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WRITING AS A COUSTRUCT

SAULI TAKALA
University of Jyvaskyla

ABSTRACT

Gne of the most difficult problems facing researchers who study
writing 15 how to define writing as a construct. The way writing is
conceptuulized determines how writing sssignments are set and how
written products are anslysed and rated. The article presents 8 fune-
tional approach to defining writing as @ construct, It starts from the
overarching construct of writing sctivity and divides that into writing
competence and writing preferencos. writing competence is defined to
consist of discourse-constructing competence sngd text-producing compe-
tence. Discourse-contructing compefence consista of cugnitive compe-
tence (idea gemeration and organisation) and social competence (norm
awareness). Text-preducing competonce 18 dofined to consist of linguis-
tic competence and motor competence.

1, Some basic issues in research on writing

Seversl problems have occupled researchers who have been working on the
tesching and assessment of writing. They include the following:
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(1) How cmn writing ability be defined?

(2) 1s writing ability one unified construct or can it be measured by
messuring its different compononta?

{3) If writing ability is messured by way of components, how shouild
thes be weighted, if st all?

{4) llow can good writing tasks be constructed?

(5) How can valid and relisble rating mothods be developed?

fn this paper I will deal with the first two questions. lly interest in

the construct of writing stems from my involvement for the pust five years
in the IEA International Study of Written Composition. It is study of
students' schievement in writing in fourteen countries, One of the main
concerns in the study hss been the curricular validity snd content repre-
gentativeness of the writing tasks (for a discussion of these issues, ses
Vihdiposst in this volume) and the construct validity of the messures
(scores) derived {rom the student responses to those tasks. Thus our mein
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intercst has not been similar to the recent discussion of the structure of
foreign language conpetence (eg.. Hughes and Porter 1983), in which it
hes been debsted whether there exists only one undivisidle, unitary,
ong-dimensional Isnguage competence or whether there are several dimen-
sions. While we were awarc of this debate, ss an sctivity it seemed to lack
ccologleal validity itsclf. 1t seemed to be too narrowly. psychometric and
incorporating a too simplistic psychological view while paying far too little
sttention to the sociologicul nature of language use. Applied 1o our case,
to do interesting snd useful rescarch on writing, it seems necessasry to
take tull account of the functions of writing ond of the tasks of writing,
of the strategies snd processes of writing snc of the products of writing
and, finally, of the readers of produced texts.

2. A model of the construct of writing competence

The validity of writing assesment con best be sddressed in terms of con-
struct veldity, content representativeness (or vslidity), and curricular
validity . Since we do not have any clesr notion of the psychological strue-
ture of writing. ie. how general or how task specific it is, construet val-
idity can best be guaranteed by sn analysis of the general features of
writing situstions and a resulting defensible specification of the dJdomsin of
writing tasks. This is u functional approach to construct validity. It was
used in the IEA Internstional Study of Written Composition. In other
words, since it is not eosy to say directly what writing ability consists of,

we chose to look st what functions writing hass in general and in what
situational contexts it ovcurs. This mesns that we hove focussed on the
initisl conditions of writing and on its functions. This approach is derived
from ideas cxpressed by de Saussure and Weg‘ener1 osnd further claborated
by Gardiner in The Theory of Speech and Leanguage (1932) and by
Jakobson (1860). The Pinnish language scholar Rolf Pipping has dealt with
similar topics in his Srdk och stit (1940), where he shows how styles are
related to the relationships between the three extralinguistic foctnrs
(speaker/writer, listaner/resder, topic) and the linguistic factor (text).

Another, complimentsry spproach has been more genetic. In other
words, we havo attempted to sketch the initial conditions that lead to n
final product through a sequence of events (writing processcs).

1 Wegener strongly emphasized the influence of the speech situstion on
the (orm of the linguistic expression.
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fduch of the discussion on lanpguage tesching &nd langusge testing
seeras 1o neglect ecological validity. As suggested above, language teaching
and testing need to take a broad view of human activity, le. to place
language sctivities within the brosder context of general human activity
and purpose. It is important to cunsider what the constants, parameters
and varinbles of langusge use are. Roughly speaking the constants are:
sender/addressor, receiver/addressec/audience, topic, channel, snd text.

The parameters represent the sets of ‘values' from which a number factual
characteristics of the constants can be derived (eg. the ldentity of the
writer and audience. the purpose of writing, assumed background know-
ledge, the perspective from which the topic is deolt with, ete.; for 8 more
detailed discussion., see Purves et al. 1982). The varisbles are the modes
of orgusnization and the use of rhetorical and Hnguistic resources, which i
are influenced Dy the perameter configuration but which can still vary i
quite freely. X

The present author made an attempt to define writing as a construet in i

o manner, which draws on the findings of modern cognitive psychology
concerning tiscourse comprehension and bullds on the discourse theory
itself. The system developed con be summarized in 8 disgram (Figure 1) as
follows (Takala 1983, 1985).

‘Writing competence' or ‘writing ability' cun be opersationalized as an
ebility to produce texts that cover the cells of the domain of writing
(Véhépsssi 1983). A person may be able to write fluently a given type of
discourse (eg. & story, s personal letter, an scademic paper). Such a
person may thus appropristely be called a competent or fluent story- -
writer, or letter-writer, but it is less clesr if we can sppropriately refer
to him or her as 8 competent writer: the competence seems to be too
limited to justify the epithet. To deserve the denomination of 8 cumpetent
writer, he needs to be sble to write across 8 large range of tasks.

