One boy added his own version; ‘E ain’t got nothin’.

3

4

Harold Rosen has suggested that there is probably not one London
continuum, but three. Broadly speaking, these are representative of (a) the
variations in indigenous London dialect speech (b) the variations in the
dialect speech brought to London by West Indians who have come to live
here (c) the emergent continuum of present-day London speech, including
‘London West Indian’, interacting with the indigenous variations in the
language, and developing today in new directions, as spoken languages
inevitably do.
Thanks are due here to Hugh Knight, of South Kilburn High School, and
to one of the classes he teaches.
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Clearly these children have learnt, at least for this sentence, that it
doesn’t do to write as you speak. Linguists would be virtually united in
the view that none of these seventeen sentences is grammatically
inadequate. O level examiners, and employers seeking ‘a good
command of the English language’ in their staff, would probably
accept only (1) and, perhaps, the admittedly awkward (2) in written
English other than written down conversation. Pupils who want to end
their school lives with the visible marks of success and employability,
O levels or high CSEs, must learn what is expected of them.
There is of course a strong case to be made against the rigid insistence
on standard English in examinations and by employers. It was not,
however, the purpose of our working party to make it; we were
concerned with studying writing development, and we were prepared
to acknowledge that development towards a competent command of
standard English in writing was one of the common goals of pupils and
their teachers. Our purpose was to try to find out more about the way
that development takes place.
The reading development studies frequently made use of oral reading
miscue analysis, using procedures devised by the Goodmans
(Goodman and Goodman 1977) 5 and others. It seemed possible that
some kind of miscue analysis for writing could be devised.
Shaughnessy’s study (Shaughnessy 1977) of writing development in
basic writing classes in New York University suggested that it was
possible to study writers’ errors, not as evidence of failure, but as
evidence of learning. We preferred to think of them as miscues, or
mishaps. By asking the question: ‘Why do we think the writer used that
form?’ rather than simply: ‘What kind of error is it?’ we began a way
of working that owes a good deal to Shaughnessy and the Goodmans,
not so much in the method, but in the attempt to construe the task from
the point of view of the learner.
One girl wrote:
I just keep on tell Myself I which I was still in jamaica where my
grandparent are. and I miss my best friend.
5

There are many other publications by the Goodmans on the analysis of
oral reading.
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This sentence conveys the central idea of a piece of autobiographical
writing about 700 words long. She is a fluent writer, well able to
express her thinking in writing. There is no word in that sentence
incorrectly spelt though she has written ‘which’ for ‘wish’. She uses
capital letters correctly for ‘I’ throughout, and may have thought the
capital letter rule should apply to the related word ‘myself’. Elsewhere
in the writing she gives ‘Jamaica’ a capital. If we consider the whole of
her writing development, it is reasonable to claim that she has learnt
much more than she has still to learn, even though she has not yet
discovered that ‘keep on telling’ is preferred to ‘keep on tell’ and that
plural nouns are written with a final ‘s’ in standard English. The use of
a full stop for a comma is found in most people of her age, and is a
necessary stage in the progression from the frequent omission of both
full stops and commas to the discrimination that usually comes after a
good deal of experiment.
Yet this piece of writing was given to one of us because the writer was
thought to have exceptional problems, and her teacher was very
worried. The worry is understandable, but it might be best to direct it
towards improving our knowledge of how young writers, especially
those who use non-standard language forms in talking, actually learn to
eliminate them, one by one, from their writing. The belief that ‘dialect’
is a source of ‘error’ should not be merely a way of explaining ‘failure’
and attributing a blame. Children do not talk as they do for perverse
reasons of their own; they do so because that is the way they learnt to
speak at home and with their friends, just as the Queen and the Editor
of The Times did. If errors could be regarded as attempts, or at least as
mishaps or confusions, we would be better able to help people
understand them, and later, to avoid them.
There emerged from our modified understanding of these words –
dialect and error – a consideration of the differences and
discriminations that are commonly made in the use of dialect in
talking, reading and writing. We should distinguish, and understand:
a.
b.
c.

intentional and unintentional use of dialect in writing
the writer’s knowledge of the conventions of writing dialect
the writer’s ability to recognize unintended dialect forms in
his/her writing
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d.
e.

the breadth of the band on the dialect continuum appearing in
the spoken language of each writer
the writer’s use of both dialect and standard in reading from a
standard text and from his/her own writing.

