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8 Understanding the writing process 

Writing is an essential communication skill. It is used to share facts, ideas, 
opinions and much more with others. This activity sheet is designed to help you 
understand how to become an effective writer and give you a framework for 
writing and the following Activity Sheet 9 shows you how to tackle essay-style 
tasks in particular. Activity Sheet 10 does a similar job by explaining how to 
tackle report writing. 

Why is understanding writing important to you? 

For BTEC study: you’ll need to know how to present ideas logically and clearly 
in writing. Therefore, developing an understanding of how good writing is 
constructed will help you to complete assignments successfully. This 

understanding will allow you to demonstrate your knowledge, to explain ideas 
and to present your opinion effectively. 

 

For work: the skill of writing effectively, if well learned, is an asset that will 
transfer smoothly to the workplace. Your future employers will appreciate your 

ability to write clearly within, and on behalf of, their organisation. 

What can you do to develop your writing skills? 

Writing is fundamental to all learners. You’ll have had experience of writing in 
your earlier education, but you may not have considered how writing for more 
academic purposes, such as some of your BTEC units, should be presented. 

 

Consider the different types of assignment you may have to tackle. Some of 
them will require a lot of writing, some only a little. Whatever you have to do, 
you’ll need to organise your writing (see also Activity Sheet 3). You should do 
this in three respects: 

1. The presentation 2. The structure 3. The content 

  

1. Presentation 

This may seem the least important of these. However, poorly presented writing 
could affect the reader’s understanding of the structure and content (this is 

particularly important for an examiner). Presentation is important and you 
should: 

● use standard English (no texting 
language) 

● spell and punctuate accurately 

● write in sentences and paragraphs ● use correct referencing style 

● follow the rules of grammar  ● avoid unintended plagiarism 

 

 

TIP Make certain that your writing makes sense to your reader. A good way to do this 
is by reading your final draft aloud – you’ll hear errors that perhaps you missed 
when editing. 
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2. Structure 

For most forms of writing, 
this follows a conventional 
pattern – introduction + 
main body + conclusion. 
Often learners fail to earn 
good grades because they do 
not follow this outline in their 
academic writing. 

 

There are different ways of 
working within this structure, 
but, for BTEC purposes, you 

should adopt the principle 
that the writing begins with 
general aspects introducing 
the subject, moves to the 
specific issues and concludes 
the discussion by a 
generalised conclusion. 

  

 GENERAL 

 

 SPECIFIC 

 

 SPECIFIC 

 

 GENERAL 

 

 

3. Content 

This is specific to your subject, but certain principles apply to most forms of 
writing and following these will help you to achieve success and a good grade. 
This means that your text has to follow a logical journey taking your reader from 
introduction of the topic, to the main body discussion and key points of the 
conclusion. The content covers all of this and it has to be presented clearly, 
following the conventions of formal writing. You can do this by creating good 
sentences and paragraphs. Let’s look at these first. 

 

Building your writing from sentences into paragraphs 

● Moulding sentences into paragraphs can seem complicated, but once you 

know how they are put together, you’ll be able to write them more easily. 

The table below shows examples of how good writers put their ideas 

together in paragraphs. Topic introducer and topic sentences set context and 

sub-point; developer sentences expand a point by giving more 

information/supporting evidence; modulator sentences transfer to a new 

aspect; terminator/summary sentences close the topic/sub-point. 

Introduction 

 

Main body 

Conclusion 
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How to build sentences into paragraphs 

 Describing 
paragraph(s) 

Analytical 
paragraph(s) 

Argument 
paragraph(s) 

Concluding 
paragraph 

Where the 
paragraph 
types occur 

Tend to be in 
introduction and 
early main body 

Mostly in main 
body 

Mostly in main 
body, but can be 
repeated in 
reworked form in 
conclusion 

Conclusion of a 
piece of writing or 
a section within a 
longer text 

Sentence 
elements 
making up 
paragraph 
from model 
 

Topic introducer 
Developer 
sentence 1 
Developer 
sentence 2 
Developer 
sentence 3 
Terminator 
sentence 

Topic introducer 
Topic sentence 
Developer sentence 
1 
Modulator sentence 
Developer sentence 
2 
Developer sentence 
3 
Terminator 
sentence 

Topic introducer 
Topic sentence 
Developer 1 
[evidence] 
Developer 2 
[evidence] 
Modulator sentence 
Developer 3 
[evidence] 
Developer 4 
[evidence] 
Terminator 
sentence 
 

