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1. Introduction

My original intention in writing this paper was merely to describe the investigation of student reaction to, and performance in, a web-based introductory Stylistics course I am currently piloting. But the editors of this volume also wanted me to talk about the place of Stylistics in English Studies because the stylistic analysis of literary texts is still not very common, even in the UK, where many of its proponents work, and English Studies is often said to be ‘in crisis’ these days, and also needs to confront how its relationship to the dissemination of so-called ‘transferable skills’, which higher education institutions worldwide are being increasingly asked to encourage.  I believe that stylistic analysis is of potential benefit in the integration of language and literature study and can also contribute to the development of useful transferable skills. So below I briefly illustrate stylistic analysis and discuss what I see as its benefits, before going on to describe my web course and the pedagogical investigations related to it. Consequently, this paper has three main sections:

(i) a discussion of the ‘place’, as I see it, of Stylistics in Learning and learning (section 2);

(ii) a brief description the web-based Stylistics course I have produced and the overall investigation of reaction to it, in which I am currently involved (section 3);

(iii) a description of the pilot investigation which took place in Lancaster in January-March 2002-3, and what preliminary conclusions can be drawn from it (section 4).

2. The ‘place’ of Stylistics in Learning and learning

2.1 Where I am ‘coming from’

Unlike most academics working in Stylistics, I do not teach in an English department but in a department of Linguistics and Modern English Language. Hence my general perspective is probably unrepresentative of English departments in the UK. My pedagogical and curricular concerns are not dominated by the demands of an English Literature-dominated syllabus, but take place mainly within the context of degree schemes involving English Language and Linguistics, not English Literature.
 

Although English Studies is often said to be in crisis these days, the various crises seem mainly to be related to literary and cultural theory. English Language in the UK, at least, is most definitely not in crisis, but, if anything, going from strength to strength.  The study of Linguistics at university is declining in the UK, especially in departments where study is restricted largely to the formal and highly ‘theoretical’ aspects of Linguistics. But this decline has been more than offset by a strong and growing interest in English Language, with its more direct relevance to social matters and the world of work. English Language student numbers are growing for two main reasons. Firstly, advances in Pragmatics, Discourse Analysis, Sociolinguistics (including language and gender study) and Corpus Linguistics have allowed those teaching English Language (i) to cope much better with real textual (including literary) and discoursal data than in the past and (ii) to make the study of English Language more ‘relevant’ to students’ social and career concerns. Hence those involved in researching and teaching English Language at university in the UK probably feel less ‘in crisis’ than for many years. Secondly, the establishment of English Language as an Advanced Level school subject (ages 16-18) a few years ago has meant that the study of English Language in UK schools is more extensive now than it has been since the 1960s, and that increasingly large numbers of students are attracted to study it at university because it constitutes a natural ‘follow on’ from one of the subjects they have been studying in their last two years at school. So English Language academics now have a really solid student base, and although there are plenty of research problems to be solved, many of them very difficult, they can describe and research the English Language with more precision, more effectively, and so with more confidence, than ever before.

Although I research and teach Stylistics in an overall English Language context, the fact that I concentrate mainly (but not exclusively) on the analysis of literary texts is rarely seen as problematic. In their English Language degree, students can study effective communication and social aspects of language and language variation (including, for example, advertising language and newspaper language) and so they feel that their Stylistics study is ‘relevant’ to their social and future work concerns. For them, literary texts are another set of interesting texts to think about and the stylistic analysis of (mainly) literary texts helps them to develop their analytical skills. They can then use these analytical skills on texts of any kind, helping them to understand, and be critical of, descriptions and arguments with more precision, something which they will find helpful in a wide range of spoken and written contexts in future employment. Pragmatic analysis and psycho-social analysis of texts, in particular, help them to understand that, although responses to texts can vary, such variation is not infinite or uncontrolled. In my opinion (although I do not have the space to argue the point here), the oft-proclaimed view that the interpretations that literary texts can ‘hold’ are infinitely varied and also of equal validity is mistaken, and has contributed in large part to the feelings of crisis in literary and cultural study. 

The teaching of transferable skills has become an important issue in universities in the UK and elsewhere in recent years, and I have heard that at least one English department in a German university is contemplating teaching such transferable skills in one or more dedicated courses, thus presumably reducing the amount of time students can devote to English Language and literature. I would want to argue fairly strongly against this latter approach. As academic knowledge of our subjects increases, it gets harder and harder to help students feel confident in their range and depth of knowledge of, and skills in, their degree subjects. This is an experience which universities are uniquely equipped to provide. Reducing the amount of course time devoted to their academic subject is likely to lead to students feeling less confident still. Luckily, if we reflect for a moment, we can see that we often teach transferable skills as part of our curriculum without, perhaps, realising that we are doing it, and that, if we reflect on how we teach, we can often increase and widen this informal teaching of transferable skills without teaching less of our academic subject(s). 

Varying written tasks away from the traditional essay, for example, can give students experience of writing tasks (e.g. reports or website production in relation to some literature or language task) that will be more helpful to them after they leave university. Group work on academic projects, including group presentations of research to fellow students and teachers, can be academically beneficial and, at the same time, be used to help students cope with the kinds of presentation they may have to give in work-related contexts after they graduate, and help them to have to come to terms with the technology needed to present their work well (e.g. PowerPoint, statistical packages). Some academic approaches involve particular useful transferable skills. For example, Stylistics and related approaches to texts (e.g. Critical Discourse Analysis) help students to be more analytical (and so more carefully critical) when they consider texts, and they use a range of analytical approaches on texts that have ‘pay-offs’ outside literary texts too. Such work helps students not just to analyse texts, but also to be more accurate in considering what they, and others, say and write in a range of settings, and how they express what they want to communicate. Good examples of this in Stylistics would be an understanding of how conversational turn-taking patterns in novels and plays can reflect power relations, or how, in terms of politeness theory, linguistic mitigation can be used in conversations to reduce the face threat in ‘impolite’ acts. In a world which increasingly depends on effective communication, these analytical skills (which help us to reflect on what we, and others, say and write) are arguably very important. In my view, in English Studies we need to recognise more explicitly the transferable skills we teach without realising that we do so, and to think about how we can arrange our students’ academic studies to maximise the acquisition of transferable skills while at the same time maximising the teaching of the academic knowledge and skills central to our subject.

