Writing with a Purpose

Introduction: Purpose

The first question for any writer should be, "Why am I writing?"  "What is my goal or my purpose for writing?"  For many writing contexts, your immediate purpose may be to complete an assignment or get a good grade.  But the long-range purpose of writing is to communicate to a particular audience.  In order to communicate successfully to your audience, understanding your purpose for writing will make you a better writer.

A Definition of Purpose

Purpose is the reason why you are writing.  You may write a grocery list in order to remember what you need to buy.  You may write a laboratory report in order to carefully describe a chemistry experiment.  You may write an argumentative essay in order to persuade someone to change the parking rules on campus.  You may write a letter to a friend to express your excitement about her new job. 

Notice that selecting the form for your writing (list, report, essay, letter) is one of your choices that helps you achieve your purpose.  You also have choices about style, organization, kinds of evidence that help you achieve your purpose. 

Focusing on your purpose as you begin writing helps you know what form to choose, how to focus and organize your writing, what kinds of evidence to cite, how formal or informal your style should be, and how much you should write. 

Types of Purpose

(Don Zimmerman, Journalism and Technical Communication Department) 
I look at most scientific and technical writing as being either informational or instructional in purpose.  A third category is documentation for legal purposes.  Most writing can be organized in one of these three ways.  For example, an informational purpose is frequently used to make decisions.  Memos, in most circles, carry key information. 

When we communicate with other people, we are usually guided by some purpose, goal, or aim.  We may want to express our feelings.  We may want simply to explore an idea or perhaps entertain or amuse our listeners or readers.  We may wish to inform people or explain an idea.  We may wish to argue for or against an idea in order to persuade others to believe or act in a certain way.  We make special kinds of arguments when we are evaluating or problem solving.  Finally, we may wish to mediate or negotiate a solution in a tense or difficult situation. 

Remember, however, that often writers combine purposes in a single piece of writing.  Thus, we may, in a business report, begin by informing readers of the economic facts before we try to persuade them to take a certain course of action. 

Purposes and Strategies

A purpose is the aim or goal of the writer or the written product; a strategy is a means of achieving that purpose.  For example, our purpose may be to explain something, but we may use definitions, examples, descriptions, and analysis in order to make our explanation clearer.  A variety of strategies are available for writers to help them find ways to achieve their purpose(s). 

Writers often use definition for key terms of ideas in their essays.  A formal definition, the basis of most dictionary definitions, has three parts: the term to be defined, the class to which the term belongs, and the features that distinguish this term from other terms in the class.

	Term
	Class
	Distinguishing characteristics

	Democracy is
	government
	by the people, exercised directly or through elected representatives


Illustration and Example

Examples and illustrations are a basic kind of evidence and support in expository and argumentative writing.  In her essay about anorexia nervosa, student writer Nancie Brosseau uses several examples to develop a paragraph:

Another problem, lying, occurred most often when my parents tried to force me to eat.  Because I was at the gym until around eight o'clock every night, I told my mother not to save me dinner.  I would come home and make a sandwich and feed it to my dog.  I lied to my parents every day about eating lunch at school.  For example, I would bring a sack lunch and sell it to someone and use the money to buy diet pills.  I always told my parents that I ate my own lunch.

Look at your own topic. What examples and illustrations would help explain your subject?

Classification

Classification is a form of analyzing a subject into types.  We might classify automobiles by types: Trucks, Sport Utilities, Sedans, Sport Cars.  We can (and do) classify college classes by type: Science, Social Science, Humanities, Business, Agriculture, etc. 

Look at your own topic. Would classification help you analyze and explain your subject?

Comparison and Contrast

Comparison and contrast can be used to organize an essay.  Consider whether either of the following two outlines would help you organize your comparison essay.

Block Comparison of A and B

· Intro and Thesis 

· Description of A 

· Description of B (and how B is similar to/different from A) 

· Conclusion

Alternating Comparison of A and B

· Intro and Thesis 

· Aspect One: Comparison/contrast of A and B 

· Aspect Two: Comparison/contrast of A and B 

· Aspect Three: Comparison/contrast of A and B

Look at your own topic. Would comparison/contrast help you organize and explain your subject?

Analysis

Analysis is simply dividing some whole into its parts.  A library has distinct parts: stacks, electronic catalog, reserve desk, government documents section, interlibrary loan desk, etc.  If you are writing about a library, you may need to know all the parts that exist in that library. 

Look at your own topic. Would analysis of the parts help you understand and explain your subject?

