Speech as a Content-Generating Strategy in WritingPRIVATE 

Christian Kock
The paper suggests that the best writing strategies for generating more and better content are really just written counterparts of behaviour patterns natural to speech. Some speculative reasons are suggested why speech may be, for some writers, a better tool for generating content. Given that, it would be reasonable to see how one can exploit this potential of speech directly - i.e., by speaking rather than by writing (a practice to be distinguished from dictation). In support of this idea, the paper offers three examples of student writers writing and then speaking on the same topic. Some practical applications of speech as a writing strategy are suggested, but there are problems as well, and further discussion and ex​perimentation is called for.

Linguistics and writing pedagogy alike emphasize the gulf between writing and speech. Few - among them some of the contributors to Hynds & Rubin (1990) - expressly acknowledge the potential of speech for writing. 


The value of certain oral features in writing style has gained fairly widespread recognition, at least in the English-speaking world. Whale (1984) is a useful book that makes this point and deserves more attention. Much less discussed, howe​ver, and even less recognized than the possible advantages of oral style in writing are the ways in which speech can contri​bute to content. They are the focus of the present paper.


The documentation I shall offer will mainly be examples from student texts, compared with students' spoken explanations of the same topics as those covered in the texts. This is admittedly insufficient documentation. But to add plausibility to the notion that speech can supply powerful strategies for genera​ting content, I will take an initial look at some of strategies that are in fact offered by writing teachers nowadays with the same purpose in mind. 


These strategies are indeed powerful. They are, in some form, central to many present-day textbooks, including one of which I am co-author (Kock & Tandrup 1989), so I am certainly not going to quarrel with them. They can be expressed with the following slogans: Start now and keep going; Write in chunks; Start anywhere; Don't worry about language and mechanics while you write; Write more about your focus. 

One thing common to all of these is that they are ver​sions of the same underlying "master strategy" for a rational writing process: Don't try to juggle all the balls at the same time; it is better to juggle one ball at a time. In other words, they seek to reduce the cognitive overload that the many constraints and demands of writing place on the writer. 


Another thing that these strategies have in common, however, is not often, if ever, recognized: they are essential​ly written versions of behaviour typical of speech.
"Oral" strategy no. 1: Start now and keep going
Peter Elbow in particular has made this strategy known under the name "freewriting" (1973, 1981). But no one has, to my knowledge, pointed out that what he recommends is a counterpart of what Freud and others have used for a hundred years in psychotherapy: let the patient speak freely, without inter​ruption or worries about correctness, propriety or coherence. The idea is to produce as much text as possible, on the theory that valuable material will come out. The only advantage that freewriting has over "freespeaking" is that what is written is saved so that one can start working with it. With a written text, however, one is easily tempted to worry about correct​ness and to revise, scratch out, or just get blocked. This is why freewriting exercises usually include injunctions to keep going, without such worries. In speech, these worries have much less power to block us; what is said is said and cannot be revised.


When thesis-writing students meet in cross-departmental writing groups at the Communication Skills Centre (Formidlingscentret) at the University of Copenhagen, they discuss their plans and drafts with a tape recorder running. Many times, valuable material does come out - especially from the writers them​selves in response to requests from group members to explain a point now. When writers take the tapes home, they often find that they can integrate parts of their own spoken explanations in their drafts with almost no revision.

"Oral" strategy no. 2: Start anywhere 
This - one of my own favourites - is good advice for apprehensive writers, especially students who think they have to figure out the entire outline and content of their text before they can start drafting it. As a result, they feel that before they can start writing, they need to know exactly what their text is going to start with. As experienced writers know, precisely that is one of the hardest choices to make. It is better for most inexperienced writers to be forced to start writing any part of their developing text that they can think of - instead of pondering what to start with. As for structure, it is usually easier to impose once we have some prose on our desk on which we can impose it.


For example, in cross-departmental writing groups we may have graduate students of psychology who want to write about methods in psychot​herapy. On request, they will usually narrate a few case stories that are pertinent to the subject; only they do not know the exact way in which they are pertinent or exactly where they belong in their text. Our typical advice to them is, "All right, for our next session write out one or two of those case stories. Later, you can think about where they belong. And later still, you can think about how your text is going to start."


What this strategy really does is to import an aspect of the way we speak into the way we write. In speech, it is natural to start off on a subject with anything, very often something like a case story, or some other type of "anecdote", as our own associations or an interlocutor's promptings dictate. If, for example, someone asks us what we are working on, we cannot ponder for a long time where to start. So what we'll do is start anywhere - for example with a case or anecdote that has something to do with the matter. 