2.2 The ‘place’ of Stylistics in Learning

In this section I will explore briefly the ‘place’ of Stylistics in Learning: that is, how it fits, or doesn’t fit, into the academic study of English Language and English Literature. Stylistics is mainly interested in trying to describe how, when people read (literary) texts, they understand them, and are affected by them. Because it predominantly takes the techniques of language analysis and applies them to literary texts, the stylistic analysis of English Literature has always existed on the edges of two academic worlds: English Literary Studies and Linguistics (including, in its broadest sense, English Language study). As a consequence, there has always been something of an issue as to whether Stylistics constitutes a valuable link between language and literature study (as I would argue) or something of a peripheral irrelevance. Although a minority see Stylistics as providing a positive contribution to literary study, many literary critics, particularly those who are native speakers of English, can’t really see the need to have their intuitive understandings of texts, and their responses to them, explained or supported by detailed stylistic analysis. They tend to see Stylistics as being too ‘picky and formal’, as they are most interested in the texts themselves, the social contexts in which they were created and intuitive personal responses to them. They do not have a strong interest in the description and argumentation needed to provide detailed linguistic support for their interpretations. Similarly, although some linguists see Stylistics as a legitimate part of their general area of study, even though they are not stylisticians themselves, others, particularly the more formal linguists, tend to ignore Stylistics entirely, seeing it as irrelevant to, say, grammatical or semantic theory. 

By and large, linguists not interested in Stylistics have merely ignored it, whereas some literary critics have felt the need to attack Stylistics outright. An early example of the resistance of some critics to Stylistics is the debate between the critic, F. W. Bateson and the linguist and stylistician, Roger Fowler.
 Next came the attack by Stanley Fish on Michael Halliday’s analysis of William Golding’s The Inheritors,
 the effect of which was to marginalise stylistic analysis in English Studies in the USA. My own experience of being involved in such an academic squabble
 is that they generate lots of heat but not much light. They often appear to be arguments over academic territory, rather than attempts to find the best co-operative way forward for the disciplines/sub-disciplines involved. They tend to involve opponents who have outdated views of one another, and do not take into proper account either the range of work and differing viewpoints within the areas of study being opposed, or the differences in academic aims between the opposing groups. I don’t want to enter into the detail of the various debates here, but before I talk about my introductory web-based Stylistics course it might be helpful if I briefly describe modern Stylistics as I see it, before going on to use a brief example to illustrate how Stylistics works and how it might be useful to students of English. 

2.3 Modern Stylistics, as I see it

Because Stylistics in Western Europe and the USA came into being in the 1960s and 1970s it became associated with the styles of linguistic analysis which were available in that era of Linguistics. In those days, linguistic analysis was fairly formal, and best-developed in the areas of phonetics and phonology, morphology and syntax. As a consequence of this, and the fact that Russian Formalist foregrounding theory was (and still is) an important cornerstone of early stylistic work, Stylistics is still sometimes described by critics as being excessively formalist, even though the developments of the last 40 years have resulted in a form of analysis which uses much more than a formal linguistic description of the text studied. In fact foregrounding theory, even in its rudimentary, early 20th century, form, was always as much a generalised psychological approach to how readers respond to texts, as it was a linguistic theory (van Peer 1986), and more recent Stylistics has worked hard to encompass work in narratology and psychology concerning textual understanding, as well as the more context-based accounts of language understanding emanating from the study of Pragmatics, Discourse Analysis and Sociolinguistics within Linguistics. As a consequence, in contrast with the formalist stereotype often used to criticise it, the approaches and analytical techniques used within stylistic analysis have widened considerably in recent years, helping to make Stylistics more effective in describing texts, how they work and how we respond to them.

One problem for Stylistics is its name. The name ‘Stylistics’ came about because an important early consideration for those practising it was the nature of style and its relation to meaning, and the characterisation of the style of particular writers (e.g. Freeman 1970, Leech and Short 1981: 10-73). But this name became problematic as the central interest for stylisticians gradually became the characterisation of textual meaning and effect (although interestingly work on style is now beginning so appear again, e.g. Hoover 1999). Other names have been proposed from time to time, the most influential being ‘Literary Linguistics’, ‘Critical Linguistics’ and ‘(Linguistic) Poetics’. But these names each have problems of their own in encompassing the range of activities involved in the ‘stylistic’ approach, and none of them has gained widespread acceptance. So I continue to use the original name, ‘Stylistics’, despite its shortcomings, as no other yet devised covers the area of study any better. 

From my perspective, the central aim of Stylistics is to understand how we get from the words on the page of (literary) texts to (i) our understanding of those texts (including how we see its style and ‘create’ the story, the fictional world and its characters in our mind as we read) and (ii) how they affect us. As a consequence, modern Stylistics involves not just linguistic textual analysis but also an attempt to account for how readers interact with textual structure, via psychological and pragmatic processing, to infer meaning etc. from texts. In trying to combine text analysis and reader inferencing Stylistics tries hard to be as detailed, systematic and analytically precise as it can in its various forms of analysis, so that the basis for interpretative statements is laid out as clearly as possible for all to see. This general approach is uncomfortable, of course, as it lays the analyst more open to attack than more abstract and less explicit approaches to textual discussion. But I would argue that it is academically beneficial, as it is easier with such explicit detail and openness for us to build on each other’s work. And I would also want to claim that teaching students to be analytically open in this way is to teach them an important, if rather difficult to define, transferable skill.

Stylistics does not claim to replace literary study or to be able to explain everything in textual understanding and response. Our ability to understand and respond intuitively runs far in advance of the stylistician’s ability to be able to analyse and explain what we can be in intuitive agreement about. And in any case, the detail of stylistic analysis means that it can only be applied sensibly to short texts or extracts of longer texts, leaving plenty of other aspects of texts in need of exploration, as well as the relations between literary texts and the personal, historical and social contexts of their production and reception. 

Although the texts analysed by stylisticians have tended to be literary, they do not have to be. For example, stylisticians have worked on discourse presentation in news reports and (auto)biographies as well as fiction (e.g. Semino and Short 2004) and on advertisements (e.g. Cook 2001). And the work of stylisticians is not restricted to textual analysis. Their experience of analysis can help them to make contributions to linguistic and critical theory. For example, the issue of the domain of speech act theory was shown to be an issue by Levin (1976) who argued that whole poems could be seen as speech acts, and I have argued (Short 1999), in the context of a discussion of a passage from a novel by Irvine Welsh, that the concept of a focaliser in criticism and narratology is a useful heuristic but theoretically unnecessary. Although most stylisticians tend to relate their findings to literary theory, there is also clear relevance for linguistic theory too. For example Semino, Heywood and Short (2002) have been involved, via text analysis, in trying to understand how linguistic metaphors found in texts can be related to the cognitive metaphors of cognitive linguistic theory. 

