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Writing and Speaking 

J O H N  B. NEMWAN and 

h4ILTON 14'. MOROWITZ 

IT IS POPULARLY ASSUMED that everyone 
has always realized the difference be- 
tween writing and speaking. Obviously, 
one is written and the other is spoken. At 
the same time, however, most people 
realize that the problem is not quite so 
simple. After all, writing can be spoken 
and speaking can be written. But that 
idea is precisely the source of the con- 
fusion: for it is not the writing that is 
spoken nor is it the speaking that is 
written, but rather the language in both 
cases! Writing and speaking are but re- 
flections of language. As such, they are 
frequently identified with each other. I t  
is not surprising, then, that comparisons 
are made between the two. In fact, a 
kind of folklore has evolved on the sub- 
ject. 

In the literature of contemporary lin- 
guistics, for instance, there seems to be 
imbedded the doctrine that a written text 
is but an imperfect representation of a 
possible spoken utterance. Lacking the 
accompaniment of facial expression, other 
forms of gesture, and especially "the rich 
resources of the human voice," writing 
is said to offer instead only a small num- 
ber of rather limited cues supplied by thc 
text and its punctuation. And so it ha.; 
been said that only an individual who 
has a considerable mastery of the spoken 
language is able to infer how a written 
text might reasonably be spoken. As to 
whether most readers (or, for that mat- 
ter, most writers) make such inferences 
as they read ( or write ) is quite another 
matter. Indeed, if the ability to make such 
inferences were actually necessary, who 
could understand languages that are no 
longer spoken (i.e., "dead  languages)? 
Still, writing has been characterized as a 

"derivcd and secondary system" of ex-
pression by Edward Sapir; a "w7ay of 
recording" speech "by means of visible 
marks" by Leonard Eloomfield; and a 
"reminding system to the native speaker 
of something someone said or could say" 
by Henry Lee Smith, Jr. 

Writing, however, has not gone undc- 
fended in this controversy. As compared 
to speaking, writing has been said to be 
a "more deliberate mode of expression" 
and a "more intellectualized medium." 
In forill and content alike, writing "irn- 
plies more care and attention than thc 
spoken word, which is impulsive and 
spontaneous in its very essence. Hence 
the relatively higher Level of stylc pecril- 
iar t o  writing." (The words are Stephen 
Ullmann's; the italics are ours.) Though 
many border-line cases are allowed, by 
and large, "writing sets a higher standard 
of expression than speech, and its influ- 
ence throughout history has been exerted 
in that direction." 

It  should be obvious that there is no 
contest in this dispute. The two sides arc 
simply not talking to the same points. 
One side argues that the historical pri- 
macy of speaking and the grcater numlner 
of dimensions inherent in the vocal-audi- 
tory channel are evidence of the snperior- 
ity of speaking over writing. The other 
side presents writing solely as a deliber- 
ate mode of expression, apparently the 
product of emendation and revirion in 
contrast to speaking, which is conceived 
solely as impulsive and spontaneous in 
its very essence. The occurrence of either 
impulsive and spontaneous written ex-
pression or of deliberate and edited spok- 
en expression seems to have been over- 
looked entirely. I t  should be obviolrs that 
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any complete appraisal of writing and 
speaking must take all four possibilities 
into consideration. The assessment of the 
differences between a carefully attended 
activity on the one hand and an impulsive 
and spontaneous one on the other is 
asymmetrical, to say the least. A true 
examination of the difference between 
writing and speaking implies the same 
conditions of expression. 

This was precisely what we set out to 
do. A series of experiments was therefore 
designed to examine the nature of expres- 
sion in both written and spoken form pro- 
duced ufade~ h e  same conditions. The 
complete report of these experiments was 
published in the June 1964 issue of the 
Jot~rnal of Abnormal and Social Psychol- 
ogy (LXVIII, 640-47). It is the purpose 
of the present article to discuss the results 
and implications of these experiments as 
they may pertain to the special interests 
oi the readers of College Compositiolz 
n.nd Commtcfaicntion. 