Usually anecdotes or cases make up a great deal of the material covered in such conversations. If so, it is because our speech naturally obeys another piece of advice in writing instruction: Use specifics to support what you say.

"Oral" strategy no. 3: Write in chunks
This means that we should not think about the entire text every time we write a chunk of it. This strategy, like "starting anywhere", frees us from worrying about structure while we draft. We can worry about where to place the chunk after we write it. What experienced writers do is often to write chunks on separate sheets and then spread them out on a desk so that they can begin to see what goes where. 
Again, we see that by following this strategy we are simply doing what we do naturally in speech. In conversation, we speak in chunks, or as analysts of conversation say, in "turns". We produce anywhere from one sentence to a couple of minutes' worth of talk in each turn; then it is the other person's turn. During this process, we worry about what the other person wants, or asks, or objects, not about structure. 

"Oral" strategy no. 4: Don't worry about language and mechanics while you write
When we write, worrying about language is hard to avoid. Each sentence we write is there before our eyes, asking to be improved even before it is finished. Resisting the temptation to do so is hard because we have to monitor our output from time to time (i.e., read what we are writing) in order to write more; but at the same time, the monitoring (i.e., reading) of the text we produce may interfere with the output of new text: it is a complex task to read and write at the same time. 


By contrast, when we speak we do not usually get caught up in the text we have just produced; we can never get it back or improve on it, so if it wasn't good enough, our only option is to produce more text. As for monitoring our spoken output, it is no problem to hear oneself and keep talking at the same time; rather, it is impossible to do only one of those things: we auto​matically hear ourselves, and this input probably acts as a stimulus to new output rather than as an obstacle.  What we hear ourselves say will often remind us of something else that we would also like to say. 


This brings us to another classic piece of advice to inexperienced writers: 

"Oral" strategy no. 5: Write more about your focus
It is hard to get students to do this. In my experience, even if we can teach them to revise more than superficially, they prefer to move parts around or delete them; they rarely add new material unless expressly told to.


But in speech, if we want to improve on what we have said, we have to say more. No revision is possible, whether superficial or profound. Any "imper​fect" sentence must be followed up with another sentence that attempts to say it in a better way, or add what was missing before. Also, under the right circumstances I believe speech will often get us to our focus faster (i.e., with less waffling) than writing, and once there we often find it easier to stay on focus longer, without getting derailed into side issues. "The right circumstances" means that we have our central idea clearly in mind, and a motivating situation - for example, a keen audience or interlocutor in front of us. I have found inexpert writers much more prone to get sidetracked when they write than they are when they speak.

It seems, then, that some of the most powerful writing strategies for generating content are really just written duplicates of practices natural to speech. This means that inexperienced writers can already do a lot of the things that expert writers do - they can do them orally, that is. As writing teachers we exhort students to use writing strategies that many of them find strange or even shocking - but we forget to tell them that what we ask them to do is things they do every day when they speak. 

Why it works: some speculations
In this discussion of writing strategies that are essentially oral, we may also have some parts of a speculative answer to the question why speech would be a better "content generator", a better "thinking machine" than writing. We may try to apply, loosely, the terminology of "neural networks". What we do when we think about an idea or a problem, then, may be that we try to make one central node ("idea") in our neural network pull strings to all sides to see what other nodes get activated by it. A more traditional way of saying this is that we try to generate as many associations as possible. 


Speech is an ideal tool for this activity. When we speak, we hear our own voice. The actual hearing of our own words is a powerful stimulus. Spoken word - those of others or our own - automatically reverberate in the mind. Spoken phrasing and inflection - features of stress, pitch, speed, volume, pausation - help help to give central words or ideas added reverberation. Spontane​ous speech "massages" the mind with a much broader array of stimuli than does written language. Every bit of spoken output immediately becomes fresh input for the mind, thereby increasing the chance that fresh thought - i.e., new associations in the neural network - will occur. We all know the feeling when, in conversation, each sentence we say seems automatically to trigger another; while speaking one sentence, we don't know what the next will contain, and yet, in its turn, it pops out of our mouth - sometimes bearing ideas that surprise even ourselves. E.M. Forster's often-quoted question "How do I know what I think until I see what I say?" describes this phenomenon well.


Another reason why speech may be a powerful content generator has also been mentioned already: we cannot revise what we have said but must go on producing more words until we feel that we have expressed the idea, or solved the problem, that we had in mind. 


