Reader-Response Approach: An Intervention in Com position Writing at Junior Secondary schools in
Botswana

Debarl Adeninkun Adeyermii

Abstract
Reacently, the reading-writing connection has come into focus as an area that can be exploited to addrass
Engli=h as a second languagse (ESL) writing skils devealopment. This is because various studies have

identified ESL writing as being grossly inadequate both at the junior secondary, senior secondary and
college levels in Botswana and elsewhers in Africa whare English is leamead as a second language (L2).

Ewven in situations whare English is taught as the first language (L1}, the problem of writing persists. This
paper discussas ESL composition teaching and leaming issues by looking at the integration of reader-
response based pedagogy with process wiiting as a way of improving the learning and teaching of
composition wiiting skills at the junior secondary school level in Botswana. The paper also discussas the
implications of this strategy in writing pedagoagy and the procedurs for its use in composition writing s kills
developmeant.
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INTRODUCTION

Tha difficulty of teaching and learning Englizh ag a second language (ESL) in many African countries has
bean widaly documented especially, in the area of junior secondary leval writing skills devealopment.
Bassan-Malosiwa (19807, Mooko (19983, Chimbaanda (2001 and Adayami (2004, 2005, 2008k have
written extansively about the problems of composition writing at the junior secondary school lavel as well
as collage wriiting in Botswana. It is important to reterate that writing skills development is still a big issue
i the junior secondary education curriculum, espacially if the results of a study carried out (Adeyemi,
2008k} are anything to go by. This situation therefore, calls for continued efforts to address ESL
composition writing problems at that level in order to forestall the writing problems students encounter
later at senior secondary school and college levels.

Objectives of this paper

Tha persistence of ESL wiiting difficulties among junior secondary level studants has informed the
discussion in this paper under the following objectives:



3) To evaluate the reading-writing connection i ESL composition wrinng skills development,

b} To review literature on the reader-response theory of reading, its integration with process writing and implications for
teaching composition writing skalls; and

¢) To discuss the proceduretechmiques of uwsing the reader-response based pedagogy with the process spproach m
teaching composifion writing at the juor secondary school level.

Rationale/Problem Statement

The motivation for this paper was based om some findings in a prewious study on jumor secondary composition writing
[(Adevenu, 2008b) m which 1t was observed, among other things, that teachers’ approaches to composition writing were
mainly product omented. It was also discovered that students lacked composing skalls as the type of writing they did was
phwsical, bland and wninspiring. In fact, many of the students failed to commmmicate considering their scanty writing and
lack of wocabulary to express any u.eauma—ul ideas. Tt was also clear from the imterviews conducted with the students in
the mvestigations that many of them were averse to writing. Some reported that when they are given a topic to Write on,
they panic and are 1mable to write because they either lacked ideas or the vocabulary to express them (Adeyemi, 2008b).

Asg g result of the above sitwation, 1t 15 the belief of this writer that exploning and strengthening the reader-
response based pedagozy to teaching writing shills would kelp to allewiate the ssemingly mtractzble problem of
composition wntng skills development. at the junior secondary level in Botswana and elsewhers with sinular problems.
This 13 because the smatesy integrates extensive reading, discussions, individual responses and mumerons interactive
activities with writing. In addition, 1t would help to buld students’ confidence in their own abality to be readers, as well as
writers. The type of Classroom environment that allows for smdents” responses to be valued in a non-threatenng set up,
involved in response based activities, would also be beneficial in building leamers’ confidence and skills.

Furthermore, the rewised junior secondary English syllabus (Republic of Botswana, 2008: i) recommends the
commmmicative approach to lanmiage reaching az it stares:

The Commmmicative Approach fmplies that communicative practice nmst be part of the language leaming
process. In order to achieve commmmicative ability, classtoomr practice therefore should be wvery
interactive.

The interactive activities suggested by the syllabus cannot be achiewed with the use of the product orented approach of
teaching writing, especially, considering the mixed abulity nature of the average public secondary classroom in Botswana.
It is believed that the wse of a response based methodelogy will ulttmately help to improve the leaming and teaching of
the Englizh language m general, and wniting 1n particular.

