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WHY PEOPLE WRITE: ETHNOGRAPHIES OF WRITING
AND IMPLICATIONS FOR IHSTRUCTION

Abstract

———t.

This naper is based on research, conducted by the authors and funded by the
Spencer Foundation Awards to Young Scholsrs Frogram, which wes entitiled
“Toward and Ethrography of Writing in Marian, Ohio.” The authors conducted a
cornpretensive review of literature relsted to ethnographic studies of writing snd
then completed a preliminary descriptive study of writing in the Mrion, Ohio
community. In this paper, the guthors establish & rationale for incorporating
information sbout why people write in planning for writing instruction. An
overview of ethnogr aphic studies revealing why people write in diverse cultural
settings is presented a2 is & summary of the Marion, Ohio writing study.
Implications for writing instruction sre drawn from these sources.

Why do people write? Those of us who are interested in this question could no doubt
generste & lenghty list of rasponses that would range from the profound to the mundane. 0n our
best days we might say that we write in an attempt to communicate grest ideas to future
generstions. On rmore aversge days we may revsal that we write in order to remember why we
went to the grocery store inthe first plsce. Our answers to the queation why do people, children
in particular, write in achool are likely to reflect s rore restricted range of responses. Thisis
not surprising because writing is echool is moat often undertsken at the direction of someone
glse, the teacher, and children may find thet they write because they are told to do 5o ar inordsr
to "get & good grade” or even to be kept busy and out of trouble.

There is evidznce that some schools are incorporating & broader range of reasans for
writing in instructionsl programs snd that informstion about the role of writing in the
community is being used in creative and productive way3. The wark of Sondrs Pert (1983) in
concert with the Storeham-Viading River sohool district, for exarnple, is exarmi ning the
wider context of the writing process and perceptions of students and teschers towsrd writing

o events. As s participant in the study, Pekala (1983) reports that her first graders begin esch
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morning with writing. Her rationsle demonstrates the importance of linking the functions of
writing in and cut of school. She states:

... 8t the beginring of the day, writing becomes the bridge between the students’
tives outside scheol and the activilies they engage in at school. Writingise
smooth way for students to make the transition between their two worlds. (p.26)

In contrast to the preceding example much of what has been , and in many instances still
is, considered 'writing' in school is not actuslly writing at al1; rather, it consists of
a-rheterical exercises such as identifying the parts of speech, diagraming sentences, and filling
out worksheets. Such exercises are easily measurable, that is, they sre 8 matter of right or
wrong. Not surprisingly, then, a preponderance of teachers spend class time addressing these
areas and testing studants on thern, much to the neqlect,if not the exclusion, of providing
students with sctual writing experiences. Thus both Applebee’s (1981) and Graves' (1978)
reports thet writing is seldom practiced in the schools pinpoint a resl failing in the American
educational system, 3s well as an area worthy of continued research.

Scritner and Cole (1977 ) stated that too much time in school was spent on the “scademic”
model of writing without regard to students’ future writing activities. James Britton (1978)
reported on his findings which support the Scribner and Cole claim. Instead of focusing on the
types of writing in which students were enqgzqed, Britton looked st the audience for whom
children write. Of 2000 scripts written by $S00 secondary school students, 88% were written
from "pupil to teacher' or “pupil to examiner” { 39% former, 49% latter), according to
Britton. Thus students averwhel mingly vieved the teacher or examiner as their sole audience,

and rarely did they perceive of their peers, family, or even themselves &3 a suitable, let slone
viable, sudience.

Inthe years that have passed since Scribner’s and Britton's reports, seemingly little hes
changed in terms of the types of writing sctivities in which one finds students engaged at school.
Dyson (1982) reports that while a number of kindergarten students she studied engaged in
creative and innovati=ze explorations into producing printed language st home, their progress
was halted when 8t scheal handwriting and encoding practice in workbooks teok the place of resl
composing activities. Bsder end Pearce (1983) state that writing st the junior high scheol
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tevel is predominantly related to reviewing course material, recopying, and ipsting student
knowledgs. Furthermore, such writing is assigned as a way to monitor the noise level in the
classroom. At the junior high school level, according to Bader snd Pesrce, writing centers
sround non-originsl assignments, in high school, the majority of writing in content area classes
consists of answerir2 test and chapter review questions, whereas in English and social studies
clesses, the predominant mode of writing {akes the form of resesrch papers. As such, what many
students learn under the guise of “writing” are the "procedures for learning, “ and not the
needed literary skills {Bloome, 1981). Further, what they do learn about writing is, at best,
limited in terms of the_types of writing in which they can become involved, the different types of
audiences for whom they can write, and the different functions writing holds for them and for
their readers. ‘

