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Strategies for Planning
You need to know 
CONTEXT (situation):  
how your writing “fits in” 
or what need(s) it will 
fulfill
PURPOSE:  your KEY 
MESSAGE or a QUESTION 
you want to answer
AUDIENCE: reader’s 
position, knowledge, 
experience, attitudes . . .
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Strategies for Planning
Know your SITUATION:
•What can you offer?
•Discipline specific? 
•General/non specific?
(See CWH, pp. 22 – 24)
Know your AUDIENCE:
•What do they expect from 
you?
•Do they know more or less 
than you about the topic?
•What background / 
knowledge / attitudes may 
they bring to your piece?

Choose the appropriate 
GENRE: 
•”Genre” refers to an 
expected or typical means 
of conveying the message:  
type of document, method 
of organization, visual 
traits, medium.  EXAMPLES?
Select appropriate 
INFORMATION:
•Primary/secondary 
sources
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CWH means the Canadian Writer’s Handbook, 5th ed, 2009 (by Messenger, de Bryn, Brown, Montagnes).
ABOUT GENRE: 
Medium: Marshall McLuhan suggested—“the medium is the message” (or massage). Though some consider that an overstatement, without 
doubt you need to consider the impact and appropriateness of medium and genre: 

•	
 Physical form: hardcopy and electronic documents require different design and formatting (though equal attention to clarity, 
readability, accuracy, and correctness) 

•	
 Genre: Writing situations are shot through with social expectations—at times unspoken—about which genres or forms of writing 
are appropriate. Written condolences to a client who has just lost a spouse require a handwritten note, not an email or form letter. 
Email is generally used for routine information, whereas a hard copy memo gives unusual or important information more weight. In 
other words, a genre isn’t just a container for the message: a genre actively shapes how readers perceive information by its 
association with certain practices and expectations. 



TOPIC PURPOSE AUDIENCE GENRE?

Cell-phones To improve user 
etiquette

UBC students

Scenarios for planning

TOPIC PURPOSE AUDIENCE GENRE?
Internet 
streaming

To call for caps 
on costs per gig  

CEOs of internet 
providers OR 
federal gov’t

TOPIC PURPOSE AUDIENCE GENRE?

Genetically 
engineered 
salmon

To show they 
are safe

People who 
prefer natural 
foods
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Note for instructor: for each of these scenarios, students can work in groups to refine the main purpose, analyze the target audienceʼs needs, and decide what 
genre might be most appropriate for the purpose and situation.



Limiting / Focusing Your Subject

Move from the general to the 
specific through linear 
association.  For ex, see 
CWH, p. 25.  

Draw hierarchies of 
sub-topics using a 
“ladder of abstraction,” 
such as this. 
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http://ol.scc.spokane.edu/jstrever/comp/Summer201/hw3.htm
http://ol.scc.spokane.edu/jstrever/comp/Summer201/hw3.htm


Limiting / Focusing Your Subject
Create an idea-map to discover associations and 
relationships among topics (and see CWH, p. 29):
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Image source: http://prezi.com/7km41ld-jyxl/process-in-technical-communication/ (Creator: Amanda Goldrick-Jones)



 Are you in graduate studies?  You may choose to focus 
on part of an article, conference presentation, or 
proposal you’re working on.

 Are you taking a course requiring writing?  You may want 
to develop a mini-essay that could lay groundwork for 
further writing in that course or discipline.

 Are you required to write at work?  You may want to 
develop an idea or proposal, or you could re-work a past 
project for practice.

 Do you want to know more about a topic or issue you can 
relate to?  Why not explore it?

Possible topic areas:
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 Context and need?  WHY write this?
 Purpose (key message) you want to convey OR 

question you want answered?
 Audience:  primary or target, knowledge of 

subject, attitudes toward subject, what they might 
want or expect from you?

 Choice of information you might need to gather to 
help you focus and build evidence?

 Genre:  how you will organize, package, and 
convey your piece?

Strategic questions: summary
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