The Writing Process

I. Before you begin to write, you should have a plan. 

A. What do you want to say? What is your overall message? This will be your topic sentence if you are writing a paragraph, and your thesis statement if you are writing an essay.

B. How should you present it? Your plan will be influenced by several things:

1. Who is your audience? Age? Formal or informal? Background/experience/interests? Make them relate to this topic.
2. What kind of message is it?

a. Descriptive: painting a picture/situation in words

b. Narrative: telling a story (chronological sequence)

c. Expository: explaining by 

1) comparing/contrasting

2) showing the steps in a process

3) analyzing something 
a) dividing it into its parts (theories, kinds of dogs, etc.)

b) analyzing a problem (bird flu, air pollution...)

d. persuading  - convincing others to do or believe     something 

3. What requirements/limitations does the assignment present?
a. # of pages/words

b. Amount of time you have to prepare

c. Types of sources you are asked to use

d. Topic limitations

4. How are you connected to the subject? 

Experience, interest, commitment, connections to other courses or program requirements, personal style

C. How can you organize your time and efforts after you have a general topic?

1. Generate ideas that somehow are related to the general topic: brainstorm. Write down everything you know and would like to know. Write facts, opinions, and questions. Don’t judge your ideas – welcome everything.

2. Select the ideas you want to use. You need to reduce your topic to a size that is manageable. Make your final topic choice very specific in scope and interesting to you.

3. Organize your ideas. This can be done in various ways. Review IB2; the type of message will greatly influence the way you organize and present your ideas.
a. Lines are used in mapping or in a tree diagram to show how ideas and facts or examples are connected to each other. Examples of mapping and a tree diagram are provided below:
b. A topic outline shows relationships between ideas also, by indentation and the use of a number/letter system. You use only a word or phrase to represent a complete idea. This paper is a combination of a topic outline and a sentence outline.
c. A sentence outline is an outline using the topic and basic support sentences. This kind of outline is not very common because it is very time-consuming, but it can be helpful to see complete ideas on paper and then decide how to link them. 

II. The first draft of the writing assignment follows your map or outline. It should be written quickly. Don’t worry about spelling and grammar – you just want to see your ideas on paper. Do you go from general (topic sentence or thesis statement in the introductory paragraph) to specific to specific (supporting ideas, with concrete examples, facts and details) and then back to general (concluding sentence or paragraph)? Following is a diagram of a 5-paragraph essay:

(taken from Writing to Communicate by C.A. Boardman & J. Frydenberg, Pg.58)
III. After you finish writing the draft, leave it alone for at least 24 hours. This time will provide you an opportunity to think about what you wrote and then go back to it with a more professional, distant attitude. 
IV. Revising (EDITING) your draft is an extremely important step. Never write a paragraph or essay and consider the first draft your final copy. Check the points below as you critique your first draft. Make revisions as needed. Think of your writing as a piece of clay that can be molded and re-molded; nothing is written in stone! 
A. Does the essay have a very clear thesis statement? This is the most important sentence in the entire essay. If you are writing a paragraph, the topic sentence is the most important sentence in the paragraph. The main parts of a topic sentence or thesis statement are: 

1. What you are talking about (the topic)

2. What you want to say about it (the controlling idea). It should grab the reader’s interest, too. 

3. A third element, called a predictor, is also sometimes present. A predictor tells the reader what is coming and in which sequence it is coming. For example:  I love my house in the country for a lot of reasons, but there are some problems involved in rural living that city dwellers never think about. The reader knows that I will first discuss the good things about country life and then some problems.
B. Does the essay have a strong concluding paragraph, or if you are writing one paragraph, does it have a strong concluding sentence? A good conclusion summarizes the points you have made, restates the main idea in an interesting way, or gives a final opinion that is a logical result of the ideas and facts you presented. It often does this in a general statement pointing toward the future. It does not present new information, however! Save it for a different essay or paragraph!
C. Does each paragraph have unity? Do all of the sentences in each paragraph directly support the topic sentence? If a sentence is not clearly relevant to the main idea of the paragraph, either take it out completely or put the idea into another sentence as a phrase or subordinate clause.
D. Does each paragraph have coherence? Are the sentences in logical sequence? 

E. Is there cohesion? A cohesive paragraph has sentences that are well linked to each other through the use of personal and demonstrative pronouns, punctuation, transition words, and the use of the definite article in reference to a noun mentioned before. 

F. Is it complete? Are any facts or examples missing? 

G. Is your information correct? Make sure your facts are correct. If the information is not public knowledge (for example, you got it from a research study or an interview and most people do not know it), it should be cited. If you are using the exact words, enclose them in quotation marks and in a footnote give the author’s name, title of the book or article and pg. #. If you closely paraphrase one of your sources, it is also necessary to provide a citation.

H. Is there a better way to state an idea that will make it more colorful, stronger, clearer, or easier to remember? Have you repeated the same word many times? Maybe you can use a synonym instead. Have you used correct sentence structure and a variety of sentence patterns? Vary the length and complexity to keep the reader interested. Try to develop your writing style to reflect your education and personality.

V. After revising your draft (perhaps several times!), you must proofread it. This process polishes the finished product. Check the mechanics: 

A. Grammar rules such as subject-verb agreement, tense form & agreement, pronoun-antecedent agreement, use of prepositions, adjective and adverb placement, article use, etc.

B. Spelling & capitalization

C. Punctuation

D. Format:

1. Margin width: 1 inch on sides and bottom;1 to 2 inches at the top, unless otherwise specified in the assignment 

2. Double-spaced

3. Indentation 5 spaces for the first line of each paragraph
4. If there is a title, it is centered & spaced one line below the course title and one line from the beginning of the paper.

5. If there is more than one page, every page after the first one should be numbered, with your last name and a title phrase in the header or footer.

    

6. An essay of 2 or more pages should be stapled in the top left corner.
7. A long essay may have subtitles. Check with your instructor regarding this aspect of formatting.

 VI. After proofreading your product, critique it once more. Try to see your writing through the eyes of your readers. Score yourself. Monitor your progress in writing. Use the scoring chart below to judge your paragraph or essay. Look again at the points covered in Section IV: Revising, and think about how you could make your essay better. Hopefully, your ability to critique writing will progress with your ability to write.