Theoretical Framework

The discussion in this paper 1s based on the prenuise that leaming is accowmplished by an active approach. Active learning
therefore, ensures that each person process their own ways of leamning for knowledge to be internalized This can be done
through the ntilization of what students already know and their ability to make the necessary linkages or connections to
a1d thewr wnderstanding of new knowledge or mformation (Praget, 1970). Furthermors, cogmtive development process 1=
belisved to be enhanced by active leaming techniques such as discovery and interactive activities with others and the
environment. This 15 a wiew su}pﬂrted by the constructivist views of Plaget (1970) Wertsch (1997) Duckworth (2006) and
others who articulate that it is importan: that smdents make the necessary linkages between what thev already know in
order to inderstand, and then fit the mew knowledge mto their schema; discriminate where neces ATy ‘and accommaodate
whers thers are differences for leaming to ocour. The 1ssue here 1s how to fit all these ideas into the act of reading and by
extension, writing effectively.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The Role of Reading in Writing



On writing effectively i English. it has been argued that reading has an mportant role to play. In other words, possession
of the basic =kills of reading can enhance the skills to compose and wnte (Ross & Foe, 1990). Sovik (2003) believes that
reading and writing, support, complement and contribute to each other’s development. Other authors such as Cox (2002)
and Tiemey & Levs, (1984) raticnalize that both reading and writing should be tanghe together. In fact, Heller (1995) and
Foss & Foe (1990) contend that the processes mvolved in learming both skills are the same.

Feading or medeling (MeCann & Smagorinsky, 1988; Iwin & Doyle, 1992) in writing has been looked at from
different perspectives. Mertwether (1997) and Nunan (1999) look at it from a product oriented perspective when linked to
extended writng. Adeyerni (2008a) quotes Eschelz (1980:63) who defends the use of models in composition writing as
highlighted:

Certainly few pecple will take exception to the general mule that one good way to leam to write 1s to
follow the example of those whe can write well .. profeszional writers have long ackmowledged the value
of reading; they know that what they read is important to how they eventually write.

Furthermere, White & Amd: (1991) see modeling as beneficial since it explores the link between reading and writing to
improve smdents’ writing skills. In other words, reading can be used to prepare leamers for more realistic forms of
writing. Also, writing activities mn this context can provide a basis for integrated leaming through reading and wiiting
(Adewvenu, 2008a). It is equally important that this connection does not ignere the use of interactive activities provided by
process wrnting.

The reading dimension of this discussion can be equated with response based reading as well as the subsequent
writing assigmunent bome out of what students have read about and their perceptions of the piece. The students’ writing
can then be read and appreciated the same way they have appreciated Tesponded to other peoples’ writing as suggestions
are made, and the writing and ideas expressed, revised for further improvement to the leamers” developing texts.

Reader-Response Approach to Reading

The reader-response approach to reading emphasizes the reader’s role in creating meaning and stresses the importance of
the reader’s own interpretation of texts. It rejects the idea that thers is a single fixed meaning inherent in every literary
work and holds that the individual creates his or her own meaning through a “transaction” with the text based on personal
associations. It is believed that readers bring their ovm emotions, concemns, life expenences and knowledge to their
reading to make each mterpretation subjective and unigue (Rosenblatt, 1983, 1994). The underlving theory of thus
approach recogmizes that readers are active agents in the reading process and that their expenence, the mdividual
emotions, feelings, understanding and the stance they bring mto the reading process counts. It also acknowledges the
reader’s engagement with the text, the psychological, and the concem with the cognitive, subconscious forces, the soctal
and cultural fzatures that affect meaning (ERIC Digest, 20107 Iser (1978) argues that even though the text in part controls
the reader’s responses, at the same fime it contains “gaps’ that the reader creatively fills. Thus gap that the reader fills
creatively in spoken or written response can be channeled or hamessed by the teacher and facilitator to aid smdents
composing and writing their visws and ideas.