Description

Although we usually think of description as visual, we may also use other senses--hearing, touch, feeling, smell--in our attempt to describe something for our readers.  Notice how student writer Stephen White uses multiple senses to describe Anasazi Indian ruins at Mesa Verde:

I awoke this morning with a sense of unexplainable anticipation gnawing away at the back of my mind, that this chilly, leaden day at Mesa Verde would bring something new . . . . They are a haunting sight, these broken houses, clustered together down in the gloom of the canyon.  The silence is broken only by the rush of the wind in the trees and the trickling of a tiny stream of melting snow springing from ledge to ledge.  This small, abandoned village of tiny houses seems almost as the Indians left it, reduced by the passage of nearly a thousand years to piles of rubble through which protrude broken red adobe walls surrounding ghostly jet black openings, undisturbed by modern man.

Look at your own topic. Would description help you explain your subject? 

Process Analysis

Process analysis is analyzing the chronological steps in any operation.  A recipe contains process analysis.  First, sift the flour.  Next, mix the eggs, milk, and oil.  Then fold in the flour with the eggs, milk and oil.  Then add baking soda, salt and spices.  Finally, pour the pancake batter onto the griddle. 

Look at your own topic. Would process analysis help you analyze and explain your subject?

Narration

Narration is possibly the most effective strategy essay writers can use.  Readers are quickly caught up in reading any story, no matter how short it is.  Writers of exposition and argument should consider where a short narrative might enliven their essay.  Typically, this narrative can relate some of your own experiences with the subject of your essay. 

Look at your own topic. Where might a short narrative help you explain your subject?

Cause/Effect Analysis

In cause and effect analysis, you map out possible causes and effects. Two patterns for doing cause/effect analysis are as follows:

Several causes leading to single effect: Cause 1 + Cause 2 + Cause 3 . . . => Effect 

One cause leading to multiple effects: Cause => Effect 1 + Effect 2 + Effect 3 ... 

Look at your own topic. Would cause/effect analysis help you understand and explain your subject?

How Audience and Focus Affect Purpose

All readers have expectations.  They assume what they read will meet their expectations.  As a writer, your job is to make sure those expectations are met, while at the same time, fulfilling the purpose of your writing.

Once you have determined what type of purpose best conveys your motivations, you will then need to examine how this will affect your readers.  Perhaps you are explaining your topic when you really should be convincing readers to see your point. Writers and readers may approach a topic with conflicting purposes.  Your job, as a writer, is to make sure both are being met. 

Purpose and Audience

Often your audience will help you determine your purpose.  The beliefs they hold will tell you whether or not they agree with what you have to say.  Suppose, for example, you are writing to persuade readers against Internet censorship.  Your purpose will differ depending on the audience who will read your writing: 

Audience One: Internet Users

If your audience is computer users who surf the net daily, you could appear foolish trying to persuade them to react against Internet censorship. It's likely they are already against such a movement. Instead, they might expect more information on the topic.

Audience Two: Parents

If your audience is parents who don't want their small children surfing the net, you'll need to convince them that censorship is not the solution to the problem. You should persuade this audience to consider other options.

Introduction: Audience

When we talk to someone face-to-face, we know just who we are talking to.  We automatically adjust our speech to be sure we are communicating our message.  Many writers don't make those same adjustments when they write to different audiences, usually because they don't take the time to think about who will be reading what they write.  To be sure that we communicate clearly in writing, we need to adjust our message--how we say to and what information we include--by recognizing that different readers can best understand different messages.

Audience Definition

An audience is a group of readers who reads a particular piece of writing.  As a writer, you should anticipate the needs or expectations of your audience in order to convey information or argue for a particular claim.  Your audience might be your instructor, classmates, the president of an organization, the staff of a management company, or any other number of possibilities. You need to know your audience before you start writing. 

Determining your Audience Type

Writers determine their audience types by considering: 

· Who they are (age, sex, education, economic status, political/social/religious beliefs); 

· What Level of Information they have about the subject (novice, general reader, specialist or expert); 

· The Context in which they will be reading a piece of writing (in a newspaper, textbook, popular magazine, specialized journal, on the Internet, and so forth). 

You'll need to analyze your audience in order to write effectively. 

Three Categories of Audience

(Michel Muraski, Journalism and Technical Communication Department) 
Three categories of audience are the "lay" audience, the "managerial" audience, and the "experts." 

The "lay" audience has no special or expert knowledge.  They connect with the human interest aspect of articles.  They usually need background information; they expect more definition and description; and they may want attractive graphics or visuals. 

The "managerial" audience may or may have more knowledge than the lay audience about the subject, but they need knowledge so they can make a decision about the issue.  Any background information, facts, statistics needed to make a decision should be highlighted. 

The "experts" may be the most demanding audience in terms of knowledge, presentation, and graphics or visuals. Experts are often "theorists" or "practitioners."  For the "expert" audience, document formats are often elaborate and technical, style and vocabulary may be specialized or technical, source citations are reliable and up-to-date, and documentation is accurate.

