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ABSTRACT

In order to evaluate writer control of global
coherence under var:ous contexts, writer texts produced by 13 college
freshmen enrolled in a basic skills section of a comp051t1on course
were collected as a natural part of the ongoing instruction. The
texts examined were written on five different topics: misuse of
power, & personal experience of the writer, schooling, a
writer-selected topic, and discrimination. Each assignment required
different types of cognitive, linguistic, and taxtual manipulations
on the part of the students; demanded the use of different background
knowledge; and were produced under various time constraints. The
written texts were then given to three readers and ranked in terms of
their overall or global coherence. Results showed that as ranking
conditions varied for the students, so did their ability to control
global coherence. For almost all writers, rank within one writing
condition was not predictive of rank within another. Furthermore,
different writers were affected differently by different tasks and
sensitive to different aspects of each writing condition. Just as a
writer's control of coherence within one writing condition was not
predictive of control within another, overall writer control of
coherence was not always predictive of control from one task to
another. These results suggest that growth in writing is a process
that involves the writer's ability to use and control strategles
within an ever widening range of contexts. (HOD)
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Introduction

Writing has been commonly perceived as a process which one eithep does
or does not contvrol. We talk of proficient vs. nonproficient writers, of
traditional vs. basic writers, or simply of writers who are good ov poor,
This conceptualization of text production is based on the critical assumption
that writing involves a global and monolithic ability. [t is perceived as
a skill which once learned can be universally applied aand controlled under
a variety of contexts and situations. Ignored, however, is the multi-
dimensional nature of the process and the contextual dependency of literacy.
It is this contextyal dependency of literacy which is to be examined, both

theovetically and empirically, within this paper.

Theoretical Considerations

In this study, writing is characterized as a psycho~sociolinguistic
event which is influenced by situational, cognitive, aprd linguistic factors.
The demands of any writing experience will vary depending on the context of
situation in which the text is evolved, the background of the writer with
the data to be manipulated and expressed, and the writer's facility with
the cognitive strategies used to generate meanings in print. A change in
any of these factors will affect the writer's ability to control Fhe process,

causing changes in both the process and the product of the writing act.
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Given the axistence and influence of these variables, the myth of writing
as a monolictnic process becomes suspect. Writing performance, growth, and
developmant can no longer be naively regarded as a global ability. It does
not consist of a set of sub-skills which once learned can be universally
applied with equal facility under all writing conditions. Rather, language
performance changes as the relevant variables impinging on the process
itself change (Beaugrande, 1980; Britton, Burgess, Martin, & Rosen, 1975;
Clay, 1975; Halliday, 1974; Halliday & Hasan, 1976, 1980; Perron, 1975;
Sowers, 1979). 1In fact, "for some kinds of writing, the difficulties may
actuaily increase as the writer becomes more proficient (Britton et al,

1975, p. 19), "errors increasing with age because 2s the child's zind grows,
s/he wiil use mor2 and nore complicated forms of expression' {Diebel &
Sears, 1917, p. 173).

The vaciabilicy found in language processing is also a result of che
limited resource capacity of the system itself. The writer's attention in
text processing is finite and must always be focused on those aspects of
the process requiring the most resources. Under certain conditions, par-
ticular aspects of processing will require less attention, allowing the
"freed" resources of the system to be applied to other areas of text pro-
duction. Under other conditions, several aspects of the process may demand
actention, even those which are normslly considered as routine and usually
in need of fey .r resources., Therefore, as conditions and contexts change,
or the internal demands of the writing task vary, the writer may need to
focus on processes over which there is less control,

These various writing situations to which a writer may be exposed require
that che writer be capable of distributing resources and attention selectively
toward relevant aspects of *production while disattending others (Beaugrande,

1980). At times this will call for the distribution of resources in patterns
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at variance from those found under other writing conditions, the writer
juggling and integrating the multiple constraints of knowledge and resources
in new or novel ways. Given this variance, the writer may not exhibit con-
trol over the proccss to the same degree as might be'the case under other
writing situations.