Wwriting competence, as & theoretical construct, c&n be argued to

T

consist of two mein components: discourse-structuring competence (or
discourse-producing or rhetorical competence) and text-producing compe-
tence.

Discourse-structuring competence requires both cognitive and  sucinl
competence, Cognitive competsace refers to the cognitive ability to encode
meanings and intentions effectively. [t denotes the sbility to generate ‘
discourse in which the units of thought and the units of langusge ure
related to esch other in such a way that an appropriate structure of
meaning is produced. The appropriateness {s nlways dependent on the
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{ntention of the writer and the nature of the intended sudience as well as
the topic dealt with: appropristeness is not s universal concept, it is
slwsys context- and situation-specific.

It is important that the writer is able to present ideas which are
perceptive, relevant snd clear for the sudience of writing. This can be
called {the ability of) ides generation. tlowever, this is not sufficient. The
ideas must also be arranged in a consistent and coherent way, S0 thoat u
discourse type is recognized and the text is made intelligible. This can be
designated as (the ability of) ides organigution. 1t is not immuterinl how
the meaning is organized in a finear text. Esse of comprehension is usually
better if the two coincide. It has sino been shown {Rrewer ond
Lichtenstein 1982) that avents in a story hove to be grrunged in o certain
order for the story to producce either suspence, surprise or curiosity in
readers. Readers hove genre-structural knowledge. and they expeet suffi-
cient comformity with typical genrs schemsta. Similarly, discourse has to
be structured difforently if the type of text to be produced chsnges {rom
narrative to persuasion, to description, or to exposition.

Since writing is usually sddressed to an sudience other than seclf,
discourse-structuring compotence also presupposes social competence. The
writer has to be aware of audience expectations {norms) and use AN oppro-
priste tone and style.

Text-producing 'e'ompeteuce can be divided into two psrts: linguistic
competence and motor compotence. Linguistic competence consists of the
sbility to produce sentences using sppropriste grommer, epelling und
punctustion. llotor competence refers to the sbility to produce an casily
legible text.

in the 1EA International Study of Written Composition both the overall
impression and snalytic rotings (cf. Figure 1) are used becousc they are
complementsry procedures, not mutually exclusive, The analytic ratings do
not necessarily add up to the general impression, whils more specific
information is obtained if anslytic rotings arc ulso made.

The usc of the same rating categories in oll tasks is justified since
content, vrganization, style, und linguistic correctness can all be distin-
guished in all discourse (perhaps their configurations do in fnct define the
range of text types), and the rater also tends to make on overall quality
estimation. It has 1o be emphasized., however. that the specific meaning of
each categury is defined task by task. To take nn cxample, the content
clearly varies tssk by task, and the organisation of a story is different
from the urgonization of a rofloctive essay. As was stuted sbove, cven
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within the story genre the sequence of events has to be arranged in a
differvnt order depending on whether the uim is to bring about & response
of suspence. surprisc or curiosity in the reader. There is no 8 priori
rcuson to assume thot o writer sutomatically masters such discecrse-orgsn-
jzstivn skills. Op the contrary, it i{s more lkely thet all these story
organization patterns have to be learned through examples and through
pructice.

Similarly it is possible that the grsmmatical, punctuation snd spelling
gkills vary f{1rom task to task to some extent. Diffecrent genres call for
somewhat different types of syntactiesl structures (Perers 1984).

3. Othor conceptuusl systems

Several systems huave been proposed to be used in the evaluation of stu-
dent writing. llsny sre based on long pedagegical traditions, but some are
based on empirical studies. Perhaps the best known analytic scoring sys-
tery is tho ouvne develuvped by Diederich (1874). The Diederich scale was
develuped ompirically by using factor analysis. A ssmple of writing wss
scored by experts representing different disciplines. The factors extracted
were: {deas, organization, wording, flavor, and mechanics. The last cate-
gory is sometimes sub-divided intoe usage, punctustion, spelling, end
handwriting. Cach factor i8 ratod on & scale from 1 (low) to § (high), and
idens und organizetion ere rated on a scale from 2 to 10 (ic. they receive
e double weighting)., Thus the scores can vary form 10 to 50,

Another example of an analytic scoring method is given by Quellmals
(1879). Che deflnes an expository scale consisting of general impression,
cssay focus/main ides (the subject and main idea are clearly indicated),
ess8y orgunization (the main idea is developed naccording to a clearly
discernible method of organization), support (generalizations snd assertions
arc supported by specific, clesr supporting statements), and mechaonics
(the essuy s {ree of {atrusive und mechanical arrors).

4. Conclusion

The IEA International Study of Written Composition offers a very good
opportunity to test the developed mode! of writing as a comnstruct. Four-
teen different school systems (countries) representing & number of lun-
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guages and cultures‘providc & vast corpus of student scripts, which have
deen scored using the ssme rating procedure. It remnins an empiricut
question to test how general or specifie writing ability is across ape
Jevels, across cultures, snd scross languages.
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