Academic Audiences

Assuming you are writing a paper for a class, ask yourself who is the reader?  The most important reader is probably the instructor, even if a grader will look at the paper first.  Ask yourself what you know about your teacher and his or her approach to the discipline.  Do you know, for example, if this teacher always expects papers to be carefully argued?  Has this teacher emphasized the importance of summarizing cases accurately before referring to them?  Will this professor be looking for an "argument synthesis," showing how the cases all support one point or will this prof be more interested in seeing how the cases complicate one another?  In other words, take the time to brainstorm about what you've learned about the teacher to help you meet his or her expectations for this paper.  You probably know more about the teacher than you think, and asking questions about how the teacher treats this material in class will help you remember those details to help you shape your paper.

Nonacademic Audiences

Nonacademic audiences read your writing for reasons other than to grade you.  (Some teachers assign papers specifically asking students to write for nonacademic audiences).  They will gain information from your writing.  Think about writing a newsletter or a resume: audiences read these for information, only how they use the information varies.  A nonacademic audience involves more than writing. Consider the following: 

· You'll have to determine who the audience is. 

· You'll have to think about what is an appropriate format to use. 

· You'll have to consider what is and is not an appropriate topic for your audience. (If you don't have one already.) 

· You'll have to determine how your topic will fit the format. 

Audience Invoked versus Audience Addressed

(Donna Lecourt, English Department) 
An audience addressed versus an audience invoked is basically your real audience versus the reader you create through your text and introduction.  In a way, you tell the reader who you want them to be.  In a conference paper I'm writing, I start off by assuming that we're (the reader and myself) sharing some presumptions.  By saying that, I'm almost telling the reader who I want them to be.  I'm creating an audience position, that "Yes, there exists some reality."  But I'm also trying to create it for people who are going to approach this and say, "Okay there are things I think we all hold in common.  I don't say that in my text, but my text invokes it.  The other audience, the real audience, are those who will be at the conference.  Who's at the conference and who reads the journal are not always the same.

Teacher as Audience

(Kate Kiefer, English Department) 
For most academic papers, the teacher is the explicit audience.  But even within the same discipline, professors might expect quite different formats for papers.  For example, in sociology, one prof might ask you to write mainly about your own experiences and your reactions to your experience.  Another professor might want you to do library or field research about a social problem and never refer to your own experiences or attitudes toward that problem. 

Teachers will often try to give students more experience with writing to different audiences by targeting particular readers for a given paper.  Then students address the target audience (class members, members of a business community, congressional representatives, and so on), including the teacher as a secondary audience.

(Steve Reid, English Department) 
When asked who their audience is, many students say, "It's my teacher." 

I think it's useful for students to widen their sense of audience in order to realize that their specific teacher is, in fact, a representative reader from a particular academic field or discourse community.  Their teacher may be a composition teacher, an English literature teacher, a historian, a chemist, a psychologist, or a biologist--and they want and expect writing that is appropriate for their field. 

In terms of their expectations about effective writing, each of these teachers "wants' something slightly different, and those differences reflect the expectations of different academic areas.  A composition teacher may want an introduction that gradually leads into the topic; a journalist may want an article that begins immediately with the most startling fact or event; a chemist may want to begin with a review of the research.  Psychologists, literature professors, and historians may or may not want you to use your own personal experience, depending on the level (informal to formal) of the writing.  Not all academic writing has the same requirements, and those requirements are not so much personal whims (Professor Jones hates it when I use first-person or "I"!) as they are the expectations of that particular academic discourse. 

So when you are writing an essay, imagine writing not just for your teacher, but for your teacher as a representative of a larger group of readers who belong to that particular academic area.  That awareness may help you see that the requirements of that assignment are not just strange or quirky, but make some sense in the larger context of that particular academic discourse.

Developing Audience Awareness

When we talk to someone face-to-face, we always know just who we're talking to. We automatically adjust our speech to be sure we communicate our message.  For instance, when we talk to three-year olds, we shorten sentences and use simpler words.  When we talk to college professors, we use longer sentences and more formal language. 

In short, we change what we say because we know our audience. 

Interestingly, many writers don’t make the same adjustments when they write to different audiences, usually because they don’t take the time to think about who will be reading what they write.  But to be sure that we communicate clearly in writing, we need to adjust our message--how we say it and what information we include--by recognizing that different readers can best understand different messages.

Defining Audience Awareness

As a concept, it sounds so simple: Think about who will read your paper before and while you write, and adjust your paper to help your reader understand it.

Compared to the theory of relativity, this concept is a piece of cake.  So why would teachers of writing spend so much time and energy talking about this simple idea?  It turns out that writing (or revising) for a particular audience is much harder than thinking about it in the abstract.

