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ABSTRACT

A study examined the effect of topic-specific ,
background knowledge on the general gquality znd local coherence of

student writing. Ninety-seven tenth grade students were assigned two
writing tasks on specific topics at two points during a semester. J.
Langer's measure of topic-specific knowledge was administered prior
to each writing task. Each student's writing sample was then scored

on five separate measures: (1) overall guality, (2} coherence; (3)
syntactic complexity, (4) audience, and (5) function. The data from
the pretest and writing evaluations clearly suggested a strong and

consistent relationship between topic-specific background knowledge.
and the quality of student writing. More interesting,; however, was
the evidence that different kinds of knowledge were predictive of
stuccess in different writing tasks. The analysis of interactions
between background knowledge and audience and function_categories

suggested that when students had only fragmentary knowledge about a

topic, they used tactics to avoid engaging in writing activities that
required them to say more than they knew. The findings suggest that
for many tasks, writers may need the same kinds of highly organized.
information that readers do; but for others they may also require an

abundance of loosely related informational "bits" for use in_their
writing, This distinction may arise from differences inherent 1n each
of the two activities: writers not only need to generate, present,
and relate intricately linked ideas, but alsoc need a large body of
loosely associated information that can be used to elaborate:
embellish, and enliven the presentation. (HTH)
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During the past ten years, an increasing amount of
research has focussed on theé nature of composing and the
variables that affect the writing process. Stages of
writing tiave been identified and described (Emigs 19715
Flower and Hayes; i?ébi, the furictions of Wriﬁihg have been
esamined (Britton, 1975: Applebee, 1981); early writing
development has been studisd (Bissesx, 19803 Graves, 1975
to gain a window on the composing strategies used by more

and less facile writers (Flower and Hayes, 1980; Perl,
1977y, During this same period,; research has also focussed
on how personal history and specific life experiences affect
the construction of aééﬁiﬁé (Anderson, 19773 Goodman and
Goodman, 16785 Harste, Burke; and Woodward, 1982; Rumelhart,
1977) and how the ways in which people organize their past
experiences affects their responses to new experiences.
~Unf¥ortunately, this vein of research has tended to be

limited to relationships between background knowiedge and




reading comprehension--while the ef.:cts of topic knowiledge
on written expression has tended .» be ignored: While
writihg résearchers have generally a;sumed that knowledge of
a tgpic affects student writing, tie ways in  which that
knowledge interacts with writing p.i iormance have remained
unstudied. The study reporied he . focusses on just this

question.

One of the issues to emerge om recent studies of
writing 'in the secondary school (Applebee 1981, 1583)
concerns the amount and nature of t!. ' informetional writing
students do: From his cacse study  ndings, AE&ieSee (1993)

suggests that more than haif the witing students do is
completed in content classes} even .n English; assignments
emphasize informational writing. it the same time, most
teachers orchestrate the use of i/ orma€ional wrifing in
somewhat restricted ways, prima .1y to teot how well
students have learned the material seing studied. In this
context, their responses to stude ' : work tend to focus on
conventions of writing or accuracy f informaton with little
attention to the source of the pr.slems the student may be
haviﬁé in dealing with the particuli- topic. ThHere is little
consider ation of the amount of knc: ledge a studant already
has about the topic, or of the wé 5 in which the level of
uhdérsfanding may interact with pé-éorméncé on the writing

{ask.
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Since 1nformational writing (or any writing for that
matter) is a function of the knowledge a writer has
available in ceveloping the pi-ce. writing as a "skili" is
toc intertwined with knowledge ¢ - tne édEjéEE matter itself

to isolate the two without cons:lering how one affects the

other. Because topical knowledg= so directly helps shape a
raper,; the teacher’s understandino of what students know
about a topic can be very useful in planning writing

assignments, in setting expectations for various students,
and in providine pertinent in-process comments,

The influence of an individual’s& releévent knowledge on
7

riew learning is hardly a new conca3pt. Research in the field
of reading hae reaffirmed, in systematic ways, Polanyi’s
(i¢555 early assertions t at mééhihg is péréonéi and context
laden: Tacit kriowl edge focusss a reater e attention on ihé
meanings of words; not on the words themselves. This notion
of personal meaning has been particularly important in
helping researchers identify specific ways in whic meaning
is constructed when individuals read through a text (Carey,
Harste, and Smith; 1981; Goodman, 1973; Heath; 19803 tanger,
in press). Similar questioans now need to be directed towards
writingsi does familiarity with a topic 1lead, for Eﬁéﬁﬁié; to
a clearer organizaticn, to ‘“smoother,” more error—-free

style, or both?

