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Chapter One Basic Steps in Writing Process — -sc”

Chapter One Basic Steps
in Writing Process

An essay is “a short literary composition on a, particular theme or subject” ( Random
House Dictionary). In Webster > s Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary, it is defined as “an
analytic or interpretative literary composition usually dealing with its subject from a limited
or personal point of view; something resembling such a composition. ” The two dictionaries
have told us that basically, an essay is a composition on a certain topic, and with a point of
view, It is always analytic or interpretative. It is also called 2 theme, especially when
referring to the student’s essay,

An essay is written about one topic or one main idea, just as a paragraph is. The main
idea of essay is expressed in a thesis statement, which is much like the topic sentence in a
paragraph. However, the topic of an essay is bigger and more complex than that of a
paragraph. A well-written thesis statement not only pinpoints the main idea or topic, but
also indicates the major subdivisions of the topic. In other words, it tells both the writer and
the reader what the essay is driving home, and what major points are planned to help.

Developing a theme fully is no easy work, but you can master the technique if you think
of writing as a process with three stages — prewriting, writing, and postwriting (sometimes
known as invention, shaping, and editing). In practice, the stages always overlap, and the
writing process is too recursive, too full of starts and stops and loops backward, to break
into clearly distinguished stages. In other words, the stages do not constitute a linear

process which you can follow step by step.

1. Prewriting

Prewriting, in writing, refers to the process you use to search for, discover, create, or
invent material for a piece of writing. It can occur throughout the whole writing process. But
when it happens before you have produced any actual piece of text, the process is called
“prewriting”. As the starting point of writing, inventing is a very important stage which
emphasizes the idea of discovery, and involves considerable effort, often accompanied by

stress.
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You may think that it is really one of the most frustrating obstacles to effective and

productive writing to invent ideas for a topic, particularly one you have never thought about
much. Actually, whether you desire to write a narrative essay about a personal experience, a
literary analysis of a story, an argumentative essay supporting a particular idea or point of
view, or any other possible type of essay, the steps of the essay writing process are basically
the same.

Keep in mind that the following techniques and advice can be useful for writing essays.

1.1 Choose and narrow your topic

In some circumstances, if you may have the flexibility to choose the topic you would
most enjoy to explore and write about. Choose something you know about, either your own
experience or something you can learn about quickly with the available resources. In other
cases, however, especially when you are given a particular essay writing assignment, your
topic may be provided for you.

The key to choosing a workable and interesting essay topic is how to unlock youar
memory and to associate your ideas with other experiences and recollections. The best way to
narrow your topic is to apply directed questioning.

If you already have a topic that you are not sure how to approach it, try directed
questioning that points you to the information needed to start your writing. Such questions
often begin with who, what, when, where, and which. The answers can be found by
examining the topic and drawing on personal experience and prior knowledge and activities.
Such questions have a definite answer and build the foundation for more challenging
questions. Rather than encouraging you to-expand your thinking, this method helps you to
narrow your broad ideas. Here are some general q\uestions that may prove helpful;

% How can I define the topic?

% How can I describe the topic?

¥. How does the topic resemble or differ from other topics?
% How does the topic work?

%« How does the topic affect other things?

¥: Can I argue for or against the topic?

. Why does this topic interest me?

¥ What ideas are generally associated with the topic?

To be specific, if your topic is health and smoking, you could ask questions such as:

How does smoking affect health?

What are the warnings about the danger of smoking?

What are the statistics on smoking and health?

Once you have stated your topic as a question, you need to identify the main concepts in

the question.
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How does smoking affect health?

What are the warnings about the danger of smoking?

What are the statistics on smoking and health?

If you find too much information, narrow your topic by adding concrete or specific terms
to your questions. For example, instead of asking, “What are the warnings about the danger
of smoking?” ask

“What are the doctor’s warnings about the danger of smoking?”

Or, instead of asking, “What are the statistics on smoking and health?”

“What are the statistics on smoking and cancer?”

The diagram below also illustrates the process of narrowing a general topic “disaster” to

a specific one.