Fortunately, producing words in speech is easy work: most people, under the "right circumstances", produce words at the rate of 2-3 words a second. No handwriter or typist could attain quite the same speed. Yet it seems a "natural" working speed for the part of the brain that produces words. At that speed, we generally seem to have no problems monitoring our own output and thinking of more things to say.


By contrast, in writing the slow work of producing words may hamper us, and our attention may easily be derailed when we try to monitor our own output: we get annoyed by surface problems and begin to revise. We "lose the thread" and veer away from our central issue.


A fourth factor is the conversational nature of speech. We have many years of practice in conversation; we are trained in interpreting listeners' signals and needs, even if they do not respond verbally. Because of this, we may find it easier to accomodate listeners' needs when we speak, even in monologue, than it is to meet readers' needs when we write. 


Some theorists would probably say that only an active listener's presen​ce can help us communicate better in speech than we do in writing. But teachers and lecturers know that even when the audience is passive, they often find themselves saying things that are better, in wording or content, than anything they have ever been able to write.


To sum up this speculative overview of why speech might have advanta​ges as a writing strategy, we seem to have at least four possible factors: the irreversibility of speech that forces us forward; the ease of speech that lets us give full attention to the production of more words; the "automatic monitoring" that does not hamper us but helps trigger new associations; and our long-earned practice in speech of sensing an audience's needs, even if they do not speak.

Actual uses of speech to generate content 
Since rational strategies for generating content in writing are to such an extent duplications of oral behaviour, it seems obvious to try to see what can be gained on the content level by not only duplicating but actually using oral behaviour directly as a writing tool. 


One caveat is in place here. We are not talking about dictation - an interesting phenomenon in itself. Dictation means that one tries to produce written text, although in another medium; but what we are going to look at now is students who have been asked to produce speech about a certain topic, as in dozens of similar speech situations they have been involved in. They have not been asked to produce text for writing, and they have not been warned that the text will be used for that purpose. The only unusual thing about the situation, from their point of view, is that a small dictaphone is running - "just so that we can play it back".


Let us see, then, how a person "writes", especially with regard to content, when she simply speaks her text instead of transcribing it. Here, it may be particularly instructive to look at situations in which the same person has written and spoken about the same subject. 


The hypothesis is that on the content level the spoken version might well be better than the written one; we should not be surprised to find "more" content in the spoken text. Similarly, we might well find that a non-expert writer's spoken text gets to its focus faster and stays on it longer.

Example 1:
As a first example, here is an excerpt from a conference with a student on her paper in an Advanced Expository Writing Class. The student, a major in Film and Media, is writing about the history of Danish film documentaries. As an influence on the genre, she wants to mention and in a brief paragpraph summarize the ideas of a British filmmaker named Grierson - a kind of task students often have trouble with in writing. First, we get the passage about Grierson from her written draft (in translation):


Grierson felt that documentary film ought to show the unknown in the known. The real task of film was to open up for an experience and understanding of the world near to the audience as well as that distant from it. He felt that documentary films should have a bearing on society. The director should have knowledge of as well as familiarity with reality. He should master it in order to "narrate" it - through himself, through his film. Thereby the director would also acquire a social responsibility and a sociological sense.

In the conference, I asked the student what exactly the point was that she was trying to make about Grierson's views and their bearing on Danish filmma​kers. She answered:


You know, what I wanted to say about him, he was Theodor Christen​sen's [a Danish filmmaker] guru, he wrote manifests on what he felt documentary film should stand for. And that was where Danish docu​mentarists found their doctrine, see? And what Grierson said was that - that documentary film was first and foremost a reaction against the feature film, which dealt with the individual and the in​dividual's problems and emotions and so on, see? - whereas Grierson said that documentary film, that was the masses instead of the in​dividual, see, it should have a bearing on society. He said that docu​mentary film was to be like a cross-section of society.

The salient differences between these two passages lie, I believe, in two areas. On the one hand the written text is briefer (81 words compared to 100 in the spoken one), and it lacks the padding, the tags, loose ends, groping repetitions, etc., characteristic of the spoken text. It is syntactically well-formed, whereas the spoken text has a few flaws like incorrect word order, faulty agreement, etc.


On the other hand few would feel very enlightened by the written text. It waffles a great deal, offering characterizations that become all-inclusive and thus vacuous ("the world near to it as well as that distant from it"), conceptual pairs with no clear difference ("knowledge of as well as familiarity with"), and more. If we ask ourselves in what general direction Grierson's effort went, all that really helps us a little is the reference in the final sentence to a social responsibility and a sociological sense. However, this does not say much about what Grierson wanted the the documentry film itself to be like.