We agree, I think, that for many West Indian children (and for many
other children too, and adults) there is likely to be a conflict between
two purposes in writing, and that this conflict imposes further
difficulties on the processes by which writing is produced. One
purpose is to express the writer’s own understanding, to write with a
sense of being in control of one’s own knowledge, and of owning the
product of one’s labour. The other is to impress others with one’s
knowledge, to communicate knowledge and understanding to readers,
to pay careful attention to the readers’ expectations of what is shown to
be known and how it is expressed, and to demonstrate how completely
the generally accepted conventions have been observed. Both, it must
be emphasised, are perfectly valid purposes.
In school, though both purposes are encouraged, one or the other
usually predominates, and therefore the conflict in the writer’s mind
can be acute, so that the struggle to be right may stifle not only
imagination but thinking, understanding and even remembering. As
Frank Smith (Smith 1973) has pointed out ‘…our writing system can
be regarded as a compromise between the interests of the reader and
the interests of the writer, each of whom benefits – at the expense of
the other – by one aspect or another of this system.’ If, for a particular
piece of writing, the reader is a teacher who makes very clear demands
and has a narrow range of expectations, and the writer has to struggle
to meet those demands and expectations, s/he can do so only at the
expense of her/his own intentions and understandings, and Frank
Smith’s ‘compromise’ becomes a conflict. Thus his hypothesis (Smith
1973) – ‘anything tending to make writing easier will make reading
more difficult, and vice versa’ – is sharply confirmed with, in this case,
heavy emphasis on the ‘vice versa’. This conflict may be present in
particularly acute form in the writing of people whose dialects are
widely divergent from standard (and have low prestige in the
academic, administrative and commercial spheres) and who, by
belonging to an ethnic minority or a working-class community, and
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probably both, have experiences and perceptions very far distant from
the majority of those people whose function it is to judge, assess and
evaluate writing (and by so doing award prestige). It is very likely too,
that the conflict may intensify, for young writers, notably West
Indians, during adolescence; if their ability to operate for the second
purpose (impressing others with one’s knowledge etc.) is constantly
the subject of critical comment, their capacity to operate for the first
purpose (expressing one’s own understanding) will be very severely
inhibited.
We are concerned here primarily with the processes, mainly
psychological, by which writing comes to be written, though the social
and socio-cultural contexts of those psychological processes must play
a large part in determining what happens.
We must consider what kind of linguistic awareness is necessary for
writing. In talking we don’t often have to be aware of language as
such, only its content. If we do have to think about the language as
language, it may be because we think someone is evaluating it as
language, but it is more likely to be just that we need to overcome a
momentary difficulty or find a consciously sought for effective phrase.
As Cazden (Cazden 1974)6 puts it:
In both speaking and hearing, complicated co-ordinations of
phonetic, semantic and syntactic processing run off smoothly,
resulting in the articulation of an idea into a sequential stream of
sounds by the speaker, and the perceptual processing of such a
temporal stream of sounds into an interpretation of an idea by the
hearer. While we do not understand how human beings do this
remarkable task, it is an indisputable fact that the processes usually
do function successfully, and out-of-awareness, for adult and child
alike.
In this way speaking is like any other kind of skilled behaviour,
such as hammering a nail or playing the piano. In every case, we
are aware of the parts of our body instrumental to the act only in a
6

