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Preface

We live in what is called a ‘literate society’, which means that a
reasonably large proportion of older children and adults in the com-
munity use language in a written as well as in a spoken form. They
have learnt to read and write. Speaking and listening come naturally,
unless one is born deaf; they also have to be learnt, of course, but—
like walking and running —they are learnt young and without benefit
of instruction. To get to read and write, however, one is usually taught;
this is one step, perhaps the most important step, in the process of edu-
cation. Reading and writing are associated with educated practice from
the start.

Writing and speaking are not just alternative ways ol doing the same
things; rather, they are ways of doing different things. Writing cvolves
when language has to take on new functions in society. These tend to
be the prestigious functions, those associated with learning, religion,
government, and trade.

Partly because of its association with the sources of authority and
power —but partly also bccause it is nearer the surface of our
consciousness — writing tends to steal the linguistic limelight. For most
literate people, ‘language’ means written language. We talk about how
letters are pronounced, instead of, more accurately, how sounds arc
written down. We say our language is ‘not phonetic’, meaning that the
spoken forms do not accord with the writing system — whereas in fact
it is the written forms that do not accord with the sound system. Even
the notion of a ‘word’ is tied to the written mode. And if something
is written down, we are much more likely to believe it. It is no wonder
that, as teachers, we tend to assume that written language is the only
respectable medium through which to learn.

But speech came first, by some millions of years; and it comes first
in our life history as individuals. We may have learnt to read and writc,
but we still go on talking and listening; and we still go on learning by
talking and listening. The fact that we are less conscious of the processes
of speech does not make them any the less important. We achieve
different goals by means of spoken and written language; but neither
has any superior value over the other.
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