Because ethnographic research assumes that wriling cannot be divorced from its social
context, all writing--in school and non-school contexts- - finds & place in writing resesrch. It
provides pertinent, valuable end highly researchable sources of material with which to examine
vriting a3 well as vays to inform the tesching of writing. The ways in which writing is actuslly
practiced and learned provice insights into how it can best be taught to students. Whiteman
(1960) maintsins that studying the real world uses of writing outside of the classroom holds
special importance because it helpa dispel the myth that writing is unimportantina
techrological age, and promotes sn understanding of the diversity of writing. Ultimately, such
inquiry can help teactiers tailor writing instruction to fit the current motivations and future
needs of students. Thus, again we ask ourselves, why do people write , however , we now turn
beyond our own responses and tovard ethnographic studies of writing for our answers.

Shirley Brice Heath (1981} has noted that:

...knowing how writing is used in the communities and work settings

of different cultures can help teachers and school sdministrators

make writing fit the socisl contexts in which it will be used by those individusls
who choose to live out their adult lives in their ‘home culture’. (p.39)

Heath (1983) studied the cultural context for writing by investigating how writing was
used in rural areas of the Piedinont Carolinss. She also compared the reasons why people wrote
in 8 white snd black working clazs community. Ste found that writing skilis were not necessary
inorder o obtuin 5iud jobs in the textile mills where salaries were higher than those of public

BEST COPY AV AILABLE



. . instruction

B 4
school teachers. Similarly, in rural communities, little emphasis was plated on writing, In the
black mill community, writing was primerily used by women 83 memory aids, 33 in writing
teiephone numbers and notes on caléndars snd as substitutes for oral messages. People slso
wrote for financial reasons such as check signing and for church records such 8s the church
bulletin. Similar reasons for writing exist in the white mill community to include memory
aids, subtitutes for or reafffirmation of oral messaqes, financial and socisl interactions and the
like. In discussing the role of writing in people’s lives, Heath (1983) pointed out;

Weriting is private, done only when necessary,

and 83 such, it sccupies only part of daily life...
Y¢riting is not & high priority among the "shoulds" of
community merbers, and there is little interest in
extending their writing habits or improving their -

children's except insofar a3 writing relates to
specific school tasks. (p.219)

As partof her et'hnographic study, Heath (1983) worked with local schools to modify
vriting instruction. For example, in high school ¢lssses of basic level students, journsl writing
vas introduced as a way to illustrate how people can use written discourse as s private means to
better understand themselves . Second graders became linquistic "detectives,” collectirg
informstion about the functions and uses of reading and writing in their daily lives and
community. Heath (1983) dascribes:

The children had learned to observe, record, cateqorize, and analyze ways
inwhich people speke and ways in which they used their langusge for writi ng
and resding. Gathering infor mation from familisr cornmunity members, they
had contextuslized reading and writing in their coinmunity 1ife and in their otwn
daily existence at horme and in school...the second graders now defined themsleves
a8 readers and writers. (p.333)

Inan ethnographic study of a Chinese family from Yiet Nam now living in an urban center,
Schieffelin (1982) found & “literary role reverssl”. The nine-year old son in the family
assisted his .. nts with apoken and written English acfivities. Written sctivities in the hame
were dominal.: by letter writing and the completion of forms.
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Weinstein (1982) investigated literacy among Leotion refugees in Philodéiphio. She found
that writing served three functions. First, it was a tool for negotiating with new institutions
such 8s in the signing of forms. Second, those Laotians who possessed literacy skills were calied
upon to compose documents and letters for others, a function Weinstein Jabellea as “a tool used
by those who mediate beween culture groups”, Third, the Laotians began to substitute oral with
written communication regarding the organization of meetings, the arranging of transportation
or &3 8 tool which articulated a new social status.

While the preceding studies investigsted writing among various cultures living within the
United States, the functions of writing among the Yai of Liberia were investigated by Scribner
and Cole {1978). The Vai have invented 8 syllabic writing syster to represent their lanquage
which they use most commonly for letter writing. Other functions of the Yai script include
record- keeping, 1abels or marking devices, and 1ists of various kinds. It is important to point
out that for the Yai the acquisition of literacy and schooling are separate and distinct. Scribner
and Cole’s finding that literacy <xists even without for mal education certainly raises questions
sbout commonly held assumptions regarding the role of the schools and the in.s‘truction of
reading and writing. They conclude that:

It seems premature to corclude that oniy schools and teachers
are concerned with writing and that writing would perishin this
ers of television if not artificially kept slive in scadernic settings. (p.85)

An ethnographic monitoring of resding and writing was conducted by Hyres (1981) and
others in predominantly black elerentary schools in inner city Philadelphia. By investigating
the “unofficial” writing of children, the researchers uncovered the variety of expressive and
socisl functions of writing in the lives of the children. For example, the passing of notes was a
vehicle to express messages of affection and social relationships to peers as well as to the
teacher. Children were slzo found to make lists of many kinds and to engage in the fancy printing
of alphatet letters. In addition, some writing, such &s I ara the best” was considered status
writing and served as ego reinforcement for the child.