In making a case for the reader-response aspect i teaching composition wntng, reference would be made to
Collie and Slater (1987) who maintain that literary texts have the potential to provide a rich context in which individual
lexical and syntactic items are made more memorable for students. They argue that by reading a substantial and
contextualized body of texts, smdents gain familianity with many features of written language such as the vanety of
possible structures and the different ways of connecting ideas which broadens and enriches smdents writing skills. In all
these ways, it 15 believed that literary work and expeniences can improve stidents” spoken langnage and reading and
writing abilities as a result of the non judgmental and non-threatening classroom environment encouraged in the reader-
Tesponse process.

Integrating Reader-Response in Writing
Although reader-response 13 often used for literature, 1t can be integrated into assigmments in other subject areas such as in

literature and composition writing where the particular type of creative writing is required. For example, conposition
writing by nature is expected to be creative and closely allied to the aesthetic dimensions which the reader —response



srategy can provide (ERIC Digest, 2010). In tis way, students can be able to find new ways to channel thelr thoughts
and creativity.

Rather than relv on a teacher to give them a single standard mnterpretation of  text or situaton, stdents learn to
construct their own meaning by connecting events and situations in print to 1ssues in their ives and describing what they
expenience as they read (Mora & James, 20100 Tlis oral'wntten descrption of events, reactions, Tesponses or
expectations can be exploited extensively to help students put their thoughts and ideas together in logical forms to develop
their wnting skills. Also, the exposure to different literaturs genres or texts has the potential benefit of helping students

sharpen their reading skills as well as develop vacabulary they so badly need te put their ideas down in written form.

Furthermore, the diverse responses of mdiv iual readers and the freedom it allows in a response-based classroom,
enable smdents to value their own views, discover the vanety of possible meanings, language usage, vocabulary and
STammar necessary to express thoughts in speech and to extend T]le:u mto thelr wiiting (ERIC DIE-E"I 2010). As leamers’
perzonal responses are valued, they begin to see themselves as having the suthority and rasponsibility to judze their own
writing and see their potential ah].h F a5 writers, too.

Finally, the social/interac tive oppertunities of a response based classroom makes it best smted for cooperative and
group activities encouraged I commummicative language teaching and the process approach to writing. This benefit is
articulated by Karolides (2000:21) in the following:

In the weighing and balancing of class emchamges, the students gain insight into the views of others. In
this atmesphere of aceeptance and honesty, students will sense an appropriate, expressive reading or a
limited or nusdirected reading; they will measure and receive the ideas of others, incorporating them in
their own revising and building their interpretations of the text.

The above argument has implications for students” reading skills development and arficulation of 1deas in spoken forms
that can be explored and extended into their writings. This 15 made possible as smudents read model texts, respond and
examine those responses by speaking, reading and writing composition drafts, revising and fine-mning their drafts.

Process Writing

The communicative approach to language teaching favoured by the Botswana govermment requires that the process
approach to composition writing be er:q:haslzed. so that students leam the lauﬂ'uane in meaningful interactions and more
spontaneous and namral discourse (Eepublic of Botswana, 1996). There 1s no doubt that the process has been proven to be
of nse I very many ESL contexts. At the same time, some of the criticism agamst the approach needs re-examination.
Some of the wiiting difficultes identified in Adevenu (2008b) meluded difficulnes with meaning, cohesion m writing as
well as mability to express ideas in speech and writing through lack of wocabulary on the part of the leamers that were
sndied.

The above sifuation has rendered many students incapacitated in line with Johns (1993} waming that most have
accepted the process movement without guestionimg its validity for the populations and educational contexts. In
Botswana, where mixed ability teaching 15 the mile and not the exception in the county’s public school system and whers
the English language is learned as L2, many are excluded from the beneficial effects of process writing. This was also
noted by Marin (1985) citing his work with Aberigimal and migrant students in Australia, that becanse ESL smdents
generally do mot have a fully devel opesd inter- lauguase code system, find 1t difficult to participate in discussions during the
various stages of the process approach. This sttuation _|115t1ﬂe5 the use of the readerresponse approach, i which
students are exposed to a variety of literary texts and genres. to help them develop the badly needed vocabulary
and writing styles, needed for speech and writing skills development.

