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Language tasks
3.5
Tasks that make use of text structure

One of the simplest ways of helping students to recognise, know and use generic patterning in written texts is through information transfer activities. Though originally described by Palmer in 1982, these activities have now become commonplace in language teaching. 

In information transfer, the information in a text is transferred to a table or diagram (either provided by the teacher, or generated by students). In the process the text becomes reduced and its content is presented in a partly graphic or visual form. Some teachers may recognize this as a graphic outline. The language items are linked with the information structure and the ideas of the text - the three levels described in 2.3 How do we develop students' knowledge and use of text types.

The graphic form can be seen to compartmentalise language - this essentially places language items in categories with boundaries, so that students can notice them

Nation (1988) urges teachers to make the categories or parts generalisable so that the information gleaned from one particular text can be used for subsequent reading of other texts with a similar structure. If the categories are used successively with other texts we see that learners are provided with alternative forms of vocabulary and sentence structure. This provides powerful learning opportunities.

Information transfer for narrative texts
One very frequently used text type is narrative. A useful framework for helping students to know and use narrative is story grammar.  The story grammar categories are described below using Goldilocks as an example:

	Category of information
	Example from Goldilocks
	Explanation

	Setting
	Once upon a time there were three bears, the momma bear, the papa bear and the baby bear. They all lived in a tiny house in a great big forest.
	Introduction of main characters, as well as the time and place for the story action.

	Initiating  Event
	One day a little girl named Goldilocks came by.
	An action or happening that sets up a problem or dilemma for the story.

	Internal  Response
	She was surprised to see the house and noticed it was empty.
	The character’s reactions to the initiating event.

	Attempt
	She went inside to find the three bears and ate the baby bear's soup, broke the baby bear's chair, and fell asleep in the baby bear's bed.
	An action of the character to respond to the event or solve the problem.

	Consequence
	The bears return to find things eaten and broken and to find Goldilocks in the baby's bed.
	The result of the character's actions.

	Reaction
	Goldilocks ran away.
	A response by the character to the consequence.


Adapted from Stein and Glenn (1979).
The categories or parts of story grammar are very useful for te reo Mäori teachers as  narrative figures so strongly in Mäori cultural contexts. 

© Try this out in the classroom
Use the categories or parts with your learners as they read a narrative text. Get them to fill in the boxes in the framework from the text. Remove the original text. Then get the students to rewrite the text from the framework.

Information transfer for recount texts

Look at these short texts  - they are the stories of two Samoan weavers. The two texts tell the story of how each woman came to be a weaver (what motivated them and how they learned to weave), and also the significance of weaving today. So primarily they are recount texts, telling what happened, but they are also informing about weaving. The two stories can be compared and contrasted. 

	Vivealava Vaepae

My name is Vivealava Vaepae, and I live at Lepuiai at Manono. I began weaving when I married my husband. My mother died when I was very young, so I taught myself after watching other women weave, because I wanted to improve my family. I love to weave. I will weave anything. I really started to weave because when I got married, having no mother, I didn’t have any mats to bring with me to my husband’s family. Samoan women should know how to weave. It’s an art that belongs to them. It’s their purpose in life. Mothers should teach their daughters how to weave. It’s their purpose…. I think that weaving is still very important in Samoan society today. It’s the matafaioi… 


	Emma Kesha

I was born in Samoa and came to live in New Zealand in 1958 when I was only 18 years old. My mother is Apaua from the village of Fale Apuna and my father is Fuatavai from the village of Fusi Salofata. I learnt to weave from my mother and grandmother. Weaving is an everyday thing that goes on in the village. I remember when I was a little girl going to school and coming home to see my mother and grandmother weaving. That is when I first started…. In 1983 I set up my own Multicultural Weavers Association and started teaching weaving. My aim is to preserve the art of weaving and share my knowledge with others. Weaving is an art…


(Texts from: Mallon, S. (2002). Samoan art and artists. O measina a Samoa. Nelson: Graig Potton Publishing. )

The categories of information could be represented by using information transfer in this way:

	
	Vivealava Vaepae
	Emma Kesha

	Where was she born?


	
	

	Where does she live now?


	
	

	Who taught her how to weave?
	
	

	Why did she want to learn to weave?
	
	

	How important is weaving to her now?
	
	


Fill in the information in the information transfer grid above. 

What are your observations of the language? Look across each of the rows. What is the nature of the items in the boxes? Do they have the same form or are they different? Is one way of expressing ideas more complex that another?

How do you think this helps learners to understand the texts better?

© Try this out in the classroom
Now find an example of a recount text. You may need to change the categories a little to fit the particular text. One thing that all recount texts have in common of course is a series of events, and usually they all have an orientation much like the setting part of a the story grammar. Use the chart in the inquiry 2.3 How do we develop students’ knowledge and use of text structure? to help you analyse recounts – and other kinds of text types or genres  
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