In her article, which provided a valuable starting point for one of the main
themes of this paper, and indeed is echoed in its title, Cazden refers to
Polanyi, to her own earlier work and to Goldman-Eisler.
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subsidiary fashion. Focally we attend to the desired outcome of the
act – the position of the nail, or the music our fingers will produce.
Occasionally in the course of communication, some aspect of
language itself does come to our focal attention. As long as
communication is working smoothly, this is not apt to happen. But
when something interferes with the normally smooth process, our
attention shifts, and the language itself loses its transparency and
becomes for some moments opaque; we attend directly to it, more
conscious of ourselves or others. As a speaker, this often happens
when we pause to search for a word.
Much of what Cazden says here about talk also applies to reading and
writing, but in some ways the emphasis needs to be markedly different.
A fluent reader may, for long periods of time, be ‘out-of-awareness’,
so rapt in the story that words become pure meanings and are hardly
noticed as words. But this is less common than in talking, and the
corresponding phenomenon in writing, when the pen speeds across the
page, transforming meanings in the head to words on the page without
attention being paid to anything but the meaning, is probably quite
rare, especially in young writers. We do not learn to read and write,
moreover, without a fairly sophisticated level of linguistic awareness,
and even the most fluent readers, and the most practised writers, spend
proportionately much more time and attention on the language as
language than they ever need to do as speakers.
It seems to adults obvious that words are associated with their
meanings only because the speakers of any given language have tacitly
agreed that they should be associated in that way, and not because
word meanings are intrinsically tied to each other. To children this is
often not obvious at all, and the knowledge that you can handle a word
separately from its meaning develops slowly and unevenly.
Cazden goes on to suggest that this linguistic awareness is greatly
assisted by language play. When young children play about with
words, repeating them for fun, making ridiculous verbal jokes,
distorting and even denying their words normal meanings and
functions, they do it because they enjoy it, but in the process they are
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using one of the best ways there is of becoming more aware of
language.
Language play is common in children under five, but it doesn’t stop
when they grow older. Its importance in language development is not
often acknowledged. We may enjoy it, but we may not think it
important. If Cazden is right, and I am sure she is, it plays an important
part in learning to read and write, and, most significantly, in the
development of writing beyond the early stages.
Jokes, repartee, quips and insults are in the lighter side of language
play. There is a great deal of play with words in poetry – not
exclusively in comic poetry by any means, and every new metaphor,
even every new vogue-word or catch-phrase, is an invitation to play
with words for fun. Some of the most successful writers of popular
lyrics, including Paul McCartney, John Lennon and Tom Robinson,
have realised how entertaining it can be to play with words.
This, however, is a rather narrow interpretation of language play. I
want to distinguish two separate qualities of language play, both
usually present. First, there is the focus on language as language
(metalinguistic awareness). As we have seen, such awareness is also a
necessary accompaniment to learning to read and write. But playing
with language is distinguished from most manifestations of linguistic
awareness by the pleasure it provides, possibly exuberant, ebullient,
witty though sometimes subtle, partly concealed, sly or insulting and
perhaps obscene, as graffiti writers (and graffiti readers) make very
plain. Second, language play usually involves some degree of
imitation, impersonation or recollection of language events. The
speaker or writer is playing a role, acting out something heard and
implicitly commentating on it or inventing something that implies a
comment.
My main concern in this paper is writing, and school writing in
particular, which does not offer very many opportunities for language
play of any kind. In secondary school especially, writing is almost
always a serious business. Joking and playing about with language are
there all the time, in the playground, in informal talk, and especially in
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the kind of talk which is likely to invite the injunction to ‘stop talking
and get on with your work’.
Drama provides the main legitimised opportunity for language play in
secondary schools. Harold Rosen has raised this and other interesting
questions about drama in ‘The Dramatic Mode’ (Rosen 1980). Let us
consider the way dialect speech is regarded in drama, in which its
effective use is normally a cause for praise both in school
improvisation and in public drama on television and in the theatre. In
writing, by contrast, dialect is usually a cause for criticism, except in
written dialogue, where writing, for the time being, imitates speech,
and is therefore partly dramatic.
It is hard to understand why dialect writing shouldn’t be as worthy of
praise as dialect drama. Pupils whose most comfortable and familiar
mode of speaking is a markedly non-standard dialect are often
constrained by the language demands of school, to a greater or lesser
extent, in every school activity which involves language except drama;
this may for some be their only unfettered, active use of language. The
encouragement of dialect writing is one means of enlarging their scope.
It isn’t easy, of course, but it does allow for some of the spontaneity of
dramatic improvisation to be carried over.
There are some kinds of story-telling, too, where not only the dialogue,
but the whole narrative really needs to be in dialect if the story and its
character are to come alive. We see this in the work of writers like Sam
Selvon where the use of dialect throughout is an integral part of the
writer’s presentation of story, character and theme.
It does have certain times in London, when a kind of blight
descent on the boys. Everybody hard-up, and you can’t get a easeup from your best friend. And the point is, it don’t happen in
summer, when at least you have a little sunshine and a daffodil or
tulip to console you, but in the grim days of winter when night fall
on the city from three o’clock in the afternoon, and you looking all
about in the fog for a friend to borrow a shilling for the gas meter.
(Selvon 1957)
In a poem, dialect can be the essence. One needs only to think of
Robert Burns, Louise Bennett, and Linton Kwesi Johnson.
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When improvised drama is recorded on videotape (or even on
audiotape) there may be unexpected opportunities for studying dialect
speech and its relationship to writing. Transcribing a play is very
difficult work, but it can be done by pupils as well as by teachers. I
have heard recently of a teacher who is using the transcribed text of
improvised drama as reading material for pupils with reading
difficulties.
In Jennifer and Brixton Blues, John Richmond7, assisted by Jennifer
herself and Marcia Smith who together made the first transcript,
discusses in detail the contribution of dialect speech to drama, and
makes us aware of the range and variety to be found in the speech of
just one 14-year-old girl. There are implications for writing, too, both
in the transcribing of improvised drama, and in the composition of
dramatic dialogue on paper.
Returning now to the question of linguistic awareness and writing
development, we must concede that a plea for the encouragement of
such awareness is not by any means new. Our approach to it is, we
hope, a little new. The idea that you could teach a set of rules and all
would be well with English composition was founded on one view of
linguistic awareness. It failed because the rules that were taught could
only be understood by those who had already learned how to use them
intuitively. The awareness we seek is the one which enables a young
writer to learn to write by writing, in a manner not very different from
the way s/he learned to talk by talking. When the point at issue is
dialect, it’s no use saying: ‘Use standard English for writing, not
dialect’, until the writer knows exactly what is standard and what is
dialect. Formal instruction has been dismally unsuccessful in helping
students to the understandings that can help them. For all of us, our
own mother-tongue-dialect is what comes naturally; it is, in a sense,
our ‘standard’ and what the world of power and prestige calls standard
is, to the dialect speaker, a new variety of language, with a great deal in
common with his or her own, but with some very obvious contrasts.
Knowledge of the exact nature of these contrasts isn’t easy to learn
because, like all language rules, they are best learnt by use, not by
prescription, and they are very seldom concerned with a single set of
7

