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SCA 1989
by Patricia R. Palmerton

Talking, Writing, Leaning

The relationship of speaking and writing has been discussed for centuries. Cicero believed
that writing was essential for the development of good oratory, arguing that the qualities that bring
"applause and admiration to good orators" can only by attained after "long and great practice in
writing."1 Cicero also emphasized that knowledge is necessary for good oratory, for without
knowledge "oratory becomes an empty and almost puerile flow of words."2

Several issues pertain to the interrelationship between speaking and writing. First, writing
and speaking processes support each other. In teaching, we utilize this complementary relationship
when we try to encourage class discussion or when we require that papers be written before a class
discussion takes place. Second, communication serving both informal and formal functions occur in
both written and oral form. Furthermore, each form has value for the other. Talk is a valuable asset
when working through an idea about which one wants to write. In a literate society, we depend upon
writing to help in the development of oral verbal products. Third, formai products like speeches and
compositions have a great deal in common, and the processes by which they are produced have many
similarities. Because of these commonalities I believe those of us teaching about these processes have
much we can learn from each other. At the same time, I believe we must recognize that while oral
and writtw discourses have many similarities they remain different forms serving different functions
and having different consequences. Assuming that the similarities outweigh the differences is unfair
to the student who is attempting to master very different structures aimed at achieving different
purposes. Finally, knowledge is the basis for informed talk and informed writing. At the same time,
talking and writing facilitate the development of that knowledge.

In this paper I would like to bring attention to two areas of knowledge that I think are
valuable for teachers of speech and of composition. First, I will discuss the theoretical literature
which has had impact upon the teaching of composition, and which has evolved into the Language
Across the Curriculum approach to education. This body of work focuses upon the interaction of
language and learning. Second, I will point out some omissions in this literature, specifically the
failure to acknowledge and account for the interactive processes that are inevi` ably engaged when
language is used orally.

Language and Learning

An idea I'd like to introduce here is that by teaching about speaking and writingwe are
potentially teaching students how to learn. In the educational context, we are not just teaching verbal
facility; we are teaching students how to think, how to think about specific subject matter, how to
discover what they think, and then how to transmit their thought to others. At a basic level, we know
this. We knob, that students learn about the topics of their speeches. It is so fundamental that we
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tend to take it for granted. It is important to surface this consequence, however, because it has
implications for how we go about teaching speech, just as it has had consequence for how writing is
being taught at many institutions. I'd like to take a brief theoretical excursion, and attend to the
proposition that language use interacts with learning. While the literature discussed is put in the
context of Language Across the Curriculum or Writing Across the Curriculum, I am convinced it has
relevance for the ways in which we teach about oral verbal interaction generally.

In academic literature regarding LAC and WAC, it is consistently argued that the focus of
these programs should be on learning: how 1§nguage activities in the classroom, both written and
spoken. contribute to the process of learning. Language, it is argued, functions to represent the
experiences of the learner. By actively using language forms learners modify and reform their
interpretive frameworks, "using new ideas to work on and revise their existing preconceptions about
how the world is. "' Language is seen as not only representational but as instrumental in cognitive
development.

There is substantial theoretical support for this position. The architects of the LAC
approach to education based much of their initial investigations upon the theoretical proposition of a
wide range of scholars from several disciplines: psychologists such as L.S. Vygotsky, A.R. Luria, and
Jerome Bruner; anthropologists and linguists like Dell Hymes, John Searle, and Ramon Jakobson;
and philosophers like Ernst Cassirer and Suzanne Langer.5 The essential argument is
representational: language use shapes the knowledge we have about our experiences with the world.
How we use language to capture our experience codifies that experience for us in specific ways.
Since all of our experience cannot be captured symbolically our language forces us to choose which
pieces of experience will be represented. These symbolic attempts to capture the essence of world
experience become the knowledge we have about those experiences.6

Facility in language use has several consequences. It has been argued that experience with
verbal interaction is related to literacy, with the facility in language that is engendered by verbal
interaction contributing to the development of "analytic competence," the ability to use language to
think/ Jerome Bruner argues that language is an "instrument of thought", providing not only the
tools by which to represent experience but the system by which one thinks about that experience.
"'Tht linguistic system and not the external reality is what determines the mental operations and their
order," according to Bruner (italics in original).8 How a learner uses language thus it fluences the
development of "analytic competence," for the way in which one uses the linguistic sy: tem determines
one's thought processes. The individual must therefore be involved in the language activities as an
encoder, not simply as a listener.

