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PARALLEL WRITING: 
COMPOSITIONS BASED ON 
COMPREHENSION PASSAGES 

ROBERT HEATH 

When many teachers "do" a comprehension passage they 
confine themselves to these activities: 

a reading of the passage, 

going over difficult words, 

@ asking some oral and written questions, and 

marking the written work. 

It is a pity to leave things there, after all the hard work of 
getting pupils to understand the passage. More teachers today are 
using comprehension passages as a basis for something else: 
dramatisation, role play, discussion, debate, information transfer. 
One of the most useful things to do is a composition on a parallel 
topic, using the organization and perhaps some of the language 
from the reading text. 

Choice of Comprehension Passage 

Not every comprehension passage is suitable for parallel 
writing. Generally, narrative texts are not very good. The best ones 
are on scientific or geographical topics, hobbies, occupations and 
other more factual passages. Here is one on Crabbing taken from a 
commonly-used comprehension book. 

Crabbing* 

One of the things that I like to do most with my friend, Yewen, is 
crabbing. We often go crabbing together during the weekends. Our 
favourite place is a mangrove swamp at Ponggol. His grandparents 
have a pig farm at the edge of the swamp. 

* Adapted from a passage in H H Sim's Primary School Comprehension: 
Introductory Book, published by Federal Publications Pte Ltd, Singapore, 1972. 
Used with permission. 
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We usually start out on a Friday evening and spend the night at 
the farm. On arriving at the farm, we unpack our things. Then we cut 
up a few dogfish into several pieces and leave them to rot. The next 
morning just as the tide comes in, we set out in a little sampan with our 
traps and baits. We hooka piece of dogfish to each of ourten trapsand 
float them at suitable places. The crabs come in with the tide and are 
attracted by the smell. They feed on the baits and are easily trapped. 
We usually wait for a while before we make our round of the traps. 
They are so absorbed in their eating that they do not notice our 
approach. Sometimes we catch nearly ten kilogrammes of crabs. 

Later in the day, we have a grand crab-feast. The crabs taste 
very sweet and delicious, especially when they are cooked with garlic 
and chilli sauce. When we return home the next day, we bring backthe 
rest of the live crabs. 

Analysing the Passage 

First the teacher "does" the comprehension in class in the 
normal way. When it comes to the composition lesson the teacher 
goes back to the passage, which by now the pupils know quite 
well. Using diagrams for paragraphs the teacher elicits this 
information from the pupils: 

CRABBING r h l  BEFORE 

Paragraph 2 : DURING 
WHAT HAPPENS 

aragraph 3 AFTER 
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The analysis is done with a parallel composition topic in 
mind. In other words, the teacher does not ask questions about the 
details but concentrates on the organization of the information. In 
this passage the teacher would point out that the tense used is 
present simple: it describes what the two boys do on every 
crabbing trip. Perhaps the pupils can go back and underline the 
present simple verbs. 

Setting Up the Composition 

The teacher tells the class they will write a composition 
following (1) the same number of paragraphs, (2) the same 
organization of information, and (3) the same tense. 

They can be given one topic to write on (swimming, for 
instance) or a choice, any activity that they often do on the 
weekends. 

Jogging Shopping Hiking 
Camping Sailing Visiting Relatives 
Fishing Catching Frogs 

Note that the title should not beA Shopping Trip, which will 
produce a past tense narrative. 

The teacher can provide duplicated copies of the passage 
typed and cut to the size of the pupils' composition books. They 
then paste the printed passage on the left hand page of a double 
page: 

COMPREHENSION PARALLEL 
PASSAGE WRITING TOPIC 



56 Teaching and Learning 

They can then start writing on the right hand page. Weaker 
ones tend to follow the printed copy very closely; others break 
away, while still following the basic organization. 

Here is an example of a parallel writing task based on 
Crabbing done by a pupil at Bukit Batok Primary School in 
Singapore: 
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