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> remember very clearly a serious problem with audience that 
I encountered when I was in eighth grade. I had been study-
ing French at my middle school and had befriended the teacher, 
Madame DeKalb. She was my favorite teacher and was so im-
pressed with my ability to pick up the language and my maturity 
that she asked me to be an aide for her sixth-grade class. I was 
extremely honored and very appreciative. But after a couple of 
sessions, I began to notice a cute boy in the class, to whom I 
finally decided to write a note. My giving him the note, I knew, 
would communicate my interest, so I chose to use the note as a 
way of portraying myself in a manner I felt would be acceptable 
to him. I didnʼt want him to think that I was a “goodie-goodie” 
or “brown-noser,” despite my being an aide for the class, and I 
could find no better way of communicating this than by disre-
specting Madame DeKalb, calling her “boring” and “silly.” The 
boy was, as I had foreseen, very flattered at receiving a note 
from an older woman. What I had not anticipated was that he 
would show the note to his friends in another class, who would 
carelessly let it fall into the hands of their teacher, who would 
read it and then give it to Madame DeKalb herself. Madame 
DeKalb was hurt, of course, by what Iʼd written about her, and I 
was thoroughly ashamed of myself for resorting to such pettiness 
and dishonesty, for risking my friendship with a teacher whom I 
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loved and respected, all for the sake of attracting the attention of 
a boy. This was my first lesson in the difference between antici-
pated and actual audiences, and I have not been able to forget it.

By now it is widely acknowledged by composition and lit-
erary theorists that there is a gap between the audience for which 
a writer writes and the readers who actually read. This gap exists 
because a writer cannot know for certain which individuals will 
read his or her work, what mood or frame of mind they will be in 
when they read, or what past experiences with literature and in 
life they have had. A writer therefore cannot predict what mean-
ing the readers will make or how the work will affect them. All 
this is known. What is not known is how, or even whether, the 
acknowledgment of this gap should affect writers and the teach-
ing of writing. In this essay I will offer descriptions of anticipated 
and actual audiences, explore a couple of possible solutions to the 
audience gap that have been offered by other theorists, make the 
case for why the gap is a problem, and offer some suggestions of 
my own for how it might affect writers and the teaching of writing.

6ci^X^eViZY�VcY�6XijVa�6jY^ZcXZh
When I sit down to work on an essay, I must, at some point 

during the process, envision my audience. I may choose, as Peter 
Elbow suggests in Writing with Power, to envision a safe audi-
ence or an unsafe one. I may in fact choose to tease out different 
aspects of the essay by envisioning several audiences: level of 
background information for my mother, tone for the professors 
whoʼve trained me to be formal, argument for the classmate who 
disagreed with me last week, concrete examples for my younger 
cousins. I may not intend to show my essay to some or even any 
of these anticipated readers, but I use the idea of these readers to 
help me flesh out my ideas. Then, once Iʼve figured out what I 
want to say and how I want to say it, I may go back and revise, 
this time with my professor in mind, since thatʼs the person who 
is going to be grading the paper. But all these readers have one 
thing in common: they are not real. They belong to my antici-
pated audience, and as such, are caricatures of people I know or 
have known. When I envision my mother as reader, I envision 
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her as her most open and accepting self; I do not envision her 
late at night after an emotionally exhausting day, having gotten 
little sleep the night before. The professor I envision is fresh, 
alert and open, ready to appreciate what I have done with the 
time Iʼve had, not tired and crabby after a long day of meetings. 
Furthermore, my anticipated audience does not include all the 
people who I never imagined reading my essay. It most likely 
does not include you, the person reading this right now. It only 
includes certain aspects of those people I anticipate as readers.