Furthermore, research on patterns of language use with children in varying stages of
development supports the idea that language reflects the cognitive level of the child and that language
use affects the development of cognitive abilities.9 Verbal interaction with others has been shown to
expand the development of cognitive abilities. Vygotsky found that children moved beyond their
initial cognitive developmental level when engaged in language interaction with others who function
at a higher level of development.10 He postulated that there is a "zone of proximal development" to
explain these changes in cognitive development, and he suggested that it is the symbolic exchanges in
the interaction that make the cognitive shifts possible. Vygotsky's notion of zone of proximal
development emphasizes the importance of exposure to symbolic exchanges with individuals at
differing levels of development in order to reach a higher level of development which is within one's
developmental potential. It is not a matter of using language in isolation. Social symbolic interaction
is imperative.11
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Douglas Barnes, discussing studies of goup talk in the learning context, also notes the
importance of exploratory talk by the learner." This is talk which is at times tentative, which is
uncensored, which ranges across the emotional spectrum of disappointment to excitement. Thoughts
are not fully formed. They change, mid-stream. Disgressions are pursued, then dropped, then
reemerge at unpredictable times often from unpredictable discussants. Discussants search their way
to answers. Discovery occurs through this stumbling seemingly inarticulate expression. In both
Vygotsky's and Barnes' work, communicative interaction is shown to be critical in helping shape the
experiences encountered by the learner, in helping the learner reveal to self about self, and in helping
the learner create. By being an active participant in the constituting of the knowledge taking shape
the learner extends the character of his or her experience.

According to this perspective, the process of learning is extraordinarily influenced by the way
in which a learner uses language interactively, which is influenced by that individual's linguistic
capabilities, which is in turn influenced by the learner's exposure to and participation in language
interaction. This theoretical position is generally consistent with current work in rhetorical theory
and is extended by the theoretical perspectives which view language as functioning in a formative or
constitutive way. Certainly learning is a process of making meaning. It has long been recognized that
personal context and history play a role in constructing meaning. I.A. Richards, in work early in this
century, posited that we interpret new stimuli by reference to past experience with those stimuli and
the contexts within which we encounter them. We create meaning for words in part through a
process of sorting through our categories of contexts. It is a personal process.13 If applied to the
learning situation Richards' ideas suggest that one way in which that learner creates personal meaning
is through the ways in which language recalls the learner's contexts of experience, creating relevance
for that learner.

The rhetoric as epistemic literature is also clearly relevant to questions of education and the
role of language processes in learning. Learning is not simply a process of making meaning of
experiences, nor of accurately representing all that is there to be represented. Since we cannot talk
about every aspect of what is to be learned, we must. choose. Choice of focus, and the language
choices we make to talk about our focus make the process a rhetorical one. It is a process which
clearly performs knowledge-making functions, but the knowledge is a focused knowledge. It is not
knowledge about every possible thing It is knowledge shaped by intention and intentionality,
necessarily restricted because of the necessity to deemphasize some stimuli while attending to other
stimuli.15 As audiences (and as students) we actively participate in the myriad of meanings that flow
around us. As R.L. Scott describes, "[Wje take bits and pieces from the events flowing around us to
make up the mosaics which are our meanings." Scott goes on to note that the mosaics of meaning are
superimposed on other mosaics, accounting for the changing patterns of meaning we experience.16

The view of language as formative or constitutive heightens the importance of understanding
the role of language in education. If, as Heidegger states, the spoken word does not represent or
designate but "unconceals, lets-lie-before, reveals, or uncovers the interlocutors' world," learning is
fully dependent upon the ability of the learner to participate in the verbalizing associated with the
learning. The spoken interaction results in the constituting of the world where the words of the
interactants mutually create the symbolic world.'? Philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamar argues:

Language is not one of the means by which consciousness is
mediated with the world. . . . Language is by no means simply an
instrument, a tool. For it is in the nature of the tool that we master
its use, which is to say we take it in hand and lay it aside when it
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has done its service. That is not the same as when we take the
words of a language, lying ready in the mouth, and with their use
let them sink back into the general store of words over which we
dispose. Such an analogy is false.. .. Rather, in all our knowledge
of ourselves and in all knowledge of the world, we are always
already encompassed by the language that is our own. Learning to
speak does not mean learning to use a preexistent tool for
designating a world already somehow familiar to us; it means
acquiring a familiarity and acquaintance with the world itself and
how it confronts us.15

Language use in the class -oom is therefore far more than a matter of students learning
accurate representation or accurate transmission of information. Learners cannot avoid the influence
of language. It is an integral part of their being, and therefore of the learning process. Language
constitutes world between people who interact with one another linguistically.'9 In the context of
learning, the role of verbal interaction, both written and oral are central, and ought to be a focus of
concern. When we teach about language use, whether oral or written, we are teaching about far
more than how to use a tool.

Empirical studies also support the theoretical position that there is a relationship between
student language involvement and learning. Research attempting to determine the relationship
between teaching methods and learning outcomes suggests that students in classrooms where there is
student participation learn more than students who are in classrooms which do not encourage
participation. While the nature of the relationship between gria1 verbal involvement and learning is
not clear, researchers advance several possible explanations. hu For example, student satisfaction is
reportedly higher in classes which involve students, as is student motivation. Learning outcomes may
therefore be associated with higher levels of motivation engendered by participation.B1
Alternatively, students supposedly learn how to question by seeing it modeled by a teacher who asks
questions in the course of class discussion. Higher achievement may be related to the iKreased
abilities of students to ask questions, an ability nurtured by teacher-led class discussion. Despite
these results and speculations as to the nature of the interaction effects, this literature is vague about
the specific communication forms that contribute to learning outcomes.

It is clear that there is support for the perspecti ,e that language use and learning are
interrelated, both theoretically and empirically. It is also evident that the communicative experiences
in the learning context involve far more than the presentation of formal products. Likewise, the ideas
discussed here highlight the importance of informal language use in the development of formal
language products. As teachers of speaking and writing, we would do well to recognize the
importance of the informal linguistic expression throughout the process of creating more formal
products. We also should recognize that in teaching about language we are potentially teaching about
learning processes generally.

Using the Expressive to Facilitate the Transactional

The work of James Britton provides more insight into the informal/formal elements of the
processes fundamental to the composition of more formal products. In an attempt to understand how
writers write, Britton and his colleagues studied the processes by which students actually attempted to
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put their thoughts into written form. This research has changed the ways in which writing is taught in
many institutions, providing a theoretical rationale for focusing attention upon the process of writing
instead of the written product. If one recognizes the interaction between language and learning, the
process of articulation becomes a critical concern.

According to Britton, language functions in different ways. Much as we talk about different
language functions in the interpersonal or rhetorical context (e.g., phatic communication,
instrumental, consummatory, realative, and so forth) Britton and his colleagues discuss language
functions in the learning process. Britton, et.al., break language functions into three categories:
expressive, transactional, and poetic. As Britton notes, any utterance serves many functions. These
categories are attempts to codify an utterance (verbal or written) by the function it primarily serves.
I'll discuss the transactional function first, then the expressive. I will leave the poetic for some other
more adventuresome person.

According to Britton, the transactional mode is highly participative. The intent is
communicative. This document is an example of the transactional use of language. Whenever we
require a student to give a speech or to write a paper, we are requiring them to function in the
transactional mode. Most language artifacts at the post-secondary level are transactional. The intent
is that the producer transmit some sort of message to a listener/reader. We tend to assume students
can and will function well in the transactional mode. And we are disappointed when they don't do so
to our satisfaction. We grade students based upon their ability to perform this function, and we use
their ability in the transactional mode as a measure of their content learning.

The transactional function is that which has been priveleged in most educational processes.
Britton, et.al, however, discussed the importance of the expressive function of language. The
expressive use of language is that which primarily serves the individual who is doing the speaking or
writing, but not in terms of getting a message across to others. It is self-focused and less
participatory.

