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A General Introduction to Our Writing Class

Our writing teaching reform is based on the theory of process-oriented approach from social cognitive
psychology and the theories of genre analysis from the angle of functional linguistics and social-linguistics.
Tribble defines the “process approach” as “an approach to the teaching of writing which stresses the creativity
of the individual writer, and which pays attention to the development of good writing practices rather than the
imitation of models” (Tribble,1996). According to Hasan’s Generic Structural Potential (GSP) theory, genre is
defined as a type of discourse, which is determined by the contextual variables, namely, field, tenor and mode.
Discourses of the same genre will have a similar semantic structure, or they will share the same obligatory
elements, the same sequence, etc (Halliday & Hasan, 1985).

Our writing class has the following three features:

1. Computer-assisted Teaching Environment

We conduct our writing classes in a computer room. In the teacher’s computer we have installed teaching
software which has the functions of broadcasting, monitoring, group discussion and electronic document
distributing. The teachers display teaching notes or power-points to the class for discussion and analysis through
the computer and the students write their drafts and revisions on their computers also.

2. Genre-based Discourse as a Teaching Unit

Unlike the traditional writing classes which start from sentence writing to paragraph writing, our writing
classes take different genre-based discourses as the basic teaching units. Twenty kinds of genre-based
discourses are covered in our writing classes. They are card, notice, note, personal letter, business letter, job
application letter, resume, recommendation letter, news report, summary and abstract, book report, description
of a person, description of a place, narration of an event, exemplification exposition, cause and effect exposition,
process-analysis exposition, division and classification exposition, comparison and contrast exposition and
argumentative essay.

3. Genre-based Process Teaching Approach

Our computer-assisted genre-based process approach is composed of seven teaching procedures. They are
pre-writing, classroom discussion, sample commentary, guided writing, self-revision, group interaction, after
class practice and teacher’s evaluation. Elaborations of the seven steps are as follows:

1) Pre-writing

This is our first teaching step. Students are given a proposition or a situation including the field, tenor and
mode and are required to write the genre which they are going to learn on computer in any way they think
appropriate in class within 10 to 15 minutes. The purpose for this teaching procedure is to let the students think

about the organization, the content and the developing patterns. We insert the pre-writing procedure to Bager
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and White’s process-genre approach in order that students can build a knowledge gap and later they can find
their strong and weak points so as to be able to close the gap by learning from the provided samples in the
textbook.

2) Classroom Discussion

After the students finish their drafts in class, the teacher can choose one of the students’ drafts and show it to
the class for the classroom discussion. The main purpose of this teaching procedure is to let students see that
any written discourses have their own communicative purposes and that different genres have their different
semantic structures and language features because of their different writing purposes. In other words, we should
consider what we write as well as how we should write it. Therefore, teachers should guide the students to
discuss the drafts by considering the following five questions:

a) Why does the writer write this? Is the writing purpose clear?

b) What is the relationship between the writer and reader?

¢) What semantic elements are necessary according to the writing purpose? Is the sequence of the content
appropriate?

d) What is the mode? Is it to be read or to be spoken in public?

€) What are the language features for this genre?

After the discussion, the students have to be clear: to write for a particular purpose, for a particular reader(s),
and in what form.

3) Sample Commentary

This is our third teaching procedure. We show the students a few samples and ask them to analyze them
again by asking the above five questions. The purpose for this teaching procedure is to make the students have a
better understanding of what is good writing, what necessary semantic elements a good writing should have,
and why.

4) Guided Writing

This is a very important procedure which will tell the students what to write as well as how to write
grammatically and idiomatically. Teachers should summarize the writing principles including the writing
purposes, the necessary elements, the semantic structures and the language features.

5) Self-revision

After commenting on the sample and the writing principles, the students should have found the problems in
their draft. Ask them to revise their drafts again in class.

6) Group Interaction

Teachers can divide the class into groups and ask the students to share their revised copies within the group
so that the group members can improve them. Teachers can join in the students’ group discussion. There are two
purposes for this procedure. One of the purposes is to train the students’ ability to edit their own writing and the
other purpose is to train student’s ability to interact with their peers and to evaluate their peers’ work according
to the guidelines.

