Writing at Talking People http://www.talkingpeople.net/

Writing - Composition Notes - English 1101

Exercise to understand the relevance of introductions and endings
By Daniel Kies
Source: http://papyr.com/hypertextbooks/comp1/intro2.htm
At the end of this page http://papyr.com/hypertextbooks/comp1/introduc.htm you will find a little memory test. The explanation that follows is that which we learn about after taking that memory test.

The actual number is 39761026485. How many did you get correct? More importantly, where in the sequence of numbers did you get the most correct? Miller discovered by studying large numbers of people that the highest number of correct responses came (not surprisingly) at the beginning. The second highest number of correct responses came at the end of the sequence. That was a surprise. The greatest number of errors happened in the middle. I choose to give you an 11 digit number because 11 digits should be out of the range of human capacity for instant recall, so I would have a better chance of reconstructing the experiment with you. (The article was entitled "The Magic Number Seven, Plus or Minus Two" because Miller discovered that most humans could recall 7 digits after only a short exposure. Some of us are a little better; others are not as good. That's why he wrote "Plus or Minus Two" in the title.)

The point of replicating this experiment is that Miller demonstrated scientifically what ancient rhetoricians knew more than two thousand years ago: beginnings of anything (sentences, paragraphs, essays, or even words) are particularly salient and significant to human consciousness. In fcat, aoccdrnig to a rscheearch at Cmabrigde Uinervtisy, it deosn't mttaer in waht oredr the ltteers in a wrod are; the olny iprmoetnt tihng is taht the frist and lsat ltteer be at the rghit pclae. The rset can be a total mses, and we can sitll raed it wouthit a porbelm. Tihs is bcuseae the huamn mnid deos not raed ervey lteter by istlef, but the wrod as a wlohe, attending primarily to the beginnings and the endings of things. A good writer does not waste this single most important opportunity to reach the audience.

The fact that beginnings and ending are so salient is not lost on writers or others. Consider this sequence of digits: 12126379829. The phone company understands that an eleven digit number is easier to remember if it is divided by hyphens, like so: 1-212-637-9829. Similarly, a social security number like 390601702 is more memorable when divided into three parts, as in 390-60-1702.

Why are those long numbers easier to remember when divided, after all they are still exactly the same numbers? The answer is that the hyphens create parts, and each part has its own beginning and its own end. And humans attend best to the beginnings and ends of anything, making those long numbers more memorable when partitioned by hyphens.

So too writers take advantage of the salience of beginnings and endings. In the essay, for example, is it only coincidence that thesis and conclusions usually fall at the beginning and the end? In the classic paragraph, for another example, is it coincidence that the topic sentence of the paragraph and the transition to the next idea fall at the beginning and the end? No, it is not coincidence. Rather, it is an illustration to me that even language itself is systematic, orderly. Although the "rules" of language may seem senseless or capricious sometimes (What is the difference after all whether I choose to put my periods inside the closing quote mark or outside?), there is a logic to the system nonetheless. I just may not be aware of the system's logic at the moment.
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