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The Writing Situation

Like most writers (even very experienced ones), you may find
writing sometimes easy but more often challenging, sometimes
smooth but more often halting. Writing involves creation, and cre-
ation requires freedom, experimentation, and even missteps. Instead
of proceeding in a straight line on a clear path, you might start writing
without knowing what you have to say, circle back to explore a new
idea, or keep going even though you’re sure you’ll have to rewrite later.

As uncertain as the writing process may be, you can bring some
control to it by assessing your writing situation, particularly your
subject, purpose, audience, and genre.

Assessing the writing situation

Any writing you do for others occurs in a context that both lim-
its and clarifies your choices. You are communicating something
about a particular subject to a particular audience of readers for a
specific reason. You may be required to write in a particular genre.
You may need to conduct research. You’ll probably be up against a
length requirement and a deadline. And you may be expected to
present your work in a certain format and medium.

These are the elements of the writing situation, and analyzing
them at the very start of a project can tell you much about how to
proceed.

Context
� What is your writing for? A course in school? Work? Something

else? What do you know of the requirements for writing in this
context?

� What are the basic requirements of the writing task? Consider
length, deadline, subject, purpose, audience, and genre. What
leeway do you have? 

� What medium will you use to present your writing? Will you deliver
it on paper, online, or orally? What does the presentation method
require in preparation time, special skills, and use of technology?

Subject
� What does your writing assignment require you to write about? If

you don’t have a specific assignment, what subjects might be
appropriate for this situation?

a

Visit mycomplab.com for the eText and for resources and
exercises on the writing situation.
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� What interests you about the subject? What do you already know
about it? What questions do you have about it?

� What does the assignment require you to do with the subject?

Purpose 
� What aim does your assignment specify? For instance, does it ask

you to explain something or argue a point?
� Why are you writing?
� What do you want your work to accomplish? What effect do you

intend it to have on readers?
� How can you best achieve your purpose?

Audience 
� Who will read your writing? Why will your readers be interested

(or not) in your writing? How can you make your writing inter-
esting to them?

� What do your readers already know and think about your subject?
Do they have any characteristics—such as educational back-
ground, experience in your field, or political views—that could
influence their reception of your writing?

� How should you project yourself in your writing? What role
should you play in relation to readers, and what information
should you give? How informal or formal should your writing be?

� What do you want readers to do or think after they read your
writing?

Genre
� What genre, or type of writing, does the assignment call for? Are

you to write an analysis, a report, a proposal, or some other
type? Or are you free to choose the genre in which to write? 

� What are the conventions of the genre you are using? For exam-
ple, readers might expect a claim supported by evidence, a solu-
tion to a defined problem, clear description, or easy-to-find in-
formation. 

Research 
� What kinds of evidence will best suit your subject, purpose, audi-

ence, and genre? What combination of facts, examples, and ex-
pert opinions will support your ideas?

� Does your assignment require research? Will you need to consult
sources of information or conduct other research, such as in-
terviews, surveys, or experiments?

� Even if research is not required, what additional information do
you need to develop your subject? How will you obtain it?

� What style should you use to cite your sources?

The Writing Situation
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Deadline and length
� When is the assignment due? How will you apportion the work

you have to do in the available time?
� How long should your writing be? If no length is assigned, what

seems appropriate for your subject, purpose, and audience?

Presentation 
� What format or method of presentation does the assignment spec-

ify or imply?
� How might you use headings, lists, illustrations, video, and other

elements to achieve your purpose?

Finding your subject

A subject for writing has several basic requirements:

� It should be suitable for the assignment.
� It should be neither too general nor too limited for the assigned

deadline and paper length.
� It should be something that interests you and that you are willing

to learn more about.

When you receive an assignment, study its wording and its impli-
cations about your writing situation to guide your choice of subject:

� What’s wanted from you? Many writing assignments contain
words such as discuss, describe, analyze, report, interpret, explain,
define, argue, or evaluate. These words specify your approach to
your subject, the kind of thinking expected, your general pur-
pose, and even the form your writing should take. 

� For whom are you writing? Many assignments will specify or im-
ply your readers, but sometimes you will have to figure out for
yourself who your audience is and what it expects of you. 

� What kind of research is required? An assignment may specify
the kinds of sources you are expected to consult, and you can
use such information to choose your subject. (If you are unsure
whether research is required, check with your instructor.)

� Does the subject need to be narrowed? To do the subject justice
in the length and time required, you’ll often need to limit it.
(See below.)

Answering questions about your assignment will help set some
boundaries for your choice of subject. Then you can explore your
own interests and experiences to narrow the subject so that you can
cover it adequately within the space and time assigned. Federal aid

b
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to college students could be the subject of a book; the kinds of aid
available or why the government should increase aid would be a
more appropriate subject for a four-page paper due in a week. Here
are some guidelines for narrowing broad subjects:

� Break your broad subject into as many specific subjects as you can
think of. Make a list.

� For each specific subject that interests you and fits the assign-
ment, roughly sketch out the main ideas. Consider how many
paragraphs or pages of specific facts, examples, and other de-
tails you would need to pin those ideas down. This thinking
should give you at least a vague idea of how much work you’d
have to do and how long the resulting paper might be.

� Break a too-broad subject down further, repeating the previous 
steps.

The Internet can also help you limit a general subject. Browse
a directory such as INFOMINE (infomine.ucr.edu). As you pursue in-
creasingly narrow categories, you may find a suitably limited topic.

Defining your purpose

Your purpose in writing is your chief reason for communicat-
ing something about your subject to a particular audience of read-
ers. It is your answer to a potential reader’s question, “So what?”