General Topic DISASTER

NATURAL DISASTER

Specific EARTHQUAKE

DESTRUCTIVE EARTHQUAKES

Very Specific 2010 Haiti Earthquake

1.2 Brainstorming

Now you have chosen a topic and narrowed it to a specific focus, the next prewriting
step is to generate ideas. It can be done by a process named brainstorming, during which you
get everything that comes to your mind down on paper quickly, either a significant word or
phrase. Although these brainstorming activities may seem unnecessary at first, after doing
them a few times, you will realize their usefulness. The advantage of this technique is that
you free up your internal critic and allow yourself to write things you might not write if you
were being too self-conscious. Brainstorming for ideas can also get you started writing more
quickly and save your time in the later stages of the writing process. The useful
brainstorming techniques are listing, clustering and freewriting.

3 Brainstorming by listing

Listing is a brainstorming technique in which you think about your topic and quickly
make a list of whatever words or phrases come into your mind. Your purpose is to produce as
many ideas as possible in a short time; your goal is to find a specific focus for your topic.
Several procedures are usually included:

% Write down the general topic at the top of your paper.
% Then, make a list of every word or phrase that comes into your mind about the
topic. Don’t stop the free flow of ideas by judging or editing them before you write them

down. Keep the ideas flowing, The harder you think, the more ideas will flow. If, however,

3
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you write down information that is completely off the subject, don’t worry about it — you

can cross it out later.

1. Use words, phrases, or sentences. Don’t worry about spelling or grammar.

Remember, your primary goal is to write down ideas as quickly as they come to you without

worrying about whether an idea is important, interesting, or related to your subject. Of

course, try to stay on the general topic.

Here is an example of the listing technigue on the topic of Education.

at-home

self teaching
friends
competition
incentive
buildings
measure progress
master’s degree
administrators
fraternities
university
secondary

boys and girls
grades

sororities

P.E. class
classrooms
contests
bachelor’s degree

maths

Education

professors
primary
pressure

novels
memorized
continuing
postgraduate
classes

great emphasis
college
vocational school
preschool
university
classmates
regulations and rules
regular exercise
examinations
awards

books

Chinese

& Now cross out ideas which don’t fit or are duplications. Then you can choose

either one/ones as a specific for your paragraph.

at-home
preschool
primary
maths
Chinese
secondary
college

university

—bachelorZs—degree

professors great emphasis

administrators measure progress

buildings examinations

classreoms- contests

grades competition

friends awards
—boeysand-girls incentive

<lassmates- pressure

fraternities memorized

v

4
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vocational school sororities
postgraduate classes

—masterisdegree FE——~lass
continuing regular-exercise
night school books

—sel—teaching novels-
From the reorganized list, it is clear that “measure progress” and “types of schools” can

be chosen as a specific focus for your writing.

a Brainstorming by Clustering
Clustering shares very great similarities with listing. Both are used to generate ideas.
The only difference is that you have to change the list into a cluster as far as whatever words
or phrases coming into your mind. Several procedures are usually included.
# ~Write down and circle the general topic in the middle of your paper.
¥. Then, write whatever ideas, words, phrases, details, examples, feelings,
situations, descriptions, etc. that come into your mind about the topi.c around. Do not limit
or censor ideas — if you think of it, write it! Do not write in complete sentences. Write topic
or subject in the center of your page; let your mind make free associations and write these
associations around your topic branching out from the center. All the ideas will produce a
cluster of circles.

For example, suppose you are creating ideas for the topic “a goal as a junior”.
p Pp y 8 P g ]

Get a small loan

Prepare job interview

Establish a company

Becoming self-employed
Find a good job

What is an important goal [

have as a junior and how

will I achieve it?

Prepare resume

Prepare for amaster’ sdegree

Prepare for learning abroad

Strengthen language skills

Choose acollege

TOEFL/IELTS prep course

Strengthen my french

Decide my major
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¥ Go back over the paper and circle in different ways each group of words that appear
connected. Continue grouping your words and phrases until all the logical ones are circled.
Name the connection for each group and you will have the rough body of an outline for your
paper. Clustering does not take the place of a linear, traditional outline; but it allows you to

explore ideas before committing them to a particular order.

“ Brainstorming by freewriting

Freewriting — also called stream-of-consciousness writing — is a writing technique used
mainly to collect initial thoughts and ideas on a topic, often as a preliminary to formal
writing. In freewriting you write continuously for a set period of time without regard to
speiling, topic, or correct grammar usage, etc. It produces raw, often unusable material,
but helps you overcome blocks of apathy and self-criticism.