We would describe it as an utterance that "stays close to the
speaker" and hence is fully comprehensible only to one who knows
the speaker and shares his context. It is a verbalization of the
speaker's immediate preoccupations and his mood of the moment..
. . [lit is utterance at its most relaxed and intimate, as free as
possible from outside demands, whether those of task or
audience?''

According to these theorists the expressive, i.e., utterances which reflect what an individual
thinks regardless of demands of the situation or audience or task, is a critical part of the process by
which an individual conceptualizes. Furthermore, using the expressive mode is a way for an
individual to access what s/he thinks

If indeed we create meaning in part by placing stimuli in context (by placing those stimuli in
relationship to past experiences we've had with similar stimuli) then the expressive use of language
serves to provide the freedom to explore and to create connections with idiosyncratic internal
cognitive sche.ra. The learner must discover these connections for herself or himself. The teacher
cannot recall all those individual contexts. It is up to the learner to do so. Furthermore, the
expressive is a mode which helps students discover what they know and wbich helps them internalize
that knowledge in preparation for creating a more formal product which is intended to communicate
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to others. Through the expressive they may be better able to discern what they actually have to say
when given the task of Aying it. If personal context and history are important in constructing
meaning, and if we interpret new stimuli in part by reference to past experience and contexts, then
meaning, for the learner, is shaped through the language, communicative process, and the way in
which this process recalls and creates for the learner the contexts of experience that create relevance.
Explicit use of the expressive mode is one way to facilitate this process.

It would be tempting to make neat categories of Britton's language functions: the
expressive =discovery, the transactional=communication. However, that would be deceptive. All of
us have experienced the discovery of ideas while trying to write a paper, i.e., functioning in the
transactional mode. On the other hand, many of us have written primarily expressive documents
which are intended to be communicative as well; letters to good friends or lovers come to mind
Despite the fact that these, categories are not discrete there is something here for us in considering
the ways we teach about speaking and writing. Both modes of language use have forms which are
primarily transactional and which are primarily expressive. Yet consider some of the blinders we
wear. In speech, we tend not to recognize or encourage the expressive in the process of creating
more formal transactional products. There is little recognition of the conceptualizing and learning
taking place while attempting to articulate ideas. Our public speaking texts assume the transactional
mode, and offer prescriptions for the shape of final products with little attention to the processes by
which students discover what they think and how they formulate their knowledge--i.e., how they
actually compose. in writing, speech is assumed to be expressive with little recognition of the
demands of the speech situation upon the speaker. While in composition classes, much use is being
made of peer groups to facilitate the process of discovery, there is very little attention given to the
extent to which the speech situation influences the discovery process. The assumption is that
speakers will know how to function as speakers; the assumption seems to be that the interactive
dynamics of the group are unrelated to the nature of the communication or the abilities of group
members to orally function in the expressive group discussion.

It is clear that the ways in which we teach public speaking deserve examination in light of the
work described here. It is also the case that this work could use a healthy dose of perspective about
the communicative interaction.

Language and Learning or Communication and Learning?

Our understanding of the language-learning interaction is advanced discussions of language
functions based upon Britton's work. At the same time, there are problemmatic assumptions about
the abilities of students to engage in these language activities. Approaches to learning which depend
upon student oral verbal interaction must additionally take into account the interactive character of
the communicative event. Communication in the classroom is more than a matter of an individual
using language in isolation, it is a matter of individuals engaged in a communicative interaction. This
is a fundamental distinction between writing and speaking that we must not blur.

The failure to recognize the demands upon speakers related to the social implications of their
communication creates fundamental problems when trying to understand how the expressive may
work in the process of learning. .For example, Britton, et al state that the expressive function is the
function performed by speech. According to these authors the expressive is the mode that we use
when we "relate to each other in speech." It is through the expressive that "in times of family or
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national cries, we talk with our own people and attempt to work our way toward some kind of
resolution." The assumption about speech here is troubling: that speech is free from outside
demands of task or audience. The identification of the expressive with speech fails to recognize the
extraordinary demands which are placed upon participants in oral interaction.

