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As leachers of lechnical English, \Ve believe Ihal wriling is a fundamenlal skill Iha! our sludenlS need 
lO develop, since Ihey \·vill have 10 produce lexls bo!h in acaclemic ancl professional sellings. In 
our view, wriling instruction shoulcl be basecl on a theoretical fram ework, aclapted lo every particular 
teaching context, which accounts for all !he elements thal inlervcne and inleract in such a complex 
process. In this paper, our aim is to put forward a Iheory of writing thal meets our neecls. In order 
lo eSlablish our theorelical framework, we have clrawn on the lenets of some of Ihe most inf/uential 
approaches 10 teaching writing. Allhough they clo no! pro vicie a comprehensive theory that ca!ers 
for our specific needs, from all of Ihem we can gain significanl insights into the wriling process. 
After reviewing these, we will define Ihe assumplions on which our theory is based. 

1. Introduction 

eeds analyse carried out al engineering chools 
in Spain have revealed lhe need of lhe e sLUdenlS 
10 communicate lhrough wrillen Engli h. This need 
is lwofold: on lhe one hand, engineering sllldenls 
need 10 write in English for academic purposes. and 
on lhe olher hand, as professional engineers. lhey 
may need 10 wrile differenl lypc of documenls. 

Wriling inslruclion should be based on a comprehcn­
sive lheory which takes illlo accoulll alllhe elemenls 
lhal illlervene in lhe wriling process: wriler. audience, 
conleXl and lexl. lo lhe case of sLUdenls of English 
as a foreign language. lhis lheory should also 
include lhose issues relaled 10 language learning. 
Thus, we fee! thal wriling courses should be 
designed on Ihe basis of a lheorelical framework 
Ihal accouolS for lhe characlerislics of Ihe leaehers 
and learner . particular selling. 
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Over lhe laSl decades. Ihere has been a kind of 
pendulum movemenl in leaching writing. Different 
approaches have been suggested (colllrolled­
composilion. rhelorical approach. etc. ). but each 
of them has been discarded and substiLUled by a 
brand new one, wilhout fully considering whether 
Ihe previous approach had any valuable contribulioos 
10 make. As a maller of facl. all these approaches 
are valid in lhe sense thal lhey focus 00 a key 
elernenl of lhe writing process (lhe language, the 
wriler, lhe text), bUI lhey fail 10 provide a eorn­
prehensive lheory which accounts for all of them. 

We aim 10 pUL forward a lheory of writing which 
SuilS our parlicular needs. considering lhat we teach 
in an EST COnlexl. In lhe remaining 01' lhis paper, 
we will cxamine lhe mOSl influcntial approaehes to 
teaching wriliog. analyzing tho e a sumptions lhal 
could slill be valid in the framework of Ollf lheory. 
On lhe basis of lhese assumplions. \\le will thcn 



define our approaeh 10 wriling. laking inlo account 
each of lhe componenlS of lhe wriling process. 

2. Review of d ifferen! approaches to writing 

The perceplion of lhe need for an approach 10 

lcaching wriling is quile recen!. Wilh lhe rise of 
lhe audio-lingual melhod. when lhe elllphasis was 
placed on lhe oral ski lis. wriling exercises were 
considered a mere supporting 1001. Wriling consisled 
of exercises al senlence-Icvel. based on gramlllar 
(sentence drills). "The wriling reinforced or tesled 
the accurale applicalion of grallllllalical rules" 
(Raimes 1991). A Ithough lhis approach was 
supcrseded by other approaches focusing spccifically 
on lhe developlllenl 01' wriling skills. lhis emphasis 
on grammalical aCCUnlC) (fOCIIS 01/ fO/'/II) has 
pervaded bOlh leachers and learners' views of 
wriling over the years. in spile of lhe coming 01' 
new approaches. 

When trying 10 develop an approach 10 wriling. 
some people advocated frce composilion (e.g. 
Briere, quoled in Silva 1990. 12). These views were 
quickly rejecled on lhe basis of a behaviourisl view 
of language learning. which was considered a habil­
formal ion process. and lhus. error was sOlllething 
10 be avoided. These firsl atlemplS 10 develop lhe 
wriling skills were bascd on cOl/trolled-co/llpositiol/ 
exercise al paragraph or essay-Icvcl in which 
studenl had 10 develop. manipulale or imilalc a 
passage following a model. Writing inslrllction was 
aimed al enabling studenlS 10 produce gralllmalically 
aceurale lex\.. 

