Language study

Speech and writing

Features of Speech

· Decoded by the ear

· Transient; ephemeral; impermanent; what is said cannot be captured (unless taped)

· May be spontaneous; unplanned

· Allows interaction and immediate feedback; overlaps and interruptions

· Allows non-verbal signals; gestures and body language

· Unfinished sentences; false starts; hesitations; repetitions

· Interrupted constructions; disjuncture

· May use non-standard grammar

· Contractions (use of elision)  eg. can’t; I’ll

· Pauses and fillers eg. er; I mean; sort of

· Colloquial language

· Prosodic features: intonation; stress; pitch; volume

· Mood signals: laughter; silence

· Highly context-bound

· Assumes shared knowledge; deictic expressions eg. over there; that one

· Phatic utterances eg. ‘How’s things?’
· Looser grammatical construction

· Errors remain: what is said cannot be ‘unsaid’

· Accent and dialect may be apparent

· Cohesion/ coherence

· May appear messy and unstructured (but see Halliday)

Features of Writing

· Decoded by the eye

· Usually planned and revised: reader sees the polished version

· No immediate feedback

· Only the language can signal tone: no prosodic or paralinguistic features

· Permanent and static

· Allows close analysis and repeated reading

· Sentences more complex, more tightly constructed; more subordinate clauses

· Avoids deictic expressions which can be ambiguous (e.g. This book)

· Graphological features

· Distance between writer and reader

Halliday says:

‘Talking and writing are different ways of saying the same things … the two are alternative outputs … anything that can be said in writing can also be said in speaking and vice versa.’
Although spontaneous speech appears messy due to the presence of features such as hesitations, fillers and false starts, Halliday argues that it is not formless and unstructured.  He says that the formlessness of speech is a myth.  The myth arises because speakers cannot destroy earlier drafts as is possible in writing: speakers redraft as they speak.

Speech appears unstructured when it is transcribed but it is not meant to be written down.  Speech that makes perfect sense to a listener may appear confused when transcribed because the transcription does not show prosodic/ paralinguistic features and does not take into account the shared knowledge of the listener.

Similarly, some written language does not sound good when spoken eg. try reading aloud a legal document or contract.

So, speech and writing have different functions: they are not always equally appropriate because they have different purposes.

Halliday says that writing creates a world of things.  It defines its universe as a product, a thing that exists = writing presents a synoptic view.

Speech defines its universe as a process.  In speech things happen and interact = speech presents a dynamic view.

Stubbs says:

There is a tendency to speak of speech and writing as opposites, to see a dichotomy:


Written





Spoken

formal






casual


public






private


planned





spontaneous


non-interactive




participatory


not co-present





face-to-face


standard





non-standard

Stubbs argues that writing often has features from the left column and speech often has features from the right but not always.  Consider: answerphone messages; internet chat rooms; email; video conferencing; autocue; passing notes in class; playscript.
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