Intuition and experience suggest that when students

’



write to a topic about which they know a grsat deal, the
language, organization, and unity of their work are likely
to be good; conversely, when students know little about a
topic their language, organization, and coherence are likely
to seem tight, restricted, and contrived -~ or to fall apart

altogether. . When &tudents bhave little knowledge or are
unwilling ES risk stating the ideas they do have, their
writing may rely on glib generalizations, unsupported by
argument or enriching illustrations. At other times when
their knowledge is fragmentary, their writing may become

little more than a 1ist of vaguely associated items of
If this analysis is correct, we would expect that topic
specifi¢ background knowledge. would affect the general
quality and local coherence of written work, and that
analysis of student writing would show evidence of direct
topic knowledgé relationships. The studies reported here
were designed to test these relationships.
THE STUDY |
Two tenth grade American history teachers {(Sal and
Bobby) assisted in this investigation. They were both
experienced teachers from a middle-class school district in
the San Francisco Bay Area. Four classes (2/teacher)
totzlling 97 students were asgsigned 2 writing tasks at  two
points during the semester, Prior to data gathering, one

researcher met with the teachers to discuszs topics they were



pianhihg for class étudy and to discuss kéy concepts related
to each unit of study. Together they previewed the test,
discussed the fopic of study about to bégih, and agreed upon
three major concepts considered critical for  student

learning. The three concepts were used as a ba

i& for a free
association measure of topic-specific knowledge. Writing
assignments to follow the free association activities were
also discussed -and the teachers devised prompts o
stimulate writing about the concepts. This procedure was
repeated later in the semester to permit analysis of the
effects of topic-specific knowledge on school writing across

Sal’s units of study were about “city and frontier” and
"Utopian sccieties" while Bobby s were about “American
society in the 1Bth and 19th cernturios® and "values in the

1920°8." To asse&s students’ knowledge of these topics,
Larger’s (1980, 1981, 1982, in press, in preparation)
measure of topic-specific knowledge was administered just
before each writing task. The measure elicits topic related
knowledge using free associition to key concept words from a

unit of study. Free association responses to the key
contepc words are categorized according to - the 1evel of
knowledge they represent (see figure 1). Thaese categories

L N T . .
progress from 1) a diffuse, personal response, to 2
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concrete, functional response, to 3) an incorporation of
abstract, superordinate prifciplés. (For a complete
description of the levels and how they were developed ses
Langer, 1981, 1982, in preparation.)

Writing Topics

This free association measure was used to assess the
students® topic related background knowledge before each
wricing assignment was begun. The topics and stimulus
wordé were:

Sal - 1. Writé a paper comparing city and frontier 1life

with régérd to individualism and democracy.
(opportunity, democracy, individualisa)

2. Writé a one or two page essay on your
version of a Ufopién éociéfy, ﬁhé kind you

would like to live in.

(utopia. urban, rural)

Bobby - 1. It has been stated that in the 18th and 19th

centuries the South was a deferential
society. In one or two paragraphs, explain
why this was true: In your answer; be suare
to discuss the concepts cf prejudice and
acquiescence and how each related to this

conclusion:



(deferential society, prejuadice;

acquiescence)

2. Some historians refer to tha 1920°s as a
decade in American history when sexual
fzzalom and the pursuit of happiness
flourished. At the same time, it is noted
that te 1920°s were characterized by harsh
moralistic and antiforeign sentiments.
Explain how Social changes during the
1920’ s invluenced the growth of new valupe
that conflictad with traditional oness. (374
to orie full page)
i#undamentaiigm, Américéhiém; materialism)

In the attempt to permit topics, writing prompts, and

tion to continue as "typically” as possible, prompt

N

instru
specificity and topic complexity vary as they normally would
in Sal’s and Bobby’s classes: Teacher and topic differences
and varying “n'"s are therefore addressed in the analyses.:
Knowledge Measures

Standardized achievement scores for the California Test
of Basic Skills were ob’ained for a 1 students for whom they
wereé available in school records. _

