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Series Editors’ Preface

The RELC Portfolio Series consists of short practical resource
booklets for ESL/EFL teachers. Booklets in the series have the
following characteristics:

They are practical and techniques-oriented.
They are written in an accessible, non-academic style.
They focus on both principles and procedures.

Titles in the series provide teachers with practical ways of
applying new ideas in their own teaching. In addition, they could
be used as the basis for workshops and in-service courses and
can also be combined in different ways according to needs.

Antonia Chandrasegaran’s Intervening to Help in the Writ-
ing Process is concerned with the method and procedures that
writing teachers can use to provide crucial instructional support
that student writers need most during the composing process.
Chandrasegaran discusses the how, what and when of provid-
ing this instructional support in lessons on different types of
writing. The booklet is a valuable resource for teachers, teacher
trainers and other language professionals who wish to develop a
better understanding of the principles and techniques for teach-
ing second or foreign language writing.

We are grateful to the contributors to the RELC Portfolio
Series for sharing their expertise with other teachers and teach-
ers in training. Their willingness to do so without compensation
has made it possible to publish these booklets at a price that is
affordable to language teachers in the SEAMEO countries.

Willy A. Renandya
Jack C. Richards
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Introduction

In the typical composition class, teachers set a topic and stu-
dents are told to write. The teacher may provide some help in
the form of a vocabulary list and/or a short discussion on con-
tent or approach. In so-called “process writing'” classes, stu-
dents may write a first draft which is read and commented on or
edited by a classmate or the teacher. Then students are required
to re-write, using the feedback offered by the peer or teacher
reader. Aside from adding to the teacher’s marking burden, the
write-rewrite method is like the method of providing a vocabu-
lary list and ideas for content. In both situations students find
out what is wrong with their composition after they have writ-
ten it and considered it “finished”. In both situations the teacher’s
role might be more accurately described as fault finding than as
teaching writing.

For students who write only one draft, which is then graded
by the teacher, feedback on what is wrong in the composition
comes too late. The teacher expects students to avoid the errors
pointed out when they write the next composition. But this de-
sired outcome does not occur as often as we would like. There
appears to be little or no transfer of learning from one corrected
composition to the next, which in any case, may be a very dif-
ferent task from the previous one. The same tense and article
errors or absence of appropriate detail are likely to appear in
subsequent compositions. Students will benefit more if they are
helped to make the right tense choices or to select appropriate
detail at the time when they need such help, that is, during writing.
Even when students are required to write a first and second draft,
could they not be given help during the writing of both so that
they avoid the common, predictable flaws in content choice,
organization, and language use? Providing “just-in-time” help



with composing strategy and language choice would spare stu-
dents the futility of practising mistakes that can easily be antici-
pated by the experienced teacher.

The aim of this booklet is to demonstrate a way of providing
“just-in-time” help in the form of explicit instructions and self-
check procedures relating to one or more of these areas: choice
of content(ideas), organization, and language(including
grammar). The help is interventional, meaning that it is given
during the writing process, before students have finished writ-
ing their composition. Intervention, identified as-a “pillar of pro-
cess writing pedagogies” (Susser, 1994:35), is a method of ex-
plicitly teaching the decision-making and language skills in-
volved in effective writing.

The first chapter explains the theoretical assumptions under-
lying intervention as a means of guiding students to more effec-
tive writing skills. An understanding of the theory helps us teach-
ers to believe in what we do and to have a clearer sense of pur-
pose when giving instructions to students. Following the theo-
retical justification, the general principles governing the how,
what, and when of intervention are set out. Teachers can use
these general principles to plan interventional assistance that is
tailored to address their students’ composing problems, since
neither this booklet nor any book can cover the full range of
difficulties students face with writing at different levels and in
different language learning situations.

Chapters 2, 3, and 4 show how the general principles of pro-
viding interventional help can be applied to three common text
types that students are asked to write: narrative, recount and
argumentative essay. To make this booklet relevant to as many
teachers as possible, each chapter demonstrates intervention at
a different educational level — primary, secondary, and post
secondary. For each text type, I have chosen what I consider
from experience to be a common weakness in student writing in
that text type and used this as the target of intervention. For
example, in narrative writing one common weakness is failing
to depict the main character vividly through appropriately se-
lected details relating to appearance, setting, etc.

Whatever the text type, using the wrong grammar can inter-
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fere with the reader’s understanding of the writer’s intention.
Chapter 5, therefore, demonstrates the use of intervention in the
area of grammar to make students more aware of the relation
between grammatical form and meaning.

A booklet of limited length, such as this, cannot describe
how to provide interventional assistance in more than a few typi-
cal situations. Teachers are urged to understand the underlying
principles of intervention and to use this understanding to adapt
the procedures found here to meet their own students’ needs.

Antonia Chandrasegaran
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/hy Intervene and
ow/?

