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RESEARCH CN CO- AND GROUP AUTHORSHIP IN THE PROFESSIONS
A PRELIMINARY REPORT

Lisa Ede and Andrea Lunsford

We are pleased to be a part of this panel on collaborative
writing, for we believe that the questions which people 1like Karen
LeFevre, Ken Bruffee, Barbara Nodine, and Elaine Maimon are asking
today akout the nature of collaborative writing and its potentiall
impact on our understanding of writing as a cognitive and social
act hold important theoretical and pedagogical consequences foI* our
discipline. Our own interest in collaborative writing grew
directly out of our mxperiences as co-authors--friends who found it
both hatural and fruitful to work together on projects of shared
interest. We were unprepared, then, when a number of our
colleagues indicated that they viewed our collaboration as unusual,
surprising, and even impossible. (Surely you don’t really write
together, " several exclaimed.) These colleagues thought of
collaboration only in terms of team research, where the role of
each member is clearly defined and limited, and the final
manuscript often written by a single member of the tean.
Furthermore, gliven their assumptions about the nature of

authorship, originality, and authority for texts, collaborative
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writing in the humanities seemed inherently suspect, if not
impossible. |

Our surprise at our colleagues’ responses to our writing
cédsed us to formulate a series of gquestions about the nature and
extent of co- and group authorship in professional or real-worla
writing. At first our qQuestions were relatively obvious ones. How
often and in what situations do co- and group authorship occur?
What specific featgres distinguish the processes of co- and
group-authorship from those of ag individual writing alone? What

R

is the potential impact of technologies such as the COmpuﬁer on co-
and group- aufhorshlp? (See our article, "Why Write . . . \
Together?® in Rhetoric Review llJaquary 1983],.150-157,.for an
early formulation of these qQuestions.)
As we thought about collaborative writing and talked with

people who wrote as part of teanms or groups, however, we came to

s@ that answers to these and otg;r qQquestions, though useful and
" informative, were just a first step. An analysis o{ the
feasibility and efficiency of co- and group- authorship will be ot
little consequence, for instance, unless it addresses the powerfdl
assumption, one particularly dominant in the humanities, of the
link between individual genius, "originality,"” authorship, and
authority for a text. Similarly, analyses o»f the role of co- and
group-authorship which fail carefully to consider the social
context in which such writing occurs~-the influence of established
institutional review procedures, for instance--may distort or
oversimplify. Finally, we realized that we could not separate an
interest in the nature, incidence, and significance of co- and
group-authorship from a concern for the ethical issues involved.

Underlying all these questions was our growing recognition



dichotony between current models of thejcompoainq process and
methods of teachiné writing, almost all of which assume single
authorhsip, and the actual situatlons students wili;face upon
graduation, many of whiCh may well requlire co- or group-authorship.
This recognition gave a sense of urgency to our investigations.
Consequently, in 1983 we applied for a FIPSE-sponsorcd Shaughnessy
Scholars grant to study the theory and practice of co- and
group-writing.

Our .research project,~which is still in progress, comprises
rthree interrelated stages, only one of which is at present
completei Hence, our renmarks todiy‘should be regarded as tentative
at best. The first stage of Qur reseafch involved designing a
questionnaire to survey'zoo randonly seloctea members of six major
professional assaciations (The American Psychological Association,
the American Consulting Engineers Council, the- American Institute
of Chemists, the International City Management Association. the
Professional Services Management Assocf&tion. and the Soclety for
Technical Communication) to determine the frequency, types, and
occasions of collaborative writling in these six assoclations. Our
final rate of response for this survey was just under flfty
percent, and we have recently analyzed its results.

On a separate sheet accompanying this first quogtionnaire

we asked respondents to indicate whether they would consider " 3

ipating in the next stage of our research, a more open-endggg §~
Y

detailed questionnaire designed to more fully ldentify a

PR

spectrum of collaborative writing forms and strategies. We have
sent th\is survey to twelve members of each of our six professional
assoclations. We chose these seventy-two indiOiduaﬁs because they

are representative of a range of collaborative writing situations:

.'J‘ » '\- ’ ’
4 ; .

.
1é



!

we are currently analyzing their responses. The last stage .of our
research, which we expect to be the most fruitful and richest in
its implications for teachers of writing, involves-on-site‘case |
studies with between four and six nesbondents who regularly write
as part of a team or group. We hope to complete these case studies
by the end of this acadenic year and will report the overall
results of ouf res?nrch in a monograph to be written late this
summer. |

_Asois perhaps already clear, oufs ls a fairly ambitious

research design, especially for two people at institut¥ons four

. hundred miles apart, each of whom has only fifty percent released

time to devote to our project, which is itself supported by a

relatively ;mall'budget. But though we have sometlmes-beén daunted

by the task we have set ourselves, the suggestiveness of our

preliminary anaiyaes (and even when completed,'our results will be
preliminary at best) have encouraged us. In determining how best
to share these results with you today, it seemed most useful, given
our time constraints, to focus on those areas wh'ich our first |
survey indicated were most suggestive and in need of further
clarification. ‘

