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Specialized Writing Process

Abstract
A lack of theory, models, and methods in the agricultural science news writing process spurred the initial

investigation of this specialized writing process.
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How Do Agricultural Journalists
Write? Social And Cognitive
Behaviors Of A Specialized Writing
Process

Jean O'Brien Elefson

Alack of theory, models, and methods in the agricultural
sclence news wriling process spurmed the Initial investigation
of this speclalized writing process,

Data were collected via process-tracing methods of a
minute-by-minute observation of a farm magazine wriler's
writing process. The resecarcher used a protocol chant to
record the nature and duration of the social-cognitive behav-
lors of the five storles.

Resulls showed these cognitbve behaviors dominated the
wrillng process: organlze, gencrate, compose, linalke, and
edit language. The peak of cognllive behaviors occurred
during the middle Ume period. The soctal-individual calegory
showed a predominance of talking with assoctates while the
soclal-organtzational category showed a predominance of
consulting documents. Cognitlon is the hub activity, signifl-
cantly following social-individual and social-organtzational
behaviors. A potential model of the agricultural science news
writing process was developed.

The Problem Each year. as agocultural jour-

The agriculiural journalis! oc-  nallsm professors tum toward their
cuples a phvoial position lo move bookshelves and flkes to determlne
information from research experis,  whal resources, texts, and teaching
politiclans, and agrculiurml special:  materials they can use toteach their
a5 to the farmer fagobusiness pro-  agriculiural news wriling courses,
fessional. The wriler reports on a  their heads shake in dismay, Most
complex Industry and the agricul- professors elther opt for the tracdl-
tuml Industry changes rapldly, tlonal bul culdated texibooks, ora

Jean O'Brien Elefson ia nn asadatant profosar of Agriculiural Communtantians
ul the Undversily of Wisoonsin - Biver Fulls, She presenled her resenrch nt the
International Mecting of Agriculium] Commmantcators in Education 1n 54 Paal, MN
onJuly 16, 1590, Elefuon has been o member of ACE for 6 WIS

Published by New Prairie Prossud@idl of Applled Communleations, Veol. 78, Ne. 1, 18827311




Journal of Applied Communications, Vol. 76, Iss. 1 [1992], Art. 7

more modern approach from technl-
cal wriling texts. While the technical
wriling texts are more state-of-lthe-
art, they do not address specille ag-
riculiural specinles such as market
news and rescarch resullastories. A
few professors atlempt 1o choose a
hybrid compromise between the two
cholees,

The problem burgeons as one
notes the lack of models and meth-
odls In relevant writing literature that
can support an invesUgatlon Intlo
agriculiural sclence news wriling
Altheugh it 1s a specially wriling
arca, noone has developed the fun-
damental theoretical framework for
researching the agriculiural writing

Organizing Information. Inter-
viewlng sclentifllc sources, Compos-
ing stories, and ediing copy are all
vital behaviors in the wriling process
for apecialived agriculiural storfes.
But howare agriculiural storfes wril-
len? What ls Invelved In the Intricate
weaving together of social and cognl-
tive behaviors that oceur In this spe-
clalized writlng process?

Objectives

With a lack of appropriate theo-
retical models and methodologles ta
gulde the research [nquiry, [t s nota
surprise that few gukdelines have
bBeen developed for novice agrieul-
tural science wrilers, Based on these
problems, the objective of this study
Is to understand soclal-cognilive
behaviors of an expert agricultural
wriler and to develop a tentailve
melel of the agriculiural sclence
wriling process. One major theorell-
cal question guided the Inquiry - do
cognithee and aocial behaviors Indlu-
ence each other In the process of
writing an agriculiural sckence news
story? Helated questlons ask: What
behaviors follow other behaviors? Is

hiisPARewbrRALERER oAl o rgrdspural

sclenoe news wrillng procesa?

