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Writing instructions in primary school: contradictory injunctions?

The educational institution imposes paradoxical writing
guidelines:

to imitate and to create

Any writing proceeds from both imitation and originality

School must therefore organise the learning of composition
while solving this contradiction
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Writing instructions in primary school: contradictory injunctions?

Here | propose a small longitudinal study focusing on
4 textbooks published
in 1935, 1947, 1956 and 1969
official texts from 1923 to 1972
The purpose is not to analyse all of them but to synthetize a
representative sample
This choice of the period is based on:

-legislative texts

- some pedagogical trends that influenced them



This period is called “period of tradition”
by several French researchers

e «Jules Ferry » laws of 1882 -
which founded the French
secular public school- introduced
writing in schools

* 1923 : writing teaching is
extended to all classes

1972 : renovation plan for the
teaching of French -> theories of
writing favoured the
expressiveness of the pupils

Bishop, Marie.France (2004,2008,2010),
Vourzay Marie-Hélene (1996) Petitjean, André
(1999)
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Officials Texts: that put a strain on writing

Founding texts (1923):

1.Rupture with the traditional perception. The latter required a
good knowledge of the French language

and a solid practice from authors

as a prerequisite to any composition

2.Writing Is widespread to the entire school = gradual approach :

learning occurs in 3 stages over a period of 6 years:
-small sentences (7 to 9 years old)

- paragraphs (9-11)

- essay on a simple topic (11-13)

Chervel A. (2008) : les « trois moments » : I'apprentissage de l'orthographe et de la langue,
I'étude des auteurs, la rédaction de textes en francgais



Officials Texts: that put a strain on writing

an assumption :
The pupil is not able to write spontaneously:
he/she does not control ideas or the language

Conseqguences:
-Literature remains a pattern to imitate:
it teaches to think, it gives ideas, provides a “style”

-Writing is part of a cycle of observation of the language
iIn which vocabulary, spelling and grammar are paramount

-Oral and written expression are tied:
a “speech” session helps to prepare the writing phase

-Learning to write is not conceived as autonomous process, but
as the outcome of the “unity of teaching French”.



Officials Texts: that put a strain on writing

As the results were unsatisfactory, this conception was revised
by the Official Texts of 1938 that recommend both:

“invention” and to “disciplin imagination”

Instructions are given to grant “a certain freedom to create, to
invent” while still relying to “experience”

Call for an approach based on

the “observation” of reality and of the pupil’s personal life
and to a simple form of writing

—injunction to observe (hence imitation of reality)
- and to imagine



Influence of the « Freynet current » (1920-1925)




Officials Texts: that put a strain on writing

-“free text”: the pupil writes when and what he/she desires
—Imagination

-a writing

that makes sense: written exchanges between schools
that is is useful: essays are printed in a school newspaper
« L'école doit étre I'apprentissage de la vie » Célestin Freynet

-a simple, informal and non-literary writing
« le peuple possede ses orateurs — un domaine ou on n’a pas encore
imposé de regles —, il ne possede pas ses écrivains » Célestin Freynet

Freynet, Célestin (1947)



Officials Texts: that put a strain on writing

From 1923 to 1972,
injunctions may appear contradictory between:

1. imitation of literary texts
- to which is added: imitation of reality

At this time, writing follows a special approach of
investigation and observation

(era of the “lecon de choses” [object lesson] in science)

Stories inspired from personal experience are also
requested, with an obligation « fo be sincere »

2. invention and imagination



Officials Texts: that put a strain on writing

-“style exercises” are designed to recreate beautiful literary
language

-a practical language (social purposes): a large proportion of
pupils will not continue to secondary education

-a democratic goal: a simple language, clear and concretely
accessible to students



Officials Texts: that put a strain on writing

1. determined by learning approaches

-they target the study of texts;
summary, reproduction, reading compte rendu

textbooks have replaced the word « redaction » (writing)
with the expression « composition francaise » (french

composition): connected to literature

- they target narration (story, description, portrayal) with
observation and recall the experiences of the child,

and « free text »