The actual audience, the audience I want to write for, 
is out of reach. First, I canʼt be certain who my actual audience 
is. This is what caused the fiasco with the note in French class; 
I didnʼt know that Madame DeKalb was to be part of my actual 
audience. I may write a paper for the professor, and he or she may 
share it with a partner or colleague. Or I might write an email to 
my friend, and she might forward it to a friend or two of hers, 
people I may never have met. Virginia Woolf probably didnʼt 
write her journals with the idea that they would someday be pub-
lished. John Keats probably didnʼt imagine that his letters would 
be published, either. I am part of Woolfʼs and Keatsʼs actual au-
diences, which they never could have anticipated. Second, even 
if the essay or letter is read only by the person I envisioned as 
my anticipated audience, there is still the probability that the ac-
tual audience will differ from the anticipated audience. My pro-
fessor could be tired and distressed instead of calm and rested. 
He or she might be more familiar or less familiar with my topic 
than Iʼd assumed. His or her mind might be preoccupied with the 
novel he or she has just read. Any of these variables would affect 
his or her reading, and I have no way of predicting any of them.

Furthermore, I have no control over whether my pur-
pose for writing or the meaning I wish to convey will have 
the effects I intend. If I write a persuasive essay that fails to 
persuade the actual audience, can I still call it a persuasive es-
say? If I include certain information in an essay with the aim 
of informing the anticipated audience, but an actual reader al-
ready has the information, is the essay still informative? If 
I write a story that deals with a subject I find interesting, but 
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an actual reader finds boring, is it a bad piece of fiction? In 
short, if the writing fails to have the effect on its actual audi-
ence that the writer anticipated, is it bad writing? Who decides?

Who decides the meaning of the text, for that matter? Re-
cently I heard someone say that when Percy Shelley wrote that 
poets are the unacknowledged legislators, he meant of words, 
that poets define a cultureʼs language. I had always assumed that 
Shelley meant that poets are the unacknowledged legislators of 
a societyʼs morals. Shelley is not here to tell us which interpreta-
tion is right, or whether they both are. Once he sent his text out 
into the world, he relinquished control over the meaning of his 
words. If he had been more explicit, he might have succeeded 
in limiting the meaning of those words, but not of the text. For 
me, the meaning of a text emerges more fully when Iʼve gone 
through and marked what I deem to be the important passages 
and then read back over what Iʼve marked. It simplifies the text 
and I am able to see connections I missed during the first read-
ing. From that day on, the parts I marked define that text for me. 
The chances are good that Iʼll never go back and reread the entire 
text, but I might go back and quickly read “the important parts.” I 
doubt that what I deem “the important parts” are what the author 
meant for me to think of as important. I donʼt go looking for the 
topic sentence in every paragraph and sometimes I donʼt even 
care what the main idea of the essay is if there are other ideas 
that stimulate my mind. Even a single reader can make multiple 
meanings of the same text. Whereas the Curious George books 
used to be about a silly monkey who always got into trouble 
that the Man in the Yellow Hat had to save him from, I now 
see lessons about colonization and an individual who has been 
pulled out of his own culture, forced to adapt to another culture.

But if, as a writer, I have little or no control over who com-
prises my actual audience, the meaning that will be made of my es-
say, or the effect my work has on actual readers, why bother to think 
about audience at all? Why shouldnʼt I write to please myself? Or 
why not just use the concept of anticipated audience to trick my-
self into thinking about my subject from different perspectives?

Thereʼs the catch, for my anticipated audience does have 
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an effect on the way I write and what I write, despite my pow-
erlessness over the actual audience. The level of knowledge I 
assume determines how much of what kinds of information I 
include in my essay. The tone of a letter Iʼd write to my mother 
would be very different from the tone Iʼd use in a letter to a 
senator. The purpose in writing would also affect the content 
and tone. A letter to my mother would be conversational and in-
formal. Iʼd tell her about my daily life, my fears and aspirations. 
But if I wanted to speak up on a political issue in a letter to a sen-
ator, I would write formally, distantly, logically, carefully, and as 
dispassionately as I could manage. I know from my experiences 
interacting with and talking to people that the odds of reaching 
my anticipated audience in writing are greater when I approach 
an issue calmly and rationally. Yet, again, regardless of whom I 
have in mind and how I write, the actual readers may have reac-
tions very different from those I anticipate. While different an-
ticipated audiences may affect what and how I write differently, 
thereʼs no guarantee that my writing will have the effects I desire.