This does not mean, however, that because the supply of resoucces are
limited that they are applied in an all or none manner., JInstead, resources
are distributed‘in a manner proportionate Lo the neads of each activity and
its relative importance to the overall functioning of the system. Complicating
this process, however, is the fact that different executions require varying
amounts of resources at different points and times during text processing.

In order to adequately distribute the system's resources and avoid :equential,
step~by-step executions, processing must be capable of operating in parallel
and be highly transactive in nature, with a number of operations possible of
occurring simultaneously. The exact number capable of operating in parallel
will depend on such factors as the writer's background, experiences with the
process, and the point in teyt production., Once aSain, changes in these fac-

tors will result in changes in writer control over the process,

Empirical Considerations

While conventional wisdom has begun to acknowledge that context affects
performance and that a writer's control of the process is not to be gen-
eralized across topics and writing situations, there does not exist sub-
stantial amounts of wriring data supporting such a theoretical position. The
remainder of this paper begins to document such a claim by directly examining
writer control of global coherence under a variety of contexts.

Global coherence was selected as the construct for investigation because
of the critical role which it plays in all language prgocessing., 1If discourse

is to be effective, it must be orzanized around 1 semantic 'zore' topic, or
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theme, Halliday and Hasan (1980) have called coherence the enabling
function since it allows one to organize the meanings being comstructed.
Beaugrande (1980) has proposed that performance in text processing depends
on the extent of organization which cthe language user c¢an impose on the data
being formulated during the writing or reading act. Perhaps more than any
other individual, van Dijk (1980) has demonstrated the critical role which
global coherence serves in the generation of meaning. For van Dijk, global
coherence is represented in a text's macrostructure, that higher-level

semantic framework which organizes the 'local' microstructure of the texet.

+

Data Collection and Analysis

The writers involved in the study were thirteen college ‘reshmen enrolled
in a basic skills section of an elementary composition course at a large mid-
western university. While the writers were placed in the basic skills sec-
tion due to their apparent lack of control with the process, :there existed
a wide range of abilicies among those taking the course. Many did in fact
experience great difficulcy controlling aspects of the composing process, how-
ever, there also existed as many students who did not fit cthe def‘nition of
"basic skills” as commonly used in the literature and were in fact quite
proficient.

Five texts produced by these students throughout the course of the semester
were used Eo evaluate writer control of global coherence under various con-
texts. The texts were collected as a matural part of the ongoing instruction,
the researcher serving as both the instructor of che composition course and
as the collector of the data,

The texXts examined were on five different topics: misuse of power,

a personal experience of the writer, schooling, 4 writer—-selected topic,
and discrimination. Each assignment required different types of cognitive,
linguistic, and textual manipulations on the part uf the students, demanded

the use of different background knowledge, and were produced under various
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time conscraints., While space does not allow for an in-depth discussion of
all the differences between the assignments, a chort delineation of che key
variaéions will be sect forch, Even from such a short delineation as that
which is to follow, it will become readily apparent chac the five writing
assignments were far from identical in nacture,

The misuse of power and discrimination writcings, the first and last
assignuments in che course, were used to evalvwace overall wricer growth and
development and were thus the most similar in nature. Each student read an
assigned article nn the topic and then was instructed to wrice his or her owm
text about che dangers of misue of power by a person in sonme posicion of high
authority and about a kind of prejudice or discrimination which exics in
socliety. Scudents wrote only one drafc which was immediately followed by a
final draft. Yo discussion of the arcticles which the students read before
writing occurred, nor were comments made by the instructor on the rough drafcs.
Tocal cime spent on each of these two wricing copics was seven davs.

The assignment on a personal experience required che scudencs to first
read three arcicles written by others on personal experiznces and then in-
volved chem in three instructional strategies in reading uand wricing using
these articles. This was followed by two prewriting activities and the writing
of a rough draft in which students narraced personal experiences which they
had encountered. After complecing their rough drafts, scudents were engaged
in one revision strategy. Students then revised cheir texts and wrote final
drares. Twenty-one days were spent on this assignment,

The chird topic writccen on was that of schooling. Students read three
expository cexts on che schooling Process in America and this time expe-
rienced five reading and writing activicies related to the articles. They
were then involved in four pre-writing accivicies, Following these pre-
wricing activicies, ‘SCudencs wrote articles concerning a parcicular aspect

of schooling and were required co integrate information gleaned from che texcs
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read into their own writings. Two rough drafts were produced. with each
followed by a revision activity. Szudents sp;nc twenty-two days on thiz
writing copic.