	Audience Awareness and Purpose

Let’s say you’ve just had a terrible experience with Parking Management and decide to write a letter to The Collegian to complain about this campus service.  As you think about writing your letter to The Collegian, you’ll need to think not only about audience but also about why you are writing to those readers.  Do you want simply to tell your story?  Do you want to argue directly for a change in policy?  Do you want to raise fellow students’ consciousness about a problem so that the student senate will eventually take up the issue?  Depending on your goal, you might write a narrative, an argument, or a causal analysis.  Which approach is most likely to be effective with your readers? 

Writers need to consider both audience and purpose in writing because the two elements affect the paper so significantly, and decisions about one will affect the other.


Editing and Audience Awareness

Most writers complete their task and audience analysis before they begin writing, but it’s important to review what you know about both the specific task and readers’ expectations while you draft and revise the paper.  Reviewing audience concerns as a separate step in your revising process is an especially good way to be sure you’re shaping your paper to best fit your readers’ needs.

Assumptions about Audience

(Don Zimmerman, Journalism and Technical Communication Department) 
The assumption often made in scientific and technical circles is if you're a biology prof and there's another biology prof who's working on a particular area, he may well be using a lot of unique terms the other one may not understand.  A real problem in organizations is that the person who develops the product, the communication end of things, assumes a lot more than another person really understands.  The question becomes, really, what level of understanding does a target audience have?  The content area is a slippery thing for students to sometimes get a handle on.  They just assume everybody in their discipline knows the terms. 

The question is if you've got a manager up here, is he familiar enough with your technical terms?  I see technical terms as different than jargon terms.  The technical things, really, are often the points communicating the idea fairly succinctly and to the point with the population that's used to dealing with those.  As you move up in the management organization, they may or may not know what's going on. 

When we talk about things from the communications standpoint, we use a term called "frame of reference."  I've learned there are many different terms like that in other fields.  A body of literature called "reference base" is essentially the same thing.  It's what the person reading or seeing the message brings to their setting.  It's their total life experience framing how they interpret the message.

Writing for an Audience

Once you know your audience, you are ready to begin writing.  Knowing your audience enables you to select or reject details for that specific audience.  In addition, different audiences expect different types or formats for texts.  Readers of Environmental Impact Statements don't want to read rhyming poetry extolling the virtues of nature.  Mothers getting letters from children don't want to read a laboratory report about the events of the past month. 

Knowing the knowledge level of your audience will help you determine how to write, how much information to include, how long to make your text, how subjective or objective you should be, and how formal or informal your text should be.

Writing Purpose

Writers need to consider both audience and purpose in writing because the two elements affect writing significantly, and decisions about one affect the other.  For instance, a main purpose in advertising is to sell a product.  Advertisers seek the audience who is most likely to purchase a product.  Once they have identified this group [called the "target audience"], they can write their ads to capture the attention of this audience.  Hence, their purpose, which is to sell a product or service, shapes what they write.  Consider WHY you are writing.

If you need more help with understanding your purpose in writing: 

Purpose and Thesis

Writers choose from a variety of purposes for writing.  They may write to express their thoughts in a personal letter, to explain concepts in a physics class, to explore ideas in a philosophy class, or to argue a point in a political science class.

Once they have their purpose in mind (and an audience for whom they are writing), writers may more clearly formulate their thesis.  The thesis, claim, or main idea of an essay is related to the purpose.  It is the sentence or sentences that fulfill the purpose and that state the exact point of the essay.

For example, if a writer wants to argue that high schools should strengthen foreign language training, her thesis sentence might be as follows:

"Because Americans are so culturally isolated, we need a national policy that supports increased foreign language instruction in elementary and secondary schools."

How Thesis is Related to Purpose

The following examples illustrate how subject, purpose and thesis are related.  The subject is the most general statement of the topic.  The purpose narrows the focus by indicating whether the writer wishes to express or explore ideas or actually explain or argue about the topic.  The thesis sentence, claim, or main idea narrows the focus even farther. It is the sentence or sentences which focuses the topic for the writer and the reader.

	Subject
	Purpose
	Thesis, Claim, or Main Idea

	Childhood experiences
	To express your feelings and explain how one childhood experience was formative.
	The relentless competition between me and my sisters distorted my easygoing personality.

	Heart disease 
	To inform readers about the relationships between Type A personalities and heart attacks.
	Type A personalities do not necessarily have an abnormally high risk of suffering heart attacks.

	The death penalty
	To persuade readers that the death penalty should be used. 
	Despite our belief that killing is wrong, a state-administered death penalty is fair, just, and humane.


From Colorado State University http://writing.colostate.edu/guides/processes/purpose/