Certainly oral communication is not the most intimate nor the least demanding form of
language use 26 Speaking is not like writing, but the difference is not that speech is more intimate.
Oral interaction not only exposes one to the impersonal authority of the professor, but to one's peers
who are in many ways more formidable and intimidating. Personal vulnerability is heightened
because of the nature of the audience. This is true whether a student is making a formal presentation
or whether that student is simply speaking up in a class discussion. To orally participate is more than
a public display of one's knowledge and one's analytic ability. It is also a public commitment to one's
values, beliefs, and attitudes. Students who choose to make their thinking public also expose
themselves to the sanctions of their peers in ways we, as instructors outside of the social circle of our
students, are simply unaware. The potential consequences of one's decision to produce or not
produce a communication orally are far more than a grade, content learning, or cognitive
development. They involve social relationships which are equally if not more important than the
content learning for many students.

The misconception that oral communication is free of outside demands is compounded by
these researchers' predominant focus on language in contrast to communication. Cues of meaning
tend to be discussed as existent solely in the oral verbal language artifact. The meaning cues
occurring through interactive processes tend to be ignored unless encoded linguistically. This bias
has been augmented by continuing work in Language Across the Curriculum. For example, the
Language Across the Curriculum and the Writing Across the Curriculum literature do not provide
insight into the oral communication components of the learning process, including those factors which
influence the choices learners and teachers makes about their oral verbal participation.

The qualitative character of the communicative interactions matters. Normative patterns of
conversation that students bring with them into the classroom influence the learning process. For
example, David Olson analyzed locutionary, illocutionary and perlocutionary elements in classroom
talk in elementary schools, comparing them to differences in demands of ordinary talk by these
children. Among other results, he found that directives and assertions served different social
functions within the classroom than outside it, and that the normative patterns in one context
influenced response patterns in the other. It makes perfect sense, yet in literature arguing for more
oral verbal involvement of students the assumption seems to be that language users will be adept at
adapting across situations, will understand the differences in function and response, and that learning
of content is somehow separate from these oral communicative interaction patterns.

Studies of student learning styles at the element try and secondary levels have documented
that learning is enhanced when classroom structure is consistent with the normative communication
patterns in the culture.28 For example, in cultures where the communication norms are largely
participatory, an approach toward learning which utilizes group oral verbal interaction would be
highly consistent, if the kind of interaction is ansistent with the meanings that the patterns of
interaction hold within the dominant culture.hY Interaction which does not conform to the cultural
norms, however, did not result in differences in learning outcomes. Simply participation in some sort
of general sense is i of the answer. The qualities and characteristics of the participation placed in
conjunction with the individuals involved are what matter.
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The literature which argues for increased verbal interaction in the classroom, whether writing
classrooms or otherwise, is disturbingly devoid of evidence that practioners of this educational
method recognize demands upon oral interaction from interactants which influence the
communicative choices of learners which in turn influence the learning process 3U Empirical
research examining classroom interaction also suffers from the failure to attend to interactive issues
enacted through the oral communicative choices. Social status, power, dominance issues, normative
constraints, comparison a self-abilities with others' abilities are not overtly recognized or addressed .

Characteristics of the interaction, including the nonverbal, interruptions, paralinguistics, and topic
shifts (often related to control) are not described at all except in a minimal amount of research
detailing the sociolinguistic qualities of classroom communication.31 The influence upon
communication patterns of gender differences, the social power related to those differences, and
tensions related to sexual attraction and interests are also not addressed. In all age groups there are
the social developmental c-,ncerns of the age group in addition to the cognitive developmental issues.
The qualitative character of the communication changes with developmental stage, yet the qualitative
character of the communication is not addressed in any but the broadest terms. All of these factors
have substantial consequences for oral verbal usage, and consequently for learning.

