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Working with writing: 
understanding texts, 
writers and readers



Three approaches to writing

 Focus on texts

 Focus on writers

 Focus on readers



1 Focus on 
texts

 Writing as object

 Writing as discourse



1.1 Texts as objects

 Writing is a rule-based structure 

 Independent of contexts, writers 
or readers 

 Good writers are good at 
grammar



Classroom practices

 Familiarisation

 Controlled

writing

 Guided writing

 Free writing



Conduit metaphor



Assumption

 Meaning is contained 
in the words

 Mind to mind transfer 
of ideas through 
language

 Only coding and 
decoding skills needed



Is accuracy enough?

 Accuracy only one feature of good
writing

 All texts code writer’s assumptions
about readers’ knowledge and needs

 Writers need to balance what needs
to be said with what can be assumed



1.2 Texts as Discourse

 Texts are attempts 
to communicate 
with readers 

 Texts are located in 
a world of purposes 
and social action



What is genre?

Genre is a term for 
grouping texts 
together, representing 
how writers typically 
use language to 
respond to recurring 
situations.
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Classroom implications

 Grammar is a resource for 
producing texts

 Making grammatical choices 
explicit allows students to write 
effectively

 Consciousness-raising tasks 

 Teaching-learning cycle
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Teacher-learner collaboration 
(Based on Feez, 1998)

Scaffolding Learner Progress

Independent performance Potential performance

Considerable teacher contribution

Learner’s entry level Existing competence

Zone of Proximal 
Development

Reduced teacher involvement

Increased learner independence



Criticisms and counters

 Crushes creativity by imposing models on 
students. 

 But making texts explicit is not inherently 
prescriptive

 Genres DO constrain us –as our choices 
are made within expected patterns.  

 By understanding how texts are organised 
we can teach writing more effectively 



2 Focus on 

writers



 What do good writers do when they 
write?

 Draws on cognitive psychology.

 Writing is a process of discovering and
formulating ideas.

 Writing is problem solving and not an
act of communication.





What the flow chart tells us

 writers have goals and plan 
extensively

 writing is constantly revised. 

 planning, drafting, revising, 
and editing are recursive 

 plans and text are constantly 
evaluated



Advice for teachers

 set pre-writing activities  

 encourage brainstorming 
& outlining 

 give a variety of tasks

 require multiple drafts

 give feedback on drafts 

 use peer response

 delay corrections until 
end



Problems with this view?

1. Overemphasis on 
psychological factors  

2. Discovery-based approach 
fails to make language 
explicit



invisible curriculum
Adherents to process approaches to writing 
create situations in which students ultimately 
find themselves held accountable for 
knowing a set of rules about which no one 
has ever directly informed them. Teachers do 
students no service to suggest, even 
implicitly, that ‘product’ is not important. 
Students will be judged on their product 
regardless of the process they utilized to 
achieve it. And that product, based as it is on 
the specific codes of a particular culture, is 
more readily produced when the directives of 
how to produce it are made explicit.

(Delpit, 1988) 



Problems with this view?

3.  Assumes all writing is similarly 
composed and expert practices 
can improve novice writers

4.  Disempowers teachers by 
restricting language role to 
feedback



Process vs product

While a process approach will 
certainly make it possible for 
apprentice writers to become more 
effective at generating texts, this 
may be to little avail if they are not 
aware of what their readers expect 
to find in those texts. 

(Chris Tribble, 1996)



3  Focus 
on readers



 Context includes 
the reader 

 Based on writer-
reader expectations

 Like dancers 
following each 
others’ steps….



Academic English texts tend to:

 be more explicit about structure and 
purposes

 employ more, and more recent, 
citations

 be less tolerant of digressions

 be more cautious in making claims

 have stricter conventions for sub-
sections 

 use more sentence connectors



Writer or reader 
responsibility?



Hedging and boosting (%)

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

Certainty Probablity Possibility

Native Eng
speakers

Non native Eng
speakers



A HK student text….
There is strong evidence to demonstrate the 
relationship between EQ and the academic 
performance.  High EQ is definitely an advantage in 
any domain of life and we all know that a person 
with high EQ can certainly manage their own feelings 
well and deal effectively with others. The fact that
the trend from overseas is always affecting Hong 
Kong people means that schools must now teach 
boys to be equal to female. They have their right to 
express emotion.



A UK student text…

Britain is probably one of the few countries 
in the world where the constitution is not 
written down.  This might seem to be 
somewhat disorganised and although it has 
worked fairly well until now, I suggest that 
this is likely to be unrealistic for much 
longer and it is possible we may need a Bill 
of Rights as there is in the USA.



Discourse communities

 A way of joining writers, texts and 

readers together

 John Swales – groups with collective 
goals

 Ann Johns – groups with common 
interests



Barton’s definition

A discourse community is a group of 
people who have texts and practices in 
common, whether it is a group of 
academics, or the readers of teenage 
magazines. In fact, discourse community 
can refer to the people the text is aimed 
at; it can be the people who read a text; 
or it can refer to the people who 
participate in a set of discourse practices 
both by reading and writing.



Different strokes for different folks

 Social sciences: analysing and 
synthesising multiple sources 

 Sciences: describing procedures, 
defining objects, and planning solutions

 engineers describe charts

 business students compare ideas and 
take a position 



Different strokes for different folks

 chemists = lab reports

 computer scientists = program 
documentation 

 mathematicians = article surveys 

 social scientists = project reports



Average frequency of self mention per research paper

Discipline pronouns Discipline pronouns

Marketing 38.2 Physics 17.7

Philosophy 34.5 Biology 15.5 

App Ling 32.3 Electronic Eng 11.6

Sociology 29.4 Mechanical Eng 2.6

Overall 33.6 11.8



Difficulties for L2 writers

 Hinkel: L2 students address readers too 

informally and conversationally. 

 Hyland: experts used author pronouns 3 

times more than Hong Kong 

undergraduates.



Some thoughts on teaching

Mixed-genre portfolios

Comparative tasks  

Audience analysis



An argumentative essay.

‘Why did you organise the essay in this way? What stages 
organise it? Are you satisfied with this? Who is it for? 

A research-based library project. (All notes, drafts, etc).

What difficulties did you encounter writing this? What did you 
learn from writing it? 

A summary

Why did you select this summary? How is it organised? Why 
is it organised like this? What are the basic parts of all the 
summaries you have written?

A writer’s choice.

What is this? When did you write it? Why did you choose it? 

An overall reflection of the portfolio. (A letter to the teacher 
integrating the entries)



mixed genre portfolios

 Students write a range of different genres, 
collect them together with a commentary 

 Gives a more accurate picture of students’ 
writing

 Helps them to see the differences in 
genres 

 Consciousness raising function



Comparative tasks

 Textbook advice vs use in target 
texts. 

 Features across two genres

 The same genre in two disciplines. 

 Feature L1 and L2



A B C D

What do I know What does my What does my          What is my  

Abut the topic? reader already reader not know?     reader’s attitude 
know about it?          likely to be?

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Customer bought As for A What the company     Customer is 

some biscuits. will do about it, eg     probably very 
There was a apologise,  angry, she will 
Cockroach in one refund the price. want

compensation.

Audience analysis



Conclusions

 Writing is not just words on 
a page or an activity of 
individuals

 We should research texts 
and make their features 
explicit to students