On that level, the spoken version is clearly superior. (It is worth adding that as I asked the student to tell me what she was trying to say about Grier​son, she inadvertently looked down at her script, whereupon I asked her not to - could she just look at me and tell me what the point was about Grierson.) After a few groping sentences she comes up with the contrast between feature films (which focus on individuals) and documentaries (which focus on the masses). 


It is striking that she had not used this illuminating contrast in her paper (which had cost her hours and hours of work, mainly spent on focusing and narrowing down the subject). Centered around this focal point, the other bits of information in the passage fall into place. 


It would be easy to edit the spoken text so that it becomes a better piece of writing than the script. One attempt at such editing is the following (words in sharp parentheses are interpolated):


Grierson wrote manifests on what documentary film should stand for, and that was where Danish documentarists found their doctrine. Docu​mentary film was first and foremost a reaction against the feature film, which dealt with the individual and the individual's problems and emotions, whereas documentary film was [about] the masses instead of the individual. [Documentary film] should have a bearing on society and be like a cross-section of [it].

Here, we are down to 69 words - 85 % of the original written version, and two thirds of the spoken one. The editing consists of: a) deletion of tags, false starts, needless repetitions, and unnecessary words; b) introduction of punctuation marks, and c) interpolation of a couple of words. The passage does not attempt elegance, but it gets straight to the central idea that the writer wants to put across and explains it fully yet succinctly.

Example 2:
 

I would not quote the above example if it were not representative of a number of similar cases. The next one is from a seminar on written communication for Ph.D. students at the Technical University of Denmark. The group had been asked to prepare half-page written explanations of their dissertation projects, to be read by an (imagined) superior with a non-technological background. One student's written text, in translation, went as follows:


The strategy concerning Denmark's water resources has long been in a process of change, but this has not been reflected in the rules regulating water installations in our residential areas. Therefore, the Building Research Institute has undertaken to investigate how water installa​tions may be structured in the future so that the change in the supply situation may be taken into account.



The project includes an assessment of what water resources may in practice be utilized in residential areas. Also, information will be gathered on water consumption and the influence of various factors on this. The result of the analysis will finally form the basis of the for​mulation of a set of strategies for modifying the structure of these installations so that they will correspond to the modified supply condi​tions. 



Already much information has been obtained on water consump​tion. 35 housing blocks in Copenhagen are included in the study, in which existing installations are registered and cross-tabulated with numbers of occupants and water consumption. These registrations are based, among other things, on flow in installations and the amount of flush water in toilets. Results from this part of the study will appear in the autumn.

Without discussing the script or looking at it, the student and I had the following conversation, beginning with my asking what she was working on, and why:


Well, the project I'm involved in at the Building Research Institute - I'm working with, you know, water consumption in homes. And I'm doing it because there is a water shortage in Denmark, in some places, not in others though, and because for many years water comsumption has been, like, up, it's grown a lot. And so we're trying to figure out why it has grown. And what are we using the water for? And how can we reduce it - get less consumption?


What specific places are you investigating, what are you doing specifical​ly, it sounds like a very big question?


Well it is. You know, we, everybody, these years, they all get this folder from their local water works, saying now we should save water. And today they use 200 litres or something like that in the household. But no one ever did that. That's very interesting. Yet it says everywhere that we use 200 litres for each person. But nobody - well, in some places they do claim that they use that. But then they must be at home a lot, because we can't find anyone that uses that much, when we start measuring it. 


So maybe there is no problem after all?


Well, look at nature, you can see there is a problem. So we've got to reduce it. But first we have to find out what we're using it for, because we can't go out and say, now everybody's got to get new toilets. If that is not where all this water is used, there's no need to get new ones. But look at nature, you can see that lakes are being drained, or -


OK, so we have to find out where in fact all this water is running -


Yeah.


And it's not the daily shower or - ?


Well, it might be. We don't know. Of course we use a lot of water in showers. But we also use a lot in toilets. And then there's a great deal of leakage, you know, I mean like running toilets.


And all, this, in fact we don't know where it's going, where -


That's it. Right now we don't know what we're using it for.

It is clear that in the conversation, the student produces text that is more understandable, more persuasive, and most importantly: she produces more content. Much of what she says is not in the script. Yet some of it is crucial to an understanding of the project: the fact that there is a water shortage problem, and the fact we just don't know what all the water apperantly used in house​holds is actually used for. That these content elements should be omitted in the written version is much more interesting and disturbing than the fact that the writing is heavy with bureaucratic jargon. 


