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UNIT

The Writing Process

INTRODUCTION

* irst things go first. The opening unit of the book particularly addresses the preliminary
j issue—writing and the writing process. What is “writing”? The Oxford Dictionary defines the
noun in seven ways:
(1) the act of a person or thing that writes;
(2) written form: to commit one’s thoughts to writing;
(3) that which is written; characters or matter written with a pen or the
like: His writing is illegible;

4) such characters or matter with respect to style, kind, quality, etc.;

6) aletter;

(
(5) an inscription;
(
(

7) any written or printed paper, as a document or deed.
We can largely group the definitions under two labels: the end product of writing or the
process of writing practice. Those labels represent totally different perspectives on writing and

have lead to very different approaches to learning and teaching of academic writing.

Writing as an
End Product

Writing as a
Process



Traditional teaching methods viewed students’ essays as finished work and thus concerned

more about establishing evaluation criteria. Not until recent decades did researchers and
language teachers study the writing process. As foreign language learners, we are highly aware
that to write a quality essay is like setting off on an ardent journey. We have to go through several
steps to get a complete essay ready to turn in, but the process approach involves more than just
dividing assignments into steps of writing.

The process approach, firstly, emphasizes the production and communication of ideas. It
views writing as a form of communication and urges us to consider our purposes and audience from
the starting point. Who are we writing for? What do our readers know about the topic? In the world
outside classroom, people write for real purposes. They write proposals, poems, memorandums,
instructions, reports, and news articles. In academic writing, however, our purpose is mainly to
display knowledge, and our audience is usually our professor and fellow students.

Secondly, the process approach regards writing not as a closed piece of text but as a learning
and thinking process. During the course, we endeavor to discover, arrange, and revise thoughts.
Words do not flow naturally and directly from the writer’s head onto the page. Of course, writing
is essentially an individual action, and individual learners may have adopted different strategies.

However, from most people’s experience of writing, we find certain common stages.

CORE CONCEPTS

A writing process is like a zigzag journey to discover ideas. It always begins with a stage
of preparation although the step may take a longer or shorter period of time according to
personal likes, time, and/or other constraints. The next three steps, overlapping and recurrent,
involve planning, drafting and revision and editing. The last stage is to make a final copy, ready
for submission. To identify those different steps in the process will open doors for us to learn,
work on, and master various writing strategies and techniques and improve our writing ability

eventually. This unit will examine each of the five steps.

?ﬁg’ The five steps of the

O 2 ie 7
g Five Steps of the Writing Process ﬁ&ﬁ writing process

The process of writing usually undergoes five steps. W. B. Yeats's short poem “The Balloon of
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the Mind” uses the metaphor to describe vividly the difficulty in arranging and organizing ideas
in the writing process. To borrow Yeats’ metaphor, the process of collecting ideas is like pumping

air into a balloon and then struggling to bring it into a confinement.

(5) Making
= | afinal copy

(1) Prewriting [Jms$)

(4) Revision

: & Editing

Figure 1.1 Process of Writing an Essay

This diagram indicates the five steps to write a college essay, including prewriting, planning,

drafting, revision and editing, and making a final copy.

©® Prewriting

As we know, ideas for writing do not come easily. People often get frustrated when beginning
to write. Some brainstorming activities will help us discover ideas. People may have adopted
various prewriting skills, but their goal is the same—to generate and organize ideas. Writing textbooks
often list a variety of techniques to generate ideas, for example, free-writing, focused free-writing, staged
free-writing, listing, clustering, questioning, and so on. Although people will do it differently, prewriting

aims at one thing, that is, to make preparations for the following steps of writing.

@ Planning

The next step involves making an outline or a plan for the essay. An outline is a general plan
of what we are going to write. The outline can be very helpful for two reasons: Firstly, an effective
outline will help you organize the discovered ideas and will help your body paragraphs stay focused
on the main ideas. Secondly, a careful plan can save time. Preparing an outline can take time, but

when it is done, you will be able to write the draft much faster than doing without an outline.

® Drafting

Guided by the thesis statement and the outline, you will find it much easier to write the first



draft of your essay. To be more efficient in the step, you should not worry about writing a “perfect

paper” as your goal is simply to get the ideas down for a rough draft. So you should follow the
outline, develop and support the listed ideas instead of being slowed down by checking errors in
spelling and grammar. If possible, you should finish the first draft early, put it aside for a while,

and then return for improvement.

O Revision and Editing

Next comes the stage of revision and editing, and you aim at polishing or refining the
draft. You go back over it and work on its content and structure. This may be called “revision,”
in which you go back over the first draft and look for ways to make substantial improvement
in the organization and expression of ideas. People may prefer to revise on paper or screen.
Meanwhile, you can read the draft to check and correct errors in spelling, grammar, punctuation,

»

and sentence structure. This step may be called “editing.” If doing it on computer, you can take
advantage of the Word spelling checker but do not trust the machine completely. You should

proofread the final copy before handing it in.

©® Making a Final Copy

The last step is turning in your essay to be graded. Here is a checklist for you to prepare the

final copy. Table 1.1 “Standard College Paper Formatting” lists these requirements as follows.

lable 1.1 Standard College Paper Formatting
Required manuscript style, e.g. MLA, APA, etc.
e
Ink ' Black
Page Layout | Default margins on all sides: 2.54 cm on the top and boﬁom; 3.17 cm on the left

and right

Font Face and Size ERES &¢I i1EN sﬁch as “Times New Roman”; 10-12 points
Spacing Double space

Justification Left justification of the text; center the title
Indentation All new paragraphs indented 5-7 spaces

One staple at the top-left handed corner
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Here the term “style” refers to the “paper formatting” or page layout and the citation and
documentation style such as the MLA (Modern Language Association) and the APA (American

Psychology Association) styles. For more information, you can go to Unit 15.

i Pop Quiz 1

WRITING SKILLS

Key Techniques

gk::i efore we actually start to write our essay, we usually do three things: to choose a topic, to
. generate ideas for the topic, and then to focus on the central idea. Because the rest of the
textbook will discuss the writing strategies and techniques mainly for drafting and revision, let’s

focus now on the prewriting and planning techniques.

@ Choosing an Appropriate Topic

Essay writing usually starts from an essay topic. The topic can be critical for an essay
assignment as it may lead to success or failure. An essay topic cannot be too broad or too specific.
If it is too broad, the essay is likely to go superficial. If too specific, it will be difficult to look for
supporting details.

This is true not only for college essay writing but also for the high-stakes English proficiency
examinations like CET-4 and CET-6. Instead of squarely phrased topics, the test taker is asked to
describe a cartoon picture and then choose a central idea to write about. Let’s look at an example

of such essay examinations.

Directions: For this part, you are alfowed 30 minutes to

. ‘ We
How to Do Well write an essay based on the picture on the left. Yow should start

sl Withou = / o ) PPN
i Sebaal Withont your essay with a brief description of the picture and thent discuss

Studymng' is over whether there is a shortcut for learning. You should give some

there in the fiction arguments to sypport your views and write at least 150 words but

section’

no more than 200 words.