As for the experiments themselves, 
suffice it to say here that two topics were 
selected to be presented as questions to 
a group of subjects. The topics were 
selected because (a ) they evoked ideas 
easily, although each required some 
thinking; ( b )  they were arguable, but did 
not lead to argumentativeness; and ( c )  
they were nearly equally balanced lin- 
guistically and psychologically. The top- 
i c ~used were "What does a good teacher 
mean to you?" and "What does a good 
citizen mean to you?" In the first experi- 
ment, forty college students were chosen 
at random, twenty oi whom spoke on one 
topic and wrote on the other, and the 
other twenty reversed the procedure. 
Each subject was presented a topic, asked 
to think about it for thirty seconds, and 
then to say (or write) all he could about 
the topic for a period of two minutes. 

The thirty-second thought period was 
designed to assure a flow of ideas with 
a minimum of time-consuming or labored 
thinking during the experimental period. 

The two-minute experimentaI period pro- 
vided a basis of comparison of spoken 
and written expression with longer ex- 
perimental periods of written expression. 
The written expositions were done with 
pencil and paper provided by the experi- 
menters. The spoken expositions were 
also recorded in the experimenters' pres- 
ence. 

Three groups of subjects were used in 
the second experiment which simply ex- 
tended the time for writing. The subjects 
in the first group were tested under iden- 
tical conditions to the first experiment 
except that they were told they would be 
allowed four minutes for writing and 
were stopped at that time. The second 
group was told that they would be given 
six minutes to write but were actually 
allowed eight minutes if they were still 
writing after six minutes had elapsed. 
The third group was given no time limita- 
tions in their instructions for writing. Pre- 
testing had indicated that twelve minutes 
would permit the production of an ap- 
proximately equal number of words in 
writing as had been spoken in two 
minutes; and so all subjects were stopped 
after twelve minutes had elapsed. 

The data from both experiments were 
analyzed in two major ways designed 
to reveal differences in the character of 
written and spoken utterance. First, type- 
token ratio (TTR) analyses were made. 
This method of analysis investigates the 
form, or quantitative aspect, of an utter- 
ance by comparing the occurrence of 
word-types with the frequency of their 
token recurrence. Thus, in the utterance 
"The boy hit the ball," the word-type the 
ha.; two tokens, while the word-types 
bog, hit, and ball have one token. The 
TTR of this utterance, then, would be % 
or .8, which is within the normal range 
for Engliyh. 

Second, a psychological analysis was 
made to catalogue the number and types 
of units of expression and to determine 
differences in other aspects of content 
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between the two modes. These units were 
catalogued as follows. Ideas were defined 
as utterances that expressed a thought or 
concept in a meaningful, relevant, and 
unique way. An exposition of material 
that made sense, cognitively, to the ex- 
perimenters was considered "meaning- 
ful," regardless of its grammatical con- 
struction or rhetorical presentation. Rel- 
evance, of course, was largely deter-
mined by the topic, and only material 
that had direct bearing on the topic and 
its particular development was consid-
ered relevant. Uniqueness referred to 
nonrepetitiveness. There is a tendency, 
especially under pressure, for ideas to be 
repeated, rephrased, or refurbished, but 
otherwise to remain essentially the same. 
Such reiterations were not considered to 
be additional ideac. 

Idea utterances that were repeated, re- 
phrased, or refurbished were catalogued 
as subordinate ideas, regardless of 
whether they may actually have been 
subordinate to, coordinate with, or even 
superordinate to their primal utterance. 
Though relevant to the topic, subordi- 
nate ideas are not unique: they expand 
previously presented material. Meaning- 
ful matcrial that derived from the topic 
but did not bear directIy on it or its par- 
ticular development, regardless of wheth- 
er it was unique or not, was catalogued 
under the heading of ancillary ideas. 

