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To the Instructor

Over the past decades, the focus of research in writing has shifted from the
product of the writer to the process of writing. This shift enables us to regard writing
as a process of creating, discovering and developing meaning rather than a process
of recording ready-made and well-formed meaning. Such an understanding of
writing is of great significance to the teaching of writing. The writing teacher should
provide his or her students with the opportunity to really experience the process of
writing and to perceive writing as “the making of meaning out of chaos” (Zamel,
1983, 199). The teacher is supposed to provide a supportive environment in class so
as to encourage his or her students to compose in a collaborative way. The role of
the teacher should not be an assessor but rather a facilitator who helps students to
develop methods and strategies of producing ideas, revising ideas and editing ideas.
This understanding of writing conforms to the theories of language communication.

Communicative approach has undoubtedly become one of the widely used
teaching methods in today’s second language teaching. But people seem to associate
communication with oral communication rather than with written communication or
with the teaching of writing.

What has long dominated the teaching of EFL writing in China and elsewhere is
the traditional product approach. The teacher first introduces the writing skills, the
development of essays, rhetorical devices and grammatical rules by analyzing some
sample writings. Then the students write their essays by imitating the samples.
Finally, the teacher collects the students’ written work, giving marks and comments
on their vocabulary, grammar, coherence, organization, etc.

Many shortcomings can be found with the product approach. In the first place,
the teacher puts more stress on the final product of writing, i.e., the students’
written work, pays less attention to the writing process and, therefore, has less
awareness of how students’ thoughts are brought into words and what difficulties

students might come across in the writing process. The teacher hardly gives any help
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or guidance to the students in the process of their writing. What the students care
about is the scores given by the teacher. They pay little attention to the feedback the
teacher gives to their written work, and seldom put-it to use by improving their
writings because they seldom have a chance to write a second or a third draft. In the
second place, the product approach focuses more on linguistic form rather than on
content or the conveying of meaning. Very often, students write something that is
grammatically correct but conveys nothing significant. Thirdly, by imitating the
samples, students’ minds are confined to certain frames. They are deprived of the
Joy of observing how their thinking goes onto the paper, how their ideas get shaped
into words and expressions, and above all, of seeing how their buildings and castles
can be rebuilt with blocks combined in new and different arrangements. By and by,
they lose the interest in writing and always associate it with words like stressful ,
lonely, and nightmarish.

At the end of the 1970s, linguists in the western countries advanced the process
approach, based on communicative theory and stressing the cognitive process.
According to the process approach, writing is a process in which language is used to
explore the world, to communicate knowledge and to express ideas. Such a teaching
method attaches importance to the process of digging out and expressing ideas, pays
attention to the initiative of students as writing subjects, and lays emphasis on the
role of repeated revision in the writing process.

Theoretical foundations of the process approach

The concept of “process” was first advanced by John Deway, an American
philosopher and educator. According to Deway , learning is a process and should be
accompanied by action. Learning is a process in which learners, guided by their
own needs or interests , participate in practice and master the method of the practice.

Process writing is a method advocating learning to write by writing. According
to process writing approach, writing is a recursive process of psychological
cognition, mental creativity and social interaction. Writers may raise their cognitive ,
interactive and writing abilities through a series of cognitive and interactive activities
of the writing process.

e



The application of the process writing approach to TESL was first advocated by
Zamel and Raimes. Their research into the teaching of English writing to non-native
speakers reveals the feasibility of the method and they try to spread it. Zamel
(1976) thinks that the teaching of writing should lay its emphasis on the process of
expression and creation. Raimes (1979) has similar viewpoints ; if we are interested
only in the product of writing rather than in the process, students cannot benefit
from writing. According to Raimes (1983 ), writing means expressing ideas and
elaborating meanings, and the process of writing is a process of thinking. In talking
about linguistic value, Saussure (2001: 110) says, “In itself, thought is like a
swirling cloud, where no shape is intrinsically determinate. No ideas are established
in advance, and nothing is distinct, before the introduction of linguistic structure. ”
Therefore,, writing is a process to make our ideas clearer and clearer with the help of
language.

Another important theory related to process writing approach is the social
interaction learning theory advanced by Russian psychologist Vygotsky, who thinks
that social interaction is the prerequisite of learning and that learning is a complicated
and dynamic reflexive process consisting of individuals, nature and social
environments. Vygotsky’s social interaction theory has a very important concept:
social scaffolding. Scaffolding originally means a temporary structure on the outside
of a building, made of wooden planks and metal poles, used by workmen while
constructing, repairing, or cleaning the building. Vygotsky compares people of
greater abilities to scaffolding, and learners can learn better with the help of
scaffolding. The social scaffolding plays an important role in helping learners to
teach themselves. To EFL learners, teachers and classmates are the social
scaffolding that they can easily obtain help from. Through the interaction with peers
and teachers, EFL learners may go through the learning activity more smoothly.

The process writing approach can also be discussed in terms of Piaget’s
constructivist theory.. According to Piaget, it is in the process of interacting with the
surrounding environment that children gradually construct their knowledge about the
outside world and develop their own cognitive structure. Constructivists are aware of
the leading position of learners in the process of learning and maintain that
knowledge is obtained not through teachers’ instruction but through meaning

construction with the help of others and necessary learning materials in a specific
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environment, i. e., a social and cultural background. By meaning construction
they refer to understanding the nature and laws of things and the internal relations
among things. The constructivist theory emphasizes the process of learners’
interacting with the outside environment in constructing their knowledge.

Suggestions for using this book

By adopting the process approach, we can have a clearer purpose of teaching,
achieve more fruitful results, make enjoyable both the * teaching ” and the
“learning” of writing, and improve the students’ writing abilities in terms of both
content and language accuracy, thus sparking their interest in English writing and
improving their ability in text construction.

Because the process approach is likely to be new to most of the students, we
suggest beginning with Part One. Most of the students you are teaching spent a great
deal of time preparing for examination writing in their undergraduate programs. This
type of writing is product-oriented in the sense that the main consideration is how the
final essay is evaluated by the teacher or the text examiner. Part One gives students
the opportunity to understand and experience the process of writing. Working on this
unit gives you the opportunity to assess the strengths and weaknesses of your
students as far as English writing is concerned. Based on that assessment, you may
think that students have a good grasp of the basics. If this is the case, you can go on
to Part Two, which presents various patterns of essay development. If, on the other
hand, you find that students need more work on the basics of English writing, use
the materials in Part Three to strengthen their skills. When students encounter
difficulty of a particular kind, you can refer them to the relevant material in Part
Three. There they will find many examples and exercises to help them solve the
particular problems that you identify. If you identify students who do not have
adequate control over their English expression, you can assign exercises in Part
Four. Students can also use Part Four as a handbook for self-correcting their essays.
If you feel that students need some knowledge concerning practical writing, you can
refer them to Part Five, which deals with resume and job application letter, and
academic writing. The main point is to use the textbook flexibly rather than go
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