For the prior knowledge measure, each teacher

Ch



asked to write everything that came to mind about those

words. Two raters were trained to score the prior knowledge
measures, following procedures outlined by Newell (1983) .
Three “knowledge" scores were déﬁivéd for each étudéht.
Ohe, a simple measure of total résponses to the freae
association stimul.s words, measures topic-specific fluency,
or the amount of information available to the writer at the
beginning of the task. The second, reflecting the highest
level of response to each of the stimuliis words., measures
the oxtent of organization imposed upon the available
information. The third measure combines aspects of both
fluency and organization; it is based on the total number of
responses that reflect either of the two more organized

ievels of knowledge: Analyses were based on average scores
assigned by two independent raters: Reliabilities ranged
from .98 for fluency to .81 for organization:
Writing Measures

Each student writing sample was scored on five separate
measures: overall qgquality, coherence; syntactic complexity;
audience, and function. As a measure of overall guality,
each paper was scoured holistically on a five point scale.
Interrater agreement across two independent scorings was

(r=.79). Some of the papers were also graded by the teacher:

&



when available these marks were iicluded in our analyses as
a second measure of overall quality.

Hasan’s  (1980) measure of interaction  among
cohesive chains was used to assess the coherence of &ach
paper. This system of analysis distinguishes three kinds of
lexical tokens: relevant, peripheral, and central:. Relevant
tokens are that subset of the total set of lexical tokens
which are included within cohcosive chains both within and

between clauses; peripheral tokens are those tokens not

and central tokens are that

included within cohesive chains

subset of rlelvant tokens which occar in interaction across
chains. Hasan states that central tokens contribute most to
the coherence of text: The ratio of central to relevant

tokens is then taken as the primary measure of test
coherence. Thus; a more coherent text would not necessarily
havé mor& cohésive ties than a less coherent one; but would
be expected to have more interaction among the cohesive
chains.

To provide a measure of the overall syntactic
complexity in each sample, the méan nurber of words/clause
was also calculated.

Audience and function catégories were analyzed to
determine whether these aspecte of informational writing
tend to differ based upon student riowladgs of the topic.
Both measures were based on the analyses drveloped by

Applebee (1981) for his study of Writing in thé Secondary



School. The audience measure focussed =n the relationship
the writer percéives to exist between ti: writer and reader.

Four categories are distinguished: 1) F -sonal writing that

is directed toward the writer. This ty : of writing often

takes the form of jDUFnéiS’DF diary entrics.: 2) Wrifihg to_

the teacher as part of an in-process inst-uctional dialogue.

or responses of some sort in dealin) with the ideas
expressed.; 3! Writing for teacher in th role of examiner.

This typ:2 of writing is used tc demonstr:. e acquisition of

information which 1S generally assumed t: be éé inde» of
"learning". The iﬁ?oFmafiaﬁ needs to b zonveyed to the
teacher so that evaluation of knowledge - an he determined
and a mark assigned::i 4) Writing to a wi(: - audience. This
type of writing occurs when the writer h:c: something to say
that may be of interest to otgé?s. Such . 'iting takes the
form of writing to a specific person aor gillp;. or to a more
generalized “unknown" audience such as ti read2rship of a
particular newspaper.

For the purpose of this éfud? the %<*iowihg questions
were posed with regard to audience: Do . tudents who have
less highly organized knowledge about t . topic tend to
write reports rather than analyses? D they attempt to
avoid or by-pass some of the “facte’ g§ﬂ engaging in

instructional dialogue with the teacher - 1stead of wrfting

BEST o8V RITLAME i
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Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

to the teacher-as-examiner? All arnalyses of aadrencé wor i
based on ratings by two trainazi, indey  odent raters, witthoa
third rater used to reconcile disagreements (r=.97):

The analysis of writing ?unttiehs distinguished between
two of thé in‘arnational writing chieégories developed by
Applebee  (1981). Informational writifg  focuscs o
infermation *o beé shared with others, and inciudés sdch
forms of expository writing as reports, summaries, analysec,
and theoriring (see figuire 2). As with the audience ratihgé,
all anaiyses were done by two independent rateré, wiih A

third for disagreements (r=.94) .

FINDINGS
Knowledge and Writing
FPearson  product moment correlations were used to
examine general relationships among the w}itiqg ~ and
knowledge measures:  Findings suggest that while the
teacher’s mar k and our raters’ Ha%ieiit scoée are

siognificantly correlated (p < ,01), these are not related to
the coherence and syntactic (words per clause) measares nor
are they related to each other (see table 1).

Table 2 explores relationships among the three
knowledge measures. The measures of fluency and

organization are not significantly correlated withn one
another, although both are significdantly related to the

combined measure.