7) After-class Practice and Teacher’s Evaluation

As the proverb says “Practice makes perfect”, improving the students’ writing competence definitely needs
much writing practice. Teachers should assign writing tasks to the students just before the class is over every

week. Students should finish the writing tasks within three or four days and complete the group comments by
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means of computer before handing them into the teacher within a week for further correction and revision. The
teacher can evaluate the students’ writing assignments in the following three ways: detailed correction and
revision with comments and suggestions by means of computer; face-to-face correction and evaluation; overall
evaluation focusing on error detection and correction.

First of all, the teacher should read through all of the students’ writings and underline the erroneous
expressions and sentences so that the students can see that there is something wrong with these sentences and
that they should try to correct them by themselves. Meanwhile, teachers should copy some of the seriously
erroneous sentences in a separate portfolio so that teachers can analyze them before moving on the next genre.
Teachers can then pick up three to five typical writings for detailed correction and revision in computer.
Teachers should analyze the students’ writings not only in language use but also in content, organization and
appropriateness. The teacher should not only detect and correct specific grammatical errors of any kind, but also
should write some comments both positive and negative within the text so that the students can see their good
points and problems. In addition, at the end of the students’ writings the teacher should write detailed overall
comments on the writing as well as suggestions. How the teacher evaluates is good feedback not only for the
student authors but also for the whole class. Apart from this individual evaluation, teachers are required to pick
five to eight students in each class every week to do a face-to-face comment and evaluation in the teacher’s
office or student’s dormitory. Though it takes time and energy for teachers to correct students’ writing exercises
every week like this, the students can benefit a great deal. Fihally, the students are required to read through their
revised writings again by clicking on their class public email box. This feature is one of the distinctive
characteristics of our computer-based process-genre approach.

The writing textbook is compiled based on these seven teaching procedures. There are ten parts in each unit.
They are warming-up activities, pre-writing, classroom discussion, sample analysis, writing principles,
self-revision and group interaction, after-class practice and teacher’s evaluation, writing assignment, language
tips and practice, after-class reading for writing. Teachers can either follow all of the activities in each part or
select some of them.

This textbook is written for the English majored sophomores for two semesters, about 64 teaching hours.
The first semester (32 teaching hours) should focus on the first ten units, ten practical genres. The second
semester (32 teaching hours) should focus on the four types of essays and book report writing. It is also suitable

for non-English majored university students for their writing course.

The authors
April, 2012
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Learning Tasks of This Unit

¢ e

1. To learn to write Christmas cards and postcards .
. 2. To learn to address envelopes
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askOne.  Christmas Card and Postcard Writing

1. Warming-up Activities

1) Broad questions:

a) Have you ever sent a Christmas card or a postcard to your teachers or friends? Why do you write these
cards?

b) What kind of information should be mentioned in a blank Christmas card or a postcard? Why?

¢) What do you think of the following quotation stated by Francis Bacon?

Reading makes a full man, conference a ready man, and writing an exact man.
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2) Read the following passages and then give the answers to the following questions:
The Origin and History of Christmas Cards

A Christmas card is a greeting card sent as part of the traditional celebration of Christmas
in order to convey between people a range of sentiments related to the Christmas season.
Christmas cards are usually exchanged during the weeks before Christmas Day on December
25 by many people (including non-Christians) in Western society and in Asia. The traditional
greeting reads “wishing you a Merry Christmas and a Happy New Year”. There are
innumerable variations on this greeting, many cards expressing more religious sentiment, or
containing a poem, prayer or Biblical verse; others stay away from religion with an
all-inclusive “season’s greetings”.

A Christmas card is generally commercially designed and purchased for the occasion. The
content of the design might relate directly to the Christmas narrative with depictions of the
Nativity of Jesus, or have Christian symbols such as the Star of Bethlehem or a white dove
representing both the Holy Spirit and Peace. Many Christmas cards are secular and show
Christmas traditions such as Santa Claus, objects associated with Christmas such as candles,
holly and baubles, and Christmas time activities such as shopping and partying, or other
aspects of the season such as the snow and wildlife of the northern winter. Some secular
cards depict nostalgic scenes of the past such as crinoline shoppers in 19th century
streetscapes; others are humorous, depicting the antics of Santa and his retinue.