See Chapter 3.
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alternatives, as was shown in the discussion of ways of saying ‘He has
none’.
Moreover, if we expect children to write standard, we need to pay
much attention to their experience of standard in both speech and
writing. How much they are reading, and for what purposes, is of
course a crucial question, as well as how much they hear, and who said
it. This is not to suggest that it’s just a matter of being able to imitate,
or reproduce what has been read or heard. Talking and writing have
more to do with the generation of meaning than with the imitation of
models. But we still need models, if only so that we can sometimes
compare our own language performances with them. And as has been
found again and again in studies of language development, it is usually
the contrasts that matter most.
I think it may be possible to study these contrasts in their natural
habitat, so to speak; that is, in the spoken and written language of those
who use them. The first source is in the dialects spoken in the
classroom and the school environment; the second is in the books we
read. I want now to look at some circumstances in which dialect and
standard speech and writing occur naturally, and particularly at those in
which they occur together, as they do in many books. I think we
should look for books in which the narrative is in standard and the
dialogue is in dialect, whenever possible in a dialect similar to one
which is frequently heard in the classroom. It may not yet be possible
to find good books which use all the dialects represented in the school,
but at least we don’t have to go on with the situation in which the
dialect used by most pupils in the classroom never appears in print.
A good example was provided by Julius Lester’s Basketball Game
(Lester 1977). In the case study of writing development mentioned
earlier (see note 2), Pat Cummings read and greatly enjoyed this story,
and it appeared to have a remarkable effect on her writing. Lester’s
dialogue is in a form of ‘Black American’, which is sufficiently similar
to the non-standard London Jamaican that Pat often uses for her to be
very excited by it. At her own suggestion, she retold the story, but in
doing so she changed it, placing herself in the position of the central
character, turning what was a story about a black American boy into a
story as told by him. The result was the most successful piece of
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writing she had ever done. It was clearly an ideal book for her at that
time. In enjoying the story, and the writer’s stance towards young
black people, she very willingly, but probably without being aware of
it, took on some aspects of his style, and this is accompanied by a
sharp decline in her use of forms of words derived directly from her
own dialect speech.
West Indian children in London are in a different position, in their use
of dialect, from children in schools in the West Indies. There, teachers
are almost all very familiar with the dialect spoken in the local
community, even if they rarely use it themselves. Teachers in London
schools who were educated in the West Indies often claim that they
had very little difficulty in learning to distinguish local speech from
‘good English’, and the ability to write standard came to them fairly
easily. Most typically, West Indian children in Britain are taught by
white teachers whose knowledge of West Indian dialect is slight, and
in reading children’s work, they rarely make a distinction between
forms arising from dialect, and forms which would be wrong in any
dialect. Even if this distinction could be made, it might be wise to
defer the correction of dialect forms until the writer knows what is
dialect and what is standard in the sentence in question. We are
suggesting, in fact, that familiarity with dialect, both spoken and
written, might often be a great advantage in learning to write standard.
How can you know that you should avoid certain forms of a sentence
until you know which are the dialect forms and which are the standard
forms?
Most children can easily cope with this in forms when there is a very
marked and audible contrast. We don’t often find ‘eena’ or ‘unu’ in
school writing, or sentences like ‘It have four-five fellers stand up or
sit down around a hole in the pavement’, as in the Selvon story. But
where the contrast is less evident, like for example
1.
2.
3.