Freewriting can be open or focused. If you really do not have any idea what to write
about, just begin to write down your impressions and thoughts in an “open” freewrite.
Filling the page with words may coax something from your mind. Once you have done this,
choose an idea or two from youf open freewrite to explore in a more “focused” freewrite.
Writing down your thoughts about a more specific idea that came up in your open freewrite
will narrow down your topic even more, and hopefully will lead to the idea that will be the
basis for your paper,

If you reach a point where you can’t think of anything to write, you simply write that
you can’t think of anything, until you find another line of thought. You can freely stray off
topic, letting thoughts lead where they may. At times, you may also do a focused freewrite,
letting a chosen topic structure your thoughts. Expanding from this topic, the thoughts may
stray to make connections and create more abstract views on the topic. This technique helps
you explore a particular subject before putting ideas into a more basic context.

Read the following set of three freewritings:

don’t know. don’t know. this is harder than I thought it would be. worried. what if I
don’t have any ideas to bring out. the writer’s perpetual concern — lack of ideas, Cliches.
wonder how they got started? had meaning at one time. say “every dog has his day” now and
people will jump at you for using sexist language. don’t know. don’t know. don’t know.
don’t know. hear the timer ticking. time. so much to do and so little time to do it in. what
is time? arbitrary or not? different for different people. so many pecple pressed for time
now. wonder if time went more slowly in grandparents’ day, if they needed 24 hrs. to do
what we now do in 12, they had to use washboards, coal heat. greenhouse effect. are we
greenhousing? greenhouse should have a nice, flowering plant connotation, not self-
destruction. destruction by plants, Little Shop of Horrors. plants going crazy. at least the
weeds in the garden do. ‘

don’t know. don’t know. don’t know. don’t know. don’t know. wish the 5 min.
would go faster. fast time. slow time. fast time when you’re doing something you like. slow

time waiting in dentist’s office or in any place where you’d rather not be. Slow time for
B o
6 .
» m;"“



Chapter One Basic Steps in Writing Process mmmﬂ_mw'\h* -
children waiting for something special to happen and fast when it’s happening. hard to write
write write write write. right, what is right? Orville and Wilbur were Wright. bad puns to
fill the 5 min. Why do people groan at puns? wonder how that got started. don’t know.
don’t know.

do not like bugs in summer. flies and mosquitoes the worst, Read somewhere that June
is “kill the filthy fly” month. I agree. hate those large flies that buzz you, usually when
you’re trying to eat lunch. read about cluster flies recently. they seem to cluster around
your coffee when you go out of the room. then the big question, did they dip into it or not?
mosquitoes as bad at night. like divebombers in your ears, don’t know. don’t know. don’t
know. there are other annoyances, part of everyday life. call waiting, caller id, especially
when you’re on the calling end. telephone solicitors. door-to-door salespeople. rude people
in general. the person in the express line at the supermarket with 20 items in the cart. could
go on about this one.

One obvious topic for this writer seems to be “time,” or the different ways in which we
perceive time (adult vs. children” s perception of time, how time is counted in sporting
events, etc. ). “Annoyances” may be another topic, as the writer mentions that he/she

“could go on about this one. ” Actually, any topic mentioned here is a possibility for an essay

” 9 ”

(“bugs,” “clichés, greenhouse effect, puns”); the choice depends on the writer’ s
purpose (research or non-research writing?), interests (for which topic can I most easily
generate information?), audience (what will interest my reader;?) , and.parameters (what is
the type of writing assigned?).

The crucial point is that you keep on writing even if you believe you are saying nothing.
Word must follow word, no matter the relevance. Your freewriting might even look like
this.