Stylistics is continuing to evolve. Four trends which started some years ago and are becoming more evident in recent work in Stylistics are (i) informant-based work to see whether the predictions arising from the stylistic analysis of texts actually occur when real readers read texts (e.g. van Peer 1986, Miall and Kuiken 2001), (ii) corpus Stylistics, the use of corpus-based work to test stylistic theories and accounts of texts etc. (e.g. Hoover 1999, Semino and Short 2004) (iii) the use of stylistic analysis to elucidate how we infer fictional worlds and characterisation from texts (e.g. Semino 1997 and Culpeper 2001) and (iv) cognitive Stylistics or cognitive Poetics, the development of cognitive models of processing to put alongside more text-analytical work (e.g. Stockwell 2002, Semino and Culpeper 2002, Gavins and Steen 2003). 

2.4 The ‘place’ of Stylistics in learning and textual understanding

I will now consider in general terms the relevance of Stylistics to students of English Language and Literature. The fact that it is a reasonably developed area on the borders of language and literature study, means that Stylistics is well-placed to help students understand how to integrate their study of language and literature. Because Stylistics tries to lay bare what is involved in the process of textual understanding and interpretation, I believe it has a number of specific advantages for students. It pushes them to be more precise and analytical in thinking about textual understanding and interpretation, helping them to think harder about the linguistic structure of texts and the cognitive processes involved in understanding them. This is something which is important academically but, as I suggested earlier, can also easily be seen as the development of a valuable transferable skill for use in later life. 

For someone trying to understand a text (something which literature students are often involved in, but which many others, e.g. lawyers, politicians, are as well), a knowledge of Stylistics can often give you ‘something to do’ when you get stuck interpretatively or are not sure whether your feelings about a text are accurate. Imagine, for example, that a student is reading the following (an extract from the Bible) for the first time and happens not to know the meaning of the word ‘iniquity’:

But he was wounded for our transgressions, he was bruised for our iniquities




(Isaiah, 53, v)

If students have done elementary stylistic they will know that structural parallelism (in this case grammatical parallelism) induces readers to look for parallel or opposite meaning relations between the elements which are structurally parallel. In the above case, there are two clauses with parallel grammatical structure (two passive constructions with an SVA structure, both involving deletion of the ‘by + agent’ phrase). Given that the two verbs have parallel synonymic meanings, it is easy to infer that ‘transgressions’ and ‘iniquities’ also have parallel synonymic meanings. This kind of use of generalisable analysis is particularly useful for non-native speakers of English as it helps them to infer meaning in context without having to resort to the dictionary, in the way that they will do themselves as native speakers of their own language. 

Perhaps the best way to show the relevance of Stylistics for integrating the study of language and literature will be to explore a complete short literary text. I have chosen the poem below in large part because of its extreme brevity (the stylistic analysis of even very short texts takes up quite a lot of space).


THE SECRET SITS

We dance round in a ring and suppose,

But the Secret sits in the middle and knows.

(Robert Frost)
 

Let us first think about one way in which this very simple text can be used in English language study. If we look at the grammar of this one-sentence poem we can see that it contains four coordinated main clauses (‘We . . . ring’, ‘and suppose’, ‘But . . . middle’ and ‘and knows’. This raises an interesting issue concerning the relationship among the main clauses. Most accounts of coordination assume that coordinate clauses are strung together like individual beads on a string, as the following analysis would suggest:
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     Fig. 1

But given the arrangement whereby there are two lines with a pair of ‘and’-coordinated clauses in each line and an initial ‘But’ at the beginning of line two, it would seem that the following analysis would be more appropriate:
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This is an example of what Huddleston, Pullum et al. (2002) call coordination layering (although all their examples concern coordinated phrases, not clauses), and discussion of this poem can provide an interesting locus to begin discussion of this grammatical phenomenon.

If we assume the coordination-layering analysis, the grammatical analysis of the poem could be represented in figure 3 below (where a bracket and labelling notation is used in order to help preserve the lineation of the poem in the representation). In this analysis curly brackets are used to represent the division between S´1 and S´2 in the above figure, square brackets distinguish the four main clauses and vertical lines indicate the boundaries between the immediate constituents of each clause, which in this case could be represented as: 
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But {[the Secret | sits| in the middle] and [knows.]}

           Fig. 3

Now let us proceed to a stylistic analysis of the poem and how it might help students to understand how they interact with poems. 
 I will begin with an intuitive interpretation, to which I can then relate my stylistic analysis.  When I read this poem I imagine a scene where a personified, if rather vague, Secret (or someone who is in possession of the secret) is surrounded by others who do not know that secret, and who dance innocently around that person. This is an example of how, when we interact with language, we construe a world (in this case a visual fictional world) ‘behind’ the words:
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           Fig. 4

Many readers may construe particular interpretative instantiations of the relatively abstract fictional world structure just outlined. The secret could be political: in which case the inner-outer contrast might represent the relationship between the governing and the governed. It could be religious: in which case the distinction could be between believers and non-believers, or between God and humans. And so on: examiner and examined, teacher and taught . . .

When I first read this poem I initially thought of a specific account, of the kind just referred to. I had just finished reading a John Le Carré novel at the time, and so was psychologically primed to see the contrast in the poem in relation to the keepers of secrets in spying. We appear, when we read, to feel the need to make interpretations as specific as possible. But note that once you see that other ‘readings’ at the same level of specificity are equally valid (perhaps because someone else points such an interpretation out to you), you will need to move your interpretation up to a more abstract level, of the kind I began my interpretative account with, in order to accommodate the two equivalent readings. Frost’s poem ‘holds’ all of the above specific readings, and more besides. This in turn shows us something important about the nature of interpretation. I would argue that the more specific readings referred to above are not competing interpretations, but different possible instantiations of the same interpretation (i.e. interpretative tokens of the same type), much like way in which (i) the more and less aspirated pronunciations of the voiceless bilabial stop in [pil] and [liph] respectively are two different phonetic instantiations of the phoneme /p/ and (ii) a hardback and paperback copy of a novel, although palpably different, are two instantiations of the same novel.

If we now look carefully at the linguistic characteristics of Frost’s poem, we can see how it induces the interpretative moves we have been discussing, a process which, in turn, can help students to see that the textual structure constrains interpretation. As we have already noted, the two lines of the poem are grammatically parallel to one another. They both consist of two main clauses coordinated together by ‘and’, and these clauses in turn exhibit more detailed grammatical parallelism. The first clause in the first line has the structure SVAA, and its equivalent in the second line is the same except that it only has one adverbial: SVA. The second clause in each line is ellipted: they each consist only of a transitive psychological verb, having both the subject and object deleted. All four verbs are in the simple aspect and present tense, and the ‘knows’/‘suppose’ rhyme is another instance of parallelism: phonemic parallelism. The extensive grammatical and phonemic parallelism between the two lines pushes us towards a ‘parallelism rule’ (see Short 1996: 14-16) understanding of the relation between them, and, because the second line begins with the coordinating conjunction ‘But’, this forces an antonymic reading of the two lines/pairs of clauses.