He going
He’s going
He is going

uncertainty and confusion are much more likely, especially if the writer
has been concentrating on getting on with the story. The road to
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independence in writing is growth in the ability to correct oneself with
confidence.
It appears to be helpful if some time is left between writing, and rereading to check. Any writer can approach his/her own work, the day
after it has been written, as a reader. If Sartre (Sartre 1947) is right
about every writer’s need to move to and fro between the roles of
writer and reader, teachers might make this movement to and fro easier
by deliberately keeping the two activities separate in time. It might
even be worthwhile asking pupils to read what they wrote a year ago,
trying to look at it as if it were someone else’s writing. Reading the
work of younger children, and searching for dialect forms, could help
pupils to understand their own use of dialect more clearly.
Is it ever safe to issue the injunction: ‘Don’t use dialect in writing,
except in dialogue’? I think it’s strictly comparable to saying: ‘Read
the words exactly and always correctly, regardless of meaning.’ Yet
most teachers do want their pupils to be able to write standard when
they need to; to choose whether to write in dialect or not. This
choosing involves knowing. To begin with, writing in dialect is not
easy. Conventions have to be negotiated and agreed. Transcribing tape
of one’s own conversations is a most enlightening activity, and a rapid
promoter of linguistic awareness. It’s also much easier done in pairs,
and a good deal of the talk that goes on during transcribing is likely to
be language about language.
In this process of bringing awareness of the differences between
pupils’ own dialect and standard into the foreground, it might be better
to keep away from the writer’s own writing until s/he is able to handle
the contrasts very confidently in the language of others. Turning a
story into dialect is just as much a study of dialect as rewriting a dialect
story in standard. At a certain stage, both seem worthwhile, with the
proviso that the second ought to be done with someone else’s dialect
writing, not even raising the issue in relation to the pupil’s own
writing, for the reasons outlined in the first part of this paper.
Another approach (reported by Joan Goody) is the writing of a story in
which the narrator is a standard speaker encountering dialect and
having great difficulty in understanding it and then trying to write it
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down, for example a policeman taking a statement. The same might
also be done in reverse. But long before this variation has been tried,
Joan Goody insists, the children will have been demanding our help in
eliminating dialect forms used unintentionally in their writing. In that
case they are probably making their own generalised rules, and are
well on their way to achieving their desired goal.
I have met teachers and parents in London, Melbourne and Auckland
who think that bringing dialect into the English classroom is dangerous
and subversive in that it undermines the rules of ‘good English’, and
causes confusion. Another view is that it is a kind of trespass on
private property, infringing on territory that dialect minorities want to
keep to themselves. I have heard the same message from Islington, St
Vincent and Port of Spain. I am suggesting here that these critics are
wrong on both counts, that writing in dialect can make it easier to write
‘good English’, and that most young people enjoy it.
We turn now to two pieces of writing by young West Indians in
London. Both of them are fluent, effective, and virtually faultless
writers of standard. John Hardcastle asked Lennox Alexander, a fifth
form boy at Hackney Downs School, to write for him two accounts of
the same event, one in standard and one in ‘Jamaican’. Lennox chose a
Hifi contest, an occasion when rival groups play selected discs, some
of them specifically imported from the West Indies, in a challenge
contest. The winner is the group that has the most unusual discs, and
whose equipment makes the most noise. The first two paragraphs of
the two versions are printed below. The total length is about four times
as much.