The remainder of the material ex-
pressed was categorized under the head- 
ing of signals. These were so called be- 
cause they served to signal to the speaker 
(or writer) his awareness of his own 
physical presence and of his activity in 
the process of expression while in the 
presence of the experimenters. Much of 
the linguistic material of which signals 
are constructed is that required by the 
grammar of the language and the con- 
ventions of its usage. At least as much 
more of this linguistic material, however, 
is the product of the psycl~ological pres- 
sures put upon the speaker (or writer) in 

the experimental situation. Though an 
analysis of such signal material deserves 
separate consideration, some of the more 
common and obvious instances are worth 
mentioning here. 

The subject who would start an utter- 
ance by saying (or writing) something 
like "Well, in the first place, let me say 
that . . ." was -producing what is here 
called signal material. Linguistically, 
such utterance segments can be gram- 
matically or rl~etorically justified. Psycho- 
logically, of course, their genesis may be 
otherwise considered. In any case, since 
they signalled that the sender was about 
to transmit an idea, such utterance seg- 
ments were catalogued as communicatiae 
signals. 

In other instances, a subject might say 
something like "I can't think of what 
[else] to say"-and yet go on to produce 
cognitive material anyway. Sometimes 
he might interject something like "How 
much time do I have left?" Such material 
was catalogued as orientation signals. 
Signals of any kind were not considered 
as ideas of any type, regardless of ally 
other criteria that might pertain, because 
they were not relevant to a cognitive re- 
sponse to the question posed or requisite 
to the expression of such a response. 

Thus, these experiments showed that 
even when spoken expression and written 
expression are reduced by control to their 
most basic levels, a great many differ- 
ences exist between them. Perhaps the 
greatest part of these differences is a 
function of the greater muscular facility 
of speaking as compared to writing. A 
direct result of this greater facility is a 
significantly greater number of word-
tokens produced per unit time in speak- 
ing, as was shown in the TTR's. More 
important, however, is the fact that 
spoken expression produces from its 
greater amount of token-material a sig- 
nificantly greater number of ideas of all 
kinds (viz., main ideas, subordinate 
ideas, and ancillary ideas) as well as of 
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the other expression units catalogued. 
Speaking is more prolix than writing and 
so is less efficient in terms of number of 
ideas per word per unit time. As the time 
allowed was increased, however, the 
TTR's of the written samples became 
lower and lower until, at twelve minutes, 
thev became almost the same as thev 
were for the two-minute spoken samples, 
indicating a lessening efficiency in this 
regard in writing as well. 

Writing also differs from speaking in 
style. Not only is there a greater repeti- 
tion of word-tokens in ratio-to word-tmes 

# I .  

in speaking, but phrases and sentences 
are also repeated to a much greater de- -
gree than in writing. It was common in 
the spoken samples, for instance, for 
subjects to state an idea and then to 
restate it virtually verbatim, partially for 
emphasis and partially for elaboration. 
his rarely occurred in the written sam- 

A. 


Facility of utterance is certainly an 
underlying factor in producing these 
differences, but it is not the only one. 
Psychologically, written expression re-
presents a more serious commitment than 
speaking and apparently represents a 
more permanent record to the subject 
than even a recorded spoken statement. 
There is something about putting pen to 
paper to record ideas that creates inhibi- 
tions that seemingly do not exist in re- 
cording ideas by means of speech. Ap- 
parently the subject feels that what is 
spoken can be retracted, disavowed, or 
excused on the grounds of lingual slip- 
page or the failure to realize fully the 
import of what was said under the pres- 
sure of saying it. What is written down, 
however, can stand as a self-incrimina- 
tion forever. 

These characteristics need not be re- 
garded as shortcomings or deficiencies in 
either case. Full advantage may well be 
taken of them in the separate practice of 
the two different modes of expression. 
For instance, whether it be done before 

pen is put to paper or after a first draft 
is formulated even as one is writing, the 
revision and emendation which are so 
integral a part of the process of written 
utterance can help bring about the very 
elegance of style and standard of ex-
pression which was formerly considered 
inherent in it. Since prolixity and repeti- 
tion are so characteristic of spontaneous 
speaking, advantage may well be taken 
of them in the phrasing of ideas and their 
expression in spoken form. 

