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DO STUDENTS WRITE OR SPEAK? 

Christian Rudianto, M.Appling 

Abstract 

As students are required to write longer genre-based composition, they should be 

more aware of the purpose and how their writing is functioning to communicate. The level of 

their writing is supposed to share common communicative purpose. If it is a story that is to 

share, then the composition should share a structure of story. However, to see if their writing 

is really functioning to communicate, it is important for students to understand the situation 

of their writing (to whom they are communicating? What language grammar should be used? 

In what situation is it communicated?). The relationship between the text and the context of 

situation around the process of composing their texts is called register (Nunan, 2008).  

This paper presents analysis of a composition produced by students in a Narrative and 

Descriptive Writing class. The composition is randomly chosen from students‟ narrative 

writing, which was the first writing assignment of the course, as the data. The register 

analysis of the two texts was done using the systemic functional grammar approach to see 

how students perceive the communicative situation and if they are aware of the context of 

situation around their choice of grammatical features in their composition. 

 

Introduction 

To some EFL teachers, improving EFL students‟ writing skill can be very tedious and 

frustrating. I found my Writing class „problematic‟ in understanding the context of situation 

of their writing. What I mean by the context of situation here is I often cannot grasp the 

focused topic they write and students seem like focusing only on what they say that can be 

understood only by them. The concern lies on the paradox of my focus of expectation and my 

students‟ beliefs in what constitutes good writing. They believe in the accuracy of grammar 

(focusing on form) that makes a better writing. Their fear of ungrammatical writing is clearly 

reflected in their weekly journals. 

Writing is, indeed, a matter of putting together words, phrases, clauses, and sentences 

to make a coherent written text. Even so, the process of putting all those together needs to 

consider how the text will engage with the readers. Lindsay & Knight (2006) state, “When 

we write we should think about the readers. Who are they? What is our relationship with 

them? We then need to adjust the content and the style accordingly by using formal or 



 

Research in Teacher Education : What, How, and Why?,  November 21-22,  2012,  UKSW 611 

 

informal language and the appropriate layout and convention (p.85).” It means that a 

composition should create interaction between the text and the readers. 

As students are required to write longer genre-based composition, they should be 

more aware of the purpose and function of their writing. The level of their writing is 

supposed to share common communicative purpose. If it is a story that is to share, then the 

composition should share a structure of story. However, to see if their writing is really 

functioning to communicate, it is important for students to understand the situation of their 

writing (to whom they are communicating? What language grammar should be used? In what 

situation is it communicated?) to achieve maximum communicative function. The 

relationship between the text and the context of situation around the process of composing 

their texts is called register (Nunan, 2008).  

This paper presents analysis a composition produced by students in a Narrative and 

Descriptive Writing class. The composition is randomly chosen from students‟ narrative 

writing, which was the first writing assignment of the course, as the data. The register 

analysis was done using the systemic functional linguistics approach to see if students are 

aware of the context of situation around their choice of linguistics features. 

 

Classroom Context 

Narrative and Descriptive Writing class is offered in the third semester for the 

students in their second year. To be eligible to this course, students must pass Integrated 

Course in their first semester, where writing skills were brushed up at a paragraph level of 

free writing. In the latter stage students had passed Guided Writing class, where they were 

introduced to coherence and unity of a paragraph that it contains topic sentence and relevant 

supporting details. Those two preliminary courses have given basic skills for creating a 

composition textually.  

It is important to note here that in my context of teaching the terms „genre‟ and „text 

type‟ are overlapping. The notion of genre and text type may be defined in the area of genre 

analysis in many cases (Paltridge, 1996). To distinguish between the two terms, in the 

students‟ first assignment, the students and I agreed to term Narrative as text type and 

students agreed to choose blog writing as what we termed as genre. The reason behind the 

choice of writing a story in a blog was although it can be personal it is still purposeful 

communicative activities, which has a target community. Genre-based approach considers 

writing as a social and cultural practice, whose purpose involves the context where the 

writing occurs (Hasan, Md.K & Akhand, M.M, 2010). 
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In Narrative and Descriptive Writing class students write longer than one paragraph 

composition for the first time since entering the faculty. They are expected to write specific 

text types as indicated by the name of the course. The process of learning in class is designed 

to produce a composition and Genre-based approach was employed. Dudley-Evans (2005) 

contends that genre approach helps increase students‟ writing proficiency in a relatively short 

period of time.  

Following the common learning cycle of genre-approach, the process of learning 

started with modeling, continued with joint negotiation of text, and, then, independent 

construction (Hammond in Burns, 2001). In modeling, we looked at the generic structure of a 

story using a sample. Next, in the joint negotiation of text stage, the students wrote an outline 

of their story following the generic model of the sample text, which I read and we discussed 

for possible improvement. Afterwards, students independently constructed their composition 

following the outline. 