Mafia Versus King Tubby

(1)

This is set at a Friday club in Stoke Newington where the battle of
the sound systems was taking place. The ever popular Mafia hifi
was taking on King Tubby’s Hifi. Tony Jones was the dub
controller for Mafia hifi and Cedric Shaw for King Tubby. There
was about a couple of hundred people there and forty speakers,
twenty-five of which belonged to Mafia. At last they started to
warm up, testing mikes and making sure all speakers were
connected properly and working. Meanwhile some of the older
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boys rolled up their spliffs and the younger ones begged, mostly in
vain, for a draw. The atmosphere was very tense with the crowd
arguing bitterly as to who would win....

Mafia versus King Tubby

(2)

Dis ‘ere did set down a Friday Club, Stoke Newington where dem
was ‘aving a bakkle of soun’ wid Mafia tekking on King Tubby
Hifi. Tony Jones was dub controller fe Mafia an’ Cedric Shaw fe
Tubby an’ dem. Dere was seh about forty box in de ‘all, an’ about
twenty five of dem belong to Mafia. Before de soun’ dem ready,
de place was awready jam out wid seh ‘bout couple ‘undred
rudies.
Dem soon start to warm up, tes’ing mikes and mekking sure dat all
speaker an’ ting was connect up an’ working good. Meanwhile
some o’ de older de rudy was buil’ing up dem splif an’ de smaller
bwoy child dem try to capture off even if i’s only a likkle draw.
Everybody full up wid excitement and plenty people was arguing
wid each aneddur ‘bout who would win.
The standard version has a rather literary tone and style as in
‘… forty speakers, twenty-five of which belonged to Mafia.’
‘… the younger ones begged, mostly in vain, for a draw.’
There is only one unintentional dialect form – 'There was' for 'There
were' – in it. The only flaw in its correctness is the slight uncertainty
about capitals (‘Mafia hifi’ but ‘King Tubby’s Hifi’) and about
commas. The dialect version is much less literary. It still has fairly
complex sentence structure, but ‘…twenty-five of which’ is replaced
by ‘…an’ about twenty five of dem’ and ‘… mostly in vain’ is
completely revised to become ‘… even if i’s only a likkle draw’.
The ‘i’s’ seems almost pedantic, suggesting that the writer has given
some thought to the use of ‘is’ for ‘it is’ and has decided that this is a
contracted form, not a deletion of the pronoun ‘it’. The dialect version
is certainly more exciting, and one would expect that for this topic. The
point to be made however is that both versions show the writer’s
confidence in himself and his writing. This confidence is unlikely to
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have arisen by chance. Lennox Alexander has been encouraged to
value his own people’s language and cultural heritage, and to claim as
his own possession both the written and standard of school,
examinations, and the professions he aspires to, and also the exciting
language he uses often with his friends, and enjoys for its
inventiveness and power.
Sandra Herridge, when she was a fourth former at Vauxhall Manor
School, wrote a story called Mouta Massy which is printed here with
her permission. She wrote it in the autumn term 1978, not long after
she arrived in London for the first time from Jamaica. Sherwood
Crossroads is not far from Kingston. She was not specifically asked to
write a story with dialect speech, but she probably knew her teacher
well enough already to assume that he would be pleased. Her use of
dialect has a strong Jamaican ring to it, for example the use of words
like kata, backra and labrish.8

Mouta Massy
It was the day when the Common Entrance Examination results
were coming out. Most of the people in Sherwood were hurrying
to the Post Office to buy a newspaper.
Miss May flicked the latch of her gate, stole a last glance at herself
through the glass of her bedroom window and then started her way
to Sherwood crossroads, where the Post Office was. On her way
there she met Miss Maty, one of Sherwood’s commonest chatter
boxes.
Unlike Miss May, who was well spoken and who looked quite
neat, Miss Maty mixed her English with her own Jamaican way of
speaking. She was wearing a pink roll sleeve blouse, a yellow
pleated skirt, that had banana stain all over the front, and a kata on
her head. She was carrying a bucket of water, but when she saw
Miss May she put it down on the roadside, leaving only the Kata
on her head. She was preparing to gossip.