2. determined by social concerns: letter, reports, minutes...
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Textbooks : a re-interpretation of Official Texts

The progression of learning
over the duration of primary school

and teaching approaches

are not fully respected in textbooks



« Lecture et Langue Francaise » (1935)
« Doux parler de France » (1947)
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A re-interpretation of Official Texts « Lecture et Langue Francaise » (1935)

1. The importance of preparatory exercises
Official texts: avoid too many preparations and
guidelines

Textbook: multiplies preparatory exercises

2. Concentric and non-progressive method
Official texts: progression over 6 years from
sentence to text

Textbook: for each lesson: sentence, paragraph,
then “French composition”




A re-interpretation of Official Texts « Lecture et Langue Francaise » (1935)

3. Liberties taken with scholastic types

Official texts: “story, letter, portrayal, description, etc.”

They emphasise narration rather than on description, as
well as on free writing

Textbook: does not comply with this classification
Many descriptions

Little free writing

Topics for argumentation (normally reserved to pupils
who have already graduated from primary school)

4. The importance of the outline
Official texts: detailed plan prohibited

Textbook: outline strongly encouraged




« Doux parler de France » (1947)




A re-interpretation of Official Texts « Doux parler de France » (1947)

(same authors as the 1935 textbook):
approach based on literary imitation

1. Official texts: call for a reflection on the choice of texts
so they work as a unit and are interesting to the pupils

Textbook preserves most of the 1923 textbook, with texts
coming from the heritage literature

2. Official texts of 1938 and 1942: an approach that
does not favour language elements

Textbook:

The process goes from word to sentence, then onto
paragraph




The preparation of the « french composition
(« composition francaise ») is just
an appendix of the teaching of Vocabulary-Elocution

~ VOCABULAIRE - ELOCUTION o

1. — Exercices oraux ou écrits surles textes.

A. — Charbovari ! — 1. Les vétements du nouvesu sont de couleurs vives: il a une
veste...; des bas...; un.... — 2. Il est décontenancé, parce que... — 3. Il prend
une résolution extréme, c’est-a-dire qu’il se décide enfin &...son nom (comment ?).

B. — Un écolier d’autrefois. — 1. Le petit Bastien emporte une bfiche pour... —
2. Qui se trouve a l’école, lorsque Bastien arrive ? Que fait-il en attendant ses

camarades ? — 3. M. Christophe n’aime pas le bruit: aussi, lorsqu'il arrive, les
enfants ... — 4. Quand les enfants travaillent bien; il ..., et illeur dit: ...

C. — A Uécole. — 1. 11 y a soixante ans, on a décidé, en France, de batir ...
pour vainere... — 2. Les vieillards disaient: ..., parce qu’ils ... — 3. Tous les
enfants de France vont & I’école : les uns se hitent avec ... (cartable, cahiers...);

les autres ...

Il. — Vocabulaire: LA SALLE DE CLASSE.

| N.— La table, le banc, le sidge, la chaire, le pupitre, I'estrade, le porte-
i ~manteau, le poéle, le tuyau, le tableau, la carte, le musée, la bibliothéque.

Adj. — Le mobilier scolaire, la carte murale, le livre classique, la salle
vaste ou petite, claire ou sombre, ga'e ou ftriste.

V. — Enseigner, étudier, s'instruire, lire, écrire, compter,chanter, dessiner.

Ill. — Préparation a la composition francaise.
A. — HEaxercices de vocabulaire.

1. De ma place, je regarde la salle de classe: En face de moi, je vois..., a

~ gauche..., & droite..., en arriére..., dans le fond..., dans un angle.. .. B

2. Le mobilier d’une école, c’est un mohilier ... La carte qu’on suspend au mur
est une carte ... Un livre que l'on emploie dans les classes, c’est un livre...