It would be easy to produce a perfectly informative and functional script by putting together bits and pieces of the student's answers to my questions. We will perform that experiment with the last example, from the same seminar. 


Here, the student's script, despite the injunction to write for a non-technical reader, was so full of opaque specialist terminology that there is no point in printing it here. It is enough to say that even so, the main finding occupied about half a line of text out of 15, and its implications were not even mentioned. 


The following conversation took place. I began by asking the student to imagine that the dictaphone in front of him were a telephone, and that he was talking to a friend or relative:

Example 3:

So what are you trying to find out and why?


I want like to connect optical conductors in a way so you can transmit - when you connect optical conductors, it should be possible to transmit - possible to - the signals you transmit through the optical conductors, I want to steer them by means of different, different, counductors


Aha


I mean a kind of Y, a kind of roadfork


Aha - so the light is, can be, kind of, distributed, forked out in the roadfork - 


Yes, a bifurcation, yes - 


Go on - you want to steer them?


Yes, I want to be able to choose which conductor it should hit - 


Aha - that's what's called optical switching?


That's it exactly, yes - that's the appplied phase of it


Right - and they haven't been able to do that until now or what?


Not so well.


Not so well? What, why, what's the key reason why you think you can do it better, or - what would cause that improvement, what's the key to it?


It all happens optically rather than electronically, and therefore faster.


"It all happens optically rather than" ... what does that imply?


That there is no translation from light to electricity and back again. It all happens by means of light.


What do you do - how do you intervene in order to get your switching to work?


I have a certain medium which behaves such that the light bends in a way I can control.


How can you control it?


By increasing or decreasing it, the intensity of the beam I'm sending in.


Aha - 


With greater light intensity, the beam bends more.


Right - and what are the implications, what are the perspectives, if you succeed? 


Optical switching, that's what it is for.


But what benefit or cost reduction or improvement or use do you see? as a perspective?


Basic research ... ?


But it sounds extremely practical to me -  


(Another student:) Surely you must gain speed by not having to trans​late it to electronics and back into light?


Well, there is a greater width of the band - that is, it can handle, I can, er, distribute more signals at the same time than I used to.


And by giving a certain signal a certain intensity, you can make it bend in a certain direction ... ? Thank you.

The following is a condensed version of what the students says: 


I want to connect optical conductors in a way so that the signals you transmit can be steered by means of different counductors - a kind of roadfork. I want to be able to choose which conductor the signal should hit. It all happens optically rather than electronically, and therefore faster. There is no translation from light to electricity and back again; it all happens by means of light. I have a medium which behaves such that the light bends in a way I can control by increasing or decreasing the intensity of the beam I send in. With greater light intensity, the beam bends more. I can distribute more signals at the same time than I used to.

Perspectives and problems 
This example should need little comment. The spoken and edited text, although slightly abrupt, is informative, to the point, and actually makes quite clear, to me at least, what this high-tech project aims to do, and how.


The point here is not to claim that these writers could not write as well as they speak; the point is that that they do not. But at the same time I claim that they definitely could; they would only have to adopt a different writing strategy from the one that they have apparently been conditioned to - one in which they would, as it were, tap the tube from which speech would ordinarily flow. 


A further claim is that in some way, tapping the tube of speech is precisely what many expert writers do - only the do it in a way that does not involve overt speech behaviour. Of course such a claim is difficult to test empirically; for the moment an interesting statement from one expert writer may suffice to give the claim some plausibility. 


Hans Christian Andersen in his memoirs, The Fairy-Tale of My Life, Ch. 10, decribes his composing strategy as follows: "I had put my little tales on paper in just the same language, with the same expressions, in which I had orally told them to the little ones." What this means is that Andersen wrote his tales by speaking them first, probably several times, in monologue. Although he did have an audience, it is unlikely that the audience prompted him verbally. The way they did prompt him with was probably on the level of body language, and by simply causing him to muster his resources.


In a sense, then, it might seem that we may have struck a pedagogical gold ore. The problem is to bring out the gold: how to exploit the capacity for rational writing behaviour that lies hidden in a person's capacity for speech.


For individual writers, we should look for ways in which students can produce texts that are better, perhaps in less time or in greater quantity, by using speech in some form at some stage in the process. For pedagogy, we should explore ways to teach useful writing strategies by practicing the spoken counterparts of these strategies during classes and conferences.