EgZk^djhan�EgdedhZY�Hdaji^dch
Several possible solutions to this dilemma have been of-

fered. Lisa Ede and Andrea Lunsford suggest that writers pro-
vide cues to readers, thereby inviting them to share in “a vision” 
that readers may or may not accept. Similarly, Peter Rabinowitz 
theorizes that readers can choose to read as though they were 
closer to the “authorial audience” than they really are. Walter 
Ong goes even further, claiming that all readers “fictionalize” 
themselves by taking clues from a text and pretending to have 
knowledge or experience that they do not have because they 
want to put themselves in the role of the anticipated audience. 
As example he gives Hemingwayʼs A Farewell to Arms, and 
claims that readers pretend to be the companion-in-arms who 
is intimate with the narrator and to whom the narrator address-
es himself. If the actual readers fictionalize themselves, then a 
writer, by writing for his or her anticipated audience, is, in es-
sence, writing for actual readers. But Ongʼs theory doesnʼt work 
for me. I do not imagine myself as the anticipated reader, as 
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Hemingwayʼs narratorʼs companion-in arms. In fact, I do not 
imagine that Hemingway addresses me at all. He addresses his 
narratorʼs companion-in-arms and I get to eavesdrop, because 
that is the special privilege of the reader. So when I read an es-
say or a story or a letter, and it becomes clear that the anticipated 
audienceʼs experiences and information are different from my 
own, I do not pretend to have knowledge or experiences I do 
not have. Instead, my attention is drawn to the fact that there is 
a discrepancy between the anticipated audience and myself, an 
actual reader. Hemingway does not make me play the role of his 
anticipated audience; he recognizes the discrepancy between his 
anticipated audience and any actual readers, and he uses it to his 
advantage. Instead of pretending to write for his actual audience, 
he redirects that energy to the audience he can write for: in this 
case, a fictional character on intimate terms with the narrator.

The theories offered by Ede and Lunsford and by Rabi-
nowitz, while seeming more reasonable than Ongʼs, fall short of 
a real solution on two main counts. First, while Ong argued that 
all readers must fictionalize themselves, these theories hinge on 
the idea that readers can choose to play the role of anticipated 
audience or not to play the role. Writers can only offer the role; 
they cannot make readers accept it. Second, even if a reader does 
choose to play the role, the reader must first interpret the cues or 
the role of the anticipated audience. But the reading that leads 
to the interpretation is subjective and therefore the interpretation 
will be subjective. A reader can easily miss or misinterpret (i.e. 
fail to interpret the way the writer intended) cues, and we are back 
at square one: writers with no control over their actual audiences.

Peter Elbow, in Writing with Power, offers a suggestion 
to writers that would seem at first glance to sidestep the problem 
entirely: writers should learn to identify the effects certain antici-
pated audiences have on them and choose an anticipated audience 
that will help them express themselves to their satisfaction. Here it 
would seem that the gap between anticipated and actual audiences 
doesnʼt matter because writers are encouraged to see the concept 
of audience as a tool they can use to improve individual pieces of 
writing. But upon closer examination, it becomes clear that the 
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problem only seems to be sidestepped here because Elbow, like 
so many others, fails to mention that the readers a writer envi-
sions will not be the readers who read that writer s̓ work. There 
is no distinction between the anticipated teacher-audience and the 
actual teacher-audience, the anticipated safe or unsafe audience 
and the actual readers. So when a student gets a paper back from 
the teacher and he or she discovers a multitude of reactions he or 
she never anticipated, the student concludes that his or her audi-
ence analysis skills are lacking. It is true that the student did not 
accurately construct his or her teacher as audience, but it is also 
true that he or she cannot accurately construct his or her teacher as 
audience, nor should the student be taught to think he or she can. 

