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Allow me to begin with a cliché: “There’s more than meets the eye.”  Or perhaps “read between the lines” is more appropriate.  You will be handed many papers while tutoring, and you will be expected help the hands that give them.  The help of a tutor can take many forms, but all have one thing in common, reading.  Reading critically is the job of a tutor—reading and searching and responding.  As the first audience to many learners’ work, a tutor has a unique position and a specific responsibility: helping the writer improve the task at hand while developing the learner’s writing skills.  One of these skills is the ability to write with purpose.
Purpose is framework.  In papers that require one, the thesis defines purpose—all things must contribute to it.  Each paragraph must serve the ends indicated by the thesis or be removed or altered (sections that do not relate may be an indication that the thesis itself needs revision).  In other types of writing, theme is likewise the lens through which content is viewed.  Here, too, material must function within the theme or be changed or discarded.  To be sure, purpose affects all aspects of writing.

Perhaps the most important step in writing with purpose is identifying that purpose.  Learners who come to the TLC often cite their purpose as completion of an assignment, which is, of course, the obvious reason he or she is seeking assistance (and it is certainly legitimate).  Specifically outlined criteria accompany many assignments, and, in a general sense, fulfillment of these criteria is indeed the writer’s purpose.  Simply fulfilling criteria, however, is not the purpose to which I am referring.  I am referring to the purpose that is deeper, often less obvious, and found only by stepping into the writer’s work—by becoming engaged with it.  Engagement with a text is especially important when the topic of the paper or assignment is more broad or creative in nature.  In all cases, the learner is saying something, trying to accomplish something or convey some message, and as a tutor you may be the first target of this message.  Unfortunately (but then not; this is why we’re here), this message is not always clear.  It is of paramount importance to help the learner draw his or her purpose out, define it, and then state it more clearly.

Difficulties may arise from a writer’s uncertainty of his or her purpose.  Fortunately, an uncertainty of theme or purpose can be identified quickly with a few direct questions.  In some cases the writer knows his or her purpose.  Some writers, however, need to play with ideas to find their theme, concurrently writing and analyzing.  Still others cannot explicitly state the theme or purpose, yet they may feel it without being consciously aware.  It is important to note that in each of these instances a theme or purpose is in fact present; however, drawing this purpose out from a state of uncertainty can be difficult, and the uncertainty may originate in various places.
Disengagement may be one cause of uncertainty about purpose.  You must become engaged with the text to find the theme—not only you, but the writer as well.  Engagement produces (and is produced by) active involvement with the text, often (though not necessarily) marked by interest in the material and passion for the topic.  An engaged writer realizes that his or her work is an extension of him or herself.  You may encounter learners who are not, and do not wish to become, engaged with their own work, treating it like a dirty diaper—wanting to simply wrap it up and toss it out, keeping it at arms length with minimal contact and an upturned nose—rather than treating it like a significant expression of who they are or what they think.  An attitude of disengagement may stem from the way the learner views writing and the way he or she interacts with the writing process.

Writing is a process, and individuals differ in approach.  Variation in the writing process is an idea that you will become more familiar with as the semester progresses.  Understanding the writing process in general will help you understand a learner’s specific approach to writing, along with his or her expression of theme and fulfillment of purpose within a text.  The disengagement of a writer may be the product of a misunderstood writing style.  Because students are often unaware of their writing processes, they do not write effectively; instead, they struggle with writing, fighting their own specific process because they do not understand it.  
Disengagement may also be the result of an unrealized, distorted perspective on writing.  A learner may have a view of writing that has been tainted by long, tedious, or seemingly pointless assignments.  This perspective can produce negative feelings toward writing that lead to a “just-get-it-done” attitude.  You can work through the struggles associated with writing process and perspective in a tutorial, and you can encourage the learner to consciously work through them outside of the session.  Indeed, discovering and effectively utilizing one’s writing process requires consistent and deliberate effort.  The work certainly pays off.  Much-needed clarity may be delivered to the search for theme by awareness of the learner’s writing process.  In all cases, including the writer who is aware of his or her theme or purpose from the beginning, questions are important.

The question I often begin with is some version of “What are you trying to say?”  I may also say, “When I, as the reader (not as a tutor), finish reading this, what do you want me to think or feel?”  The first question may be tough to answer because it is expansive and profound, while the second is slightly less broad and certainly not as heavy.  Responses to either of these questions will lead readily to the writer’s purpose or theme.  Alternatively, to generate ideas, I may say, “When I read this I think or feel this way; is that what you intended?”  The writer can answer a direct question of this kind quite easily even if he or she does not know the theme explicitly.  A simple “yes” or “no” may not seem like much, but it is a start.  At the very least, you now know what the theme is not.  Furthermore, having something to begin with and compare to may be just enough to spark a productive discussion about theme.

Questions of intent are not limited to overall themes.  The purpose of each paragraph, sentence, and word can and should be considered.  In something like poetry, for example, which is relatively short, it’s not difficult to see that each sentence, phrase, and word is important.  In longer pieces the same principle applies: each part must contribute to the whole.  Discovering the function of each part within the whole is important, and discussing the contribution of each section to the overall piece goes hand in hand with knowing the purpose of the entire work.  In fact, knowing the overall theme of the piece is essential to this process.


An experience I had with a learner illustrates the importance of having a theme or purpose.  She handed me a short story saying that her purpose was simply to entertain.  While reading it I felt that her piece contained more than entertainment.  After a few questions it became clear that she had something deeper to say through her characters and their fates.  Perhaps she had a theme in mind and took it for granted or simply felt it but was not consciously aware.  Regardless, after we discussed her ideas and she explicitly stated her theme, she was able to use it as a framework around which to weave her story.  Her perspective of the characters and events became more focused as a result.  This focus brought with it more defined ideas for the direction of the story, which in turn lead to a more cohesive piece.  She began reshaping the elements of her text to support the new-found theme, and was delighted to have found the purpose in her writing.  In this way, understanding her theme affected all aspects of the text.  Discovering her purpose turned out to be very important in the writing process.

As a reader, knowing an author’s intent can be difficult—even impossible.  As a tutor the same challenge exists, but you are in a unique position: you have access to the author, to the very mind that created the text, and you have the ability to discover exactly what the author wants to say.  By asking questions and providing a little guidance, you, as a TLC tutor, can help learners read between the lines, making messages hidden in the written word become clearer one writer at a time.