“This paper is supposed to be on the politics of tobacco production but even though 1
went to all the lectures and read the book I can’t think of what to say and 1’ ve felt this way
for four minutes now and I have 11 minutes left and I wonder if 1’11 keep thinking nothing
during every minute but I’m not sure if it matters that I am babbling and I don’t know what
else to say about this topic and it is rainy today and I never noticed the number of cracks in
that wall before and those cracks remind me of the walls in my grandfather’s study and he
smoked and he farmed and I wonder why he didn’t farm tobacco. . . ”

When you’re done with your set number of minutes or have reached your page goal,
read back over the text, Yes, there will be a lot of filler and unusable thoughts but there also
will be little gems, discoveries, and insights. When you find these gems, highlight them or
cut and paste them into your draft or onto an “ideas” sheet so you can use them in your
paper. Even if you don’t find any diamonds, you will have either quieted some of the noisy

chaos or greased the writing gears so that you can now face the assigned paper topic.

@ Brainstorming by Cubing

Cubing is a writing exercise used as a prewriting technique. Cubing enables or even

2
7
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forces you to think and re-think a topic and explore various aspects of a topic from six
different directions; just as a cube is six-sided, of course, you would have to change your
perspective in order to examine and write about the cube’s six faces. Take a sheet of paper,
consider your topic, and respond to these six commands.

% Describe it.
# Compare it,
% Associate it.
w Analyze it.
% Apply it.
E- Argue for and against it.

Even if you can only think of three or four initially, push yourself to write about at least
six views of your topic. Even if you think you know what your topic and thesis statement
will be, try cubing for a few minutes. You may discover a new “angle” for your paper and
create new avenues of discussion that will give depth to your argument. Cubing may also
help you determine the most interesting aspect of your topic; you then have a good start on
focusing your paper.

Now, look over what you’ve written and ask yourself some questions:

¥ Do any of the responses suggest anything new about your topic?
% What interactions do you notice among the “sides”? That is, do you see patterns

repeating, or a theme emerging that you could use to approach the topic or draft a thesis?

b8

Does one side seem particularly fruitful in getting your brain moving?

Could that one side help you draft your thesis statement?

% Use this technique in a way that serves your topic. It should, at least, give you a
broader awareness of the topic’s complexities, if not a sharper focus on what you will do
with it,

After you have finished brainstorming, take a look at the material you have generated.

"

P

What items seem to go together?

What further connections can you see?

What ideas and terms do you want to develop?

What idea or concept seems to dominate your list?

J o

% What material is surprising?

You may decide to use most of the items you produced, or you may find only a few
fragments to keep. However, one of these fragments may point the way to a good paper.

If none of the techniques work for you, try to come up with your own strategy. What
works for someone else may not work for you. After all, these prewriting strategies are just
ways to put your ideas on the paper that allow you to edit your ideas in depth at a later time.
Last, try to enjoy the moment you are writing instead of seeing writing as only finishing an
assignment that teachers gave you. Then, writing might become an interesting hobby that

you will get pleasure from it and also benefit your thinking techniques.
b
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2. Writing

In the prewriting stage, you have chosen and narrowed your topics whether you have
come up with a topic on your own or whether you are given a specific question to answer.

Now you are ready for planning your essay in the process of writing,
2.1 Planning or outlining

8 Organizing ideas

Before constructing an outline, you need to reorganize the ideas you have generated
around the topic first. You can do this by simply crossing out the words, phrases, etc. and
evaluating whether the remained ones characterize novelty, significance and relevance to the
topic.

# Creating a thesis statement

A thesis statement declares what you believe and what you intend to prove. A good
thesis statement makes the difference between a thoughtful research project and a simple
retelling of facts. The thesis statement usually appears in the introduction of your essay, and
is best expressed in one sentence as a definition of your position, or the point you intend to
prove in your essay. A good thesis statement will help organize your essay and give it
direction; it is the central idea around which the rest of the essay is built. As for how to
create an effective thesis statement, refer to Chapter Two.

# Outlining

Once you have generated sufficient ideas and an effective thesis statement, the next step
can be to develop a more specific outline in which you break down what specifically will be in
each paragraph of your essay. As for how to create an effective outline, refer to Chapter

Two.
2.2 Writing and revising drafts

# Drafting and revising drafts

Draft is one of the most important steps in your writing process. Any type of paper
starts with draft and only after every possible idea is included in the rough draft you can
move on to the next level. Draft is a sort of sketch of your future essay which can gather all
thoughts and ideas relevant or even irrelevant to your topic. It is a stage of putting all

collected information on paper in order to identify which parts will stay and what needs to

go.