8

Kata: Folded cloth worn on the head when carrying a burden.
Bakra: Snobbish, upper class. Originally, white person.
Labrish: Gossip.
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People in the district teased her by saying that the quickest way to
spread news around the place was to tell Miss Maty. Because of
her great liking to exercise her lips, they nicknamed her ‘Mouta
Massy’.
Her excuse for being so nosey was that she lived all by herself and
so, when she gets an opportunity to gossip there wasn’t any harm
in that. But the gossiping lips of Miss Maty often got her in
difficult situations. That morning when she met Miss May was one
of the many occasions.
Miss May:

Good morning Miss Maty, how are you this
morning?

Miss Maty:

Mi aright May. Weh yuh going?

Miss May:

I’m just going to the Post Office to buy a glena.

Miss Maty:

eh! eh! Yuh ton big shot ova night. Is only
backra reading glena nowadays.

Miss May:

Don’t be like that Miss Maty, I’m a working
woman and I have all the rights in the world to
read the papers when I want to!

Miss Maty:

Sarry Miss May, but mi neva know dat yuh read
al papers. Mi shouldve guessed – anyway, yuh
are de posh type, only chat like mi when yuh
angry.

Miss May:

I don’t always read the papers, but today is
special, you know, the results of the Common
Entrance exam are coming out. I wonder if Sonia
passed? She worked hard and the teacher told me
that she have a good chance.

Miss Maty:

Tek mi advice, if shi pass nuh mek she goh to the
same school as Jeanie gal Donna. Mi hear dat
she bright in har lessons, but she don’t have any
manners whatsoever. Your pickney will have a
good chance as long as shi nuh mingle wid dat
gal. All shi tink about is ramping an’ enjoying
harself. An’ har poor Muma, boy, sometimes mi
heart grief fi de woman. Yuh know har pregnant
sister was like dat. Every single night ena row
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shi used to go dance hall, an’ stay till late. An’
what about Jeanie’s sister, mi hear dat shi
runnaway from home.... An’... an’....
Miss May:

Aright! Aright! Aright Miss Maty. Yuh making
yuh mout fly like cabbage ena put! Cho man!
people dont have no secret in disa place. Yuh
know more bout people’s background than dem
know demselves. I don’t have time to labrish wid
yuh! Mi gane!

Miss Maty:

Wait fi mi! Mi deh com wid yuh!

Miss May:

I do not wish to talk or walk with you Miss
Maty. All a person need to lose their dignity is a
bit of your lips, and anyway I haven’t got time to
wait until you go home and change.

Miss Maty:

But mi not going home, mi coming like this.

Miss May:

What?! People don’t go to Sherwood crossroads
like that!

Miss Maty:

But mi not going to Sherwood crossroads. Mi
will turn back half way, mi upset yuh, so mi will
com and just keep yuh company.

Miss May:

It’s really nice of you Miss Maty, but you really
don’t have to.

Miss Maty:

But I want to Miss May.