I]Z�GZVa�EgdWaZb
Here is where the real problem lies: a failure to acknowl-

edge the gap leads to unrealistic expectations. The teacher pre-
tends that she is not the actual audience and that she can represent 
the body of anticipated and actual readers, of which she is only 
one part. And while the teacher may be able to anticipate some 
reactions of anticipated readers outside of herself, she cannot 
speak for all the individuals in her discourse community, much 
less for those readers outside it. The teacher then proceeds to 
read the student paper, reacting to it according to her own values, 
needs, preferences, and experiences, and possibly according to 
certain criteria or rules she has learned in connection with disci-
pline-specific writing. The comments on the student paper do not 
reflect the reactions of many readers, whatever the teacher may 
pretend. All comments are a direct result of the one readerʼs ex-
periences. Even if the teacher writes that “some professors would 
prefer that you didnʼt use ʻI  ̓in academic papers,” where that is 
not a value of the teacher who comments, it is still part of that 
teacherʼs experience that some professors have that preference.

The student writer must write for her teacher, attempt to 
anticipate the needs of a “general reader” that does not actually 
exist, and pretend (or assume) that the other members of the 
anticipated audience do not have any needs that conflict with the 
teacherʼs needs and preferences. In many classes, there is no mul-
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tiple drafting or peer response, so the only feedback a student can 
get on her writing are the comments that accompany the grade. 
Unless, of course, the student takes it upon herself to request 
feedback from a friend before the final draft. The student turns 
the paper in and gets it back, usually with a grade and some com-
ments on it. Those comments will often point out to the student 
where she failed to correctly anticipate the teacherʼs needs and 
preferences, and the student may gradually lose confidence in her 
abilities as a writer and audience analyst. If, that is, she doesnʼt 
realize that everyone fails, that no one turns in a paper thatʼs 
perfect without a lot of work and multiple rounds of feedback.

L]Vi�8Vc�7Z�9dcZ�6Wdji�>i
It seems to me that there are at least three easy steps—as 

well as a couple of more difficult ones—that can be taken to avoid 
the stickiness of the audience situation. First, I can stop pretend-
ing. As a teacher I can only speak for one reader, myself, and as 
writers students can only write for an anticipated audience. My 
students and I should recognize that my needs and preferences 
arenʼt necessarily in alignment with the needs and preferences of 
all who might read their work. And it should also be openly ac-
knowledged that my needs and preferences will most likely dic-
tate their grades. By laying these facts out on the table, I give my 
students a fair chance to succeed. I also allow for more creativity 
in the creation of audiences. Writers can write for an audience 
they can predict, as Hemingway did, without fear of punishment.

Related to this, there should be discussion among stu-
dents and professors of writing about the differences between my 
needs as a reader and my preferences. Sometimes it is difficult 
to distinguish between the two, but readers  ̓needs tend to apply 
more to issues of clarity, while readers  ̓preferences usually apply 
to issues of style. Even though I canʼt control the meaning a sen-
tence has for readers, readers need to be able to make meaning of 
the sentence. If the sentence is written in such a way that readers 
cannot begin to make meaning of it, a need is not being met. On 
the other hand, Iʼve had professors whoʼve had all kinds of pet 
peeves when it comes to style. Some donʼt like a sentence to start 
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with “and” or “but”; others donʼt like it when students use “I” in 
a paper; most donʼt like to see sentence fragments, even when 
they donʼt interfere with clarity. These are preferences, and it is 
up to me whether or not to consider them. Often, the stakes will 
determine the extent to which I try to satisfy anticipated readers  ̓
preferences. I usually donʼt alter my style to satisfy professors in 
order to get a good grade, but I might be more conventional in a 
letter of application to a doctoral program. Itʼs not that I respect 
my professor less than the faceless officials, but a grade is not 
as important to me as is being accepted into a program. (The 
assumption I would be making, of course, is that the faceless 
officials would prefer conventionality to my own, natural style.)

Second, teachers can acknowledge the gap and dis-
cuss it with students so that realistic expectations can be set 
and met. Students will no longer expect to one day be able to 
read the minds of people theyʼve never met. I will not expect 
them to be able to read my mind. Instead, my students and I 
will work together to find ways to use the concept of audience 
as a tool to get at different thoughts and angles on a subject, 
as a strategy for invention and revision. I can make it clear 
to my students that the best a writer can do is to make a se-
ries of educated guesses about who will read his or her work, 
and construct an anticipated audience for which to write. And 
the best way for a writer to make better educated guesses is 
to have more information about his/her anticipated audience. 