Implications of the Reader-Response - Writing Comnection in Teaching Writing

The type of reader-response based wnting coupled with process writing activities suggested in this discussion s
particularly reconumended ecause of the notion that learning 1s a constructive and dynamic process in which smdents
extract meaning from texts through experiencing, hvpo ﬂlESlZIJlE exploring and synthesizing (Rosenblatt, 1983). The
above are also processes that wrters expenience as well (Heller, 1995).

Furthermore, a reader-response approach is often task amd activity based. Father than rely on a teacher to
passively pass on infonmation or answers, students leam to constuct their own meaning by commecting the textual material



to issues m their lives and descnibing what they expenence as they read (Mora & James, 2010). These experiences,
meanings and responses can be exploited in writing assigmmuents to mmprove stadents’ skills im this area of langnage
leamung. Also, because personal responses and interpretations are allowed and valued, students begin to see themselves as
having authority and the responsibality to make judzments about what they read and subsequently extend this confidence
to their wiiting. After all, the approach enables them to think of themselves as potential authors who can write, too.

Last but not the least, oral discussions, small group discussions, pair work, joumal wnting activities, writing logs,
free responses which are some of the strategies used with response based teaching are sumilar to process wiiting activities
that can be incorporated, modified or strengthened to teach writing skills needed m the jumor secondary level composition
writing. All these, coupled with the democratic enviromment and atitude encowraged m a response-based classroom are
advantages to be explored to solve the problems of the t2aching and learming of ESL writing.

Technigues of Using the Reader—Response Approach in Writing Pedagogy

ReadingModeling: The teacher introduces a reading topic in fonm of articles from books, newspaper, novels, videos, and
dramatization as long as it 15 something that excites the students’ interast and is at the level of their understanding. At this
stage, a brief inroductory activity for the reading can be done such as & discussion or opinion poll of the topic or theme of
the reading can be done. This would be followed by a class discussion (shared responses) of gquestions on the reading that
are reader-response based that would enable students to do the subsequent composition writing assignment later on in the
lesson. For example part of the questions the teacher can use to mitiate discussicns on the reading may melude:

I "What sort of person do vouw think the main character in the story 157
I, "What feelings do some of the events in the story/play eveke in you?
OI. Do you feel particularly embarrassed or aimoved with the way some of the people in the story are behaving?
IV.  How would you have respended (to a specific simation/event) if you were the main character in the story?
V. How would you have described the simation or reported the incident in chapter two?
VI Sunggest a title and wiite two paragraphs on a similar or related event that you have expenienced on a character's
behaviour in the (novel, play or article) vou just read and so on_

These amd more, along the lines of the above activities and questions can be modified to mprove not only stadents’
reading skills but their spoken and written language. More importantly, a novel, topic in a narrative, play or poem puts a
hmwan face to the issues, themes or concepts being discussed and through the reader respomse actrvities; mmltiple
interpretations that tap into students’ creative ability are encowaged. This can then translate imto creative writing and
enriched use of language.

Through shared responses, students discern a range of reactions to the topic being read or discussed. This helps to
build or clanfy the smdents” own responses. In this process smdents get the opportumty to wdentfy and reflect on their
own reactions by exploring their responses to guestions posed on the subject or their feehngs/attimudes to the events n the
reading. The teacher should be carefil at this point so that she or he does not become judgmental or prescriptive. Cross
fartilization of 1deas should be encourazed. It is equally mportant that thronghont the process, students are allowed to
disagree/agree and to write down important infermation as they deem fit.

From this point, the wiiting process can now take over as stadents are paired or divided into groups to work at
writing about their own similar or different expeniences on the theme of the reading. Thev are also encouraged to do peer
review of their work and necessary revision and editing of each others” writing. The teacher may also prowide a checklist
to help with the revision/edifing before the final submission.

CONCLUSION

It is noted that wrting 15 a generally difficult skill to leam even for L1 speakers. Some of the causes of difficulty in
writing include the fact that writing is not a spontanecus activity but has to be leamed. It 15 also assumed that it involves
some comsclons mental efforts and not just the ability to put words on paper. In consideration of the natre of writing, and
the difficulties of L2 teaching and leanung, it is important to confinue to explore the ways or strategies to mimnize the
difficulties ESL stmudents encounter and to help them overcome their fear of wnting.
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