Florio and Clark ( 1982) also studied the functicns of writing in an elementary clsasroom.
They discovered four reseons for writing in the classroom. writing to participate in commumty
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{classroom rule-setting), writing to know oneself and others (diaries) ; writing to occupy free
time (lctters and cards), and writing to demonstrate scademic competence (science lab books).
This wide range of writing activities suggests that the sudience for writi ng may be wide. writing
to other students, to the teacher, to others (family, friends), and to oneself. Moreover, the
“fate” of writing need not rest in the hands of teacher -as-evaluator. rather, student writing may
be posted for others to see, locked in one's desk, kept as 8 momento or record of one's activities
and/or thoughts, given 8s gifts to parents or triends, and even sent to others such as to editors or

publishers to be printed in commercial booklets, or to public officisls or corporate heads, such
o3 letters of praise or complaint.

Florio and Clark’s (1982) conclusions, like those of the Hymes (1981) study concerning
the “unofficial” or, if you will, "underground” writing of children are not surprising. The resl,
not exclusively scademic, reasons for writing in school reflect s broad range of socisl snd
personal functions. Yhat is surprising, at least to the suthors, is that a remarkably similar

range of writing functions was revesled in the course of our study of writing in the community
of Marion, Ohio.

The purpose of the study entitled “Toward sn Ethrography of Writing in Marion, Ohio" was
to collect and orgsnize preliminary information and data necessary to design and conduct an
ethnography of writing in 8 cultursily diverse midwestern community. Preliminsry dsts
regarding the functions and uses of writing were sought from & variety of sources. We were
interested in beginning t6 understand who writes, why they write, where they write, and what is

writtenin this community. To this end the researchers conducted participant observations in
community settings where writing naturslly eccurred. Some of these settings included a school
office, kindergarten registration meetings, restaurants, a travel agency, heslth club, locsl radio
stetion, and community action agency. Interviews were conducted with community members and
school persornel. A self-report farm was also completed by more than fifty individuals who
live and work in the community. Samples of writing sctually produced were collected when
possible. In total 91 instances of writing behavior were docurented. The data was analyzed in 8
descriptive manner in ordzr to avoid 8 priori categories from being imposed. A form of
constituent analysis was used to establish and verify substantive categories concer ning. who

BEST COPY AVAILABLE



Yriting Instruction
7

wrote, why they wrote, where writing occurred and what was actually written,

Anslysis of the writing data revealed that the reasons

peopie wrote couid be arrayed on
three continua. The first of these

reflected writing that ranged from the private (*| wrote for
myself in order to capture the feelings | was having™) to the public, as in writing notices for the
church bulletin. The second presented reasons for writi ng that ranged from cnes that were self
directed to those that were di rected by authorities or superiors, and the third ranged from

writing that involved communication between people who were personally involved to relatiy:

ely
impersonsl communicative events, The researchers observed, and participants reported, more

pasitive feelings about the writing process and written products when the writing behavior

occurred toward the private, self- motivated or interpersonal communication ends of the

continua. Feelinge of personal satisfaction and joy were noted in relation to writing thst
occurred for personal ard self-motivstied ressons. Pressyre, anxiety,

guilt and even panic
vere reported when writing

a3 to be public and/or was directed by authorities or superiors.

We must wonder whather these anxious feelings found their origin in school writing assignments

nally motivated writing
séem to matter whether one decided

ain about a bill. These reassns for
writing did not seem to be intri neically rewarding for those in cur study.

and their evaluations. An exception to a general preference for perso
w83 noted when writing focused on fingneial tasks. It did not
to or was told to send sut checks, write up budget, or cornpt

The cateqories of reazons revealed for writing scross each of the co

ntinua were grouped as
follows: people wrote to capturs

feelings, to make life easier, to fulfill obligations, to
communicate with others outside of the inmediate envi ronment, and to gsin access to goods and
services. Within the “writi ng to rnake Jife easier” category partici

pants reported that they
vrote to o'rganize their thoughts, remember idess, and to communicate vith i mmediate family

members who were not available st the moment. Budgets, lists and lesson plans were alzo cited
8% making 1ife essier. Writing to fulfin obligations included respons
Memos and long -overdue letters, Participants reported that feelin
associated with these tasks. Communication with others outs

