The Writing Process

Before the early 1970's the emphasis of writing instruction was almost exclusively focused on the final product. Writing teachers lectured on grammar, punctuation, and usage, made assignments, and wrote comments and corrections in red ink on the final draft.

Since the publication of Janet Emig's Composing Processes of Twelfth Graders in 1971, however, the emphasis of most writing researchers and composition instructors has shifted away from the end product towards the process of writing itself. Emig, using a case study approach borrowed from cognitive psychology, discovered that many of the problems visible in the final product originated in the process the writer used to create that product. This insight led to a realization that marking up final drafts was not a very effective way to improve writing ability. Composition researchers usually divide the writing process into four stages: 
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pre-writing

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
composing
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revising

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
proofreading.  

Though it is initially helpful to think about these stages as discrete and sequential, as any experienced writer knows there is much overlapping between them.  For example, the activities associated with the pre‑writing stage (invention, discovery, etc.) can also occur during the composition stage, and even during the revision stage.  In other words, the writing process is normally recursive. It is also important to remember that the writing process for each individual writer is often different, there being no single correct process for everyone.  

One of your tasks as a writer is to uncover problems which may arise in your or a classmate’s writing process. Insufficient attention to one of the stages, especially pre-writing or revising, or attempting to do all of the stages at once, can result in writer's block, undeveloped ideas, incoherence and other serious writing problems. For example, writers who report that they always write with music or the television on, but always have trouble focusing and developing their ideas, may want to consider changing the environment in which they write. Writers who move directly to proofreading after writing each sentence may also have difficulty developing their ideas.

The Triage Approach

Skim
Skim the draft quickly to find the major problems or areas of possible improvement. It is easy to fall into the practice of reading the paper sentence by sentence and marking errors as they are encountered, but the usual result is an overwhelming, disheartening, and possibly contradictory morass of corrections and notations, with no clear plan for improvement. 

Plan
It is therefore important to read the paper first, and make a review plan. In general, there are three possible levels of response, and in making your plan you must weigh and balance all three. Sometimes the emphasis will be on global issues, at others the main concerns will be at the syntactic or grammatical level, but it is best if every review addresses all three levels in some way. Generally, global issues need to be dealt with first.

Global/Rhetorical (the paper as a whole)

Considering the audience and format required by the assignment or the purpose for the writing:

· Do the content, organizational scheme, tone, and other characteristics serve the writer’s intention?

· What fairly simple changes could be made in the paper that would immediately improve its readability or effectiveness? (Such changes might include supplying missing information, deleting irrelevant information, sharpening a thesis, reorganizing a paragraph, or writing a conclusion.)

Syntax/Style (Readability or sentence-level negotiation of meaning)

· Is the text “readable” (easy to process)? If not, what is the problem? (You may find problems with pronoun reference, missing relative pronouns, phrases that don’t fit together grammatically, word order problems, etc.)

· Are any sentences awkward, unclear, or incomprehensible? (Here you can say, “I don’t understand what you mean here,” and have the student explain his or her meaning. When the writer says something that makes more sense than what they have, get them to write it down.)

Grammatical Systems (Long-term language development)

· What consistent language problems appear that are likely to be problems in future papers?

· Are there consistent problems with particular grammatical forms?

· Can “consciousness raising” facilitate acquisition of these forms?

· What would you put on a “personal proofreading checklist” for this student?

Reality
In most cases you will not be able to deal with all of the apparent problems in one review. That’s fine, however, because the writer cannot cope with all the problems at once anyway.
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