_ Une salle spacieuse c¢’est ... Une salle exigué, au contraire, ¢’est ... La voix de
Charles Bovary étaiti bredowillante, on ne comprenait pas ...;son nom étaiti.. .

3. Ou s’'assoient les éléves ? le maitre ? — qu’enseigne le maitre ? (des noms).
Qu'apprennent les éléves ? (des verbes). Qu'exige le maitre des éléves ? Qu'est-il
obligé de faire quelquefois, malgré qu’il lui en cofite ? Quelquefois, malgré. ...

B. — La phrase. : :

4. Imitons. — Tous les matins, au petit jour, le pére m’éveillait. Dites, en parlant de

vous : Tous les matins ... Tous les jours, & midi ... Tous les soirs ...

y




« Rédigeons par 'observation » (1956)
« Méthode active d’initiation a la composition francaise » (1969)

METHODE ACTIVE
. D’INITIATION -
A LA COMPOSITION FRANCAISE

par le vocabulaire

-
et la construction de phrases




« Rédigeons... par 'observation» (1956)

Centre de recherches N° 1 LES RUES DE LA VILLE (DU VILLAGE)
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Fiche d’absewations. Ne 1
s | large, étroite? bien ou mal entre-
l. Uain. ‘ tenue? Qu’est-ce qui le prouve?
Promenez-vous dans votre rue et observez : b) Dites a quelle heure du jour les
; : véhicules sont nombreux, trés nom-

P 1° Les maisons : : breux, rares, trés rares.
a) Par quel mot (rue? ruelle? im- ¢) Si un agent de ville régle la circu-

passe? avenue? boulevard?) peut-

lation au carrefour, observez-le.

b) Les maisons se ressemblent-elles?
M Fn cmai différent.elle<? Sant-elles



1. pedagogy that promotes the pupil’s activity, based on

the intuitive method as

I. LE PARAGRAPHE |’

<|. Pointde départ :
3 La fiche
d'observations

l

Il. Exploitation de
la Fiche remplie

lll. Le point d'arrivée
L'instantané et la
rédaction

IV. La correction
collective

V. Enquétes et
Cabhiers de
travaux libres

L’éléeve doit :

e La préparer a |'avance.

e Laremplir en présence des choses & observer (hors
des heures de classe)

e Revenir, s'il y a lieu, sur certaines observations.

En vocabulaire :

@ Partir de I'observation brute consignée sur la Fiche,
pour découvrir le moyen d'expression le plus ex-
pressif. Dans ce but :

— Faire préciser le sens des mots apportés par
’écolier. (Effort d’exactitude.)

— Faire justifier le sens de ces mots par rapport a
'observation. (Effort de sincérité.)

2° En travail du style :

a) Lire et expliquer la lecture. L'exploiter a son tour
dans le domaine du vocabulaire (EMPLOYONS LES
MOTS. — LE VOCABULAIRE VIVANT).

b) Prévoir une lecon de vocabulaire méthodique
(COMPARONS A D'AUTRES LES MOTS DE LA
LECTURE).

¢) Faire comparer chaque fois que c’est possible
les notations de I'auteur aux observations des
éléves.

d) Faire découvrir 2 cette occasion les lois élémentaires
de la phrase écrite (ETUDIONS LA PHRASE. LE
PARAGRAPHE. ETUDIONS LE LANGAGE).

3° En élocution :
— Organiser des conversations reliées aux obser-
vations individuelles.

Compléter avec : RELISONS LA LECTURE ET UTI-
LISONS LES DESSINS.

40 En rédaction :

e Les moyens d’expression écrite désormais acquis.
e La prise de conscience des lois de la phrase étant
assurée
— Mettre en forme les observations en de courts
Instantanés.

— Lier ces Instantanés en UN RECIT (C. M. 2° A)).

1° Faire choisir le meilleur Instantané.

2° Le consigner au tableau.