11



When the knowledge measures are correlated with the

tno strongest relationship to the holistic score (r = .30, p

.0Gi): The organization score relates significantly to
zvzirall gual:ty as measured by both the holistic scores and
teachers’  marks. Fluency (the simple total of  all
-esporses) relates singificantly to the holistic scores but
st %o the teachers’ marks. These findings suggest that
whiEn. the responses reflecting more organized knowledge
tle .8 2 and 3 are combined, the relationship between the
Guxiity of Saciground knowledge and holistic score as well

s more Highly organized background knowledge and teachers’

Felg Secomes even greater.

Findirngs presented in table 3 also indicate a

~1gnificant relationship between the combined background

xnowledge measure and Hasan’s measure of coherence. Nonae of
.he  wother relationships between the knowledge measures and

tne writing sco-es are signficant.

Relationships between achievement test scores and the
~r1ting measures are also displayed in table 3. As we
wouid expect, reading and language achievement scores . @
significantly related to the holistic score of writing
Juaiity (r = .34 and .43, respectively) and to the teachers’

marks (r =.85 and .29). The relationship between language

12



achievement and words per clause was also significant (r = ;

30). This may be because the standardized test tasks
include many items testing syntactic knowledge at the

sentence level:

To examine the extent to which relationships between
prior knowledge scores and writing were simply a re€lection
of the effects of general academic achievement, partial
correlations were calculated controlling for the reading and
language subtest scores. This series of analyses reduced
the size of the relationships only slightly (see table &),
although the reduction in degrees of freedom (caused by
missing scores on the standardized tests) sharply raduced

the levels of statistical significance. This pattern of

results siuggests that the effects of topic specific
background knowledge are independent of, instead of
overlapping with, the effects of general knowledge. These

findings are similar to those reported by Langer (1982) in
her work omrr the relationship between background knowledge

and reading comprehension; where the effects of topic

similarly independent.
Topic Differences
The analyses so far have looked at raelationships across

topics, ignoring any différences that might emarge from the



different tasks posed by the four assignments. Most school
assignments specify not only the general content area to be
discussed, but also the mode of argument or organization
that is 1likely to be most appropriate in re&ponding.
Analysis of the #our{QEécﬁ@r—deveidped topics in.the present
study suggests that these assignments pose two different
ﬁriﬁihd strategies as appropriate response patterns. The
“City and Frontier® and #1920°s" assignments prompt a

compare and contrast organizational pattern, while the
"Utopian Society” and “Deferential Society” assignmeni:s
prompt more general thesis and support structures: In the
‘ latter, the general topic is provided by the teacher, and to
respond appropriately the students must offer additional
information elaborating that single concept, while in the
former, they must intéij?‘;te their ilideas into the
organizational frameworlk prompted by the language of the
assignment. | |

In our arnalyses, théitybe of argument réquiréd to
respond appropriately to a prompt was a more influential
factor than the amount of structure Qhai seemed to bé
provided by the prompt itself. Although the “"deferential®
ass;gnEEht appears to be more highly teacher structured than
the “Utopian", the thesis-support prompts tﬁey. hold in
common can be seen in the examples of student writing that

follow. The first example, written by Kim, is an example of

[
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a paper that received a high holistic sccre and a high mark
from the teacher.

N UTOPIA
. In_ the world right now there is much .ove and jgoodwiil
) yet hardships like violence and hunge seem to overrule
this goodwill. Leaders throughout t+: ﬁd?{d have been
trying to change these hardships to. g dwill throughout
out world’s history. I think that in 1y Utcpia I would
"1lik@ things to be as they were a wh. .e ago when our

state was more rurai. Inetead of ties _being the
norm, they would be cornsidered rarit :s. Instead of
one tring to “get away from it all® . ito the country,
.one would be in the country. Tree: would still be
standing everywherg...but this -ight now is
unrealistic. I+ one lets his in: jination to run
however, this kind of society coul( & reached. We

could have peaple living on the moon . iich would lower
the densxty of our world. If a soc' .ty was set up in
outerspace our wogld would not be sc rowded. Many say
that violence is caused because pei: le feel crowded.
In thxs way vinlence wuuld be lower: . In my Utopia

peopie wauid not be excited about cr ..e, about violénce

like I J9§S7ViEWEd in pur society nc . There would be
no gquestion of whether women or blw.:s or chicanos or
‘3apagg§g Americans were “equal” t: white men. No
'di fference would even be noted;. nc person would even
notxgggzithat someone had differ«rt color  hair or
different color skin. In my ide society, people
would accept people with their dif rent beliefs. A
communist  country could 1live it  harmony with a
democratic country without a thrmat f a “war” breaking
out. This 18 my ideal societyy .n general to  have
society with  absolute constitu ional values of
equality, liberty; freedom ar Eﬁé pursuait of

happxness"'-‘ : . -
Appearence wise, I would want no ch: ge to make it more
man made; instead get closer to the jasics.