Al a laler slage. il was eonsidered lhal lhere wa 
more 10 composition lhan merely ma. tering 
grammalical patlerns. Kaplan proposed an approach 
whichfoclIsed 01/ r/¡etoric (defined as lhe way lexlS 
are organizcd). The unil of analysis was no longer 
lhe scnlence, bUl the paragraph or the lex!. In an 
EST contexto lhese views were reflecled in lhe 
works of Trimble (1970s-1980s). who developed a 
lheory of lhe EST texl -focusing on lhe paragraph. 
which was conslructed on the basis of a series 01' 
rhelorical funelions and techniques- and mainlaincd 
lhat in order 10 undersland a technical lex!. lhe 
studenl must firSl be aware 01' lhe way lhe texl is 
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organil.ed (Trilllblc 1985). Although lhe move from 
lhe senlence level to lhe discourse levcl was a signi­
ficanl slep in wriling pedagogy. alllhese approaches 
viewed eomposilion in lerms 01' lhe final produCl. 
wilhout considering lhe composilion process. The) 
focused on lhe lexl, emphasiling accuracy. neglecling 
lhe conlext in whieh writing lakes place. as a 
response to a communicalive need. 

In lhe 19705 and 1980s. wilh lhe advent of lhe 
pmcess appro{/ch. lhe focus shifted from lhe lexl 
10 lhe wriler. who was seen as lhe crealor of lhe 
lex!. It was assumcd lhal wriling involved sornething 
more lhan silllply putling logether a series of 
sentences and that leaching writing shollld deal with 
what wrilers actually do during the cornposition 
process. The process approach had its origins in the 
research done on lhe L I composing proce. ses. and 
focused on lhe different sleps lhal wrilers go 
lhrough in lhe atlempl 10 produce a lex!. As advo­
cales of lhe process approach. While & Ardm (1991. 
5) poinl oul lhal, "lhe writer. and lhe wriler alone, 
is responsible for lhe leXl which evcntually evolves 
from lhe raw malerial:' As lhe crcator of the lex\. 
lhe wriler i al O respon ible for "con tnJcling" lhe 
audience lhe lexl is addres ed 10. Following lhi 
approach. lhe role of lhe leacher of wriling is: 

. . . 10 engage our studenls in lhal crcative 
process. 10 excile lhem aboul how lheir lexl. 
are coming inlo being: 10 give lhem insight into 
how they operale as lhey creale lheir work; 10 

alter lheir concepls of whal writing involve . 
(While & Ardnl 1991. 5) 

The process approach was readily acceplcd by lhe 
language leaching communily. Some scholars. 
however. have poilllcd oul the drawbacks of lhi 
approach (John 1990: HorowilZ 1986). We would 
like 10 ernphasize lhe following: 

I-Process wriling disregards lhe constraints of the 
conlexl in which real writing takes place (choosing 
lhe lopic. lime conslraints. audience .... ). 

2-Some sllldenls may fecl lIncomforlable lIsing lhe 
seqllence of lechniques (ollllining. stnJcluring. 
drafting. etc.) irnposcd by the leacher. In fael. sornc 
researeher (Horowilz 1986) havc suggested that the 
so-called "process approach". ralher than an overall 
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approach 10 wriling. mighl beSI bc considered a sel 
of Icchniqucs 10 be lakcn imo accounl. 

3-Allhough some leachers have implemenled Ihe 
process approach. in so me cases Ihere is a mismalch 
belween pedagogy and assessmenl. For example. 
Ihere are courses focusing on wriling as a process 
which asscss sludenls' perfonnance wilh a lesl which 
only considers Ihe final producl. 

As many scholars (e.g. Silva 1990: Tribblc 1996) 
have poimed OUI. whilc a process approach can 
enable sludems 10 creale lexlS. il may fail 10 meel 
Ihe needs of Ihose sllIdenls who have 10 address 
a specific audiencc. especially Ihose who wrile in 
professional and academic scnings. In Ihis sense 
Swalcs (1990) suggested Ihal wriling hould confoml 
10 Ihe specified requiremenls of Ihe discourse com­
munily. and Ihe lexl ~hould follow Ihe cOlwenlions 
of a specific genre. Thus. Ihe social/gellre approach 
\Vould seem 10 be Ihe mosl appropriale for ESP. 
Wilh this approach. Ihe focu is on the reader, thal 
is. Ihe discour e communily. who decides on Ihe 
acceplabilily of a lexl. according 10 whelher il 
follows or nOI Ihe convenlÍons. 