Restate topic 
Summary sentence 
A1 
Summary sentence 
A2 
Modulator 
sentence (transfer 
to opposing 
viewpoint – B) 
Summary sentence 
B1 
Summary sentence 
B2 
Terminator 
sentence 

Examples 
(Note: these 
are 
examples of 
paragraph 
types; they 
do not 
represent 
the whole 
text on the 
library 
topic) 

Public libraries are 
mostly funded by 
local government. 
They lend books, 
electronic books 
and other media. 
They also provide 
reference books 
and internet 
access. They 
provide a quiet 
place for readers 
to enjoy books. In 
all, they provide a 
public service. 

Libraries are 
becoming defunct. 
People no longer 
visit them to 
borrow books. They 
are less likely to 
look to a library for 
information. People 
have changed their 
reading and other 
leisure habits. 
Many people prefer 
to read e-books. 
Others prefer to 
amuse themselves 
using online 
games. Without 
their support public 
libraries will close. 

Libraries need to 
change. Users want 
facilities beyond 
bookshelves. 
Survey responses 
indicate open 
access 24/7 would 
meet this demand. 
People want 
interactive 
facilities. 
computers, WiFi 
and printing 
facilities. However, 
traditionalists want 
libraries to remain 
as they are. They 
argue that children 
can be introduced 
to reading through 
story times. 
Additionally, they 
learn to read for 
pleasure in a quiet 
place. These very 
different viewpoints 
are at odds. 
 

The idea that 
libraries are no 
longer required 
has been 
suggested. 
However, some 
users support their 
continuation, 
although not in 
their traditional 
format. Changes in 
reading patterns 
and modern 
technology suggest 
a shift in their 
function. By 
contrast, there is a 
body of opinion 
who feel that 
libraries have an 
educational 
function in 
promoting reading. 
This view indicates 
a desire to 
maintain libraries 
as they are. 
Further efforts 
need to be made 
to find a 
compromise that 
satisfies all groups. 

 

Moulding sentences into paragraphs can seem complicated, but once you know 
how they are put together, you’ll be able to write them more easily. Each 
sentence in a paragraph has a role. Here is a sample paragraph with its sentence 
identifiers alongside. 
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Sentence type Example in text 

Topic introducer Libraries are becoming defunct.  

Topic sentence People no longer visit them to borrow books.  

Developer sentence 1 They are less likely to look to a library for information.  

Modulator sentence People have changed their reading and other leisure habits. 

Developer sentence 2 Many people prefer to read e-books. 

Developer sentence 3 Others prefer to amuse themselves using online games. 

Terminator sentence Without public support libraries will close. 

 

As you can see from this example, topic introducers provide the context; topic 
sentences identify a subset of the topic. Developer sentences expand the aspects 
that relate to the subset topic and modulator sentences act like a bridge to move 
from one aspect of the sub-topic to another. Terminator sentences sum up or 
close that part of the topic discussion. This may seem a bit complicated, but if 
you look at your past work, you may find that you are writing good paragraphs 
already. If not, then now you know how to do it! 

Building your content into a logical discussion 

The nature of BTEC writing activities is to give you a ‘stage’ where you can 
demonstrate your learning (cognitive) abilities. In principle, there is a sequence 
of six elements (remembering, understanding, applying, analysing, evaluating 
and creating). From these, three features emerge that relate to writing: the need 
to describe, followed by analysis and, finally, presentation of an argument. 

1. Describe 2. Analyse 3. Argue 

The describe–analyse–argue concept will be helpful in your writing assignments. 
Learners who grasp this concept will ensure that they maintain a balance across 
the three aspects. Weak writing is often out of balance – too much description 
and not enough analysis and argument. 

 

How you analyse and what you analyse will depend on your subject area. Often 
it relates directly to problem-solving and to the construction of a sound 
argument. Therefore, your analysis for an assignment will probably require 
supporting evidence from your reading as well as your observations from 
practical settings. Common analytical techniques you might use include: 

● Phased– for example short, medium and long-term factors. Another 

approach within this technique might be to look at early, middle and late 

developments in a problem. What words you attach to this approach will 

vary according to the problem or issue you’re considering. 

● Thematic – considering an issue systematically by theme, for example 

economic, social and political dimensions or scientific, philosophical and 

production issues. 