Which brings me to my third point: teachers can make 
room in the syllabus for copious amounts of feedback from ac-
tual readers so that students have the opportunity to build more 
complex and more accurate anticipated audiences through re-
peated contact with actual readers. The more I write and receive 
feedback on that writing, the better I become at anticipating 
audience needs and preferences. Even if an anticipated audi-
ence, such as a professor, doesnʼt match up with the actual, peer 
audience giving feedback, the peer audience can still point out 
problems it sees in the writing that might also be problems for 
the anticipated audience. When I get feedback from actual read-
ers, I have more information about some members of the actual 
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audience and can fulfill some readers  ̓ needs. And the more I 
am subjected to peer critiquing and multiple drafting, the more 
adept I become at addressing possible needs before I show the 
paper to someone else. Furthermore, it has been my experience 
that most students are not made sufficiently aware of the fact 
that most, if not all, successful writers request and require feed-
back before calling it a final draft. These students seem to think 
(as current traditionalists may indeed have led them to believe) 
that great writers work in a bubble, writing their masterpieces all 
at once with little or superficial revision and without reference 
to anyoneʼs judgment other than their own. But once students 
have been made aware of the reality, I believe they will be more 
willing to seek and receive feedback on their work from their 
peers. They will no longer feel that only bad writers need help 
revising to make their work more readable. As Ede and Lun-
sford put it, “the writing process is not complete unless another 
person, someone other than the writer, reads the text also” (93).

One might also claim that the awareness of a discourse 
community provides further data for audience analysis, beyond 
what reactions from individual readers can provide. I agree 
that it is important to teach students the “secret handshake,” 
if you will, that allows one to pass into the circle of academ-
ic discourse. But I also think—and this is where it gets more 
difficult—that itʼs important to point out here that the feed-
back one receives from peer readers and the data for audience 
analysis that comes from an awareness of a discourse commu-
nity are two different kinds of information. The former is usu-
ally reader-based feedback, while the latter is criterion-based.

Reader-based feedback consists of a person reacting as 
reader to the text—where he or she got confused or lost, what 
struck him or her as convincing evidence, or a new and interesting 
idea. Criterion-based feedback, however, tends to follow certain 
rules or guidelines. The easiest example is mechanics: comma 
usage, standardized spelling, complete sentences. But, as Peter 
Elbow, David Bartholomae, and others have noted, there are 
other criteria of academic discourse—such as what constitutes 
valid evidence and how an essay is organized—which students 
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should be made aware of if they are to succeed in other col-
lege classes. Teachers can reveal to students the criteria against 
which student papers will often be measured, and this knowledge 
can help students perform better outside the writing classroom.

Discourse community analysis can also help students 
think about the broader context in which they write by sketch-
ing some general characteristics of anticipated readers. If, for 
example, I write a letter of application to a doctoral program, I 
will assume that the audience is well-educated, is familiar with 
the conventions of grammar, punctuation and spelling, and is 
faced with hundreds of applications. I will assume that I have 
never met anyone who is to read my letter and that the read-
ers want to know why I am a good match for their program. 
These assumptions will affect the content and style of the let-
ter: it will be respectful, mechanically correct, creative, and 
formal, and it will, hopefully, demonstrate my compatibility 
with their program. I will try to guess what the “official names-
without-faces” (Elbow 193) want to hear from me, what will 
persuade them to accept me. But that job will be made a little 
easier (in my mind, at least) because I know from experience, 
and from talking with professors, that graduate committees are 
made up of people with Ph.D.s who want to know why appli-
cants are a good match for the program at their school. This 
is the kind of information about members of a particular dis-
course community that writing teachers can impart to their stu-
dents to help make audience analysis a little less mysterious.