¢ notes task-delegsting
93 of quilt were occasiorally

ide of the imrediate environrent
involved , as one would expect, letters to parents, extended fa

mily and friends as well as letters
toaninsursnce company, dog

tor, ard holel. Yriting ysed to 95in access to services, institutions
Jobs, and funds terdzd to be formal communicative 2

involved writing to gsin sccess

?

vents. 1n seversl of these situations which
» participants filled out forms which were then used by another
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person to organize and direct an oral interview . Thus what had been written sefved to focus face
to face communication. This wes especially evident in observations conducted at ihe cormumty
actian agency.

Yherz and when people wrote provided us with some surprising information. Peopie were
often obseived to be wriling in environments noi prirnarily associated with writing behavior.
For example on several occasions people who were dining slone in restaurants were observed to
be writing while waiting for and during their meals. These writing instances included such
tasks as simple list writing on the backs of napkins and intense concentration on writing reports
and notes for making presentations. In another situation one participant reported writingin
church, during the sermon, onthe back of the church bulletin. She commented that she hoped
she would net be noticed as she plannied the renu for an upcorning formal dinner at her home. As
ve obscrved people writing while talking on the telenhone, in libraries, health spas, doctors’
offices, restaurants and radio stations, it bacame apparent that writing is pervasive, though
often in the background, in many public places in the community. Our observstions and
respondents’ reports also revealed writing eccurring at a1l hours of the day and night.
Professional women and married students especislly noted that they wrote 1ate at night.

. Comments such o3, ™! begsn writing when the house was quiet, when the kids were 81l ¢slesp and
1 had nodistractiors,” were not unusuai. Thus although we observed much writing in public,
privacyis for some writers, and certsin writing tasks, s supportive environmental festure.

Our data yielded other interesting and useful information about why people write.
Apparently peopie write to provide sore degree of extended Vife to their thoughts and
communicative events. Of this study's 91 documented instances of writing, 62 situations
presented writing ihat was kept if not given or sent to a specific person or group. Onlyin 8
situstions was the writing trasted without some overt use beyond that served by the act of

writing itself. For example 8 rough draft of & letter to an insurance company lasted only until 8
typed version wa3 prepared, lists of household chore responzibilities were uzed for g week,
montinly budgets were prepared, aind a thar you note may or msy not have teen kept long
enough to share it with several members of the receiving household.

Similarly and pertaps especially important for tecchers to note, although all writing

situstions were viewed by observers and participants as discrete writing events, more than one

10
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third (31) of the writing situations reflected steps in a writing process. That is people expected
to chiange, updsts,or polish wnat they wrote. Their writing remained current and available for
them to do something with it. Examples of such writing included notes on planning selections for
anorgan recital, adraft of & classified ad to be cslled into the advertising section of the acal
paper, lost dog reports to be announced on the radio, interview notes, a resume, and a letier
written nightly by s participant and her spouse. He worked days and she worked nights. The
participant who reported the ongoing nightly letter stressed that it was indeed & letter and not 8
series of notes. She revealed that it comforted her to write her portion of the letter during the
day, that she incubated or rehearsed portions of it when she was at work, and that the letter
evolved each week to reflect the stresses and pleasures of their circurmstances. Her motivation
to write such a vitsl, changing document was obviously high.

from the rich infor mation provided by the review of ethnographic studies of writing and
the results of our own descriptive study, 8 number of implications errerge for writing
instruction. The instructional practices suggested here can be adapted to a1l levels of students.

" First, teachers should provide students with res!, authentic writing experiences which
“speak to” their socisl backgrounds, interests, and levels of expertise. Mot only should writing
be within their reach of handiing, but it should grow from their interests, in_and out of the
clessroom setting. If students feel thst they have s stake in their writing and thet their writing
sarves a function (mor e than completing the assignment), they will be more willing to work on
it until the writing is truly finished and not merely skandoned. Thus, itis prudent for teechers
to explore the role writing plays in students’ lives, and work from that knowledge te create
assignments that are importsnt to students. The North Carolinia students in Shirley Brice
Heath's ethriographic study rcwrote booklets, manuals, how-to- books, warrantees, and the like
to make writtzn language resl and sccessible to others and to themselves. Other studants might
profit from writing activitizs that ere central to their lives as well, be 1t letters of complaint,

praise ¢+ inquiry, posters announcing musical or sports events, rules and requlations of their
clubs or schocls, or students’ own rewriting of their textbooks to make them more current,
interesting and real.

