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This article describes how analysing an advertisement can be a striking and
effective way of helping learners develop a useful strategy for dealing with
written text, particularly for learners preparing for academic tertiary institu-
tions. The advantage of an advertisement is that it provides a short text with
the emphasis on communication of a few important ideas.

First the learners need to be introduced to the four criteria for classification
— form, position, function and meaning. This can be done in the following
way. The learners are asked to count how many different type-faces there are
in the following tasteful gift advertisement or one like it.

If it is appropriate, vocabulary like lower case, upper case, italic, bold can
be introduced here, but it is not essential. When the learners have decided on
the number of different type-faces, an example of each is listed in a column
on the blackboard. Next to each example, the form is briefly described. The
tasteful gift advertisement contains six different forms.

After the form of each type-face is described, the learners move on to look
at the position of each different form. Is it first, is it second, is it before a
paragraph, is it in the middle of the page or to the side? The results of this
analysis are discussed and listed in the third column. Then the function of
each different form is examined. Is it a heading, is it an answer to a question,
is it designed to attract? Finally the meaning of each form is looked at. In
advertisements there is often a deliberate play on words which results in a

more complex set of relationships. Tasteful in a tasteful gift is an example of
this.
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Here is the completed chart which the teacher and learners work together
to build up on the board.

Example Form Positicn Function Meaning
A tasteful large, bold, centred, to catch the a thoughtful
gift with a full at the reader’s and nice
stop top attention, tasting
to raise a gift
question
NZ spring large ialics, centred, to answer
lamb capitals for second the question
each word
Deilivered medium bold, left to elaborate
in time with a full justitied, the answer
stop third and to the
above guestion, to
text actas a
heading for
the following
text?
Use the normal text left to provide
order form justified, details
under a
heading
Flavour capitals for left toactas a
Packed each word justified, heading, to
capitals highlight
for each main points
word
Devco capitals in the to make the the name
text name stand of the
out company

The most difficult distinction to make in the tasteful gift advertisement is
between 3 and 5 on the chart, Delivered in time . . . and Flavour Packed and
it is worth letting the learners argue and justify their decision. In fact Deliv-
ered in time . . . is slightly larger type, has a full stop, and does not have a
word beginning with a capital. This difference in form corresponds to a
difference in function. Delivered in time . . . functions as the third in the
series of main headings but perhaps also functions like Flavour Packed in
acting as a heading for the following text. The learners should look at the
meaning of the text after Delivered in time . . . to decide if it really is func-
tioning as a heading.

When all the four criteria for classification have been applied, the learners
are told to use the following strategy: Make a tree diagram of the text so that
items with a similar form, position and function are on the same level. This
task is often more difficult than it seems. There are two possible diagrams for
the tasteful gift advertisement hecause learners have to make a decision

about the function of Delivered in time. . . .
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The important principle to learn from this analysis is that items with a
similar form and position are likely to have a simitar function. Or expressed
in a different way, a change in form indicates a change in position and
function. This pervasive principle is important because it applies to many
aspects of language use. An awareness of it will help understand the function
of grammatical forms. For example, a change in form from past to present
tense in a text indicates a change of function, for example from description to
generalization (Selinker, Trimble and Trimble, 1976). It can also help learners
to understand the changes in form of spoken language such as lowered pitch
and increased speed to signal asides and examples.

When diagrams are made of professional articles from journals or chapters
of textbooks, they provide an excellent notetaking overview and basis for a
summary, and they also bring home to the learners how they can use form,
position, function, and meaning as signals to the reader of how their text is
organized. Unfortunately, it also brings home to them how poorly the
organization of some texts is signalled to the reader,




Once learners have mastered the principle and the organizational strategy
it gives rise to, they can assess their own use of headings and subheadings in
assignments and project work. Some fun with an advertisement can provide
the basis for a principled approach to academic writing.
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