The antonymic account is supported by a semantic comparison of the verbs in the parallel clauses. ‘Dance’ is dynamic, whereas ‘sits’ is stative, and ‘knows’ is factive whereas ‘suppose’ is non-factive. There is also a deictic opposition between the first-person plural ‘we’ and the third-person reference to the Secret, to which I will return shortly. 

The poem also exhibits some clear linguistic deviations. The word ‘Secret’ has an initial capital. This graphological deviation invokes the possibility of the personification reading referred to above and/or to the idea that the Secret is being foregrounded because of its importance (which is matched by its being in the centre of the circle in the representation in Figure 4 of the fictional world behind the poem). The other significant deviation is also part of the parallelism structure. It is common in English to ellipt the subject noun phrase in two coordinated clauses which have the same subject (cf. ‘She opened the bottle and poured herself a drink’). But transitive verbs normally have to have objects, and this is not the case in this poem for either ‘knows’ or ‘suppose’. This deviation is directly relevant to the theme of secrecy in the poem – because, as readers, we do not know the object of ‘knows’ and ‘suppose’, we have to associate ourselves with the peripheral, unknowing, group, not the central, knowing one. This in turn relates to a deviant deictic relationship in the poem which is central to this feeling that we are on the periphery. We are all at the deictic centres of our own universes, and so when we write or speak we normally use deictic expressions which locate us at the deictic centre of the scenes, events etc. we describe. But in spite of the fact that Frost uses inclusive ‘we’ for himself and his readers, we are placed at the periphery, not the centre of the circle. This induces the inferred visual relationship we started the discussion of this poem with, and the feeling of estrangement that comes from being an outsider in the world of the poem.

What I hope to have shown by the above discussion of this brief text is that the stylistic analysis of literary texts can be of use in student learning. In general terms it can integrate the study of language and literature and can be used pedagogically to help students come to terms with important linguistic and literary concepts. I have suggested how Frost’s poem can be used to explore alternative grammatical accounts of sentences, and of course it can also be used for practice analysis (and analysis which, from the literary perspective, is not merely linguistic analysis for analysis’ sake, as it forms an important basis for an adequate understanding of this poem). A detailed stylistic analysis can also help students to learn not just how this individual poem works but also some valuable general lessons concerning how they interact with texts, how they infer fictional worlds from texts, how textual structure constrains interpretation and how an interpretation of a text involves decisions concerning the appropriate level of abstraction of that interpretation and hence what will count as (i) alternative interpretations (interpretations at the same level of abstraction) and (ii) more particular variants of the same interpretation. 

Now that I have illustrated some basic stylistic analysis and why I think it is valuable pedagogically, I will turn to a description of my web-based introductory Stylistics course.

3. The web-based course

3.1 Introduction

The course I am about to describe is a web-based introductory course in stylistic analysis I have developed, which is available to first year English Language students at Lancaster University.
 Of course it could be of benefit to students at different levels, depending on the structure of the degree scheme in which it might be embedded. I hope to make the web course available worldwide on the internet and free to all from September 2005 onwards. At the moment I am using it as part of my ongoing pedagogical investigation, and academics in other higher education institutions worldwide are using it in similar ways. So at present I am restricting access to those involved in investigating its pedagogical usefulness with me. However, if you are interested in looking at the material and/or conducting a parallel investigation, please email me for the URL, username and password. 

My web-based course is a recent version of a course (Ling 131, Language and Style) which I have taught in Lancaster for some years, the design principles of which have already been described in print (Breen and Short 1988, Short 1993, McIntyre 2003) in some detail. Hence I will not go into the traditional version of the course here, except where we have tried to replicate particular design features from that earlier version into the web-based course. I was interested in producing a web-based version of the course in order to test out the view held by many educational funders that web-based learning is more effective and cost-efficient than more traditional learning methods (a view of which I am somewhat sceptical, I have to say). The idea was to compare student performance on, and attitudes to, two different versions of the course, one traditional (lecture-seminar based) and one web-based.

When, in 2000, at the beginning of the project, my research assistant and I looked at a range of web-based teaching materials in different subject areas it seemed to us that what was available was rather unimpressive pedagogically in the sense that it consisted mainly of large amounts of text (mainly lecture notes), along with the occasional photograph, link to a website and so on. The traditional lecture-seminar version of Language and Style, on the other hand,, on the other hand, embodied a ‘learning should be fun’ philosophy, a strategy we had adopted to help first year students come to terms with the fairly intensive analytical approach which Stylistics demands. The idea was that if we made the classes fun the students would be less resistant to the hard analytical work we would be demanding of them. So we decided to try to find ways of incorporating the ‘learning should be fun’ approach into our web-based course. I do not have the space here to illustrate in detail the features of the web-based course. Instead I will describe them in brief form. A more extensive description can be found in Short and Archer (2003).

3.2 The design features of the web-based course

As with the traditional version of the course, students are introduced to a series of different ways of analysing texts and they deal with literary (and non-literary) texts from the very beginning and throughout the course. The web-based Language and Style consists of 13 topics spread across three sections, devoted to the stylistic analysis of poetry, prose fiction and drama:

Topics 1- 5 cover mainly poetry

1: Levels of language, linguistic choice, style and meaning

2: Being creative with words and phrases

3: Patterns, deviations, style and meaning

4: The grammar of simple sentences

5: Sound

Topics 6-10 cover mainly prose

6: Style and style variation

7: The grammar of complex sentences

8: Discourse structure and point of view

9: Speech presentation

10: Prose analysis

Topics 11-13 cover mainly drama

11: Conversational structure and character
12: Meaning between the lines

13: Shared knowledge and absurdist drama

Students have to complete these 13 topics in one ten-week term. The traditional lecture-seminar version of the course covered the same material in the same time.

The web course has the following design-features, designed to help make it easy and fun for students to use:

(1) It is task-based, involving students in hands-on analysis from the beginning and throughout. The course’s task-based character helps to break up the text on the site into more manageable chunks.

(2) As much as possible, the nature of the tasks vary to help maintain user-interest. Although, necessarily, a lot of the tasks will involve students reading, analysing and commenting on (parts of) texts there are also, for example, exercises where students have to drag and drop items into relevant boxes, multiple choice activities and text-production activities. 

(3) The pages of the web-course are designed to be clear and ‘easy on the eye’, using variations in font size and colour, multiple windows, graphic illustrations, sometimes moving, photographs and so on.

