
steer Spaceship Earth into the future. The child in 

California who reads that entire forests in his state 

are dying; the student in New York who wo.nders how 

long before his city like Tokyo, will feature coin

operated oxygen dispensers along the street for people 

overcome with exhaust fumes; the sixteen year old boy 

in Iowa who wonders whether the U.N. scientists are 

correct when they predict that by the time he is forty, 

the world will be uninhabitable: the students in our 

English classes are not separate from but a part of 

the world outside the classroom. They are troubled. 

They are living in a time when society is changing 

more rapidly than in any previous age, and the rate 

of change is accelerating. Margaret Mead describes 

today's youth as "faced with a future in which they 

cannot know what demands will be placed upon them." 

Their ability to cope with these rapidly changing 

demands is one of the survival skills that must 

emerge in the learning process. 

The problems facing our society are the link 

between English as we have known it and English as it 

has to be defined to survive in the real classroom 

outside of school. Time is not running out if we accept 

the fact that alternatives i·n learning as well as alter

natives in the teaching of E~glish are prerequisites to 

the survival of our subject 11!'1tter in an age of upheaval. 

Where we have changed already has shown students that 

learning can be "the best of times, not the worst." 

Not a season of darkness but a time to give our stu

dents no less than the best of tools--a compassion for 

and understanding of the world they live in. But we 

need to bring that outside world into our English 

classroom. 

The acid test of our success or failure will be 

ten years from now when we look back upon the 70's and 

assess whether we had the fortitude to preserve the 

human qualities of teaching, the commitment to provide 

IOOre alternatives for children to succeed in learning, 

and the depth of compassion to respond to the changing 

needs of our students. A challenge it is, but the stakes 

are high. We have no other alternative in the context 

of survival. 
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TEACHING ORGANIZATIONAL SKILLS 
IN READING AND WRITING 

JAMES E. COOMBER 
Concordia College 

The close relationship between skill in reading and 

skill in writing has long been appreciated. Ben Jonson 

demonstrated an awareness of this relationship when he 

advised, "For a man to write well, there are required 

three Necessaries: To reade the best Authors, observe 

the.best speakers: and much exercise of his owne style." 1 

Various reasons can be stated for the fact that reading 

"the best Authors" and hearing the best speakers might 

encourage good writing. Reading and listening to skill

ful communicators might result in more effective writing 

because of the ideas and insights thereby acquired. 

Read~ng and listening are also valuable because they 

provide models of style; reader and listener become in

creasingly familiar with the principles of organization 

and development of ideas and with appropriate sentence 

structure and diction. It would seem that one might 

best learn to communicate well through first learning 

to respond appropriately.to formal communication. The 

purpose of this paper is to explore one aspect of the 

"necessaries" cited by Jonson--ways in which proficient 

reading can contribute to learning organization skills 
in w:ri ting. 

Most teachers of English would probably agree that 

a high correlation exists between reading ability and 

writing ability. The English Council of the California 

Stat 7 Un~vers~t~es and Colleges, in a study of competency 

testing 111 writing, concluded, "Capable writers are almost 

always capable readers, and it is reasonable to expect 

that careful training in ~eading will help the develop

ment of writing ability." I would go one step further 

and propose that the relationship might even be a causal 

one--that difficulties in writing may be traced to un

~eveloped skills in read~ng, particularly in understand-

ing the principles, organization, and development of ideas 

~fa stu~ent is able to follow patterns of organization • 

in expos1tory_readin~, he 7hould be better able to proper

ly organize his own ideas in writing. Conversely, a 

student who is unaware of normal paragraph structure and 

development as he reads the writings of others seems 

likely to experience difficulty in organization and 
development. 

. The prospect that many readers fail to grasp the 

principles of organization and development of ideas in 

~heir reading is suggested in a study of students' abil

its to state the main ideas of paragraphs. Maurice 
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Williams and Virginia M. R. Stevens presented expository 
paragraphs to high school students and instructed them 
to indicate the topic sentence and to compose a title 
for each paragraph. Despite the fact that the paragraphs 
were written at the sixt,·,-grade level of reading diffi
culty, only fifty-seven per cent of the topic sentence 
responses were correct while sixty-five per cent of the 
titles were acceptable. The authors concluded that 
many high school students tend to read for details and 
consequently tend to overlook main ideas. They sug
gested 3that teachers give more attention to this basic 
skil 1. 

The findings of Williams and Stevens have clear 
implications for the teaching of organization skills in 
writing as well as in reading. Many high school and 
college students experience difficulty in organizing 
and developing their ideas. Perhaps these problems are 
related to the lack of understanding of the structure 
of the written materials they read. It may be that 
this understanding must first come in the area of read
ing if students are to write coherent, well-organized 
compositions. John Weber, upon evaluating the effective
ness of freshman English programs in selected Michigan 
community colleges, argued that without a sophisticated 
level of reading ability, it is not possible for students 
to write proficiently. Thus he recommended that in
struction i~ reading skills precede remedial instruction 
in ·writing. 