We must be careful, however, not inadvertently and 
unquestioningly to perpetuate the status quo. Too often, well-
meaning teachers lead their students to believe that the only way 
to succeed, the only way to write a paper that persuades their 
teacher-audience, is to follow the criteria for academic discourse. 
Many writers, however, have found success precisely because 
they werenʼt afraid to experiment with ideas, form, or style. And 
many great thinkers are considered great because they dared to 
think critically about conventions and choose for themselves the 
ones to which they wanted to adhere and those they would fight 
to change or ignore. If I am to respect my students, I must also en-
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courage and respect their capacities to think critically and choose 
for themselves. They should know that they donʼt have to adhere 
to all the style conventions in every circumstance. (Indeed, if 
theyʼre brave enough and willing to accept the possible conse-
quences, they donʼt have to adhere to style conventions under any 
circumstance.) Although it is important for students to remember 
that theyʼre writing to communicate to other people, it is equal-
ly important to remember that theyʼre writing for themselves.

I realize that throughout this essay I may have rather ex-
aggerated the unpredictability of actual readers. The writer is 
affected, of course, by an anticipated audience and hopefully 
by feedback from actual readers. But I also fully recognize that 
the meaning a reader makes is somewhat limited by the words 
a writer has chosen to put on the page—by the writerʼs ideas, 
word choice, and voice. While a reader may not take away from 
an essay exactly what a writer intended, the reader will take 
away something that the writerʼs style and word choice made 
possible. Ede and Lunsford “hope that [their] model also sug-
gests the integrated, interdependent nature of reading and writ-
ing” (92). They mean, I take it from their context, that reading 
oneʼs own writing, as well as thinking about anticipated readers, 
affects oneʼs writing. I would go a step further and claim that 
there is an interdependent relationship between a writer and his 
or her actual readers, though this relationship is admittedly a 
very odd one, considering itʼs a relationship between one per-
son on one side and many people on the other side, and a writer 
often does not know about the relationship while it is in action 
(i.e. when the readers are reading). While each reader brings a 
unique set of experiences and ideas, a unique frame of mind, to 
the text, each reader is also limited by the same words the writer 
has chosen to write. Hence, some agreement is possible between 
readers, even when their individual experiences differ greatly. 
This is also how readers are able to argue or explain different 
interpretations of the same text in a way that others can under-
stand it. Words on a page, as words spoken, are a form of com-
munication, which implies common standards of interpretation.

Contrary to what one might think, acknowledging and 
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talking about the gap between anticipated and actual audiences 
can increase rather than decrease audience analysis. When stu-
dents are allowed to commit to specific anticipated audiences 
instead of trying to write for a non-existent “general reader,” 
they can construct more complex and richer anticipated audi-
ences than they might otherwise. Furthermore, acknowledgment 
of the gap brings with it an increased awareness of and sensi-
tivity to audiences. I have heard from friends and colleagues 
examples of instances similar to my French class fiasco: unflat-
tering emails about a colleague or superior that were acciden-
tally sent to the person about whom it was written; a note writ-
ten by a high school boyfriend inadvertently left out for oneʼs 
mother to read; a letter put into the wrong envelope when ap-
plying to graduate programs. When writers become aware that 
people may read their work beyond those for whom the work 
was intended, they may begin to see the wisdom of a saying 
many of us learned as children: donʼt say anything about any-
one that you wouldnʼt want them to hear (or in this case, read).

What all this comes down to is increased communica-
tion and greater openness about the reality of audience analysis. 
Instead of ignoring the gap between anticipated and actual audi-
ences and presenting the concept of audience as a simple one, 
teachers of writing should dialogue with their students about an-
ticipated and actual audiences, readers  ̓needs and preferences, 
and academic discourse versus reader response. They should re-
mind their students that the students  ̓job as writers is to write for 
anticipated audiences, to do the best they can with the informa-
tion they have about their anticipated audiences while actively 
seeking feedback from actual readers, and not to feel they should 
be able to anticipate the many possible reactions of teacher-au-
diences and other actual readers. Above all, writing teachers 
should take the opportunity to expand their students  ̓horizons 
and help them understand that there are perspectives different 
from their own. By acknowledging and encouraging discussion 
about the paradoxes associated with writing for audiences, stu-
dents have the opportunity to set realistic goals for themselves 
and to increase their confidence in their abilities as writers.
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