However, the actual implementation of the principle is anything but easy. The first problem is that although getting spoken words out may not be hard, getting them down on paper is. When we write the words are preserved, to be either revised or published. Spoken words blow in the wind. In this sense we produce no writing no matter how much we speak; at some point an act of transcription has to take place, even if we preserve our speech on tape or the like. But literal transcription of taped spontaneous speech, as in the above examples, is so time-consuming that few will want to go through with it.


A more fundamental problem is that no use of speech as a writing tool exempts a writer from those demanding tasks that any expert writer faces: those of detection, diagnosis and applying strategies for revision - to use the terms of Flower et al. (1986). What speech as a writing tool may produce for some writers is no more and no less than better raw material - better on the content level, and, one might add, on the linguistic level too, in many cases. But no more than raw material. Speech may offer inexpert writers methods of "procedural facilitation" (cf. Bereiter and Scardamalia 1987); but the transfor​mation of speech into a presentable prose text requires as much expertise as the transformation of a written draft. Given the highly associative nature of speech - which is precisely what the principle seeks to exploit - spoken raw material is likely to be less organized as far as structure is concerned than a written draft, although the hypothesis is that it will cut through the heart of the matter more - criss-cross-wise, as it were. 


In the examples given above, the speakers do not produce better written texts all by themselves; they are prompted to speak in varying degrees, and the transcripts of their spoken utterances have been edited by the same experienced writer who does the prompting.


In spite of these two major problems there may for some writers be a very specific advantage in using speech as raw material: namely writers who have major problems with transcription itself. Dyslexia, physical disabilities, or just a cramped handwriting prevent many writers from producing enough raw material to get started. 


For the average writer, the use of speech in daily writing practice will probably have to be a matter of individually developed habits. For some, a useful habit may simply be, at difficult spots during a writing task, to half-close their eyes and ask themselves, "What would I say  here if I were to say it to someone rather than write it?" It would thus be a means of producing more and better content locally; for structure and other global concerns, paper remains the supreme medium.


Few would probably use tape recorders or the like. In particular, the work of transcribing and structuring scattered spoken material is prohibitive. However, in situations where the writer has not only a great deal of content but also a clear structure in mind, tape recording may be a practical strategy. 


One version of this is a practice I have used in writing seminars for engineers, architects, and other professionals who wanted to improve their letter-writing skills. With an outline jotted down on a sheet in front of them, they would pick up a dictaphone and, pretending it to be a phone with the addressee at the other end, speak the content of the letter they were about to write. This text could then be transcribed and edited into eminently functional prose merely be deleting some words and adding punctuation and paragraphing. 


As for new practices in writing pedagogy that exploit the content-generating potential of speech, they already exist. Some of the most interesting pedagogical activities that writing pedagogy has explored in recent years are of this kind - a fact which their originators are of course aware of, but which they have generally not seen as central to these activities, or as any part of the reason why they work.


One example is inquiry activities such as those explored and advocated by George Hillocks of the University of Chicago and his associates - as, for example, in Hillocks (1979). Average students doing oral group inquiry are heard to produce observations, distinctions, arguments, refutations, etc., of a quality that any writing teacher would be jubilant to find in their scripts.


Another even more recent example is the pedagogical practice known as Collaborative Planning, introduced by Linda Flower of Carnegie Mellon Univer​sity and her asscioates (cf. Flower et al. 1993). It is true that the "social" nature of this activity will go a long way towards explaining its helpfulness for rhetori​cally inexpert writers; but I am equally convinced that another part of the explanation is the fact that Collaborative Planning asks such writers to speak rather than write. (It is interesting that a computer program developed for Macintosh by Thomas Hajduk of Carnegie Mellon University, Planner's Options, exploits this concept by having the "supporter" asking the writer questions and the writer answer them at the computer - so that they can immediately be entered.)


A related perspective is that recent word processing programs, e.g. WordPerfect ver. 6.0, include the option of integrating a sound file anywhere in a word processing file. One way to exploit this facility would be to have conferences like the ones quoted above take place at the computer with the student's text open; and whenever the student had a worthwhile spoken addition to make to a passage in her own text, it could be recorded into the file at that spot, thereby saving it for later transcription and editing.


However that may be, I hope the present examples and speculations have added substance to the idea expressed by James Britton, that "talk is the sea upon which all else floats". Expert writers, I believe, are aware of this and have found their invividual ways of tapping that vast source - sometimes so smoothly that we do not notice they are doing it. We should look for ways to teach inexpert writers the same awareness.
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