In Class, at Talking People http://www.talkingpeople.net/

Improving Your Writings – YT’s Draft with Tips, Common Mistakes and Resources for Y5 students, Course 2007-08, C2

Thanks for complying with the lay-out requirements, and congratulations! C1’s were amazing and C2’s are even better, not because they are perfect (most of you even made more mistakes!) but because you are exploring, trying to learn. So now we have some material: there are some improvable things, and we will analyze that on Composition Day. Then there are people who need to work on their English, on textual awareness, and on their writing strategies (because some work shows they are using no strategies at all!)

Mistakes can be grouped in three blocks:


1. Writing Strategies

Reminder. The writing process has 3 stages: before, during and after, and you should time yourself in each, jot that down and relate it to the number of words and the type of text you worked on. If you need extra support, read “How to Improve your Writing Skills” (brainstorming and outline + proofreading) or ask in class.

Tip on type of texts: when you decide which kind of text you wish to write, please, find examples of that in English (the Internet is a great resource for that, but not the only one!) and read them, jotting down useful language and noticing structure, how the info is distributed throughout. 

Writing Resources: On the TP Writing section you will find “How to Write Compositions”. If you’re having problems with your compositions, it would be helpful you read them and then came to class with your comments. These docs will help you understand what you need to do when you sit down to write. Time yourself in each stage of the process and remember to assess your results.

2. Language

Warning for people with basic grammar mistakes: There are no chances you can achieve an Advanced level – not even an Upper Intermediate level – if you’ve got basic grammar mistakes like if you say “we was,” you forget the subject, misuse “the”, systematically misspell “wh” words or use some verbs in the present and some in the past when referring to the same time sequence, or use the participle or past form of verbs AFTER A MODAL! But don’t fret over this – it’s EASY TO SOLVE. It should be your priority to improve that. Working on your List of Mistakes (LoM) is crucial help. Then, proofreading is basic, too. What do we realize when we find basic grammar mistakes in Y5? That those people are not listening to English every day, that those people don’t communicate in English. When you listen to English every day, you end up not being able to make some of those mistakes, because you’ve NEVER heard people make them! Get to work, come on. Tip: listen every day to the ESL Podcast, and repeat. You can use the dialogues but also the ESL Café, to do so. http://www.talkingpeople.net/tp/audio/podcasts/eslpodcast.html
Tip: Use your LoM to make your language questions in class any day, and certainly on Comp. Day.

Tip on language range: Ask yourself, how can you avoid repetitions/a poor range? Brainstorming on language! (vocabulary, tenses, modals, and kinds of structures). If you use the same vocabulary item several times, look for synonyms or find a different way to express the whole idea. If you repeat the same structure all the time, try to use subordinate sentences and various linking devices. As extra basic support here are my notes for intermediate level students on how to brainstorm on language: http://www.talkingpeople.net/tp/skills/writing/tipsforwritingassignments.html. 

3. Textual Structure
Tip on structure: if you don’t work in selecting (learn to cross out ideas!) and organizing your ideas (to work out the outline to be followed while writing) you might have serious structural problems and then you’ll fail to communicate what you mean. Obviously, to select ideas you have to have brainstormed first! The, if you repeat ideas in different places of your composition, you have not worked well on the outline: you need to group your ideas and word them in paragraphs. As a general rule, each paragraph has a topic sentence and then develops it. Sometimes its ending is a kind of intro to the next paragraph.

The basic structure (especially for narratives, argumentative texts, scientific texts…)

a. Intro, and/or opening sentence

b. Body, with main points and their development in paragraphs

c. Ending, and/or closing sentence
Some basic concepts: 

· Topic sentences & developing them

· Opening sentences – the first

· Closing sentences – the last

· Paragraphing 
· Coherence (logical progression – making sense)
· Cohesion (ideas connected with language items – connectors/linkers)
How many kinds of structures are you able to produce? 

I recommend you check out the Writing section on TP to have a look at those kinds of structures we’ve got notes on, and see if they help. I need to complete and reorganize this section, and if you want to work on this topic, you’re welcome to share your work and ideas on TP.

To start with, here is an example of a common structure in informal letters and then a common structure in transactional letters, including some brainstorming on useful language for each: http://www.talkingpeople.net/tp/skills/writing/letters/Letters_Structure_Language.html
Here are my TP notes on Textual Analysis, with a basic overview of the kinds of texts: http://www.talkingpeople.net/tp/skills/writing/talleres_michelle/textualanalysis/textualstructure.htm
There’s also more specific info about narratives, argumentative texts, descriptive texts, job-hunting texts, journalism… If you ask me, I can prepare lessons of your choice and bring the corresponding copies.

YT’s Notes on 

List of Mistakes for Y5B, 2007-08, C2

-Titles: No need to write “Title”, we should be able to see it in the lay-out. Letters have no titles, and we know it’s a letter because we’ve read the Assignment Description. Titles should be appealing or informative, depending on the kind of text you are writing.

-Some people need to work on Brainstorming – How many different kinds of Br can we do?, what for? Range.
-Some people need to work on Outlines – make your questions, please – group info in appropriate paragraphs.

-Opening sentences should be appealing

-You should be aware of your topic sentences and their development in the paragraph.

-You cannot make questions in a composition, you have one month to work on it, so do that work!

-Any interest in techniques to call forth/gather ideas?