(4) We have installed a number of features to aid navigation round the site. Each literary genre is associated with its own font colour. Each page has a left-hand menu which can be used to see what other pages are in the associated topic, and if necessary, to move easily to another page. The menu also includes useful links relevant to the course, including the course readings for each topic. At the bottom of each page there is a click-on ‘button’ which moves the student to the next page in the sequence. At the top and bottom of each page there are click-on ‘buttons’ enabling the student to go easily to the home page, the course introduction, the contents page, the course glossary and the ‘chat café’ (see below). Each topic begins with a summary of what will be learned in the topic and ends with a summary of what has been achieved.

(5)  Most pages have one or more ‘smileys’ on them. These are yellow buttons with smiling face which students can click on to access a joke, a piece of interesting and amusing information or a cartoon. These smileys help students to have short mental rests, to help overall concentration. Wherever possible, the smileys are relevant to the topic being explored on the relevant web page.

(6) Audio- and video-clips are used to ‘perform’ texts (e.g. readings of poems and student performances of drama extracts are provided) and sometimes as an alternative to the textual presentation of information.

(7) Lancaster University students have a discussion site called the Language and Style Chat Café on which they can ask questions and leave messages (and which co-investigators in other institutions have mimicked locally). The tutor can also post up information for students to use and tasks to be undertaken in workshops (see the last paragraph of this section and the beginning of section 4).

(8) Where relevant, self-tests are provided, to help students test their knowledge of a particular area.

(9) Because we know that many students prefer to spend at least some of their time on the course away from the screen, we provide a printer-friendly notes facility, so that materials can be printed off in a helpful printed format, removing the menu and other features which occur on all of the web pages, and using an A5 format to reduce printing costs.

(10) There is a glossary facility available from every page so that students can look up, or check, their knowledge of technical terms.

(11) There are links to other sites (e.g. sites about the author of each text, the University College London Internet Grammar of English)

(12) At the end of each genre-section there is a self-assessment mechanism which students can use to practise the stylistic analysis of a particular genre. This helps prepare them for the coursework assessment and end-of-year examination which both involve the stylistic analysis of texts (the whole course is devoted to improving text-analytical skills, and so this is what is tested: there are no traditional essays). The self-assessment mechanism is divided into sections of analysis relevant to the particular text analysed. Students can compare their efforts with those of previous students on the course (with student agreement we used the essays from the academic year 2000-1 to provide the materials), marked at different levels. This helps them to get a better sense of the level they are working at, as well giving them practice in stylistic analysis. A tutor analysis is also provided and there is more general advice on the practicalities of doing stylistic analyses and writing them up.

In Lancaster University students are currently accessing the course via a series of web-based workshops. We use this approach for two main reasons. Firstly, experience with other web courses has taught us that if we merely let students work on the course in their own time there will always be some who do not bother, and who will be in danger of failing. In UK universities, although students are responsible for what they do, tutors are also held to be responsible to some degree if students do not work, and arranging workshops is a practical way of monitoring student behaviour and forestalling problems. The other reason we use a workshop approach is that it enables us to (i) go round the computer laboratory helping individuals with problems and (ii) spend some of the workshop time on class discussion. This approach helps us to reduce the periods students spend staring at the computer screen and introduce to some degree the social interaction which is a characteristic of traditional seminars, and which students find valuable. Another way in which a ‘social’ element is introduced into the web course is that students usually do the web-based tasks in pairs, talking about the work as they do it. The chat café also helps to provide a bit more social ‘give and take’.

4. The Lancaster 2002-3 pilot investigation (January–March 2003)

In the Lent term (January-March) 2003 I undertook a pilot investigation of student response to the course, preparatory to the main web-based investigation planned for January-March 2004. At this point the poetry and prose sections of the course were complete and so these two sections of the course were taught via web-based workshops. The drama section of the course was taught in a more traditional way, but using a workshop format rather than the traditional two lectures and one seminar per week. There were two workshop groups, with approximately 30 students in each group and each group comprised three ‘hours’ of workshops for each student each week (an ‘hour’ is actually a 50-minute class, to allow students to get from one class to another on time). For each student, these three ‘hours’ consisted of one ‘one-hour’ workshop and one ‘two-hour’ workshop (which had a 10-minute break in the middle). In each ‘two-hour’ web-based workshop there was also a short class discussion with the tutor (of 10-15 minutes) to help break up the time students spent at the computer screen, and to give the course a more social feel than could be achieved by on-screen working alone. Another way in which we tried to increase the social feel of the course was by encouraging (but not forcing) students to work in pairs, discussing their responses to the on-screen tasks. 

In 4.1 below I describe the investigative instruments we used to assess student response to the course.

4.1 Investigative instruments

We decided to pilot a number of different investigative instruments: (i) questionnaires, (ii) tape-recorded focus-group discussion, (iii) students’ workshop reports, (iv) tape-recorded interviews with individual students, (v) observations on the part of the tutors and any other observers present in the workshops and (vi) video-recordings of particular pairs of students working at the computer in workshops. We made a point of striving hard to ensure student anonymity, so that students did not feel pressured to tell us what they thought we wanted to hear. The questionnaire responses turned out to be the most informative in terms of general student response, the other investigative instruments tending to reinforce, sometimes in more detail, what the questionnaires told us. So, in the discussion below I focus on interesting matters arising from the questionnaire responses, filling in with additional information from other investigative instruments where relevant.

We administered three questionnaires to the whole group:

1. an initial questionnaire in the very first workshop session for each group;

2. a medial questionnaire, completed just after the students had finished the poetry and prose sections of the course (i.e. those sections which were delivered in web-based form) and

3. a final questionnaire, completed early in the last week of the course (to enable the tutors to tell the students the results of the final questionnaire before the end of the course).

4.2 The initial questionnaire
Familiarity with web-based learning

In this questionnaire we were mainly interested in discovering how familiar our students were with web-based learning, and what their attitudes were to various aspects of the course. When we began to construct our course we had assumed that a large minority of students would need some training in how to use a course like ours, and indeed we included a section on basic web skills on our Introduction page. By the time we ran the pilot investigation, however, less than two and a half years later, most students reported in their questionnaire responses that they were very used to using the web. That said, there was still a small minority who are not web-fluent, and who found our introduction to web-based skills very helpful. There were 71 returned questionnaires. Of these, 67 students were confident about using the web for a course. As to whether they thought using the web for academic learning was a good idea, five were excited, 45 were interested, four were worried, and three described themselves as indifferent. A further seven students declared they were both interested and worried, and four more said they were both excited/interested. 
Advantages and disadvantages of web-based learning

When asked what advantages and disadvantages they associated with web-based learning, a large majority said that it would be advantageous in that (a) they could work at their own pace (47 returns) and (b) they would be able to review more easily material they had mastered (43 returns). Six students thought that web-based learning might prove more interactive and ten thought that it might be easier to consult other students in this mode. They expected the main disadvantage to be a lack of personal contact with tutors (24 students). Nine students worried that the machinery and software might let them down, and three worried about the effects of the screens on their eyes.