Second, student writing need not be restricted to one or two types of assignments, rather it
should span & wice range of writing ectivities. fromdiaries and journals to 1etiers and

|
|
|
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memos; from self- reflections end meditaticns to reports, interviews and evaluations, from
poeins and stories to plays and scripts, from expressive writing that is a subjective means of
convincing an audience to writing that employs logic and argumentation as its means of support.

Such a range supports the notion thst there are many different types of writing from
which students can choose, and 8 host of occasions from which to write- -a far ¢y from the
cliche’d book report, comparison/contr sst essay, and research paper! It is no wonder whu high
school and college students find writing & drudgery, given the often predictable and
unimaginative assignments with which they are faced. When students of al1 ages are encoursged
to chonse a tupe of writing (sketches, plays, interviews, pamphlets, newspspers, flyers,
editorials, etc.) to suit what they have to say, the frequently hesrd, “Oh it's just somethi ng | had
to de for English” will turn iato cornments of interest and excitement. The end result might even
be pieces of writing that are proudly shown to friends and family, and perhaps even used 83
reading materials for other claszes. :

Encoursging students to explore many different types of writing sssignments also
emphasizes the vital role that w riting plays in neople’s lives, that is, writing is e around us,
and showing students the variety of writing 9150 shows them something of the importance of
written discourse- -a much needad and valuable lesson for students of a1 ages. A third
implicatign, then, is that writing should be 8 nstural, integrated part of classroom life--not
something reserved for “lanquage” or “English™. Students should eperience a variety of
writing furctions within the:;chuol context. As our dsta suggests, people engage in both
self-directed writing and writing directed by suthority. By providing students with
opportunities to initiate self-directed writing 1n school, students can recognize its value and
importance in their lives. Pertaps students could b2 encouraged to keep note peds on their desks
which they can use to jot down notzs to themselves, ideas for projects or reports, or personsl
reflections. Itis interesting to note that one of the newer and popular computer word processing
systems has in it just such & “note pad” on the “computer desk-top™ making it possible for the
user to jot down ic:3s, reminders, etc, 23 they come to mind while working on other documents.
Students cen slso Le encouraged to use writing ss 8 mesns to cormunicate with others outside the
classroom, such as writing to their favorite author,. eking informationor rusources from a

12
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foreign consulate, and expressing thanks to a gues* spesker or resource person. Writing needs
to be a central component of the entire curriculum. it crosses all curriculum areas. Ctudents
will recognize that the functions of writing may differ given the content srea--describing &
science experiment, gznerating story problems in math for other students to solve, and
synthesizing information for & social studies report would call on and sharpen a variety of
different writing skills and abilities.

In addition to demonstrating the wide range of writing activities and functions that exist, 8
fourth implication deals with the variety of sudiences for whom one writes. Studznis may take
different approaches to their writing depending on the sudience to whom the writing is
sddressed. For example, 8 1etter of complaint written to a friend would be markedly different
from a letter of complaint written to a parent or to a school administrator - -different in tone,
language, structure, etc. even if the messsge is the same in each of the three letters. Students
can write for themselves and for their classmates, for their parents, siblings and other family
members, for teachers and school adrinistralors, for politicisns, public officials and cor porate
heads; for people younger anc older thsn themselves- - inessence, for people of all ages‘and
stations in life. This helps te shatter the myth students often have that only teachers read their
writing { and thus, the sole purpose of writing is for evaluation or for & grade). By showing
them that there are others who read snd benefit from their writing, we are supporting the ides
that writing i3 to be read and/or heard, and that writing can affect others' lives.

As bur dats indicated, sbout one-third of our writing instances were considered steps in
the writing process. The writer expected thst the writing would be updsted, changed or polished.
A fifth implication, therefore, is the emphasis on process rather than product in writing
instruction. The process of writing .93 been well docurnented by othars, most notably by
E itton (1975) and Graves (1983).

Finally, ethnoyraphic studies of writing in and out of school can provide teachers with
important insights into the nature and function of writing, and those insights can be used to

create writing curriculs which offer students real and sccessible eccasions for writing.
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Perhaps Florio and Clark (1982) sum it up best when they write:

By means of study af classrooms 8s working sorisl units with needs for
communication, we can begin te illuminate...unanslyzed writing curriculs.

1 80 doing we can provide the tools and insights needed to take advantage of
activities already occurring in...classrooms and to shape those activities to help
children expand and extend their written expressive repertoires and their

beliefs about writing and its power. (p.129)
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