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To the Students
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% The following pages explain the purpose of this
§ course book in terms of writing, the theory behind it,

H and the concrete steps you may take to fulfil the goals
 and targets set for the mastery of a number of aca-
{ . s .
! demic writing skills.

.
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Definition of Writing

Can you recall the first time you ever held a pen in hand to
draw and scribble as a child? Can you recall the first time you
were taught to write your own name and Arabic numerals? Can
you remember how much effort you had to exert just to hold the
pen properly in hand? Most of you would probably say that these
events happened when you were around 2 or 3 years of age, well
before you started school. Immature as this kind of drawing and
scribbling may seem now, however, it was the beginning of the
act of writing from which all subsequent writing skills grew.

As soon as you entered primary school, where many
exercises and much homework come in a written form, writing
became more important. We write in order to remember new
characters, to train and exercise handwriting, and to learn
grammatical structures. But if we think more carefully, we find
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that the first few years of writing experience are confined to the
mechanism of writing, more for the purpose of mastering the
writing system of the Chinese language than generating mean-
ingful sentences or paragraphs.

We repeat the same process of mechanical writing when we
start to learn English, as English has a different writing system.
That is why we copied English alphabet letters, words, and
sentences when we started to learn English.

However, writing has another and more important aspect.
We all know that languages exist for one single reason —
communication— which, we believe, should also be the ultimate
purpose of all language learning and teaching. We should always
keep in mind that all the reading, speaking, listening and
writing we do in order to master English has the final purpose of
communicating with other English users. As students, you might
have found this aspect of language learning remote, because you
work to pass one examination after another. But I hope that
deep in your heart, you do not lose sight of the ultimate goal: to
communicate successfully in English. This is also the reason I
have decided to call this course book Write to Communicate.

Further examination of the concept of communication tells
us that communication exists in two forms: oral and written.
The purpose of this course book is to teach you how to
communicate more fluently and successfully in the written form.
We shall always remember that everything we do in this course
will contribute to a proficiency of communication in English on
paper.

In the same vein, we know that communication has two

4



Section One To the Students

directions: give and take. We take in information when we read
and listen — passive forms of communication that require the
ability to recognise and understand written and oral messages
from different sources. We give out information, on the other
hand, when we speak and write -— active forms of communica-
tion that require the ability to create grammatical, logical, and
meaningful sentences or paragraphs so that our audience can
understand.

Looking more closely at this active form of communication,
we then realize that speaking and writing are different in many
ways. When we speak, we usually speak directly 1o an audience.
Whether it is to one person or to a group of persons, whether it
is face to face or over the telephone, communication is mostly
instantaneous give and take. If for any reason the hearers fail to
understand the message, they will interrupt and ask questions.
We as speakers then explain and clarify on the spot anything
that is unclear. We also in speaking before an audience help the
communication with gestures, different tones of voice, and fa-
cial expressions, whereas in the case of written communication,
all writing is completed before any real communication happens.
When communication does take place, we are usually not there
to explain or clarify. Compared with a spoken message, a
written message has to be clearer, more accurate, and easier to
understand.

The audience is another factor that makes writing generally
more demanding than speaking. When we speak, we know who
the audience is at least in broad terms, and we choose an
appropriate form of language to communicate our information

5
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accordingly. For example, when we talk to a child, we try to
speak slowly, using simple words and sentences; when we talk
with our friends, we use an everyday conversational style which
is casual and in most cases informal; and when we converse with
people more senior in age or position, we employ a more formal
and respectful style of language. On the other hand, when we
write, we do not always know even in broad terms who our
readers are, when they are going to read our communication and
how they may react. Indeed, writing tends to be less difficult
when we know the reader personally, the time the reading
activity is likely to happen, and how they may react. When we
write to our family, for example, we can readily choose the
appropriate form of language, in addition to how much
explanation or background is needed for them to understand the
message. But we as writers do not always have this information.
If, for instance, we write an article for a newspaper or journal
about our opinion or findings in our research, we usually neither
know the readers personally nor the time the reading activity
will take place. Usually both the potential readers and the
writers have much less shared knowledge with the result that we
as writers may have difficulty assuming how much explanation is
necessary for the readers. If the readers do not understand, the
communication fails: our efforts are wasted.

Therefore, in order to make our written communication a
success, we need to think more carefully before as well as during
the process of writing. We need to determine first of all the
purpose of our written communication. What do we want to
communicate? Why are we writing and how? With a clear

6



Section One To the Students

purpose in mind, we will then try our best to envisage our
potential readers. What kind of readers do we expect? What is
their age? What is their educational background? How much
would they generally know about our chosen topic? We also need
to decide what form of language will best serve our purpose with
regard to our topic and our readers. We can only be certain of
the success of communication if we always keep in mind our
purpose, our audience, and the requirement of the appropriate
form of language.

Students might say that given that this is a writing course,
the teacher will always be the evaluator, grading everything the
students write, and that, therefore, the purpose of all writing
will have to be for good marks— an important consideration for
future prospects. True as this might be, other possibilities do
exist. A teacher plays more roles than that of a marker. A
teacher can in fact be a genuinely interested reader, a kind-
hearted monitor, and a willing, supportive helper. Even if the
teacher does play the role of a marker in the end, the emphasis
can be different. Traditionally, the teacher will consider
spelling, diction, grammar and content when evaluating a
written work. For this course book, although linguistic features
are still important, the most important aspect will be the
communicative effectiveness of each piece of writing. If the
writer fails to use the appropriate form of language to achieve
the intended purpose, even if grammar and spelling are flawless,
the paper will probably not receive a high mark. Conversely, if
the essay is effective in communicating ideas, a few mistakes in
grammar or diction will not affect the mark.



