The Chicken Dance and Advanced Dialogue
Gretchen Bernabei   bernabei@aol.com

Specific Writing Problem:  


If you open a novel and glance at the dialogue on any page, you are likely to see some varied sentence patterns and paragraph lengths in the dialogue.  Some sentences will show quoted text with tags (the “he said” or “she said” parts); others will show quoted text without tags.  Some quotations will be accompanied by action lines which are separate sentences altogether, but contained in the same paragraph.  Some action lines will stand between quotation sentences as separate paragraphs.  Some paragraphs will be short, with a single quote, with or without tag, or a single action sentence.  Some paragraphs will be long, with multiple quotes, and multiple action lines within the same paragraph.

Many students write dialogue as beginners, with unvarying sentence patterns consisting of a quotation and then a tag line, or “he/she said.”  You can see examples of these patterns not only in our classrooms, but also in TAKS papers online at TEA’s web site.  Interestingly, some score point 4 papers at the grade four and seven levels demonstrate the same unvaried pattern, while many high school papers show more variety in the score point four papers and unvaried patterns in the lower score point papers.  


Many of the higher score point papers show evidence of classroom instruction and practice in dialogue writing:  the students use skillful and fluent-sounding quoted text, and they may employ all manner of synonyms for “said,” or “asked,” but the sentence patterns are stiff and unvaried.  The resulting text does not read like the text in the novel, described above. 

So here is the problem:   how do we move our students from writing stiff, unvaried dialogue structures towards writing the kind of dialogue that fiction writers use?  

It doesn’t work to just show them fiction-writers’ patterns and say, “Do this.”  How do we know it doesn’t work?  The students already see fiction-writers’ patterns in the published pieces they read at school and at home.  If mere exposure to the patterns were all it would take, we wouldn’t see stiff, unvaried patterns.  


Neither does it work to teach them a set of “grammar rules for  punctuating and paragraphing dialogue”  and ask them now to use those rules.  Constance Weaver documents in Teaching Grammar in Context that grammar taught before writing just doesn’t transfer.  The Golden Rule suffices to demonstrate why, if you put yourself in the role of the student and read the opening paragraph above as an invitation to write dialogue.

So if we want students to improve, we must break down the possibilities into step-by-step, concrete options, and give the students a way to master the combinations of dialogue.

Pedagogy Which Leads Us to Solving the Problem:


Vygotsky clues us in about the importance of signs, and how a child gains control over her environment as she learns to “read” signs (chapter 4 in Mind in Society) and about symbol systems, and how fluency converts a second-order symbol system to a first-order symbol system (chapter 8 in Mind in Society).   Children learn, then use, and then don’t need a crutch of some kind as their new second-order symbol system gains fluency and becomes a first-order system, as the middle step goes internal.

In Thought and Language, Vygotsky teaches us the value of using spontaneous concepts in classrooms, where scientific concepts seem to be the tradition.  

In Child’s Talk: Learning to Use Language, Jerome Bruner shows how parents teach “formatting” of language; the parent models a fun procedure and then “hands it over” to the child.  The speech accompanies play, and then anticipates play.  The result is that the child learns deep structure and rules. 


In Vocabulary Unplugged, Alana Morris’s use of Steven Pinker’s work with memory teaches us that episodic memory is stronger than procedural or semantic memory, so if we want students to remember something, especially about language, if we inject some movement, humor, rhythm or social contexts into the lesson, they will remember the content better.

Harry Noden shows us in Image Grammar how to teach grammatical constructions not as labeling, but as tools for a function in writing.  


In his Sentence Composing series for multiple grade levels, Don Kilgallon offers play with sentence combining, sentence scrambling, and sentence stretching.  William Strong (from Sentence Combining and Coaching Writing) documents how play with these functions empowers students to be masters of the sentence with growth in their syntactic maturity.

Katie Wood Ray shows teachers how to use mentor texts to shape curriculum decisions in What You Know by Heart. 


In Writing:  Advice and Devices, Walter S. Campbell (whose pen name is Stanley Vestal) chronicles many patterns that fiction writers use, along with this advice:


“Fortunately, there is no secret about the craft of writing.  All its magical effects are achieved with words on paper.  And so every device a writer ever used lies there under your nose plainly set down in black and white.  All you need do is learn to see what is there, what goes on there” (x).