Kim’s paper received an “A" from her te:' her and a holistic

score of 7. Although there were*many ideas she might have
included in her oresentation of an ideal society, and some
of them might have been more important than others, the
prompt does not require such differc tiation. For this

)

reason, a mcre "free-floating” associati nal response such a
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Kim’s is acceptable. Elaborations are necessary, examples
might be desireable, but not required, and a larger number

of ideas rather than the sophistication or conceptual

organization of the ideas appears appropriate.

~ Elio, on the other hand, has less information available

With which to elaborate on the topic of the South ae a
deferential society than ¥im had about her vision of a

Utopian society.
Well in the 1Bth and 19th centuries most slavery were
in

the South; because in the 18th and 19th centuries

99%Z of the white people thought they were superial
because when they saw the blacks in Africa they seemed
to live like animals.  They brought them over to

America to help them turn to (Chris) religion. and

(they)whit® man thought they were helping the black

people.
Elio received a 2 out of bbésibié 10 on this ésSéy and a
rolistic score of 2. Although Elio’s assignment appears to
"call for less personal “"opinion" and knowledge than Kim;E;.
both assignments essentially ask the students to “list" the
facts they know to support a thesis presehtéd in the
assignment itself. kKim’s higher score appears to be a
function of the greater number of facts she inluded;, not
théir organization.:

In contrast, the "€ity and Frontier" and "1920’s"
assignments prompt a different type of passage structure:

compare and contrast. Although these assignments differed



in length and in the amount of elaboration by the tzacher,
both provide a clue to the cump=ra~uE'Ef”sE structure
required for the student to write a more highly dfganized
essay. Even if the essay (e.g. 1920’e) points to Sbéci%ié
ideas to be discussed, the students’® ability to do sc will
depend o©n on how well they can organize related knowledge
around the key contrasts. )

high scoring paper, with a teacher grade of 11712 and a 10

holistic score.

In the 1920’s, many changes of values took place that

were not part of the traditional view of life: Sexual

freedom for example came about in this era: After the

war ; many tndividuals felt -that they wanted tc make

America = better place by makxng sociatl actxvxttes more

prominent They began to think about man as a person,

and what he could get out of life. Instead of focusing

on what man could do to improve society; people began

to inquire upon what they could do to allow themselves
more freedom and pleasure. . A general feeling of
“individual freedom" was going around, _and among other
things, sexual freedom was an issue. Peaple felt that
it was time td uncover the shame of sex. Even so,; many
people, especxally the farmers xnfthe 'traditionalist’®
country reacted negatively to this expanding idea.
Also, people with strong religious beliefs about sex
were often appalled.

The pursuit of pleasure went along with many things -
one being tha concept of materialisem - everyone . wanted

to make money and invest in stocks etc. Besides this,

people generally wanted to be admired, to have money to

partake in the pleasurable world they had just

discovered.s:

Ram goes on to link the growing materialism with the stock

market crash, and concludes his lengthy paper with a

17



prohibition to defend his point. Although Ram certainly
knows a great deal about his topic, it is the

interrelationships among ideas; the high level of organized
knowledge, that makes his response not only a good one, but

partxca‘ariy appropriate to the assignment.

Julia’s paper about city and #FEHE%EF life is an

example of a lower rated paper, with a holistic score of &:

I think the city provided more opportunity for people

because it provided jobs for the poor and rich people:

The ‘cities were on the coast near harbors so they couald

commerce with other countr1es. The city nrovided more

Democracy because the people were closer together; more

people lived in cities rather than on farms: Therefore

the majority (the city people) would probably get what

they  wanted. I think the city provided more

individualism too because in the cities there were more

jobs and different types of jobs. People could do what
they wanted - on_ farms their was mainly one job:
working in the fields and around the house: More
opportunity was provided for city people.
Julia’s paper provides an inter@sting contrast to Ram’s in
that although Julia seems to have a moderate amount of

information that 1s relevant to her topic . (fluency), she

uses her paper to "list" her ideas instead of linking them
in a comparison-contrast structure: The organizational
framework she uses is one that is more appropriate for the
fﬁésié:édbbéft prompts than the one she was actually given.
In her case, simple amount of knowledge is insufficient; a

higher level orgznization of knowledge is called for:

These examples suggest that across assignments,

i8
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background knowledge may be useful in different ways.