Our own research and experience had led us early on to
identify the concept of writing, and especlally of authorship, as
one particularly problematic area. We can report, at this
relatively early stage in our investigation, that the responses to
our initial survey confirmed the problematic nature of this concept
and, in fact, confounded the problem. To our surprise,
respondents clung to the notion of writing as a solitary activity
in spite of overwhelming evidence to the contrary. More

specifically, respondents in every field most often answered the
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. e question "Please Indlcate the percentage of the tine YOu spend in

writing activities that is spent writing alone or as part of a team

~

-or-group” by saying that they wrote alone between 75% AND 85% of
the tlme.- A full 60% of these same respondents, however,
contradicted themselves by answer a series of later questions ln .
ways which revealed that they often wrote as part of a team or
group. One resonden: from the American Institute of Chemists, for
instance, reported that he wrote 100% of the time by himself and
then, in response to an open-ended question, confided that every
one of his publicatiohs had begn co-authored. This seeming anomaly
is, of course, easily accounted for in one way: respondenté think
of writing almost exclusively as the physical act of putting pen to
paper and hence'they visualize themselves as‘wripjng "alone” when, In
fact, they are most often collaborating on the mental and
procedural activities which precede and co-occur with the act of

R - writing, as well as on the construction of the teit. B;t in
another way, the responses to théQe questions suggested .to us that
ﬁhe concept 6: authorship |Is even more problematic than we had
anticipated. Preliminary results in several flelds, for instance,
suggest that many professionals regularly make use of in-house
materials.~and that they may use such materials verbatim In .
something they are writing without acknowledging or documehting
thelir use of this “silent” co=author’s work. Indeed. in a number
of instances, the authorship of such in-house materials |s unknown.
When we add to this uée of unacknowledged materials the assistance

provided by what one respondent referred to as "idea men" and

changes made--again sileutly--by various technical and legal
reviewers, the concept of authorship becomes increasingly fuzzy.

We believe that the concept will In fact be made even more
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problematic by the proliferation of information data bases which
may, in fact, finally Eorceﬂus.to re-examine our deflnltlbn of
authorship in the same ways that they are forcing us to re-ezamine
our definition of copyright laws. We hope that our research will
clarify the questions we need to ;skﬁin such a ré-examinatiou,~even
though it may .ot proQide us J4ith readymade answers. More
immediately, we hoge that we may be able to design curricular
models which would broaden the conception of writing so that thé
term need no longer be primarily associated with an lsolated, |
solitary act ahd which would build in a.more flexible and realistic
definition of authorship.

| A second problematic area which our research revealed s
the lack of a vocabulary to describe what people do when they write
collaboratlyely. We first encountered this problem in writing the
titlé of our gragt proposal: what should we call the phenomenon we
hoped to study? The term "collaborative writing,” which in many
ways was most appealing to us, is most often assoclated with the
kind of peer-group response techniques developed by our ;espondent,
Ken Bruffee. Hence, we ultimately found it necessary to qualify it
with the extremely clumsy 'éo- and group authorship" and, eveh
then, we. ended up having to defne and illustrate the phrase
carefully in order » avo}d confusion. In spite of our difficulty
with the ternm *collaborative writing," we are very nmuch ipdebted to
the research on collaborative learning and to studies of )
professional writing such as those ¢f Odell and Gqswami and Falgley
and Miller. Once the problem of a title term was solv&d, however,
we faced a much more difficult problem in designing our flrst |

survey questionnaire, as we tried to elicit information about what

we finally agreed to call “"organizational patterns,” plans used by
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; . ‘groups to assign dutles for co;pletlng a project. After extenslve
p116t1n§ and‘revising. we managed to describe seven such patterns,
of which the followlng are examples: |

A. Teanm or groﬁp plans and outlines. Each member drafts a
a part. Teanm or g: ‘up compiles the parts and revises
the whole. R

B. "One persou pf;ns a writes draft. This draft {s
submitted to one or more persons who revise the draft
without consulting the writer of the first draft.

C. One mpmber'asslgns writing tasks. Each member carrles
out individual tasks. One member compiles the parts
and revises the whole.

Responses to our first questionnaire indicate that such “patterns“
are uged'frgquently, though no one seems to have a name for thenm.
Some respondents, in fact, told us that they realized they were
followling such pre-established"organlzational patterns® only after
completing our survey, demonstrating in the most vivid way that
what we do not have a name for we simply do not recognize. Other
respondents, particularly in the technical writers’ group,
indicated that having such’a pattern.was indispensable to success
and that following an "ineffective® pattern would produce
“disastrous results.®" Our preliminary findings, then, suggest that
procedural strategies or patterns are very impoktant in
collaborative writidg, and that naming and defining these practices
will enable us to think about them ln ways that have neretofore
been unavailable to us. fn addition, we hope to identify which
patterns are most likeli to be effective in a given situation and
hence to draw conclusions that will have signiflicant ped&goglcal
implications. While it would be premature to draw such conclusions
now, it seems likely to us that teachers of writing may well want

to introduce students to various ways of organizing a

group=-authored project and let them experiment with this process.
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A third extremély problematic'areé eherging'from our - el i