FOR MORE EFFECTIVE DECISION-MAKING

One way of viewing writing, called the cognitive view!, is to

see writing as decision-making (Flower & Hayes, 1981). When

we write something, whether it is an email message, a letter, or
an essay, we are engaged in making one decision after another.

We decide what to begin the text with, whether to include or

leave out an idea that comes to mind, whether to begin a new

paragraph or continue the same one, what information to place
in the beginning of a sentence, and so on. Successful writing is
the result of making the right decisions most of the time during
the act of composing and revising.

If writing is a mental activity? of skilful decision-making,
learning to write is:

1. learning to make decisions appropriate for the situation (the
purpose of the text, the writer’s objective, the reader’s purpose
in reading the text, the circumstances in which the writing
and reading take place) and,

2. learning to recognise where inappropriate decisions have been
made, so that they can be put right before the text arrives at
the reader’s desk.

When the teacher intervenes in the writing process, the teacher
helps students to evaluate the choices they have made in meaning
(ideas) and language (words and grammar). Choices found to
be unsuitable can then be changed, using procedures of thinking
and decision-making described by the teacher. Over time, the
lessons learnt from teacher intervention empower students to
make better, more deliberate decisions relating to what to say
and how to say it.
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A student has written part of a paragraph in an article entitled
| “Eat healthily. Stay slender”. The article is for a student
newspaper.

Eat more vegetables than meat at every meal. Veg-
etables ....

| What decisions are involved in writing the rest of the |
paragraph? Describe as many specific decisions as you can
think of (e.g. Would the reader want to hear all about the
vitamins available in vegetables or would this bore the

| reader?).

RAISING AWARENESS OF READER EXPECTATIONS

A piece of writing is successful only when the target reader’
considers it so, that is, the reader thinks the text is “right” for its
purpose. The writer’s decision-making must therefore take into
account the reader’s expectations and the criteria he/she will
use to judge the finished product (and its writer). The reader’s
expectations and criteria are not just the reader’s personal
preferences, but are assumptions and practices of the reader’s
discourse community?. The idea of “discourse community” is
explained below.

We may think that the writing produced in the English
language composition class is read by the English teacher and
only by the English teacher. However, the teacher-reader plays
different roles as reader, depending on the writing task. In the
different reader roles, the teacher, consciously or unconsciously,
applies different sets of assumptions and criteria. Two reader
roles and some of the associated assumptions are shown in Figure
1.1. For example, when reading a story, the teacher adopts the
values and assumptions of people who are qualified to read and
critique English short stories.

2 Intervening to Help in the Writing Process



Figure 1.1. Examples of discourse community

Students ask-
ed to write:

Teacher reads as a
member of the dis-
course community of:

A few assumptions of
the discourse com-
munity

A story

Consumer (reader) &
critic of English short
stories

A story has some com-
plication like a conflict
or a problem faced by
the main character.

Main character is con-
sistently developed.

Details (of setting, ch-
aracter, events) are
chosen to produce an
intended effect on the
reader.

A letter toanew-
Spaper express-
ing an opinion on
a current issue

Newspaper editor
(who decides whether
to publish the letter)

Writer supports his
statements with evi-
dence or logical argu-
ment.

‘Writer is not emotional,
but sounds reasonable
and objective.

For writing purposes, a discourse community is made up of
readers who are interested in the same type of text or genre' (e.g.
job application letter, literature exam answer, accident report)

Lk (EE0HT) %
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and share a common outlook in the following areas:

Purpose

The readers have a
similar social purpose
in reading the text.

Example: Employers
or human resource
officers read job
application letters to
pick the most suitable
person for the job.
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Criteria for
judging the
text

Members of the same
discourse community
apply more or less the
same criteria to decide
whether the text is
“good”.

Example: Teachers of
English composition
(also history, economics,
& other subjects) believe
that a good argumen-
tative essay counters or
plays down the view op-
posed to the essay
writer’s thesis.

Ways of
thinking

The discourse commu-
nity values a set of
practices in arguing,
reasoning, and orga-
nizing information.
Members regard these
practices as “right” or
essential.

Example: Literature
teachers & scholars
expect students to
interpret (and not just
describe) characters
and events in literature
essays. To “interpret”
means to state the
student’s judgement of
a character or event
based on evidence in
the novel or drama the
student is studying.

Topics
regarded as
acceptable

Readers belonging to
the same discourse
community are in
broad agreement on
the kinds of topics that
should or should not
appear in the text.

Example: The writer’s
personal views should
not appear in an acci-
dent report. Only facts
should be presented.

Ways of using
language

The discourse commu-
nity agrees that the so-
cial function of the text
makes it necessary for
the language to be for-
mal or informal,
simple or academic.

Example: The language
in a story can be
evocative, to create a
mood or feeling. But
the language in a sci-
ence report has to be
precise, objective, and
non-emotive.

4 Intervening to Help in the Writing Process