 

Systemic Functional linguistics  

 Hammond in Paltridge (1994) reveals that text can be viewed by its genre and its text 

type category membership in the genre. A story of students‟ experience was written using 

narrative rhetorical organization (text type) and it was intended to blog writing, which is a 

class of communicative event (genre). Both views are important in learning writing.  

 Since what my students wrote is socially communicative based, Systemic Functional 

Linguistics approach to explore their text composition is suitable, because it provides 

teachers and learners with a means of exploring language use within a framework of cultural 

and social purpose (Burns, 2001).  Two important concepts that emerge to explore a text in 

the classroom are genre and register. Genre reflects cultural context within which they are 

constructed (Martin, 2001). Register relates to the context of situation, the relationship of the 

text with the use of it. It is within register that my students‟ compositions are analyzed to see 

how students construct communication in their texts. 

 In Systemic Functional Linguistics, there are three areas of analysis to context of 

analysis, namely field, tenor, and mode (Butt et.al, 2000). The field is analysis on the topic 

expressed through experiential grammar, which tells what happened under what 

circumstances. The tenor is analysis on the relationship between the writer and reader (or 

speaker and listener in spoken text) expressed through interpersonal grammar, in which 

writer position themselves through text. The Mode is analysis on whether it is written or 

spoken language and whether it is reflective or active language expressed through textual 
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grammar, which tells about meaningful text in context.  Burns and Knox (2005) state, 

“Grammatical elements are identified and classified in terms of the kind of meaning they are 

expressing and the grammatical role they are playing, rather than their grammatical class 

(noun, verb and so on) (p. 239).” 

 

Data 

 The following is the data taken from students‟ narrative composition. However, the 

text can be also categorized in recount text type. 

 

How I got my name 

 

Hi, my name is Ghanez, but sometimes my friends call me Degan. Why was I called like 

that? I guess you want to listen to my story, right? Don‟t go anywhere, let‟s see my story. 

 When I was 15 years old, my brother invited me to watched a film. The title was „chef 

Master‟. It was about the life of a chef master who had a small restaurant and a few students. 

Actually, I forgot who was his name, but he had 3 students. 

 The film attracted me to try to cooked some food. First, I followed the steps of how to 

made fried mushroom. After I had done cooking, I tested it with my brother. Unpredictable, 

the taste was terrific. We liked my cooking. 

 That was my first experience while I was cooking. Now, I have a lot of experiences of 

cooking. Sometimes I made some menu by myself. Such as : Tuna with citrus sauce, chicken 

teriyaki fuyunghai, and chicken with orange sauce. 

 Since then, I‟m still learning how to be a good chef. I often watched „Master Chef‟ at 

TV Show. There I could watched the real chef by my bare ayes. The TV show was about a 

daily cooking competition. The participants were people who wanted to be a real chef and got 

biggest prize. 

In the end, why do my friends call me „Degan‟? Do you know why? It was because 

Degan was a great chef in Indonesia. And my name was Ghanez, so, they combined it to be 

„Degan‟. Well, I liked that because my girlfriend also called me „Degan‟. 
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Investigating field of the composition: Experiential analysis 

 By investigating the field through experiential analysis the text reveals who 

(participants) is doing what (process) under what circumstances. The analysis shows that 

many processes are material processes (call, invited, attracted, followed, had done, made, …). 

Material or doing processes in past tense are common in the narrative writing. The repeated 

material process in present tense, the word call (in the beginning and the last paragraph), 

points out the highlight of what the writer wants to foreground. Relational processes (was, is) 

mostly relate the attribute to the TV show that give an important history of the focus of the 

story. Beside that, the relational clause is showing indicator of who are being influential to 

the life of the writer, like in paragraph 3 (The participants were people who wanted to be a 

real chef and got biggest prize). The mental processes (forgot) and the behavioral process 

(watched) appear once in the middle of the text to present phenomenon around the writer‟s 

experience. 

 The participants of the material processes are involving the story teller (the first 

person point of view) as both the actor and the goal of the material processes. It indicates that 

the focus of the story is the story teller. The participants in the relational clauses are mostly 

carriers of its attribute, which are extended information on the range of behavioral processes 

of the writer as the behaver.  It is particularly interesting to notice the first sentence of the 

first paragraph starts with relational process with the identifier of the identified „name’. Such 

introduction of a paragraph with a noun identified shows that it a topic being talked about. 