The responses to our questions about their experience of work in Stylistics and/or English Language were so variable that it was impossible to perceive patterns in the responses, apart from the fact that student pre-course experience was highly varied. When asked about their attitudes to working on their own or with another student, 19 were in favour of working in pairs and 40 were against: a rough one-third/two-third split in favour of solitary working. 

We hoped that our decision to ask students to work in pairs and to have tutor-led discussions in the middle of the ‘two-hour’ workshops, along with the 10-minute break inserted in the ‘two-hour’ workshops would allay their worries about lack of personal contact as well as providing the students with breaks from gazing at the computer screen for long periods.

4.3 The mid-course questionnaire
49 students completed the mid-course questionnaire, which was administered roughly two thirds of the way through the course, after the web-based section of the course had been completed. Hence we hoped that the responses to this questionnaire would best indicate student response to the web-based format for the course. We asked students to judge the course on a five-point scale with respect to four different parameters, as indicated in the table below:

	Scale reflecting students’ general opinion of the course

	 +     (          1               2               3               4               5         (   –

	Very interesting

	5
	20
	20
	4
	0
	Not at all interesting


	Easy

	2
	8
	21
	16
	2
	Difficult

	Clear
	10
	14
	25
	0
	0
	Unclear

	Fun
	3
	15
	17
	13
	1
	Boring


Table 1: Mid-course questionnaire returns (49)

Effectively, then, we were asking them to judge the course so far in terms (i) interest, (ii) difficulty, (iii) clarity and (iv) enjoyment (so far as it is possible to pull these parameters apart). If we see point 3 on this 5-point scale as representing the average, 1 as excellent, 2 as above average, 4 as below average and 5 as poor, the ‘interest’ parameter shows a majority response of average to above average, with a few ‘excellents’ and very few scores below average. The ‘clarity’ parameter reflects a similar pattern, which is, if anything, slightly more positive. This suggests that we were doing reasonably well in terms of holding student interest and providing reasonably clear tuition. We were doing a little less well in terms of ‘enjoyment’, but then it is usually difficult to persuade our first year students that a relatively analytical course is entertaining (or any other course, for that matter). The ‘difficulty’ parameter is the one which scored least positively, with an overall score of around average, or just below. But it is worth remembering that students doing earlier versions of the course, with the more traditional ‘2 lectures + one small group seminar’ pattern per week have also found the course demanding. It is difficult to compare the results of this questionnaire with those collected each year at the end of the more traditional course as the questions asked were not equivalent. But in general terms I think it would be fair to say that the estimates of difficulty in the earlier, traditional version of the course would be roughly equivalent and the estimates of enjoyment and interest would be rather better. It is worth remembering that in the Lancaster University first year students take three subjects of equal weight, before specialising in one subject (or sometimes two) in their second and third years. Hence it is bound to be the case that some students will be taking particular first year courses as ‘makeweights’ rather than because they have a strong interest in them.

Returning now to the mid-course questionnaire on the web-based course, we also asked students to say what they thought the advantages and disadvantages of the course so far had been. We found that the stated advantages were largely the same as those predicted in the initial questionnaire. 32 students said that they liked the fact that they could review the material at any time, and 34 that they could work at their own pace. The stated disadvantages also showed some overlap with the first questionnaire, in that four students were concerned that a tutor wasn’t on hand to explain or simplify the course content for them, and 13 students felt that the ‘two-hour’ session was too long, and particularly hard on the eyes. 

The above disadvantages indicated by a minority of students in the mid-course questionnaire are particularly interesting in that they do not seem to correlate terribly well with what actually happened. Firstly, a tutor was present in every workshop and available to give help and advice. Secondly, student pair-work discussion helped to break up the periods of staring at the screen. Thirdly, the ‘two-hour’ session always had a 10-minute break in the middle, and finally, part of each ‘two-hour’ workshop was also used each week for group discussion. Initially the tutors tried to run a whole-workshop discussion of around 15 minutes in each ‘two-hour’ workshop. But because the configuration of the laboratory made sight-lines difficult and the noise of the computers and the air conditioner made it difficult for everyone to hear contributors with soft voices, the tutors soon decided to run a series of four 15-minute small-group discussions (with up to 12 students in each group) in each ‘two-hour’ workshop, a strategy which everyone thought was an improvement. Given the above considerations, it is difficult to know what to make of the negative comments. One obvious possibility is that the schematic assumptions of some participants were so strong that they exercised a very strong influence on perception (in much the same way that early paintings of whales consistently included ears even though whales don’t have externally visible ears). Another possibility is that the students concerned were in some unclear way unhappy with the web-based format and, finding it difficult to formulate their dissatisfactions, repeated what they had said in their responses to the first questionnaire. But other interpretations are also possible and so it would be unwise to draw strong inferences from the comments.

42 students said that they found the workshop discussions useful and 15 commented positively on the change from whole-workshop to small-group discussion with tutors in the ‘two-hour’ workshops. They found the small groups less intimidating and more personal, and said that they helped to overcome their shyness. They also liked the break from the computer and found it easier to hear in the smaller groups.

The “work at your own pace” theme re-emerged when students were asked to state whether firstly, they had worked in pairs (as they had been encouraged to do), and secondly, whether they had enjoyed doing so. More students were in favour of paired-work than were against (33 : 13, a rough reversal of the pattern declared in the responses to the first questionnaire). The main reason given in favour of paired-work was that students enjoyed discussing their ideas with their peers. That said, paired-work did have its own problems, as we will see when we look at the responses to the final questionnaire.

4.4 The end-of-course questionnaire
43 students completed the final questionnaire. As I said at the beginning of section 4, the final section of the course, which was devoted to drama, was taught in a more traditional way, reflective of what had happened in lectures in the more traditional version of the course. Hence most of the drama workshops involved two tutors, to allow interaction between the tutors in front of the students, the acting out of the dramatic extracts examined, and so on. Typically, these workshops involved short periods when the tutors presented material, interspersed with periods when the students discussed what had been said in the ‘lecturettes’ or worked on tasks in small groups, discussing the results of the tasks in their groups and in ‘plenary mode’. We expected this section of the course to be more popular than the web-based section (a) because of its more interactive format compared with the web-based section of the course and (b) because the drama section has always been a popular part of earlier versions of the course. Indeed, we have placed the drama section last in the course for some years now, so that the course ends on a relative ‘high’.  We like to teach the poetry section first because poetry is the most useful genre for establishing foregrounding theory, which is a cornerstone of stylistic analysis, and students usually find prose analysis more difficult than the analysis of the other two genres, in spite of the fact that many of them find prose texts easier to understand than poems or plays. 