Sometimes frequency and sometimes power mattered. when the
assignment prompted integrated knowledge, then high level
organized information was appropriate:; When the prompt was
more general and called for examples and elaborations,
fiuency; a good deal of less organized knowledge, mattered
more: These iﬁ{;FﬁFéféfiaﬁé Qaﬁia lead us to expect ‘quifé
different patterns of relationships between writing quality
and background knowledge for the two types of topics; iébie
5 summarizes the relevant data.

In general, the statistical results support the
impressions drawn from examining student papers. For the
two topics that raquired compare-and-contrast essays, the
measure of organization of background knowledge was
strongly related to essay quality. For the two topics
requiring details to elaborate upon a thesis statement,
the amount of information ;vaiiébié (reflected in, the
fluency score) was important\but the organization nf that
information was not.

The interesting implication from these findings is that
different assignments, given for different purposes, réduire
different kinds of knowledge. A low score on a particular
paper might not mean that a student “does not know t'

information" but may have had available differenti

organized knowledge-—knowledge that might have been useful

19



had the promp* been presented in a diff -~ ent form.

Audience and Function

A final analysis examined the extei. to which students’
choice of audience and function in thei- writing was rlated
to the level of knowledge they brougi! to the task. The
rélevant analyses of variance are summ ' ized in tables & and

7.

Looking first at audience, studen! writing samples fell
into only two of our categories: insti ctional dialogue and
teacher as examiner: Students who cast heir writing as part

of an instructional dialogue wit: the teacher had

significantly higher scores for over:ll fluency than did
those who addressed their papers to 1! 2 teacher as examiner

(table &) Mean scores for the combined measure of

background «nowledge, on the other hand; were somewhat
higher for the papers addressed toc t : teacher as examiner
(p < .12)§ s0 were the holistic scor.s of the writing that
resulted (F < .13). ‘

The fluency measire is based (. all information the
student cités as relevant, while ti combined measure is
limited to information that reflect. organized in.ormations
This suggests that the students who . -ote to the teacher as
examiner limited themselves to inf. nation that they were
able to organize and focus around th: topic, while those who

wrote as part of a teacher-learner alogue were made less

- - BEST POy Fer re
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of a distinction between what was relevant to the topic.

Table 7 summarizes the results of a similar analysis of
di fferences between function categories. Here the contrast
is betweenn the majority of students who responded with
analytic essays, and a much smaller proportion who relied
instead upon summary. In general, it seems that the
students who wrote analytic papers ﬁéa more relevant

knowledge available as they began the task (as refilected in
the combined score for background knowledge),; and obtained a

significantly higher (p < .04) holistic writing quality

score as a result.

CONCLUSIDNS
The analyses reported in this paper had number of
purposes: 1) to erxaminé the relationships between topic

knowledge and inf. mational writing, 2) to determine ways

the focus of an assignment interacts with topic knowledge
to affect the written work, and 3) to identify aspects of
student writing that mighf be insfructionaiiy informative

for the teacher:

Not surprisingly, the data clearly suggest a stirong and
consistant relationship between topic specific background

knowledge and the quality of student writing. More

interesting, however; is the evidence that different kinds



tasks. When the assignment calls for a sSimplé reiteration
of facts, or elaborations of a given idea, a large amount ot
-unintegrated (or loosely linked) information will suffice.
Rowever, when the student is required to present a thesis,
analyze; and defend it, the amount of highly Gcrganizéed
krnowledge, as opposed to simple fluency, will determine
Success. These knowledge measures are not related to each
other, and each type of krnowledge must be judged separately.

These findings suggest some interesting directions for

-~
b= g
n
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indings from these analyses suggest ‘that : BéEaQSE
different assignments tap different kirds of knowledge,
assignments can becume a helpful device in esxploring the
"separate facts" versus "integrated knowledge" the students
have acquired. Sugh use of student writing to analyze the
complexity of content knowledge is a direction wor th
puréuiné in further work.

The findings reported here also have many
implications for more informed and instructionally useful
writing conferences. As a rule, when teachers con:

writing conferences. with their students, comments about

N
N



background knowledge are fre&u%hfiy inseparable from those
about® organization and surface presentation, al though
sauperficial and poorly organized krnowledge bases may be
largely responsible for other writing problems.