 

Tenor analysis of the composition: Interpersonal analysis 

 The analysis of tenor is done by looking at the mood block. It is the label for Subject 

and Finite plus Polarity and Modality.  The mood block in the composition mostly construct 

declarative clauses that give information, such as My brother invite (past tense), The title (of 

the show) was (past tense), etc. However, there appear also interrogative clauses that ask 

questions, like why was I, right (tag)?, do my friend, do you? In the first and the last 

paragraphs; and imperative clause don’t go in the first paragraph. The polarity used by the 

writer is declarative positive, except don’t go in the first paragraph that is the only imperative 

clause in the whole text.  

 Declarative positive clauses means that the writer is giving information, while the 

interrogative clauses in the first and the last paragraph convey that he demand information 

from the reader. When one or two interrogative clauses are used in the text, it may function as 

a hook in the introductory paragraph. However, it will be useless when the interrogative 
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clauses are too excessive, since questions will be merely rhetorical questions in a written 

composition (Butt et.al, 2000). Imperative clause in the text functions as a demanding action 

from the readers, which usually occur in procedural text.  The mood represented by tag 

question right? Indicates that the text encode and exchange interaction, which is commonly 

occurring in a conversational text. 

 The repetitive use of first person pronominal I and my, which refer to the writer, 

makes the composition sound more subjective about his experience. 

 

Mode analysis of the composition: Textual analysis 

 Butt et.al (2000) state, „what comes first in a clause expresses an important and 

separate kind of meaning. Writers use the first position in the clause to signal to their 

audience what the message is about (p.135).‟ This first element in the clause is called 

THEME. There are topical theme introducing a topic (noun or noun phrase), textual theme 

signaling the point of departure (conjunctive adjuncts and dependent clause), textual theme 

connecting experiential meaning to the neighbouring clauses (conjunctions), and 

interpersonal theme signaling demands (vocatives).   

 Most themes in the text composition by the students are topical themes (my name, I, 

my brother, TV show, etc.) to introduce the topic being written and textual themes (but, and, 

because, when I was 15 year old, after…, since then, in the end) to connect clauses to create a 

meaningful coherence. They indicate that the writer is communicating information in a 

meaningful coherent written text. However, when we look at the first paragraph, there is one 

vocative theme Hi to greet and demand interactions. It appears once and it is unusual of the 

common features in a recount and narrative text. 

 

Discussion and implication on teaching writing 

 In the light of functional linguistics, language is seen as having experiential function 

to encode experience of the world. In other words, language has a function to reveal what 

happens. Also, language is seen as having interpersonal function to encode interaction and 

how interaction is built with language. Besides those two functions, language is also seen as 

having textual function to organize our experience and interaction into a coherent whole. 

What motivate the use of language are the social context, the experience of being (field), the 

relationship of human being (tenor), and the role of the language (mode) (Butt et.al, 2000). 

 The language in the data show that the writer wants to tell his what he is experiencing 

at present how he is called by his present nick name.  He tells a story of how he got his nick 
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name. The way he tells his story is by recounting his experience in the past (indicated by the 

material process in the experiential analysis) that was built from his action of watching a TV 

program that later affected his hobby, which then was associated with his nickname. The text 

composition he produced has shown a construction of recount text type that consists of 

orientation, record of events, and reorientation that concludes the sequence of events.  

 Although the composition reflects unequal relationship because the writer is giving 

information (indicated by the declarative mood in the tenor analysis) and the readers are 

receiving it without a chance of arguing. Even if unequal relationship is general nature in 

recount text, in this particular data the writer includes interrogative and imperative moods 

(question and command clauses in the first and last paragraphs) that demand services, 

whether it is an answer or an action. In recount and narrative writing, such relationship 

between the writer and the readers is not necessary, since they will end up being rhetorical 

questions. 

 The role of the language in the composition is a written text because the analysis of 

the theme shows that a lot of textual themes and topical themes are introduced. The 

interpersonal vocative theme Hi in the first paragraph functioning as greeting is fore 

grounded that it marks the text composition as if it is spoken text. Something that is different 

from the rest of the text stands out (Hasan, 1985) and it may determine the role of language. 

 The analysis allows teachers of writing class to raise students‟ awareness of social 

context of writing. With this awareness students can produce more effective text that has a 

purposive function. To help students in constructing their compositions, teachers can select 

and decide what language patterns to teach for what kind of text and what kind of context. 

Students, then, can be reminded that changing the field, tenor, and mode allow them to 

change the focus attention on their writing. The context of situation analysis also helps 

teachers to evaluate students‟ composition. Looking at the data, teachers can be assured that 

students are, actually, already understand the generic structure of narrative and recount text, 

because the data shows that it has the recount text organization. However, following the 

generic structure is not enough. Students should consider the context of situation in their 

writing. Teacher, then, can suggest that demanding information and action in their narrative 

and recount written composition is not typical. Otherwise, the students‟ composition will 

sound like a spoken text, which is more appropriate in the speaking situation. 
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