Classroom Solution, Part One:  Discovering What Students Already Recognize

Remembering how Joyce Armstrong Carroll used “squiggle text” to pull out learners’ knowledge of genres, I decided to use the same squiggle text to pull out of students their knowledge of the text in dialogues, so I put onto an overhead this (using xxxxx instead of squiggles):


“xxxxx xxxx xxx,” xx xxxx.

“xxx xxxxx,” xx xx.   xx  xxx  xxx.  


“xxxxxxxx.”


“xxxxxxxxxx.”

xx xxx xxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxx x xxx xxxx xxxxxx  xxxx xx  xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx.

Questions and answers with students about “what is this” and “how do you know?”  reveals that students have a working knowledge that there are four main “clumps” of text:

1. speech, or words spoken by someone, marked within quotation marks

2. tags, following or preceding speech, included in the sentence with the speech

3. sentences that are neither speech nor tags, usually action or thought
In addition to these three “clumps” or kinds of text-groups, the students already recognize that speaker voices change with the clues provided by paragraph changes.


So this means that the students recognize the symbol systems in dialogue with various sentence patterns.  Their lack of variety in the dialogues that they write indicates that these punctuation and spacing systems are a second-order system to the students.  In other words, it’s like learning a different language, and they can read it but not write it.  They can understand it but not speak it.  To move to the next stage, they need to not only recognize, but name, manipulate, and use these “functional clumps.”  In this way, the students will master the patterns which they already understand.
Classroom Solution, Part Two:  Naming and Manipulating Text Patterns in Dialogue


After questions and answers using squiggle text, student volunteers come to the front of the room and demonstrate “The Chicken Dance.”  That is, they demonstrate only the first half.  All of the students not dancing provide the music.  The movements in the first half of “The Chicken Dance” are as follows (a slightly different version from the one at www.whydidthechickencrosstheroad.com):
1. Hold your hands in front of you and open and close them like a chicken beak four times.

2. Point your thumbs towards your armpits and flap your wings four times.

3. Lower your elbows, wiggle your whole body like an “s” and bend your knees for four beats.

4. Clap your hands four times.

After the students demonstrate this sequence four times, allow them to sit down, and review the four motions with the whole group, naming each one.  
1. Beak, beak, beak, beak.

2. Wing, wing, wing, wing.
3. Booty, booty, booty, booty.
4. Clap, clap, clap, clap.
Return to the overhead, and show them how the motions correspond with the types of text, in the same sequence as in the Chicken Dance:


“xxxxx xxxx xxx,” xx xxxx. xxxxx xxxxx.

“xxx xxxxx,” xx xx.   xx  xxx  xxx.  


“xxxxx xxxx xxx,” xx xxxx. xxxx xxxxx.

“xxx xxxxx,” xx xx.   xx  xxx  xxx.  


The teacher places her hands around the clumps of text the first time to show the correlation: 

1 Beak, beak, beak, beak – goes around the speech within quotation marks .

2. Wing, wing, wing, wing – goes around the tag line

3. Booty, booty, booty, booty – goes around action sentences.
4. Clap, clap, clap, clap – indicates a new paragraph


Given the choice between always having dialogue with the 1,2,3,4 sequence or having some variation, students see the difference.


Volunteers come up to place their hands around clumps of text in the original squiggle paragraph and show the Chicken Dance movements in it.  


Students practice speaking in the “new code” of the Chicken Dance to accompany text.  Once they are adept at naming the clumps that they see, they are ready for dictation:  to hear Chicken Dance labels and see Chicken Dance movements, and write down the squiggle dialogue.

In checking answers to the squiggle dictation, the following kinds of conversations arise among students:


“What?  That part was a wing?  I thought it was a booty.” 


“Nuh uh….see?  It has a comma at the end of the beak, not a period.”


“Ohhh..”


And the punctuation rules have become social, episodic, and necessary for producing.


The value of this exercise occurs when students convert the squiggle text to actual text, to add dialogue into their writing.  They can then take any fiction text, use Chicken Dance code to analyze what the author did in dialogue patterns, and try out those patterns themselves in their writing.
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