The analyses of interactions between background
knowledge and ~ audience and  function categories, though
exploratory, suggest. that when students have only
fragmentary krowledge about a topic, they use tactics to
avoid engaging- in writing activities that require them to
"say more than they know.” They may resort to writing
summaries wheén analysis would have beésn more appropriate
because the summary format permits them to reccunt the
"facts" without having to interrelate them more fully.
Rather than indicating that students lack knowledge of the
proper form for éhéi?#ic%wrifihg, papers of this sort may
indicate that they lack enough knowledge of the topic, to
present it in the form recuested. In such a case, practice
in writing an analytic paper «ill not be  helpfuls;
additional content i®arning may be.

Another ‘“coping” tactic identified in the analyses

concerns the students’ use of instructional dialogue when

this type of writing is not called for: The data suggest
that when students ergage in unprovoked instroctional

dialogue, where they list the facts and avoid integration of

ideas in the form raquired by the assignment; it may again
be because - they lack sufficient knowledge of the topic. to

~
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deal with it more formally. In many cases this may prove to

be an effective coping strategy, one which the teacher could
put to good instructional use. The student’s “"message"” at
this point may simply be that a teaching/learning dialogue
is necessary, rather than an evaluation of completed -
learning. With student writing of this sort, the teacher
who focuses on organization of the paper will hardly be
using the writing conference to help the student write a

better paper.

The findings reportéd in this papér both parallel
and complicate those found by Langer (1980, 1981, in
oreparation} in her work on thé relationship between
background knowledge and tombkéﬁéhéibg bf‘ékbbéitdfy texts
This body of work found that béckgrduha khowiédgé was highly
related to the comprehension and recall of a ;gséégé; and”
that the text-specific  knowledge measure  predictsd
comprehension independently of either reading achievement or

12 scores. It also found that the level of organization of
background knowledge was a better pradictor of comprehension
success than was 3 f{luency measure (based solely on
frequency of responses).

In the context of the present study, these findings
Suggest the possibility that highly organized information

e e e v T e e et S e




tasks, writers may need the same kinds of ﬁigﬁf§ organized
information that readers .do, but fef others they may also
require an abundance of loosely related informational "bits"
for use in their writing: This distinction may arise from
di$?erénces inherent in each of the two activities; writers
often need, not only to generate, present, and relate

intracately tinked ideas, but also meed a large body of

loosety associated information that can be used to
research is certainly needed to expleFe such duestions and
to allow us to describe the kinds of knowledge demands
inherernt in ‘the reading and writing of a variety of text

types for a variety of purposes.
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Figure 1: The ﬁrgénizétion of fopic épécific Knowiédgé

1. MUCH -- {(Highly Organized)
supern?ainafe concepts - higher class category
e.g9., fascism - “"one of the various forms of
political rule:s:"
definitions - precise meaning
e.g., dictator - "a ruler with absolute
authority over the government of a
pecple”
analogies - substitution or comparison for &
literal concept or expression
®  e.g., court = "court is the scale that weighs
your destiny"
linking = connecting one concept with ancther
€.q9., congress - “congress is like parliament

in that both..."

N

. SOME - (Partially Organized)
examples - equal class, but more specific
e.g. government — “dictatorship®
attributes — subordinateé to larger concept
e.g., court =- “"trust in the judgment of
others”
defining characteristics - defines a major aspect
of the concept

©.9., government — "makes laws"




3. LITTLE = (Diffusely Organized)

®.g.; congress - "important people’

morphemaes - smallest units of meaning such as

preé¥isres,; suffixes, and root words

€.9., binary - "bicycle”

€.9., gérrymander - “"salamander"
first hand experiences - téhgéhtial responses
based an recent exXposure
- @.g., Iran - "news nn television"

no apparent knowledge




Shon-answer exerclses (brie!, one or two sentences per questnon).

Math calculations.
Transcription from wrmen matem! (copymg)
Transcription from oral sources (dictation).

Translation.
Other mechanical uses.

Informational uses of writing
Note-taking.
Record; of on-going experience. (This is what is happening.)

Report. Retrospective_account of particular events or series of cvents:
(This is what happened.)

Svmmary. Génenb,zerd nan ative or dcscnphpng 9[ 'a recurrent pattern of
events or steps in a procer.ure. (This is what happens; this is the way it
is done.)