Let us now compare the students’ general opinions about the course indicated in the final questionnaire returns with those from the mid-course questionnaire that we displayed in Table 1 in 4.3. The observations I have just reported led us to think that the experience of the drama section of the course might lead students to rate the course more positively at the end than in the middle:



	Scale reflecting students’ general opinion of the course

	 +     (          1               2               3               4               5         (   –

	Very interesting

	7
	16
	15
	5
	0
	Not at all interesting


	Easy

	0
	9
	22
	11
	0
	Difficult

	Clear
	7
	20
	12
	3
	0
	Unclear

	Fun
	2
	12
	20
	7
	1
	Boring


Table 2: End-of-course questionnaire returns (41)

It is difficult to draw firm conclusions from a comparison between table 1 and table 2 because (a) the differences are not very great and (b) because the number of returns for the two questionnaires is not the same (49 : 41). It is possible to perceive a small-scale drift towards the more positive end of the scales, but that effect could easily be because the fact that the last part of the course was on drama, allowed the tutors to act out material in front of the students, and so be more entertaining. It is probably safer to conclude that the similarities between the two tables outweigh the differences, suggesting no large contrast in student attitude between the web-based and more traditional sections of the course. That said, there was some evidence (from informal comments to tutors during the course and also from the interviews and focus-group discussions we conducted) that our students would have preferred to have been taught in a more traditional way, partly because they are more familiar with traditional teaching from school and partly because more senior students had described the non-web-based versions of the course from previous years to them in rather positive terms. Overall, though, it would seem fair to conclude that the web-based mode does not seem to have been received significantly more negatively than the more traditional mode in this mixed-mode running of the course. 

In the part of the questionnaire where students were asked to give their views on the advantages and disadvantages of web-based learning for Stylistics, the responses repeated those seen in the responses to the mid-course questionnaire. Students liked being able to review easily what they had learned, to work at their own pace and to discuss their ideas with partners in pairs. The proportion of students in favour/against pair work was now 27 : 7 in favour of pair work. This attitudinal turn around compared with the first questionnaire is even more remarkable when it is remembered that in the interview and focus group discussions students reported some practical difficulties with pair-work: pairs of students sometimes did not ‘get on’ with one another or habitually worked at different speeds, and absences due to illness or other reasons sometimes meant that one student was significantly behind another. With respect to the stated disadvantages, 17 students complained that the ‘two-hour’ session was too long (in spite of the pair work, the mid-session break and the group discussions which broke up this period into smaller units and reduced the periods of interaction with the computer screen). There were some other stated disadvantages which do not seem to be specifically related to the web-based mode of the course. 11 students complained (i) that there was too much material for them to take in, three said that the grammar parts of the course were difficult and four said that the course was generally too demanding or took too much of their time. But these complaints have always been made about the course, which, nonethless, has always received high student ratings overall (30 of the 41 respondents said in the final 2002-3 questionnaire that they would recommend the following year’s students to take the course). 

The complaints about workload also do not seem to fit well with students’ reports on their typical weekly work pattern. Given that this course represented one third of the students’ workload during the relevant term, if we assume that students work the standard office hour week of 35-40 hours, they could be expected to work for about 12-13 hours per week on this course. As there were three ‘hours’ of classes each week, it was not unreasonable to assume that students would be working for 8-9 hours each week outside class, going over the website material they had not been able to do in class and doing the course reading. But according to the questionnaire returns, the workload outside class typically ranged from two to five hours per week, with an average of around three hours. So the perceptions of some students that the course workload was unreasonable do not seem to be borne out by the evidence available. There
 is informal evidence to suggest that increasingly large numbers of our students see their first year at university as the time for a workload ‘break’ between the rigours of working for their pre-university Advanced level school examinations and the effort they will need to put in during their second and third years in order to leave the University with a good degree. Certainly our current students seem more oriented towards pleasurable social activities than in the past. If this is true, student assumptions concerning what counts as a normal workload might well be declining at present (though it is fairly traditional for students to complain of being overworked: in more than 30 years of university teaching, certainly, I have met very few students who think they have too little work to do).

4.5 A comparison of student achievement
So far I have discussed student reaction to the course and their stated opinions. But another important aspect for course evaluation is how the students perform in their assessment. In Ling 131 Language and Style, assessment is divided equally between (i) an essay that the students write over the vacation the end of the course and hand in at the beginning of the next term and (ii) their performance in the relevant part of the end-of-year Part I English Language examination (where they spend half the examination on this course and half on the other assessed course they have taken during Part I English Language). For both the coursework assessment and the examination, students have to perform stylistic analytical work on texts. In the coursework assessment they choose to analyse one of prescribed three texts (a poem, a prose extract and a dramatic extract). In the examination they have to answer specific analytical questions on two out of three prescribed texts, and they are forced to analyse the two genres they did not analyse for the coursework assessment, in order to ensure a spread of analytical experience across the three main literary genres. 

Below I compare coursework and examination scores on the 2002-3 pilot version of the course with those for 2001-2, when the course was last run in the traditional lecture + seminar format. Before I do so, however, it will be worth pointing out that the results can only be indicative as there are too many uncontrolled variables for one to be able to ascribe any differences with confidence to the ‘traditional’ vs. ‘web-based + traditional’ modes used in the two years to be compared. Firstly, the achievements of two different sets of students are being compared; secondly, the texts the students analysed were not the same (they are changed every year to reduce the possibilities of plagiarism) and thirdly the course tutors were not exactly the same in each of the two years. This meant that the markers were not identical either (although I acted as a standardiser on an initial sample in both years to ensure, as much as possible, equality of treatment from year to year).

The average coursework score for 2001-2 was 52.7% (53.5% if zero marks, indicating non-submission of work, are removed). For 2002-3 the average was 55.4% (57.1% if zero marks are discounted). Hence the students taking the ‘web-based + traditional’ version of the course achieved slightly higher marks than those in the previous year. But the difference in the results is clearly not statistically significant. The distribution of marks across the marking range was also rather similar, and so to save space I do not report them in detail here.

The average marks for the Language and Style part of the examination in the two years were extremely close indeed. The average score for 2001-2 was 53.2% and for 2002-3 it was 52.8%. This time the students taking the traditional version of the course were slightly ahead of those experiencing the ‘web-based + traditional’ mode, but the difference is less than half a percentage point. Again, the spread of marks across the scale was also similar. 

In 3.2, I pointed out that we introduced three self-assessment mechanisms into the web-based version of the course, to help students practise stylistic analysis. We did this because for many students their coursework assessment for the course would have been their first experience of stylistic analysis and practice usually improves performance.
 Although we made the self-assessment mechanisms available, and advised the students to use them, we did not force them to do so. 33 students said that they found the self-assessment exercises useful and seven did not.