It scems Ihal second language wriling pedagogy has 
follo\Vcd a pendulum movemenl. Each approach 
has been subsli luled by anOlher. wilhoul considering 
whelher any of Ihe lenels of a former approach 
could slÍlI be valid. On Ihe olher hand, some of Ihese 
approaches have nOI 10lally disappeared, and 
allhough it i nOI fashionable to claim Ihal one 
follows a conlrolled-compo ition or a rhelorical 
approach, one can easily find Ihem in current 
wriling lexlbooks. In our view, a pecific writing 
situation can benefil from valid contribulions 
provided by Ihe differenl approaehes. 

3. Our approach to writing 

As Silva (1990, 17-20) says. alllhe aforemenlioned 
approaehes focus on a key elemem of Ihe wriling 
process (Ihe reader. Ihe lexl. or Ihe wriler). bUl non e 
of Ihe e approaches addresses all of Ihem as a 
whole. In lhe lighl of Ihi ,il eerns clear Ihat \Ve 
need a comprehensive Iheory of econd language 
wriling \Vhich accounlS for all lhe elernems Ihal 
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intervene in lhe cornposing process (e.g. Silva 1990; 
Johns 1990). To develop such a Iheory. \Ve can dra\V 
on Iheories of L I wriling. considering . uch faclors 
as lhe wriler, Ihe reader, the comexl and lhe lext 
a. well as including insighls from sccond language 
leaming (e.g. John. 1990). 

As John$ suggesls. each of lhese elcmems can be 
exarnined frorn Ihree differenl perspective$: 
expressivisl. cognilivist. and social construclioni t. 
The expressivisls advocale a process approaeh 10 
wriling. thus placing lhe ernphasis on Ihe wriler as 
a crealor of lhe lex!. The social con lruclionisls 
view \Vriting as conforming 10 Ihe requirernem of 
Ihe discourse cornmunily. which seems 10 be mosl 
appropriale for EST: but we should consider 
whether we want our sludenlS 10 be "sucked in" 
by Ihe communily wilhoul allowing lhem 10 have 
a say (e.g. Clark 1992). In addilion. sllIdenlS should 
confronl Ihe problcrn 01' double estrangement Ihal 
they have. since they are neither experts in Ihe 
cornrnunity within which lhey have to funclion nor 
native peaker oflhe language. Finally, cognilivi l 
view the wriling procCl s as one in which wriler 

nOI only have a large repertoire of powerful 
Slrategies. bul Ihey have sufficienl elf-awarencs 
of lheir own process to dra\V on Ihe e allernalive 
teehniques as Ihey need Ihern. In olher words, 
they guide Iheir own crealive proce . (Flower 
1985. 370) 

Cognilivisls have also been associaled wilh the idea 
of inleraclivily belween reader and leXl as explained 
in ESL reading lileralllre (e.g. unall. Wallace). 
adapled 10 lhe process of wriling. This re ull in 
lhe eonslruclion of rneaning oul of lhe lexl by bOlh 
wriler and reader. 

Taking into aecounl alllhe aforernentioned con ide­
ralions, we uggesl a lheory of wriling suiled 10 
our particular contexl. whieh is based on lhe follo­
wing assurnplions: 

a) Wc vicw wriling as cornmunicalion in which 
lhere is an inleraclion belween wriler and reader 
lhrough lhe lext. We should accounl for all Ihe 
elemenls lhal take parl in il: il is a ocial ael whieh 
lakes place in a specifie conleXI: bOlh reader and 
wriler have a purpose: Ihe reader uses his or her 
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previous knowledge 10 interprel Ihe lex\. There is 
negolialion of meaning: Ihal is. since Ihe reader is 
also responsible for Ihe interprelalion of Ihe lext. 
il is Ihc dUly 01' Ihe wriler 10 Slale his ideas clearly. 
which can be achievcd by means of Ihe organi7.<1tion 
of the lext. or by providing supporting evidence. 
In order for suceessful eommuniealion 10 lake place, 
Ihe writer mUSI con ider Ihe reader in lerms of 
schemala, Ihe purpose for reading. elc. 