A tremendous amount of new material 
is produced in spoken expression by vir- 
tue of the fact that the subject does not 
remember precisely what he said a mo- 
ment ago. The subject's apparent feel- 
ing of less compulsion for good form and 
apt phrasing in speaking under pressure 
also seems to exist in different degrees 
no matter what the particular situation. 
Spoken expression can, therefore, be fre- 
quently disjunctive, if not actually dis- 
jointed. This does not seem to be nearly 
as characteristic of written expression. 
The record is spread before one as he 
writes, and one reads it before writing 
the next sentence. Few of the subjects 
tested wrote freely or in telegraphic style, 
perhaps because they tried to have a 
presentable exposition in terms of com-
plete sentences and acceptable grammar. 
This was rarely, if ever, the case in 
spoken expression. 

Under the conditions of these experi- 
ments, it turned out that although speak- 
ing may be "looser" in style and structure 
than writing, it is not vaguer than writing 
in message content, as has been widely 
reported. Perhaps speaking is "looser" in 
this sense because it is less inhibited than 
writing, because of its greater facility in 
output as a result of greater practice and 
lesser effort, and because these circum- 
stances permit the speaker to come more 
directly and immediately to the point if 
he so chooses, regardless of the strictures 
of sentence structure and the rules of 
good grammar. Writing is more constrict- 
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ing in terms of grammatical and syntacti- 
cal demands than speaking if for no other 
reason than the fact that the writer sees 
before him the sentences that he has initi- 
ated and so feels compelled to complete 
them as well as he can. Speakers often 
seem not to remember-or simply to dis- 
regard-the introductory clause in the 
utterance of a single sentence. Disjointed 
sentences, or anacolutha, are so frequent 
in speaking as to be characteristic of it. 
Still, under the same conditions of es-
pression, speaking is richer, fuller, and 
more precise than writing because of its 
greater elaboration of ideas as here de- 
scribed. 

Writing seems to be regarded as more 
exact, more precise, and clearer than 
speaking. Hence, it seems that ideas in 
writing need not be elaborated and pro- 
liferated to the extent they are in speak- 
ing. And yet it is precisely this verbosity, 
this prolixity, even these repetitions that 
cause speaking to seem richer, fuller, and 
more to the point than writing. Stories 
and anecdotes are not told in the course 
of writing as they are in speaking; and 
examples and illustrations are fewer, 
certainly sparser, than they are in speak- 
ing. A writer tends to answer the ques- 
tion, while the speaker tends to "mean- 
der." Yet this very "meandering" seems 
to generate such stuif as speaking is made 
of, distinguishing it from writing in 
diction, structure and style. 

I t  is possible that part of the difference 
between written and spoken expression 
is a function of the tendency in speaking 
to fill in "empty space," especially silence. 
Even a ten-second pause seemed to 
create noticeable uneasiness. Though 

silence tended to be filled in with signal 
material and repetitions of previously 
presented and/or developed relevant and 
non-relevant ideas, new ideas were also 
produced, irequently consequent to the 
compulsion simply to fill up the silence 
with the sound of the speaker's voice. 

Finally, our data have led us to a 
psychological conclusion. Writing and 
speaking clearly represent different strata 
of the person. Although both functions 
funnel thought processes, speaking evi- 
dences more Iceeling, more emotive ex-
pression, and more "first thoughts that 
come to mind," while writing is more 
indicative of the intellectualized, ra-
tional, and deliberate aspects of the per- 
son. 

Though the rhetorical implications of 
these experiments are considerable, any 
specific suggestions in regard to the 
teaching of written and spoken compo- 
sition should await the results of further 
studies along these lines that are cur-
rently in progress. It should, however, be 
very clear that althoz~gh writing and 
speaking can represent each other, that 
fact shozrld not be  taken to  mean that 
they are aspects of each other. Writing 
and speaking share in the manifestation 
and communication of language. Other- 
wise they are fundamentally and essenti- 
ally different-as modes of verbal forrn- 
ulation and expression, as indicators of 
different psychological aspects of the 
person, and as channels of communica- 
tion. 
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