The first commercial Christmas cards were commissioned by Sir Henry Cole in London in
1843 and featured an illustration by John Callcott Horsley. The picture of a family with a
small child drinking wine together proved controversial, but the idea was shrewd.

Early English cards rarely showed winter or religious themes, instead favoring flowers,
fairies and other fanciful designs that reminded the recipient of the approach of spring.
Humorous and sentimental images of children and animals were popular, as were
increasingly elaborate shapes, decorations and materials. In 1875 Louis Prang became the
first printer to offer cards in America, though the popularity of his cards led to cheap
imitations that eventually drove him from the market.

The History of Postcards

The first postcard was issued by the United States Post Office Department on May 13, 1873.
The marks for mailing on the card depicted the bust of Liberty and a circle with the postage
amount of one cent. Most cards were used widely as advertisement in the U.S. until they were
in general use after the World Columbian Exposition in 1893. Colored cards of the Exposition
went on sale and they became extremely popular. On May 19, 1898, an Act of Congress was
passed so that privately published postcards were given the same message privileges and
rates as government issued cards. All those privately published had to be labeled as such.
This marked the start of the Golden Age of postcards in the U.S., which lasted until about
1920, when popular use of the telephone began.

The reason why postcards became so popular is because of the price. Postcards cost less to
send in the mail than a sealed envelope. When first issued and all through the Golden Age,
postcards could be sent for one cent. Postcards were also popular because they were an easy
way to keep in touch while someone was away from home or on vacation. Many postcards took
the place of family albums with pictures of families on vacations.

Postcards show the interesting areas of a certain place; however, they are also interesting
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in themselves. Pictures can be sent from all over the world to those who have never actually
been there. During the Golden Age, postcards were popular because people could send a
quick “hello” or show a friend or relative where they were staying for a small amount of money.
Today postcards are still sent and collected for the same reasons. Postcards are interesting to
view because they show the social history of the town.

Questions:
a) What is the main function of a Christmas card and what are the traditional greetings for a Christmas card?

b) What is the main function of a postcard and what do you know about the origin and history of postcards?

2. Pre~-writing

Write in English a Christmas card and a postcard in any way you think appropriate within 10

minutes.

3. Classroom Discussion

g Activity 1

Read through the following Christmas card which is written by your peer student and try to comment
on it in one or two sentences.

Dear Teacher Li:

How times flies! I have not seen you for nearly half a year. How is everything going on with
you and your family? I do hope you are fine. You know the Christmas day is coming, so [ am
wishing you and ycur family Merry Christmas.

Your student, Li hong
Dec. 23, 2011

;J Activity 2

Discuss the above card within your group and try to find its good points and problems by considering
the following questions:

a) What is the purpose of writing this card? Is the writing purpose clear? Which sentence has realized the
writer’s writing purpose?

b) What is the relationship between the writer and the reader? Is it close or distant?

c) Is it to be read or to be spoken? What is the mode of the writing?

d) What are the necessary semantic elements and optional elements? Why do you think so?

e) What are the common language features in Christmas card writing? What expressions do we usually use in
a blank Christmas card? What social functions do they realize? Why?

\) Activity 3

Read through the teacher’s commentary of the above card carefully and compare it with your answers
to the above questions.
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Teacher's commentary

1) The card has realized its communication function. The last sentence indicates the writer’s writing
purpose — expressing greetings for the Christmas Day although it’s much better and appropriate to
put the writing purpose at the very beginning according to the Westerner’s thinking and expressing
pattern.

2) The two participants of communication in the card are a teacher and a student whose name is Li
Hong. Their social distance is not very close. The student has evaluated the politeness principles
according to our Chinese tradition when she is addressing the receiver and writing the closing form of
the card. However, the salutation “Dear Teacher Li” and the closing form “Your student” are rarely
used by the natives. Westerners would be likely to use “Dear Mr./Mrs./Miss [Ms. Li” and “Yours,” for
the salutation and the closing form respectively when the social distance between the two
participants is not close.