One might think that literature dealing with class discussion would be of help. This
literature, however, tends to approach the problem of discussion either as a problem of cognitive
processing or as a problem with agenda. For example, learning group are admonished to follow
various prescriptive agenda systems (e.g., decision-making patterns) h but the research supporting the
proposition that the actual learning process conforms to these prescriptions is woefully inadequate.
Alternatively, class discussion tends to be portrayed as a problem of asking the right questions to
stimulate critical thinking. Various taxonomies are offered detailing levels of thinking or levels
abstraction, and many studies have been published attempting to show the relationship between
levels of questions asked by teachers and levels of answers given by students.33 Texts and teaching
aids suggest taking students through hierarchies of questions so that they learn to analyze issues in
increasingly complex ways 34 Despite these recommendations, research or actual classroom
interaction shows that higher order questions do not lead to higher order answers. Questions have
even been shown to inhibit participation as much as et tender it.35

It is not surprising that the research on questioning in the classroom is equivocal, nor is it
surprising that there are no clear patterns emerging in the research investigating the relationship
between teacher questions and learning outcomes." Again, the specific communication variables
(as differentiated from language variables) have not been the issue in this research. The
"questioning" research has primarily viewed the question-answer activity as an exercise in
representation -- questions by the teacher are attempts to elicit responses which engender
representations at different levels of abstraction 37 These investigations tend to be teacher focused:
attempting to discern what teachers do as opposed to what learners do. Control for learning is
assumed to be with the teacher. Even in our own field, where the interaction of communication and
instruction has been examined in a variety of ways, except for studies on communication
apprehension the tendency has been to focus on teacher communication behaviors, not those of the
learners.38 There is little research which considers questioning from the standpoint of learners'
questions and the constitutive function of the questioning process.

Composition instructors who use group work, individuals in other disciplines who use peer
groups as a vehicle for idea discovery, educators who argue for increasing student involvement in the
classroom under the auspices of "active learning" or Language Across the Curriculum all need to
acknowledge the interactive components and consequences to students of oral verbal participation.
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Aspects of the communicative interaction that need to be considered in this endeavor include the
demands of the communicative act upon the speaker. In addition, any interaction between language
and learning at the content level will be influenced by the communicative functions which occur at
the relationship level: the influence, for example, of power or dominance on who talks, Lnd this in
turn privileging one learning approach over others. The ramifications outside the classroom
influence what is said in the classroom. The result is that the ideas available for use by the learners
are limited, and learning of content is affected.

Given an educational philosophy which shifts control dramatically toward the learner, the
neglect of variables which influence the learner's choice to exercise that control is troublesome. The
failure to recognize communicative interaction variables means a failure to recognize critical factors
which may indeed influence learning outcomes overall, as well as the development of communicative
and analytic competence.

Learning is a formative activity. Through art_culating what they have learned, students
create, internalize and give their knowledge shape. As teachers of speaking and writing, we are
necessarily concerned with the interaction of communication with learning. If our focus in writing
and speaking classes is solely on those communicative functions which are primarily attempts to
influence others in a formal way then we are failing to utilize the formative function of symbolizing
in the context of learning. If we ignore the complex web of Consequences for learners when they are
engaged in oral interaction, we will fail to provide them with the help they need to successfully
engage in this style of learning.

Conclusion

The fundamental role of written and oral communication in cognitive structuring and the
development of thinking has strong theoretical support. Symbolic structuring is critical to knowledge
formation. Writing and speech are means by which symbolic frameworks are created, and are thus
integrally related to the learning process. Teaching about language use, whether teaching about oral
verbal interactipn or about writing should be built upon the foundation that communication interacts
with learning."

At the same time, communication for learning is not antithetical to a concern over "doing it
better." It is a complementary concern. Students are not necessarily prepared nor do they know
how to participate orally. Students do not automatically know how to go through the process of
writing. To expect students to become involved in communicative activity without preparation is
unfair at best. As teachers of speaking and writing, we must help our students understand the process
of discovery as well as the mechanics of production. Furthermore, we must help our students
understand the variables that influence the communicative choices they make, which in turn influence
the discovery process as well as the end product. We should be utilizing these ideas and approaches
in teaching public speaking, in teaching composition, and in the ways we shape both Writing and
Speaking Across the Curriculum programs.

Those of us who have committed ourselves to the academy have placed ourselves in an
environment which puts a premium on learning. As speech, communication, and writing
professionals we should recognize that in teaching about speaking and writing, we are teaching about
the processes of learning. Learning is a communicative phenomenon. It is interactive and it is



dependent upon the learner's facility with abstract symbolic processes. As we struggle with the
problems associated with teaching individuals to become more competent communicators, whether
writers or speakers, we would do well to focus our attention equally on the communication-learning
interaction.

10
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