The similarity in the results between the two years suggests that the change in teaching mode has certainly not affected student performance adversely, though there is no evidence that it has improved it either, suggesting provisionally that in Stylistics at least, either mode of content delivery is acceptable. I will be interested to see whether we find a similar pattern when we analyse the results of the full-scale investigation of the web-based course in 2003-4.

4.6 Changes for 2003-4
The investigation I have been reporting on in this paper is, of course a pilot investigation, in preparation for the full web-based version of the course, and its investigation in 2003-4. So this section discusses the lessons we have learned from the piloting of the course and its investigation, and how we will change what we do in 2003-4 as a consequence.

Course delivery

As a result of student resistance to the ‘two-hour’ workshop, we will run next year’s workshops for each group in three ‘one-hour’ (i.e. 50 minutes) sessions. There will also be some important changes in the venue where the workshops will take place. We had been promised a new computer laboratory for the 2002-3 investigation, but the University did not manage to complete the work in time and so we had to use a rather old laboratory where the computers were arranged all facing one way in ‘lecture theatre mode’. The room was also noisy and the computer screens were of the old-fashioned type, with a large screen sitting on top of a bulky hard drive. All this made group work difficult because of the noise and the difficulty in seeing students’ faces. In 2003-4 we will have a much quieter laboratory, arranged in a configuration that will make group work easier to achieve. The computers will also be more up-to-date, with Liquid Crystal Display screens. These LCD screens are much easier on the eye and, because they are less bulky and will not sit on top of the computers’ hard drives, will not interfere so much with class interaction. I will ask the students in each workshop whether they prefer to have whole-group or small-group discussions during the workshops (I suspect they will prefer smaller groups but it is sensible to check). Finally, I will consider forcing students to complete at least one of the three self-assessment mechanisms, in the hope that this work will improve their performance in the coursework assessment and the examination.

Investigative instruments

As I pointed out in 4.1, we experimented with a range of investigative instruments. The questionnaires worked rather well overall, and questionnaires will certainly be used again in 2003-4. However they will need some modification to take account of the change from ‘web-based + traditional’ to fully web-based mode, and we will also make some minor wording changes to particular questions in the light of experience. We will also use just two-questionnaires (at the beginning and end of the course) rather than the three questionnaire used in 2002-3. There are two reasons for this change. Firstly, we will not be changing the mode of delivery midway through the course, and so there is less need for separate mid-course responses. Secondly, the students complained from time to time at the amount of investigation they were experiencing, and we will want to reduce this negative effect. And finally, as the responses to the second and third questionnaires in 2002-3 were very similar the argument for administering both questionnaires in 2003-4 is weak, particularly as the whole course will be taught in web-based format. We will continue to collect observations from tutors and any other observers present in the workshops.

We will not continue with the video-recording of pairs of students working, as students found the video-recorder intrusive and in any case the video-recordings were not very informative. We will also replace the paper-based workshop reports (used mainly to pick up mistakes, technical glitches etc) with an on-line facility so that students can report a problem or a fault as soon as they come across one. This method should be more student-friendly and help us to correct faults more quickly. We hope that the changes described in this paragraph, in addition to the reduction in the in the number of questionnaires described above will mean that students will not feel over-investigated.

Perhaps the most significant difficulties we experienced in 2002-3 concerned the collection of detailed qualitative information in the form of focus-group discussions and individual student interviews. We found it rather difficult to persuade students to take part, partly because they felt rather over-investigated and partly because we relied on volunteers, who had to come to discussions/interviews outside class time. In 2003-4 we will conduct focus-group discussions during course workshops, taking focus-groups of around six students out of class for around 20 minutes of discussion. We will conduct individual student interviews in the term after the course has run, so that we can more easily assess reactions after the coursework assessment and the examination has been completed. These interviews will be voluntary and in the students’ own time, but that is unavoidable in the term after the course has run, and it should be easier to arrange individual interviews in this way than focus-group discussions.

5. Concluding remarks

Overall, given the similarities in scores in 2001-2 and 2002-3 discussed in 4.5, the introduction of a web-based approach to Language and Style does not appear to have disadvantaged our students, though it does not appear to have significantly improved their assessed work either. Student opinion of the ‘web-based + traditional workshop’ pilot version of the course was good, but probably not as good as for the more traditional course delivery. It appears that, on the whole, students prefer more traditional approaches to teaching, probably because they are more social and students are more familiar with them. It is difficult to reproduce the social element in web-based learning. It will be interesting to see whether attitudes change as students who have used computers throughout their school lives take up tertiary education. 
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� I say ‘mainly’ because Lancaster’s degree system is a complex modular one, and although most of my students are taking a degree in English Language, my first year courses can also be taken by students doing many different degree schemes, including English Literature and the combined major English Language and Literature. I used to teach major English students in fairly large numbers until a few years ago, when the English department decided that the English degree scheme should concentrate almost entirely on English Literature. So English major students now find it more difficult to take stylistics courses as part of their degrees.


� The most convenient place to read this debate, which originally took place in issues of Essays in Criticism in 1967-8, is in Fowler (1971: 43-79).


� Halliday’s (1972) discussion of The Inheritors and Stanley Fish’s (1973) attack on Halliday are both reprinted in Freeman (1981) and Weber (1996). Part of Toolan’s (1990: 1-53) response to Fish (and others) is also reprinted in Weber (1996). Hoover (1999: 21-7) attacks Fish’s position on The Inheritors and much of his book is concerned with using corpus-based techniques to test Halliday’s original claims in detail.


� The opening sally in this debate (Mackay 1996) was in Language and Communication, from where the debate moved to Language and Literature (Short, Freeman, van Peer and Simpson 1998, Mackay 1999, Short and van Peer 1999).


� The account of Frost’s poem here is based on an earlier discussion of it in Short (2002).


� I was able to produce the web-based version of the course with the project funding I received as a prize for winning a UN National Teaching Fellowship in 2000. The funding enabled me to employ two excellent research assistants, Dawn Archer (who was later replaced by Stephanie Strong) to help me turn my pedagogic ideas into electronic form.


� Until a few years ago the course ran as a ‘long thin’ course, over a whole academic year, rather than in its current ‘short fat’, one-term format, a change which was forced on us by larger-scale curricular changes within Part I English Language. In the ‘long thin’ version of the course students did three pieces of coursework assessment, one on each genre. This version of the course enabled student practice and it was also possible to lower the weighting of the first piece of assessed work in order not to disadvantage those who did not properly understand what was required of them in that initial piece of work.
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