Weber's point on the primacy of reading skills de
serves serious consideration. But delaying instruction 
in writing until a satisfactory level of reading compe
tence is achieved seems unnecessary. Rather, since many 
of the same principles of organization and development 
apply in both reading and writing, the two media might 
most effectively be taught together. For example, in 
order to comprehend written materials, the reader must 
be able to identify thesis and main points. Otherwise, 
from his reading he may gather only an uncoordinated 
collection of details. Similarly, in writing, the 
student .must be able to formulate a thesis statement, 
divide it into points and subpoints, and use details at 
the appropriate place to develop these points. Pro
ficient reading also demands that the reader be aware 
of the writer's method of development, regarding sup
portive statements in relation to the main points they 
support. It is also necessary for the writer to be 
aware of the common patterns of development and to use 
them appropriately in developing his ideas. This 
parallelism in reading and writing skills is also seen 
in attention to, and use of, transitions, introductory 
paragraphs, conclusions, and the unity ~fa selection. 
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The existence of these parallel skils in reading 
and writing makes the integrated teaching of organization 
skills in both media seem logical. The organizational 
skills students learn in their reading can be applied 
in their writing; reading materials can become models 
for organization in writing. Writing, in turn, encourages 
students to give careful attention to the structure of 
prose, which should enhance reading skill. Thus 
reading and writing should reinforce one another. 
Teaching that integrates reading and writing should not 
be confused with the mere use of several illustrative 
paragraphs in a grammar book or teacher handout'. Several 
examples are not sufficient for mastery of a skill. Just 
as students need, indeed must, practice in order to 
acquire other skills, they need practice in the principles 
of communication. 

In the teaching situation the various parallel 
principles of communication can be taught first in read
ing, through structural analysis of selections, and 
then in writing, through students' applying these prin
ciples in their own compositions. In studying the topic 
sentence, for example, students first learn the role of 
thesis and topic sentence in their reading. Since the 
thesis is generally a summary statement of the essay 
and the topic sentence, the main idea of the paragraph, 
readers should give thesis and topic sentence foremost 
attention in their reading; supportive details should 
be seen in relation to these two components. This 
skill can be demonstrated and practiced in numerous 
expository reading assignments. One obvious approach 
would involve asking students to state the thesis, iden
tify topic sentences, and explain the functions and re
lationships of paragraphs as part of class discussions 
or exercises. 

Classroom discussion and questioning procedures can 
also further awareness of thesis and main ideas of para
graphs. Rather than opening a class discussion with an 
emphasis on details, the instructor should, I feel, give 
priority to broad·questions--questions that require students 
to think in terms cf thesis and main ideas. After aspects 
of comprehension ~ave been considered, questions on details 
may be asked, and in ways that encourage students to relate 
the details to the larger ideas. In such an approach, 
details are subordinated, but not overlooked; they are 
seen as an expansion, illustration, or clarification of 
main points. This same priority in questioning and dis
cussion may also be applied in tests, quizzes, and work
sheets. 

Instruction and practice in skimming can be a most 
valuable means of making students aware of the structure 
of expository prose. Allowing only two or three minutes 
for skimming an essay in order to find thesis and main 
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ideas forces the reader to focus on these larger matters without scrutinizing details. In a second, more careful reading, the student gives more attention to the details "filling in" the gross framework he acquired in the ' skimming step. Thus he discovers the main points and then considers the details in relationship to them. 

Irwin Weiss reports using practice in skimming to teach his high school English class to become more proficient in reading and writing. He describes the skimming step as follows: 

Basically, the students learn through directed practice to consider the title carefully for clues; to read any summarizing sentences near the title; to skip the introductory interest-rousing story and the other merely illustrative narratives; to see whether the main idea is clearly stated after the introduction to the article, or in the final paragraphs of the article; to begin to read the first sentence of each paragraph and decide how far to read in the paragraph; to go back and read the last sentence of the preceding paragraph on occasion, or even the entire preceding paragraph, if important enough; but above all, to evaluate }constantly what the author is d3ing at a given point, and to react flexibly. 

Such an emphasis on main ideas is one means of helping students overcome the inability "to see the forest on account of the trees" in written materials, a problem apparentby indicated in the findings of Williams and Stevens. ' 

Development of ideas is also important both to reading and writing processes; parallel aspects of development can also be taught simultaneously. Knowledge of the role of supportive material "in the paragraph is important in proficient reading. Whatever method of development the writer uses, the supportive material is generally an expansion, clarification, or illustration of the topic sentence. Seen in this light, the proficient reader regards facts, examples, and incidents in relation to the topic sentence. Thus he does not become preoccupied with examples or isolated facts at the expense of overlooking the main idea. Having learned the proper relationship between details and main points in his reading, the student should be capable of developing his own topic sentences in such a way that each supportive sentence serves to develop the topic sentence. 
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Thus the instructor might best deal with each method of paragraph development--facts, examples, reasons, incident, comparison-contrast, and cause-and-effect--_first in reading and then in writing. In studying the relationship between paragraphs, the function of introductory paragraphs, transitional paragraphs, and conclusions should be considered in a similar way. 

As is implied in the quotation by Jonson cited earlier, students learn the principles of good writing partly from ther re~ding of "the ~e7t Auth~rs." In fact, it seems possible that proficient writers have learned their skill not necessarily through doing a great quantity of writing but by reading widely. This learning is probably taking place to some degree even without explicit effort on the teacher's part. How much more effectively students should apply these principles in reading and writing if we provide for them in our teaching. When a student discovers the relationship between main ideas and details in his reading and learns to take a reader's perspective in his own writing, he should be well on his way to becoming a proficient communicator. 
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