Finally, for che self-gselected topie, students chose subjects for which cthey
had substantial amounits of background knowledge ind in which they were iaterested.
As in the two previous assignmeunts, srudents were inveolved in reading and wri~
ting activities with their articles, this time one activity per article. Fiwve
pre-writing activities preceded the writing of the first rough draft. This
was followed by a revision strategy, a second rough draft, 2 second revision,
strategy, and a tinal draft., Ae in the schooling assignment, sctudents used
information from the texts read in their own writings. Sixteen days were
spent on this writing assignment.

The thirteen texcs from each of the five writing conditions described above
were then gziven to three readers and ranked in terms of their overall or global
coherence, Readers were doctoral students and faculcy members in English and
Reading Education. Rankings were from one to thirteen, The directicns for
the rankings were as follows.

Texts vary in che degree to which they cohere around an implicic or explicit

central point or idea, i.e. in their conceptual unity. Read the following

set of texts and rank order them from one to chirteen in terms of their
global coherence, i.e. their general or overall coherence. On the coherence
continuum, one should be the most coherent and thirteen the least,

Following the rankings of all texts, an average c¢oherence rank was then gen-
erated and assigned to each writer per task. While cthere was usually one text

per task which readers did not agree on in terms of their rankings, for the mest

part, chere was a high degree of consensus among readers.

Results and Discussion

1f wricing were a process uniformally controlled by writers under a
variety of conditions, relative rank should remain constant across tasiks.

However, this was not found to hbe the case, 4s clearly indicated in Figure 1,

o . I . . . . .
FRIC as wricing conlitions varied for the students in this study, so too did
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L . - B




writing tasks,

8

w )
) - »
= 2 2
~ o = 3
o o ; =
= ] = =) %)
Qo -7 =) - 177
= | 3 51213
5|23 (813
L == ] = 23]
213|358 (|¢
- 43 ] (=] N [4b] §
2l 5153 (21]¢%
= R 25 7] = «
writers
Ralph 8-9 4 2 3-9 4 3-4
Jerry 7 11 1 7 9 8
Chriscine 1 10 12 11 8 10
Donald 13 13 11 4 6 11
Ted 2 6 7 10 2 3-4
Nadine 4 3 8 6 13 6~7
Lester . 10 8 4~5 13 12 12 § least proficient
Evelyn 3 9 3 12 7 6-7
Rick 11 12 13 | 8-9 5 13 | least proficient
Sherri 12 5 9 2-3 11 9
Ma~y 8-9 7 4=5 1 1 1 most proficient
Diane 6 1 10 | 2-3 3 2 most proficient
) I
Allen 5 2 6 5 10 5
’ !
Tigure L, Average coherence rankings acroess
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selr ability to control gleba! cohereace. For almost 31! wrirers, rank

within onc wrizing eonditior was noi predictive of rank within another, i.e.
ranks yere not constant across <contexts. Furihermore. diflerent writers wera
affectad differently by differcnt tasks and sensitive py Jifierant aspeects

of e2ach writing condition.

Throughout the course ol the semester, it was not uncommon for a writer
to produce one of the sost coherent texts in the class under one writing con-
dition and then produce one of the most incoherent texts under anocher
condizion. Christine nd Sherri are two writers who particularly demonstrate
this pheucmenon. Both produce highly coheren: texts within cerzain contexts:
Sterri when writing about 2 topic she herself has selected and Christine when
writing about the misuse of power. They also both produce at least one
highly incoherent text under other writing contexts. The misuse of power is
Sharri's least coherent, reiative to the texts produced by the other mambers
cf the ¢lass. Chriscine produces her leas: coherent text when writing about
schooling.