 

Link 

More analytical approaches are given in Activity Sheet 9. 
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How should you go about writing? 

Setting about writing is unique to you. Here are five possible approaches: 

 

The explorer ✓ Gets it on paper as quickly as possible. No written plan. Follows 
intuition. Writes in chunks on issues to be included without following a 
sequence. Once ideas are on paper, re-configures to follow 
introduction–main body–conclusion format. 
 In time-controlled assessment, not such an effective strategy as 

technique leads to rambling or disorganised points of argument. 

The visionary ✓Thinks it all out before putting down on paper (or screen). 
Tends to write from start through to finish. Revision at editing stage 
mostly on style points. 
 Can be rigid and does not allow for realignment of discussion/content. 

The technician ✓Conscientious writer who writes to a plan. Focuses on 
correctness and content. 

 Can ‘worry’ his/her text. Tends to spend a lot of time perfecting 
introductory sentences and paragraphs rather than completing task. 
This can cause delay and last minute rush. May result in weak 
structure. Content of analysis and conclusion may be skimpy, while 
earlier parts may have too much description.  

The editor ✓Develops a provisional plan that is revised as writing 
progresses. Writing is spontaneous and quickly produced. Usually 
follows sequence of the original plan. 
 Strategy has defects in controlled assessment situations because time 
spent on detailed planning can restrict time on writing and earning 
grade points. 

The planner ✓ Works rigidly from a detailed plan. Corrections at editing stage. 
May start with ‘easier’ description and work through to analysis and 
evaluation. 
 Spends a lot of time on revisions and, again, can be a ‘worrier’ of the 
text. 

 

You can see from these examples that there are no ‘magic bullets’ about this. 
You may feel that you relate with one, or more, of these types of approach. As 
you saw in Activity Sheet 2, everyone is different and the writing method you 
prefer may be different from how your friends write – that does not make one of 
you right and the other wrong. It’s what works best for you that matters. Still, it 
might be worth looking at some of the other approaches; you could experiment 
with them because you might find that there are changes you could adopt to 
help you with your writing. 

Checklist for developing your writing skills 

 Make time and space to achieve balance across introduction, main body and 

conclusion 

 Plan your writing so that description does not outweigh the analysis and 

argument components 

 Write in full sentences shaped into paragraphs 

 Always check for spelling, grammar and punctuation accuracy. Marks can be 

lost here. 
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Learning activities 

 

Case study on understanding writing 

Karl enjoys his BTEC course and finds the practical assignments interesting and well 
within his abilities. However, he hadn’t realised that he’d have to do longish written 
assignments as well. He finds it relatively easy to complete work where short answers 

are required, but next week he has to complete a 200–250-word essay on the use of the 
internet as a learning tool. 

His usual routine is to worry about this kind of assignment and keep putting it off. This 
means that there’s always a last minute rush when he just sits at his computer and types 
away until he’s achieved the lower word limit. Then he stops. He knows this does not get 
him the grades he’d like. He’s not sure about how to approach the writing in a way that 
reflects his knowledge and understanding so that he earns good marks.  

Activity 8.1. Working through the process of preparing to write 

Karl has to be more systematic in his approach and begin to think more 
positively about his ability to write for his longer BTEC assignments. The first 
step is to put himself in charge of the process. Below, set out randomly, are 

some steps that might help Karl take more control of his work. To advise Karl on 
how he can achieve this, place these steps in the table below, in a clear 
sequence that will work better than his last minute random rush. (See also 
Assignment Sheet 4 on Planning for study and work and Assignment 
Sheet 7 on Citing, referencing to avoid plagiarism.) 

 

1 Mind map ideas on a blank sheet 

2 Complete draft and check length against the word limit and edit accordingly 

3 Create a plan of action showing allocation of time for each step from start to 
finish 

4 Decide where in the writing he’ll need to describe, analyse and argue to 
maintain balance 

5 Edit for fluency of language, grammar, spelling, punctuation and 
presentation 

6 Frame a plan of the writing that responds to the wording and instructions of 
the task/brief 

7 Identify the resources that he’ll need to consult to obtain the material for the 
assignment 

8 Identify the parts of the plan that fall within the introduction, the main body 
and the conclusion 

9 List all the things he needs to do to prepare and complete the task 

10 Read the material from the resources and make notes of the relevant points 
and evidence 

11 Read the task/brief and analyse what he has to do 

12 Record the publication details for the reference list 

 

Order:             
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Activity 8.2. Defining and describing in different ways and at 

different points 

 

Description is required at various stages in writing. For example, you need to 
describe the context of your topic, how you intend to approach the topic and the 
facts/evidence that you bring to support your viewpoint. Later, you may have to 
describe things by defining a term, an object or a function, narrating events, 

outlining a process, appearance or position or explaining a situation and/or 
problem. 