30 Le faire critiquer oralement.

4° Faire rechercher par chaque éléve une précision ou
une expression plus parfaite (qui peuvent se trouver
dans son propre Instantané).

50 Mettre en forme le texte initial en utilisant les apports
individuels.

Ils sont des stimulants puissants si :

— les Enquétes aboutissent a des dépliants parfai-
tement presentes.

— le propriétaire du Cahier reste libre d'orga-
niser a son golit, sa mise en page.

— dépliants et cahiers sont exposés.

well as on observation

 “la fiche d’observations”

a questionnaire leads to the
drafting of an « observation
card”, outside school hours

 “cahiers de travaux libres”

at the end of a “lesson”, the
pupil writes in a

“free assignments notebook”



A re-interpretation of Official Texts « Rédigeons par I’observation » (1956)

2. However it is still a traditional approach as there are:

- a preliminary study of vocabulary, oriented on “accuracy” and
« sincerity » (pupils must imitate reality)

- imitation of “beautiful texts” « étudions ce bel exemple »
as well as the search for a certain “style” smoothing the
personal approach of pupils

-the “reading summary” (30 pages out of 140).
the complete title of the textbook is: “Let”s write: reading
summaries...”

This approach is at the service of literary comprehension as
much as it is at the service of writing.



« Méthode active d’initiation a la composition francaise» (1969)

I. SOUVENIRS DE VACANCES

TEXTE D’ETUDE

Des journées heureuses.



A re-interpretation of Official Texts « Méthode active d’initiation a la composition francaise » (1969)

1. Textbook focused on the drafting with highly developed
methodological keys

2. Texts

-have lost their position of absolute models

-are no longer the starting point of a process of pure
imitation:

-are studied to identify composition mechanisms, or to

be manipulated
-the reading summary is no longer the object of a special

treatment

3.This textbook is not particularly centered on observation of
reality and on “personal story”
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Textbooks
- reflect the fact that teaching is confronted with ideological
influences that raise questions on the missions of school
- these missions influence approaches to learning

ETUDIONS UNE QUALITE HUMAINE

— LE COURAGE DE DEUX JEUNES GENS



Ideological factors that influence learning approaches

1.To maintain a stable social organization

- The writing (complete texts) is reserved to the best pupils
(textbook of 19395)

- moral subjects

- writings with social purposes (in the four textbooks)

2.T0 serve civic, patriotic, secular, republican and moral values

even autobiographical topics are actually meant to foster
knowledge and moral values

Bishop (2006)
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Imitation and Invention in Textbooks

Instructions put a strain on the writing:
- regarding writing tools:
the literary language
VS a common language

-regarding the sources of writing:

imitation
vs invention



« Lecture et Langue Francaise » (1935): Primarily injonction to imitate texts

1935 : an accepted contradiction:
« to imitate » and then « to express a personal thought »

In fact, instructions are given to:
1.Imitate texts

- for ideas and words

-for structure purposes

2. Imitate by observing reality:

- Using of a "notebook”

-Obligation of “authenticity” or “sincerity”: injunction not to use
imagination

3. Both proceed with imitation of existing texts and to use
experience



« Lecture et Langue Francaise » (1935): Primarily injonction to imitate texts

Writing is guided by
1.pre- texts (sentences and paragraphs connected between
themselves)

2. a framework:

- questions method for the search of ideas

-based on a list of words or expressions: = a “purified” and
“enriched” language

=> importance to the lexical and syntactic dimensions

3. a plan is suggested by referring to auteur texts, or marked by
“interpolated clauses”

There is little methodological guidance

Branca-Rosoff, Sonia et Garcia-Debanc, Claudine (2007)



« Lecture et Langue Francaise » (1935): Primarily injonction to imitate texts
What about imagination ?