Figure 2 sets forth the range in conerence rankings for all the writers
across all writing tasks. It further illustrates the lack of zeneralizad
control demonstrated by these writers. Column two represents tne point
difference between the texts ranked most and leasc¢ coherent for each author.
All writers, even the most and least proficient, exhibited at least a 6.5
difference between these two texts, with the class average being 8.58. The
same degree of variance is again made evident when each author's text showing
the largest variation from his or her overall mean is analyzed (column three).
Thls score was computed by subtracting the text deviating most from the author's
class avarage from this rank. 4ll writers.'proficient and nonproficient,
produced one text which varied at least five points from their overall mean.
The average variation was 7.08.

Just as a writer's control of coherence within one writing condition was
not predictive of control within another, overall writer control of coherence

Q
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Ralph 3-4 16,5 5
Jerry 8 10 7
Christine 10 11 9
Donald 11 7 7
Ted 3-4 8 6.5
Yadine 6-7 10 ]16.5
Lester 12 8.5 }8.5 )least proficient
Evelyn 6-7 9 8.5
Rick 13 7 7 least proficient
Sherri 9 9.5 {6.5
Mary 1 8 7.5 |most proficient
Diane 2 9 8 |most proficient
Allen 5 8 5
CLASS AVERAGE | 8.5 7.08

Figure 2, Range In coherence ramkings

across the five writing tasks.
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was not always predictive of control from one task to the next. The "Average
Class Rank” column in Figures 1 and 2 indicate each writer's mean standing
in control of coherence relative to the other writers in the class. This
ranking was generated by averaging each wriLer's coherence rank from the
five texts written and assigning scores, one through thi“teen. A score of
one represented the most control and the lowest average, and a score of
thirteen represented the least control and the highest average. As illus-
trated in these two figures, even the most proficiens writers in the class did
not demonstrate consistent proficiency across all writing assignments. Yor
did those writers having the least control over coherence always produce highly
incoherent texts. There existed conditions under which both groups of wraters
displayed a high degree as well as a low degree of zontrol over at least one
aspect of the process. Control of coherence, at least for this group of
writers, 1s context dependent.

Specifically, Mary and Diane, the two writers in the class with the most
control over :oherence, both produce texts lacking in relative coherence,
For Mary this was the misuse of power text, for Diane it was her text on
schooling. They both had a coherence ranking between their most and least
coherent texts that was approximately .5 from the class mean., When the
variation of each author's individual text from her overall class rank is
analyzed, the same degree of difference exists for Mary and Diane as it does
for the other writers in the class. The two least proficient writers., Lester
and Rick, also were able to generate highly coherent texts under certain con-
ditions. Lester's schooling and Rick's discrimination text are examples of
this. The coherence range in their texts represent the same degree of
variance as that found for Mary and Diane

By demonsctrating the effect of context on writer control of coherence,

—

this study begins to Jdocument for writing what Pichert and aAnderson (1977)
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11.
and Carey, Harste and Smith (1981) have documented for reading comprehension.
Pichert and Anderson analyzed the effect which reader pevspective had on
information recalled from text. They found, and confirmed conventional wis-
dom in the process, that reader purpose detgrmines what is recalled and the
relative importance of individual units of information within a text. As
reader perspective changed so did recall and reader ranking of ideas as to
their importance within a text. In non-laboratory settings, reader purpose,
rather than determined by the researcher, would grow out of context. In
essence, tne influence of context on comprehension was denonstrated.

Carey, Harste, and Smith add further documentation to the influence of
context by replicating a study by Anderson, Reynolds, Schallert, and Goetz
(1976). anderson 2t ai had 2valuited the eoffect which background knowledge
had on the perspective taken bv individuals when processing ambiguous text.
Carey. llarste, and Smith maintained the variable of background in their study,
but as a constant, and varied the context in which the texts were read.