initial research has do with affective responses'to group

writing. Put mos briefly,.we are realizing that.a compléx,ﬁét of
largely unidentified or unrecogﬂized variables crePtes general
satisfaction or dissatisfaction with b;th the processes and
products of group writlng. Oh our initial survey, responses to our
questions about organizational patterns elicited, almost
incidentaliy,-lnformation about the frustrations some group wrltefs
felt. As a result, our second questionnaire attempts to define f
these frust}ations more'cieérry and to gather additional
infdruation\about affective cohcerns by asking questions such as
*which of the group-writing activities do you flnd nost rewarding
(or most frustracihg) and why?" Our comments in thi; area today
must necessarily be very cautious. Nevertheless, we have
tentatively identified a number of Jq#iables wvhich seenm related to.
the degree of satisfactlion experfenced by those who typically write
with one or more people. These include: ' .

1. the degree of control the writer has over his or her
texgt;

2. the way credit (either direct as in a name on a title
page or indirect as in a means of advancement within
an organization) |s assigned;

3. the ablility to respond to others who may modify a.
writer’s text;

4. an agreed-upon procedure for resolving dlsputes among
co-authors;

5., the amount of flexibility tolerated ir. using
pre-established organizational patterns or standardized
formats;

6. the number and kind of bureaucratlic constraints (such
as deadllines, length requirements, etc.) imposed on the
writer:; '

7. the status of the project within the organization.
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helpful to those already writing on the.ﬁob‘iﬁ érodpé‘asuwellmagiyg_MQ_J

Again, we hope our eventual findings will help us establfsh what we

‘-mlgbﬁ,”nq; too facetiously, refer to as a "satisfaction index" and

a 'frhstfation'}naék;'ahdielabggq;g&pn.phese in ways that should be
teachers of writing who want to better prepare their students for s
co~- and group writing e;pefiences.
| These problematic areas represent the lssues related to
group quting thai were most clegrly_illuninated by the responses
to our initial survey and that we hope further to clarify in the
second and third stages of our research. We should not, howeézr.~
leave you with the idea that this initial quesﬁionnalre ldegtlfled
only problematic areas or areas of contention. On at ieast two
major points, our results are bo:b conclusive and highly gratifying
to teachers of writing. First, oﬁr hypathesis that co- ané gri,up
writing is a widespread and w?ll-established phenoaenon among
major profgsgions has been clearly confirmed. Of 530 fespondents~
to our initial questionnaire, 87% reported that they sometimes
wrn+te as part of a team or group. The extent of tals coilaboratlon
is perhaps best indicated by participant:’ responses to a question
vhich asked them to "indicate how frequently,'igﬁaaneral, you work
on the following types of writing, distinguishing between writing
done alone and with one or more persons.” We listed (hirteen types
of writing, from letters and lecture notes to reports, proposals,
and books. Although the frequency of respon-e varied from type to
type, some participants indicated that they very often, often, or
occasionally worked on each type of writing with one or more
persons.

Fourty-two percent of those we surveyed occasionally wrote

short reports with one or more persons, for instance, while 17%
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Twenty-nine percent of our respondents occasionally wrote "

0 P .

often and 4% very often wrote short reports collaboratively.

professional articles and essays as part-of a team or group, with

9% often and 2% very often writing these forms with one or more

~ persons. ' Somewhat to oué surprise, the frequencies for several

.indicate. foi exaaple, that our survey participants'wééé almost -as ..

ffpes of*wrtting“ggpqu little aoébéding to whethgr survey .

respondents worked on them';ione br*caliahg;ggjye1y. Our results

likely occasionally or often to write books or monographs
&~

. col-laboratively as they were to do so alone. The sanme held true

for proposals for contracts and grants, case studies, user manuals, 9

and fong reports. (The percentage of difference between the
frequency of writing alon;’and with one or more persons for these
ﬁypes varied from O to 8%.) Finally,‘we can report that 59% of
those who had participated in co- or group writing projects
indicated that they found such collaboration to be 'prodﬁgtlvé“
( 45%7) or "very productive® (14%). |
Secondly, our results speak eloquently to the significant
role writing plays in all of"the organizations we studled. On’;he
average, respondents in all six flelds reported that almost 50% of
their professlqnalotime is spent in some kind of writing activity.
Moreovar, to our surprise and delight, 98% of all respondents
Indicated that effective writing is “"very Important® or "important”
to the successful execution of thelr job. Many went on to
elaborate on this importance in notes to us, some of which
contained passionate pleas: for help and for better training in
writing. Such results are gratifying to us as researchers because
they suggest that our Interest in co- and group authorshlip is

justified. Much more importantly, however, the results should be
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grattfying.to every teacher of writing because they graphically
demonstrate what we have been . profesaing for so long. ‘that
writing allows us to know, understand. and act on oyr worlds In
unique ways; that _hrough writing, In fact, we_most often create
these worlds. . And finally, our results strongly suggest that this
creation 1s least often an lsolated, sélitary act created ex
nihilo, and most often a communal, consensual dbt,‘one that is

essentlially ‘and naturally collaborative..

Lisa Ede, Oregon State University

Andrea Lunsford, Unive:sity of British Cdlu@bia‘
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