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Introduction

Why do we need a writing course? Some students think
that since they can already speak English, and since writing is
no more than a process of recording speech or thought on paper,
it cannot be a really challenging course. On the othcr"/ha.nd;
many students fear to meet the challenge posed by composition
writing. To them the craft of writing is far beyond their reach
and accessible only to a gifted few.

Both attitudes are, of course,harmful to developing students’
writing skills. To prepare students mentally for the writing
course, it is necessary to disprove these prejudices by exploring
- the similarities and dissimilarities between writing and speaking.

Now let’s suppose you want to tell a joke to your {riends. The
success of your joke telling depends on many factors. First, the
joke must be good, that is, interesting and fresh. Second, you
must organize it to the best effect. For example, you must make
sure your joke does have a good punch line. Third, you must tell
it to the right people at the right time. Tt will be a grievous
social mistake if you tell the joke to a friend who has just lost a
near relative, And you must be sure that your friends have the
necessary background knowledge to appreciate your joke.
Fourih, you must really direct the joke to your friends. If,instead

I.
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of beginning vigorously by saying “Hey, have you heard this
one?” and engaging your friends’ attention with your lively
speech, you just murmur it to yourself, the jokeis doomed from
the very start. Finally, you must watch your friends’ reaction
to your joke. If they question you about some points, you must
make these points clear immediately. If they laugh heartily,
you can be sure that ycur joke works and you may feel encour-
aged to go on.But,if theyjustsmile atyou politely saying*‘Well...””;
if, worse still, they are simply not paying attention, then your
joke must have fallen flat. And you must consider whether you
are telling it in the right way. If not, use some tricks to hold
their attention and lead them on. To sum up, to tell a joke
successfully, you must always have good stuff (content); you
must organize it effectively(organization);you must tell it in the
right context (or situation); you must know your audience, pay
active attention to it, and respond appropriately to its feedback.*

In fact, these five factors are essential not only to the success
of oral communication, but to that of written communication
as well. To produce effective writing, you must have good, well-
organized ideas and present them in the right context. (You
won’t write a paper on the nervous system if you write to a near-
by factory to complain about the irritating rumble of concrete
mixers in the middle of night, will you?) In addition, a strong
awareness of the audience and its desire is necessary to make your

*Here the context or situation is stipulated as setting or background (the external
conditions which give rise to a speech) as well as the speaker® purpose(which is in a
sense a reaction to the setting).Audience and feedback in this text roughly correspond to
“audience” and ‘“‘delivery” in traditional rhetoric.
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writing well focused and properly organized.

But, we would oversimplify the matter if we rest contented
with such a comparison of speaking and writing. In fact, while
sharing some fundamental similarities, speaking and writing
possess very different features.* These distinct features stem pri-
marily from different situationsin regard to the audience and its
feedback. In speaking, the audience is present at the time of
speaking, and immediate feedback, provided usually in both
verbal and nonverbal channels (e.g. facial expressions), enables
the speaker to adjust his ideas constantly in the course of his
speech. (Such immediate feedback in addition to the lack of
time makes speaking more or less spontaneous and loose in struc-
ture.) Besides, the speaker is aided in his effort to arouse and hold
the audience’s attention by social etiquette: a fear of giving
offense often helps to retain reluctant listeners.

In writing, the audience is absent, and the sending and
receiving of messages become removed in time and space. This
lack of direct contact with the audience creates a problem in
feedback: response from the reader is in most cases too late to
influence the written text. (Of course, such feedback is useful
when the writer revises his writing later, but this is another
question.) In these circumstances, the writer must create in his
mind an audience and imagine its feedback so as to make proper

*We don’t attermpt to make a comprehensive examination of this topic. In
practical use we can have a very formal speech and very informal piece of writing ; we
may speak from a written text or simply transcribe spontaneous speech. The discussion

here is based on typical speaking and writing situations.



adjustments in his writing. In other words, he must anticipate
his reader’s questions and try to ausaer them througi-
out the text. The absence of audience also makes it difficult for
the writer to provoke and sustain the reader’s interest. A reader
turns to a piece of writing for information or for entertainment.
He is not necessarily bound by social rules that may function in a
speaking situation, and failure to satisfy his need and engage
his interest often means outright rejection of the written stuff.
Facing this danger, the writer has to employ some special strate-
gies and techniques to catch and hold his reader. (We will
discuss these strategies and techniques in the following chapters.)
Fortunately, the absence of audience gives the writer more time
to organize his writing and enables him to make better choice
of words, which usually results in better structure and greater
accuracy. Moreover, the fact that writing can last long, reach a
larger audience, and is easy to revise, can well compensate the

writer for the pains he takes to produce it.

Now when we return to the students’ two extreme attitudes
towards writing, we can easily see their respective problems.
Those who think that writing is not much different from speaking
have ignored the special characteristics of writing both as a pro-
cess and a product of communication. They underestimate the
effort and skills needed for writing even a decent nonprofessional
piece successfully. And those who believe that writing has little in
common with speaking have failed to see the common basis on
which the two communicative abilities rest. They don’t realize
that their experience of speaking good English can be transferred
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