Karl has to explain the context of his essay. This involves writing a definition of 
‘the internet.’ Write a sample definition for Karl’s topic in 20–30 words. Compare 
your paragraph with a partner. Discuss the merits of your definitions and how 
you met the word limit. 

 

TIP You need to share your understanding of terms that you use with your reader and 
so you may have to provide a definition of how you understand a particular word. 
Note that you should never define a term by using that term in the definition, for 
example a book contains stories or facts printed in book format. 

 

Activity 8.3 Mind mapping as a technique – or not! 

Some people love mind maps; others hate them. If they suit you, then they are 
a useful way of getting things down on a single page. If you dislike them, you 
might try a grid or ‘thinking frame.’ 

Here you write things in cells and group or connect them according to shared or 
related features. 

Work with a partner to consider Karl’s topic of the internet as a learning tool. 
One of you create a mind map on the topic; the other create a ‘thinking frame’ 
to record points on the same topic. After five minutes, exchange your versions 

and add more points to your new format. Discuss the value of each approach 
and how the points have been organised. 
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Reflective activities 

Activity 8.4. Recognising your own approach to writing 

Refer to the list of approaches that are used by explorer, visionary, technician, 
editor and planner writers. Identify the approach that is nearest to the one you 
follow. Discuss this with another learner and identify two ways in which you 

might each turn the negative aspects of your approach into positive ones that 
will work for you. 

Activity 8.5. Analytical techniques 

Think of a problem you encountered in an assignment, a work placement or in 

your personal life. Decide how best to analyse the issues in either a phased or 
thematic way. List factors you would include under each of the sub-headings 
given or from those you choose yourself. 

 

TIP In your preparatory reading, you’ll begin to see patterns in information –
similarities, contradictions or factual changes, for example. This marks the 
beginning of your analysis. Keep notes of these key points of analysis and the 
source information you’ll need to cite. Never offer evidence in a vague way, such 
as ‘Someone told me …’ or ‘I read somewhere that …’  

 

Activity 8.6. Constructing argument 

Arguments are constructed in different ways according to the topic. One basic 
approach is to use the points identified in the analysis to frame an argument 
based on positive versus negative aspects, sometimes called ‘pros and cons’ (or 
for and against). These would normally appear in the main body and be referred 
to again in the conclusion. 

 

With a partner, using your general knowledge, create a mind map of points for 
and against the internet as a learning tool. 

Action points 

Consider how to continue developing your understanding of writing covered in 

this activity sheet. Place a timescale on some of these action points, if possible. 

 

How you can develop your writing skills further 

1  

2  

3  

4  

5  
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Link  

To help you to develop your Skills for Learning and Work, look also at: 

● Activity Sheet 3 on Understanding assessment 

● Activity Sheet 6 on Researching, analysing and noting information 

● Activity Sheet 9 on Understanding essay-style writing assignments 

● Activity Sheet 10 on Understanding report writing.  

 

ANSWER KEY 

Activity 8.1 

 

Order 11 9 3 1 6 7 10 12 8 4 2 5 

 

✓ Read the task/brief and analyse what he has to do 

✓ List all the things he needs to do to prepare and complete the task 

✓ Create a plan of action showing allocation of time for each step from start to 

finish 

✓ Mind map ideas on a blank sheet 

✓ Frame a plan of the writing that responds to the wording and instructions of 

the task/brief 

✓ Identify the resources that he’ll need to consult to obtain the material for the 

assignment 

✓ Read the material from the resources and make notes of the relevant points 

✓ Record the publication details for the reference list 

✓ Identify which parts of the plan fall within the introduction, the main body 

and the conclusion 

✓ Decide where in the writing he’ll need to describe, analyse and argue to 

maintain balance 

✓ Complete draft and check length against the word limit and edit accordingly 

✓ Edit for fluency of language, grammar, spelling, punctuation and presentation 

 

 



 

 

 