Most writing you do will have one of four main purposes:

� To entertain readers.
� To express your feelings or ideas.
� To explain something to readers (exposition).
� To persuade readers to accept or act on your opinion (argument).

These purposes often overlap in a single essay, but usually one pre-
dominates. And the dominant purpose will influence your slant on
your subject, the details you choose, and even the words you use.

Many writing assignments narrow the purpose by using a sig-
nal word, such as the following:

� Report: Survey, organize, and objectively present the available
evidence on the subject.

� Summarize: Concisely state the main points in a text, argument,
theory, or other work.

� Discuss: Examine the main points, competing views, or implica-
tions of the subject.

� Compare and contrast: Explain the similarities and differences
between two subjects. 

� Define: Specify the meaning of a term or a concept—distinctive
characteristics, boundaries, and so on. 

c
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� Analyze: Identify the elements of the subject, and discuss how
they work together. 

� Interpret: Infer the subject’s meaning or implications.
� Evaluate: Judge the quality or significance of the subject, con-

sidering pros and cons.
� Argue: Take a position on the subject, and support your posi-

tion with evidence. 

You can conceive of your purpose more specifically, too, in a way
that incorporates your particular subject and the outcome you intend:

To explain the methods of an engineering study so that readers under-
stand and accept your conclusions

To analyze how Annie Dillard’s “Total Eclipse” builds to its climax so that
readers appreciate the author’s skill

To explain the steps in a new office procedure so that staffers will be able
to follow it without difficulty

To argue against additional regulation of guns so that readers will per-
ceive the disadvantages for themselves

Considering your audience

The readers likely to see your work—your audience—may in-
fluence your choice of subject and your definition of purpose.
Your audience will certainly influence what you say about your
subject and how you say it—for instance, how much background
information you provide and whether you adopt a serious or a
friendly tone.

For much academic and public writing, readers have specific
needs and expectations. You still have many choices to make based
on audience, but the options are somewhat defined. In other writing
situations, the conventions are vaguer and the choices are more
open. The following box contains questions that can help you define
and make these choices.

d
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Identity and expectations

� Who are my readers?
� What are my readers’ expectations for the genre of my writing?

Do they expect features such as a particular organization and format,
distinctive kinds of evidence, or a certain style of documenting sources?

� What do I want readers to know or do after reading my work?
How should I make that clear to them?

(continued)
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Questions about audience
(continued)

� How should I project myself to my readers? How formal or infor-
mal will they expect me to be? What role and tone should I assume?

Characteristics, knowledge, and attitudes

� What characteristics of readers are relevant for my subject and
purpose? For instance:

Age and sex
Occupation: students, professional colleagues, etc.
Social or economic role: subject-matter experts, voters, car buyers, po-

tential employers, etc.
Economic or educational background
Ethnic background
Political, religious, or moral beliefs and values
Hobbies or activities

� How will the characteristics of readers influence their attitudes
toward my subject?

� What do readers already know and not know about my subject?
How much do I have to tell them? What aspects of my subject will be
interesting and relevant to them?

� How should I handle any specialized terms? Will readers know
them? If not, should I define them?

� What ideas, arguments, or information might surprise, excite, or
offend readers? How should I handle these points?

� What misconceptions might readers have of my subject and/or
my approach to it? How can I dispel these misconceptions?

Uses and format

� What will readers do with my writing? Should I expect them to
read every word from the top, to scan for information, or to look for
conclusions? Can I help readers by providing a summary, headings,
illustrations, or other aids?  

Using genres 

Writers use familiar genres, or types of writing, to express their
ideas. You can recognize many genres: the poems and novels of liter-
ature, the résumé in business writing, the news article about a sport-
ing event. In college you will be asked to write in a wide range of
genres, such as analyses, lab reports, reviews, proposals, oral presen-
tations, even blog posts. 

Most simply, a genre is the conventional form that writing takes
in a certain context. In academic writing, genre conventions help to
further the aims of the disciplines; for instance, the features of a lab
report emphasize the procedures, results, and conclusions that are
important in scientific investigation. The conventions also help to

e
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improve communication because the writer knows what readers ex-
pect and readers can predict what they will encounter in the writing. 

When you receive a writing assignment, be sure to understand
any requirements relating to genre: 

� Is a particular genre being assigned? An assignment that asks
you to write, say, an analysis, an argument, or a report has
specified the genre for you to use.

� What are the conventions of the genre? Your instructor and/or
your textbook will probably outline the requirements for you.
You can also learn about a genre by reading samples of it.

� What flexibility do you have? Within their conventions, most
genres still allow plenty of room for your own approach and
voice. Again, reading samples will show you much about your
options.

The W
riting Process
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Visit mycomplab.com for the eText and for resources and
exercises on invention.

Invention

Writers use a host of techniques to help invent or discover ideas
and information about their subjects. Whichever of the following
techniques you use, do your work in writing, not just in your
head. Your ideas will then be retrievable, and the very act of writing
will lead you to fresh insights.

The discovery process encouraged here rewards
rapid writing without a lot of thinking before-

hand about what you will write or how. If your first language is not
standard American English, you may find it helpful initially to do
this exploratory writing in your native language or dialect and then
to translate the worthwhile material for use in your drafts. This
process can be productive, but it is extra work. You may want to try
it at first and gradually move to composing in standard American
English.

Keeping a journal

A journal is a diary of ideas kept on paper or on a computer. It
gives you a place to record your responses, thoughts, and observations

a
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