While backzround was found to be a critical factor in determining reader per-
spective, thus confirming the results of the Auderson study, context was also

shown to be a salient variable. Again, the influence of context was demonstrated

and conventional wisdom confirmed. ~

This study extends the documentation of the effects of context on reader
comprehension into the area of discourse production. It confirwms once more
what had been intuitively thought. Data now exists illustrating the theoretical
notion that the conditions under which texts are produced strongly influence
the ability of writers to maintain control over the process. Each context
offers a unique set of vaviables among which writers must negotiate and
orchestrate, While the majority of the writers in this study grew in their
control of coherence Juring the course of the semester, this ability could not
be generalized across contexts. There existed for all writers optimal situations

under which coherence could and could not be maintained, relative to the
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other writers in the class.
Given the influence of context, this studY does not support the tradi-

tional view of literacy development. This view typically holds that indi-

vidual "skills" exist within the writing orocess ané that these skills ean

be Tdentifisd and isolated, p»racticed and mastered, and then used with the

same degree of proficiency from one text fo the next. Yor does this study

support the notion that growth in proficiency is a process of skill acquisiticn,

As depicted in Figure 3, the writer is usually perceived as accumulating a

sequence of writing skills over a period of time until that magical concapt

we call proficiency is attained. To talk of development in this manner, how~

ever, is to ignore the contextuar dé :ndencvy of literacy.

- - > 1 [} ]
sk.ill1 + akillz + skill. + skilletc = "PROFICIENCY

3

Context Free Environment

Figure 3. Profile of skill mastery.

instead, this study suggests that growth in writing is a process of
strategy development. As Figure 4 attempts to illustrate, this process in-
volves the ability of the writer to use and confrol thase strategies within
an ever wWidening range of'concexts. Stratagies, rather than axisting and
utilized in isclation, only exist as 9a;t of a cybernetic system. and, as

the context in which this system operates changes, so will the system and

@ SO0 too will the op~~ation of individual strategies within the system,

13
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oroficiency

Figure 4. Profile of strategy development,

Implications of Literacy Instruction

The existence of contextual influences on the writing process has
profound implications for literacy instruction and requires reconceptualization
of what it means to be a proficient language user., Proficiency, it would
seem, does not mean the ability to contrnl the language process to an equal
degree under all situations. What growth in proficiency may indicate is the
ability of the language user to demonsirate increased control more often,

within 2 vider range of contexts, and to a greater degree. Variability in

14
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users, though it would still exist. The writing behavior of rthe two most
proficient writers in this study, Mary and Diane, supports this hvpeorhesis.
while on the average they showed more control over the precess over a wider
range of conditions, the variance in their coherence rankings were equivalent
to even the least Proficient writer in che class. Given this new Jefinition
of proficiency, it would appear chat the teaching of writing should require
students Co express meaning§ cthrough text under an ever widening range of

conditions, It would also reguire that ceachers expect and accept varyving

degrees of writer control over the process as writing contexts vary.

Summary and Conclusions

In conclusion, it has been che purpose of this paper to theoretically
explain, and empirically document, the variabilicty found within the writing
process. For too long, we as researchers and teachers have held the view
writing is writing, and chat one either can or cannot controi the drocess.
Thé daca in chis study begins to suggest cthat this may not in fact he the
case, As wich most human behavior, variabilicy in wricting appears to be the
one constant upcn which we can depend. It appears to be evident even among
the most and least proficient of writers and not to be caused by simple one-
way interactions involving a single variable, 1Instead, variabilicy 1s che
result of what Rosenblatt (1978) has termed a transaction.

Yriting as transaction depicts che process as one of synthesis. The
meanings constructed by any given author, and the psychological, socio-
logical, and linguistic variables which gulde such construction, are more than
the sum of cthe parts. These variables are not separate, unique, and
exhaustively definable entities, but only can be characterized by the total
anvironment in which they operate. As part of che total situation, each is
conditioned by and conditions the other, The writer gnd the environment each

become, in a sense, the environment for the other. & change in 127 one

15




alement will therefore effect change in all the others.

Given the transactlonal nacure of the process, those involved In the
teaz:hing of writing would be well advised not to drill our scudents on single
and isolated aspects of che wrlting process in isolacion from all che ochers.
Inscead, key strategles or operations in the process should be highlighced,
In chis way, we can begin to ensure the contextual dependency of literacy and
supporet our studencs in developing the necessary flexibilicy wich cthe process

which a lirerate culcture such as our own demands.
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