Analysis, Generalization and classification related tofa situatnon. prob!em,

or theme; with logica! or hierarchical relationships among generalizations

Theory Buiidug anci defﬂndum ata theoretigal level including implicit

os explicit recognilion. that there ase alternative perspecuve. Hypotheses

Femmivc or,r,e;ulmve uses of wmmz (Any lnstancg; !,n whnch the

attempt to convince overrides other functions or in which rules are given
and compliance zssumed.) .
Other inforaiational uses.

Personal uses of writing
Joumal cr diary writing, for own use.
Personal letters or notes, where main purpose is *keeping in touch:”
Other penona.l uses.

lmagmalive uses of writing
Stories.
Foems
- Play scnpts )
Other imagmauve uses.

Any other uses of writing

ﬁ‘iéure é: Uses of School ﬁriting




Table & Relationships between Background Knowledge,
Audience, and Writing Qualkity

___Means

Audience Categories o o
F-Sta-  Signi-

Dialogue Examiner tistic ficance
Knowledge Measures
Fliency 14,18(57) 10.77¢8&) 6:92 . 009
Organization 2.05(57) 1.98(86) 1.10 .30
Combinad 6.02 7.31(86) 2.44 .12
Weiting Measure
Holistic 5.93(57) 5.30(86) 2.38 W13
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Table 1t Relationships Among Writing Measures

Teacher s

Holistic Mar K Cohesion
Holistic Score c44xn 06
(37) (99)
Teacher s Mark .27
(22)

Cohesion

Nordé/élause

*apc 01

LW
C\)

Worde/
Clause

.25
(98)

-a15
(20)

-, 10



Table 2 FRelationships Among Knowledge Me:: ures

Correlations (n in parer®heses)

Fluency Orysnization Eombined
Fluency ' W15 Y YT
(193) (193)
Organization . SZ7uns
(193)
éombinéd
ii#p{ . 60i

BEST £CIT AuiiLLE
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Table 3 Relationships between Background Knowledge

and Measures of Writing Quality and Cohesion

Writing Holistic  Teacher’s Words/
Measures: Score Mark Cohesion Clause

Fluency . 20%% .04 .06 .09
(144) (SS9 (9%9) (26)
Organization L26RER R LT .02 .09
(133) (S9) (9G; (96)
Combined L IORE# .16 . 20% .16
(133) (59) (99) (96)
Reading Achievement LA3RER A5 =.03 .21
(B89) (35) (5&) (54}
Languace Achievement L3a%nn .29% =12 CQON N
(89) (T5) (56} (54)

*p<. 05, #¥pc.01, 4##pd.001




Table 4 Partial Correlations Controlling for
Reading and Language Test Scores

‘Writing Measuras

Holistic Teacher*s . Words/
Score Mar ¥ Cohesion Clause
Knowledge Measures
Fluency .15 -.01 09 . 004
Organization .17 : 26 . 007 T .10
Combined . 25%% 09 .22 .04
84 31 52 50

#p<, 05, #ep<, 01




Table - ' S. Within-Topic Relationships between Background
: Knowledge and the Guality of Writing

Holistic Scores by Topic

) Defer—
‘City & . Utopianr ential 19208
Frontier Society Society Values
Knowl edge Measures
Fluency 0.3 26% .33 .15
6?§§nizéfion L3O RRR .02 .65 .Sé**
Combined LAREER .27 .34 .31
N 59 39 27 19

*P<IOS, ##pLiGl, ##*p<.001



Relationships between Rackground Knowledge,
Audience, and Writing Ouality

Table &

o Means :
Audientce Categories .
R F-Sta-  Signi=
Dialoqgue Esaminar tistic ficance
Enowle: -e Measures
Fluency 14, 18(57) 10.72(858) £.92 L OO
Organization 2.05(57) 1.98(886) 1.10 T30
Coriined b2 7:31¢86) 2.44 .12
Writing Measure
Holistic 5. 93(57) 6.30(88) 2,78 .13

@
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Relationships between Backgro.nd Knowledge,

-4
§i
44
e
L]
~N

Function, and Writing Quality

__  Means
Fanction Cateqor :s - -
F-Sta- Signi-

Summary Anal /318 tistic ficance
Knovledge Measures
Fluency 11.47019) 12,21 (123) 0.15 .70
Grganization 2.03(19) 2.C:(123)  0.05  .@2
Combi ned 4,63 7a1: 4,60 .03
Writing Measure
_Holistic . 5.53 T 6.2, 4.37 .04