3) The student has realized that the card is to be read like a letter instead of being spoken in public. The
card has the salutation, a short message, a closing form, the signature of the card sender and the
date. Native speakers are used to putting the date or the year, say 2012, on the right top corner and
using a comma after the salutation rather than a colon.

4) The card has included all of the necessary semantic elements such as the date, the salutation, a short
message with special greetings, the closing form and the signature although the sequences of the
elements need to be reorganized. However, the student has also mentioned quite a few optional
elements such as “How time flies!” “I do hope you are fine.”

5) As for the language features, the writer has used sentences expressing concern and greetings
grammatically and idiomatically except for the improper tense of the verb “wish”. Verbs used to
express good wishes and greetings such as “wish”, “may” and “hope” are rarely used in the
continuous tense, for their semantic function is to express good wishes only instead of focusing on
the continuity of an action. In addition, it’s better to use the word “therefore” to replace “so” in the

card, for “so” sounds a bit too colloquial although their function is similar.

\J Activity 4

Read through the following Christmas card which is also written by your peer student and try to find
out its good points and problems by considering the five questions mentioned above.

Hello, Fang,
How are you? I am missing you very much. As next Tuesday is the Christmas day, so I
sincerely say to you “Merry Christmas and Happy New Year!”
Your friend, Zhang
Dec.20, 2011

\J Activity 5

Discuss with your partner the above Christmas card and try to write your commentary on it as
detailed as possible.

;J Activity 6

Read through the teacher’s commentary below carefully and compare it with yours to see whose
analysis is more comprehensive.



Unit 1 Card Writing

3)

4)

5)

Teacher’'s commentary

The writing purpose is clearly stated and the student has used the most common greeting expression
“Merry Christmas and Happy New Year” to realize his or her writing purpose. That’s a good point.

The relationship between the writer and reader is that between good friends so their social distance
is close. The writing style is appropriate for the whole Christmas card sounds informal. Yet, the
student should have used the given names instead of the family names.

The student did not realize that a Christmas card is to be read rather than to be spoken.
Consequently, a common salutation, whose structure is “Dear + given name”, say, “Dear Fang Da,”
should be used to take the place of “Hello, Fang,” which only functions as a daily greeting and is to be
spoken out when two friends meet.

The student has mentioned most of the necessary semantic elements according to the writing
purpose such as the date " the receiver ” the special greeting for the Christmas or the writing
purpose ” the closing form ” the writer. There are three problems in this card. Firstly, the element of
the date should be placed on the right top corner. Secondly, the salutation “Hello, Fang,” is not
frequently used except on very informal occasions. Finally the closing form “Your friend,” is optional.
We should use “Yours,” to indicate the close social relationship between two good friends.

The wording sounds acceptable but there exist grammar mistakes such as the improper tense of the
word “miss” and incorrect use of the transitional words “As...so” in one complete sentence.

\J‘: g Activity 7

Read through the following postcard written by your peer student and discuss it in groups to find out

its good points and problems by considering the five aspects including the writing purpose, the mode, the
necessary semantic elements, the style and the language use. Then read through the teacher’s commentary

on it carefully.

Postcard (1)
Mr. Li: Foreign Languages School
Happy Teacher’s Day! You are one Zhejiang Ocean University
of my favorite teachers in my life. Thanks | Haiyuan Road 18
for teaching me. Dinghai, Zhoushan,Zhejiang
"~ Tom | Mr. Li Ming Hua

1)

3)

Teacher’s commentary !

The student wrote this postcard in order to express his thanks and good wishes for Teacher’s Day.
The first noun group “Happy Teacher’s Day” has realized the writing purpose. The purpose of writing
this postcard is clear.

As the card is written by a student and sent to his teacher, the social relationship between them is
unlikely to be very close. Thus the style should be neutral or even formal as it is instead of being informal.
The postcard is to be read like a Christmas card. Therefore, the postcard has a salutation and a
signature together with a short greeting for the Teachers’ Day. Yet, the student is probably influenced
by the Chinese way to address the receiver. Instead of addressing the receiver “Mr. Li”, the
Westerners will write “Dear Mr. Li”. In addition, the writer has omitted the necessary element of the
writing date which tells the receiver when it is written.