It wasn’t until that moment that Miss May looked down. ‘What are
you going to do with the bucket? Miss Maty! look at your feet!
them dying to wash! You can’t come to Sherwood crossroads like
that surely. Look how the mud peeping from between your toes
like peeping tame.’ ‘Oh no! I forgot to wash off mi feet. Mi
slipped in a puddle when mi was helping up the bucket’ said Miss
Maty.
A sudden, but somehow splendid idea flashed into Miss Maty’s
head. She ran to a nearby banana tree, tore a dry banana leaf from
it and used the water from the bucket, with the leaf, to wash her
muddy feet. She followed behind Miss May, telling her how sorry
she was for making her lose her temper. She told Miss May that
when she was a little girl her mother used to give her pepper and
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rice to stop her from chattering so much. Then she suddenly
confessed that what she told Miss May about Miss Jeanie’s
daughter wasn’t positively true. ‘Mi tink Melva tell mi, mi not
sure, but yuh know she don’t like Jeanie already. They did fight at
pipeside an’ tore off each other’s blouses. It was a shame to see
two grown women going on like dat. Mind yuh, mi wasn’t there, I
went to market, but from what I heard it was disgraceful’
remarked Miss Maty.
‘Miss Maty, your lips are drifting again. If Jeanie and Melva had a
fight, that’s none of your business! No wonder people call you
‘Mouta Massy’. Anyway, we soon reach Sherwood crossroads,
aren’t you turning back?’ asked Miss May. ‘Mi reach too far
already, soh I might as well come all the way. Mi will go an’ visit
Miss Margret, we haven’t chat fi ages’ answered Miss Maty.
When they reached Sherwood Content (another name for the
crossroads) Miss May went to get the newspaper and Miss Maty
wandered off to gossip with a group of women who’s daughters
failed the exam. She talked and talked, one by one the people were
leaving. Before long Miss Maty was standing barefooted, alone
and sad on the piping hot Post Office step. Miss May was nowhere
to be seen so Miss Maty went home sadly.
Sonia did pass the exam and so did Donna. They were both sent to
a nearby school in Falmouth. Both Miss May and Miss Jeanie
were very proud of their daughters. As for Miss Maty, she
continued to be a gossiper and found herself in many other
embarrassing situations.
Sandra Herridge’s use of standard English clearly owes a lot to her
reading. She has taken up a storyteller’s stance that sits easily on her.
She knows how to round off a paragraph: ‘She was preparing to
gossip’, and how to add a telling phrase:
‘... Miss Maty, one of Sherwood’s commonest chatter-boxes.’
‘... A sudden, but somehow splendid idea flashed into Miss Maty’s
head.’
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However, the most striking thing about this story is the writer’s
sensitivity to the way people use dialect, and why, and when. At first,
Miss May carefully maintains her ‘well spoken’ use of English. It
seems to suggest that she is being even more careful than usual
because she is talking to Miss Maty. But having first been accused of
snobbishness (backra), and then being made to listen to a torrent of
unwanted advice, malign gossip and false accusation, she becomes
really angry and, for the moment, breaks into the dialect she claims to
despise, producing as she does so one of the most colourful phrases of
the story:
‘yuh making yuh mout fly like cabbage ena put!’
But only for a moment. Realising what she has done, she not only
assumes a hypercorrect grammar, but also attempts to put an end to the
conversation altogether:
‘I do not wish to talk or walk with you Miss Maty.’
She rebukes Miss Maty twice before the end, but only in very proper
language.
It’s not only an excellent story. It suggests that a positive attitude to
dialect in school may be even more rewarding than the claims already
made for its use. Much more is involved than simply encouraging
children to use their own ‘natural’ language. Sandra Herridge has
drawn on the English literary tradition of printed stories, and can use it
for her own purposes. She can write from her own experience, and
incorporate within her story her ability to catch the tone and quality of
everyday speech, transforming the drama of everyday life into
something which could just as easily have been a play as a story. She
conveys the realisation that a conflict of dialects can be a kind of
language play, using ‘play’ in both senses of that word. Being curious
about people’s use of language, and having a good ear for its nuances,
helps her to be a good writer, but it also helps her to be a good linguist.
There is not much danger of someone who pays such careful attention
to the differences between dialect and standard speech failing to make
the discriminations required by written standard.
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We need much more evidence to test our hypothesis that children are
likely to achieve competence in standard English more readily if they
are familiar with their own dialects in their own written form, than they
are if teachers concentrate on standard alone. The hypothesis rests on
an assumption that a writer, in order to be correct, and to be fully
confident that s/he is correct, has to be able to recognise other forms, to
know how they came to be there, to understand that they are dialect
forms and not errors in the normal sense. Only then is it possible to
know if and when they must be avoided.
(Alex McLeod is Senior Lecturer in the Department of English,
Mother Tongue, at the London Institute of Education.)
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