b) Wriling is a non-linear process which involves 
a series of recursive steps. These sleps are viewed 
as a 1001 which sludents can adapllo Iheir particular 
needs and learning slyles. Ralher Ihan prescribing 
a fixed sequence of stralegies. our aim is 10 offer 
Ihem a set of lechniques which Ihey have al Iheir 
disposal. These inelude planning. considering Ihe 
al1dience. galhering information. selecling ideas. 
among olhers. [n our view. wriling inslruclion 
should enable Ihe learner 10 become aware of Ihe 
process. and 10 conlrol all Ihe slages. 

c) This process involves making lingui lic choices. 
which correspond 10 conveying difierenl nuances 
of meaning. 10 adopling differenl slances. or 10 

projecling one' besl possible image as a wriler 
(adopling a particul.ar slyle). Some aspecIs 10 be 
considered are impersollaIiZa/ioll, hedging, and 
organizaríoll 01 rhe re.\1. 11 is important Ihal our 
sludenls are aware of Ihese choice and whal Ihey 
imply. Since Ihey are foreign language learners. 
Ihey often find il difficult 10 express Ihemselves with 
precision in English. Besides. Ihey only consider 
alternatives in terms of being righl or wrong. and 
overlook lingui lic oplions logelher wilh lhe rneaning 
Ihey convey. Our inslruclion Ihus aims 10 be an 
empowering 1001 10 help Ihem overcorne these 
problems. 

d) The role of Ihe leacher consisls in guidil/g and 
assisrillg Ihe learners through all Ihe slages of Ihe 
process and providing feedback on Ihe learner's 
work. Sinee we consider wriling as inleraclion 
bclween reader and wriler, Ihis feedback is essentially 
provided from Ihe poinl of view of!he reader. 
wilhoul looking al grammalical accuracy until a 
laler slage. Clark (1992) provides Ihree reason for 
using Ihis procedure: 
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first. Ihere i no guarantee Ihal my interprelalion 
of whal a student is Irying 10 say is accurale; 
second. I believe Ihal Ihe sludenls learn from 
having 10 Iry 10 solve problerns Ihem elve tirsl. 
once the problems have been poinled OUI to 
Ihem: Ihird, and perhaps mOSI importantly, 1 do 
nOI want 10 focl1s on grammalical accuracy bUI 
on Ihe ideas Ihe wriler is expressing. (134) 

Since our emphasis is rnainly on intelligibilily, we 
do nOI focus on accuracy unlil Ihe revi ion and 
ediling slages. Assesslllel/r by Ihe leacher will lake 
all Ihese aspecls into accounl. .. 

e) The learners are in control of all Ihe slages in 
Ihe process, and are responsible for Ihc final pro­
duct. This mcans Ihallhey will choose Ihe lechniques 
Ihal besl suil Iheir needs. They should view lan­
guage as a resource, ralhcr Ihan a a conSlrainl: Ihat 
is 10 say, Ihey should nOI jusI adapl 10 pecific 
language patterns (e.g. use Ihe pa 'sive voice bccau­
se Ihey are wriling a lechnical lexl), bUllhey should 
choose Ihose alternalives Ihal besl expre Iheir 
ideas. As a wriler. il is the learner who make al! 
lhe decisions. 

4 . Conclusions 

In an EST contexl, bOlh leachers and studenls nced 
a Iheory of wriling which provides a fralllework for 
course design 10 accounl for lhe paJ1icular learner ' 
needs. To develop such a theory, we have laken inlo 
aCCOl1nt all Ihe elelllents Ihal Ihe writing proces 
involves. Over Ihc years, Ihe elllerging approaches 
have as igned diffcrenl roles 10 Ihe e elelllenl . 
emphasizing one of Ihelll and subordinaling Ihe rest 
10 il. Moreover. every lime Ihat a new approach ha 
emcrgcd. Ihe previous one has been discarded 
wilhoul considering whelher il had any assulllplions 
Ihal could slill be valid. Our purpose has bccn 10 

analyze somc influential perspectives in order 10 

draw Ihose a pecIs Ihal could be effeclive 10 develop 
wriling skills in our setting. 

Our wriling Ihcory cOlllprises several assulllptions 
which view wriling as a non-linear process. in which 
there is an inleraction belween Ihe wriler and reader 
as Ihey build up Ihe Illcaning oul of tcxt The 



language componenl is seen as an enabling ancl 
empowering 1001 which allows lhe wriler 10 overcome 
linguislic barriers and 10 exercise choice. The 
leacher gllides lhe learner Ihrough Ihe process as 
a reader bUl il is Ihe Icarner alone who is responsible 
for the final tex!. 
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