· Impersonal language items: you, one. Friendship is a vital issue in one’s life. It is related to your emotional balance… Friends listen to you
· Pronouns, gender and number: he or she, his or her, they, their* See To Avoid Sexist Language

· Spelling: wh- words, imm- (inm-)

· US/UK: if you write “on the street” you’re using the US variety so you need to be consistent and use it elsewhere!: colors, theater, specialize, practice (v)… Review the spelling differences involved!

http://www3.telus.net/linguisticsissues/BritishCanadianAmerican.htm
· Punctuation: use of semicolon is not common and generally related to heavy Latin influence or formal language. Sentences tend to be shorter than in Spanish, which doesn’t mean you cannot use subordinate clauses, but which means that you should be careful. English uses the long dash to expand ideas. In many cases, it replaces our colon. Use it, please. Please, don’t separate words at the end of the line! It doesn’t work like in Spanish, so you’re bound to get it wrong all the time! The use of contractions is improving, but watch it, anyway.

· Don’t separate words at the end of the line
· Confusing words: especially, specially; as I intend to do (pretend); Remind me of posting it, please vs. I remembered to post it; Hard / hardly: who work… Choose-chose-chosen, lose-lost-lost
· Verbal phrases: allow myself some time to do what I enjoy most doing

· Uses of modals. “Must”: YOU MUST should be erased in your minds to indicate obligation. “You must” is generally understood as emphatic recommendation: you must read this! Alternatives: for obligation, have to (when you must write… vs. when you have to write) and should (strong advice, obligation)

· Form of modals: neg. “have to” = she told us we didn’t have to waste so much water – cf. use of modals: We shouldn’t waste…

· Verbs and preps: It reminded me of; think of/about/in…?; (a mistake I make!:) focus on; depend on

· Inversions: not for one moment did I ever think / not for one moment have I ever thought / not for one moment would I ever think, to trust SOMEONE (no preposition)

· Verbs you never use: I rushed to help / back home.

· Tenses. Simple versus continuous tenses: I rushed to see what happened/was happening? Specific time + Past simple: Two weeks ago I was in… (not have been)

· THAT: when to omit it! We felt that that was important. When is “that” a conjunction and when is it a pronoun? When can it be omitted? They said (that) we were out. The movie (that) we saw yesterday. The people that told us to leave.

· Omitting the “it” subject! People say that IT is…

· Agreement: number: those/people who believe, those/people who say, these people, those people that are, everybody has!, everybody likes, everybody says you… ADJECTIVES do not get an –S to form a plural! They’re invariable (except this/these, that/those). There are a lot of monuments, 

· -ing/-ed words. People are sitting/standing somewhere. You are only seated when an usherette for instance shows you to your seat.

· Prepositions: a movie/novel by… ON the other side; on the Internet; on the forum/website vs. at; made of, full of; for a start; ON Mondays; ON Christmas Day; on the morning of Oct 10; on a date – that’s why it’s on Composition Day (but sometimes I say “in”, which is a mistake!)

· Reference: Pronouns. Please, when you use pronouns you should check that reference is clear. You cannot say “they”, “this” for a subject which has been mentioned a few sentences back.

· Irregular plurals: dice

· Use of linkers: first, second… are not appropriate anywhere! In spite of the fact that (not Instead)

· Hear or listen? Find examples! He had heard on the radio (involuntary action, anyway!)

· Know: Learn about – that is how I learned about what had happened.

· So: really, very – it was really interesting vs. It was SO interesting…!

· To organize myself! – To get organized!

· End – ending, a happy ending

· Like or as? Find examples!

· Saxon Genitive and other modifiers: half of the world’s population; yesterday’s lesson; a two-hour journey – a two-hours’ journey

· Use and omission of “the”: please, be very careful with this!

· Drilling with relative cl.: friends who stay, a friend who stays, people who are, somebody who is, a lesson that is, lessons that are…

· Useful linkers: However much/hard // As much as I try to be optimistic I cannot find…

· Vocabulary: G.P. (General Practitioner, doctor/a de cabecera); complaints, to complain.

· Strategies: Looking for useful language – it’s not an issue of looking up words you want to say in a dictionary. You should also READ texts which might use the language you want to use, or the structure you wish to use!

Textual Structure issues:

· Reports 

· Reviews 

· Complaint Letters

To avoid sexist language (First draft: Dec 9, 2007)
Check out webpage because these notes are incomplete!

· Pluralizing

· Using he or she, his or hers, his or her, him or her

· Using the singular they 

· Otherwise rewording: instead of "A pilot must keep his spacepod under control at all times; if he loses control, he must hit ‘new game’ immediately", use "A pilot must keep the spacepod under control at all times; if that control is lost, the pilot must hit ‘new game’ immediately".

· Word choice: for example, by using people or humanity instead of man. Instead of "Early man used a system of gestures to communicate", say "Early humans used…" or "Early men and women…" Instead of "fireman", or even "fireperson" (it sounds a bit awkward) you can use "firefighter". Likewise, instead of "Policeman" or "policeperson", "police officer" sounds natural. Instead of "mailman" you can use "mailperson" or "postal worker". "Cleaning woman" should be referred to nowadays as "house cleaner" or "office cleaner", for instance. "Poet" can be either a woman or a man. [Where the gender is known, gender-specific items are also appropriate: "Bill Gates is a businessman" or "Nancy Pelosi is a congresswoman"].

Recap!: When using pronouns, you have several choices. Change singular nouns to plurals and use a gender neutral pronoun, use both feminine and masculine pronouns and change to the plural pronouns (our "singular they"), or avoid the pronoun by using "the", like in Spanish (though you need to be careful with this):Instead of "Each student should hand in his writing assignment by Oct 10", use "Each student should hand in his or her writing assignment by Oct 10", " Each student should hand in … by Oct 10", or "All students should hand in … by Oct 10". Instead of "A father should take care of his son", use "A parent should take care of his or her child" or "Parents should take good care of their children".