1.lmagination is subsidiary : itis only used to “fill the blanks”
left by imitation and observation

1.lmagination must refer to reality

1.Imagination is limited by the “writing injunctions”:
content (ideas, words, plan)

the pupil can only produce an expected narrative, with
“expected” feelings

Bishop (2006)



« Doux parler de France »(1947) : a natural method of observation texts

1947: same process of imitation
1.a mechanical activity of:
- reproduction: repeat of syntactic structures, search for a
“style” « Imitons »
- text reduction: summarise the text's paragraphs
« Enchainons les idées »

2. Writing is « under control »:
-while writing: framework, questions, plan, and an alleged
observation of reality

-refering to texts after writing

—The pupil often does not have a choice of ideas
nor even the choice of words



« Rédigeons par I'observation » (1956): from observation and reread reading

1956: an observational approach is ADDED to the
imitational approach

1. accumulation

The pupil edits the notes contained in his/her “observation

card” and then take them over in a short text « courts

Instantanés ».

The short text is also based on texts « Relisons la lecture »
and on the study of language

2. — automation
Idea according to which it is enough to observe reality to

reproduce
« A votre age, pour étre bon écrivain, il suffit d’avoir de bons yeux »

Bishop (2008) «1945-1972 : entre tradition et rénovation »



resort to images (technique coming from the United States — according to

Chervel, 2008) to make a mental note of reality
« imaginez qu’a la poste, vous étes passé dans les lieux b c de la frise (p 71) Pourquoi ?

qu’avez-vous fait ? » p 75




exemple of a “free assignments notebook”

What about imagination ?

*The “free assignments
notebook” is intended as a
space of freedom

*The best surveys “provide
material for the school
newspaper ”

ek dle, '
e admmaner.. &t Lo.-Ban coniniens et pichervs, qui dewiment
ﬁ%mwamww@m oo Lo
oHoa. jeums, et cusille, oun Lur offpure i maman, cop flues
mmm,mhdw dmvmense qui. xejpint. Lo ciek, ...

= un Beau potnien en floun. Yme




« Méthode active d’initiation a la composition frangaise »(1969) : « le texte sous les yeux »

1969: the pupil continues to write with “the text in sight”
But:

1. an exploratory approach of writing (that can be
transformed or continued).

2. methodological aspect
3. the writings to be produced are more diversified and

the writing is less directed (no interpolated clause, no
questions, no cloze, no suggestions).



A lesson: “How can we imagine a story?” (p 194) invention means
to tell a story that is not real but could have been real, had
certain conditions been met: it must therefore be plausible.

COMMENT IMAGINER
UN RECIT

~ce qu’imaginer un recit ?

Imaginer un récit c’est construire une histoire de votre invention.

® Une histoire : c'est un événement auquel sont melés des personn:
dans un cadre donné.

® Construire : c'est-a-dire trouver des idées, faire un choix parn
les ordonner suivant un plan.

® De votre invention : I'événement n’a pas lieu dans la réalité ; mais
avoir lieu si certaines conditions étaient réalisées. Donc, s'il n’e
il ne doit pas étre invraisemblable.
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Writing instructions in primary school: contradictory injunctions?

These textbooks provide a binding framework and leave
little pedagogical freedom to teachers:

-the internal organisation is frozen and redundant
(textbooks of 1935, 1947, 1956)

- the proposed methodological progression opposes any
initiative (textbook of 1969)

« Suivre pas a pas cet ouvrage a raison d’un chapitre par semaine »



Writing instructions in primary school: contradictory injunctions?

Official texts (1923-1972) and those textbooks show
the gradual disappearance of the hegemony derived from the traditional
model of text imitation

Shift towards:
1. imitation of reality
through observation - Topics: plenty of description

through memories of personal experience with an obligation of
authenticity - topics: narration

2. the text of invention calls for

a “disciplined” imagination (official texts of 1938)

or at least “plausible” (textbook of 1969) as it is validated both by texts and
reality

But those injunctions often weigh all at once on the pupils...



Thank you for your attention
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