Mathods

The dala was collected durdng a
alx week Invesligation of the social
and ecognithe behaviors of the writ-
ing process of awriler for The Farmer
magazine of Webb Publishing in St.
Paul, Minnesota, Each day the re-
senrcher sat with the writer In the
Webh Publishing office or traveled
with him to Interviess or Beld days.
The subject was chosen for his mem-
bership and leadership in the Amerd-
can Agriculiural Edlior's Assocla-
tlon (AAEA), as wxll as his techee
year career in the agricultural writ-
fng feld,

To recond behaviors, the obser-
valional charting of sockl beburybors
wis interspersed with cognitive writ-
Ing behavior obaervations as they
happened. Following the kead of cog-
nilthve researchers (Flower & Hayes'
Problem Solving Model of Wriling,
Scardamalin & Berelter's Model of
Enowledge Telling and Beaugrande's
Parallel Stage Interaction Model), this
methad uses a profocol charl that
records the nature and duration of
behaviors of a writer, However, both
soclal and cognitive behaviors are
coded. Each obaemrable behavior that
aecurs during composing s coded,
then recorded on a chart. The chart-
ing records a process as il unfolds
and lays oul movements in behavior
ag thal patterns are apparenl. Ret-
roapeciive Interviews with the writer
clarified the codification of socikal-
cognithve behaviors,

Limhation

The limitation of this study (s
that it includes one ndhvidual case
study, However, this Imitation does
provide an advanioge, also, of an in-
depth (nvestigation of writing. The
chala analysis i actually performed
on the many minute-by-minute
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behavioral events., This research
method 15 used olten by researchers

of compositbon,

Data Analysls & Resuls

In order o compare stories ona
relative basls, the fhe agriculiural
slories were divided Into declles of
thme, The amount of tlme devoled o
the three major sockal-cognitive be-
haviors was determined for each
slory, as well as the percentage of
time cccupled by each behavior In
each story. These story proporiions
were then averaged (o obiain the
average proportion of time devoted to
eqch behmdor for o compaaile of the
e stortes, Soeclal behaviors were
deflined as individoal one-on-one be-
haviors with assoclales, editors, and
sources of Information. Organkza-
tional behaviors were the consulba-
tion of decuments, observalion of
riews, and veriflcallon el Information
(Burkett, 1986, and Dunwoody.
1979,

A vertleal bar chart shows a
ahared pattern of soclal-tognlthe
behaviors among the ten declles of
the ftve storles (see Figure 1), The

bar chart shows a  dominance of
cognitive behaviors, with the peak ol
cognithve behaviors generally occur-
ring in the middle of the story [be-
tween the fifth to the eighth decile).

Ordered Patterns.

To determine the patterns of
behavviors in the agricultural sclence
wriling proceas, the percentages of
the soctal-cogniitve component be-
havviors for each slory were caleu-
lated. These percentages were then
ave across all stortes and or-
dered according to thelr frequency of
ooturrence [see Figure 2),

The ordered pattern for the five-
story average showsa predominance
of the cognithve behaviors off orga-
nlzlng, composing, Analizing, edit-
ing language, and generating kdeas.
However, the second highest behay-
bar that oceurred was the saclal-
individual behavior ef alking with
associles,

Transitional Analysls

Transitional allows a
further In-depth look al the sequen-
tial patterns of observed data. The
understanding of a tenlallve paltern
was further enriched by defermining

Il"lm:rnl-
100

-58888838

BE 2 el ach

-1
TIME DECILES: Froo Sorica

Eaks

| B Eeedivg DSsbed B Cogniiies

Figure 1: Composite Proportion of Seclal-Cognitive Behaviors by

Declles; Story Production
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what bBehaviors followed olher be-
hawviors in significant transitions (sce
Flgure 3).

In this exploratory study, the
“what follows what® analysl=s 1s a
general Interpretation of the overall
transilon of behaviors, I provides
knowledge of what general behaviors
follow ather general behaviors.

Resulis showed that cogndilon
was the hub activity, The writer
refurned from sockal-Individual and
soclal-organkzational behaviors lo
cognitfon at a significantly greater
amount of time than predicted prob-
abilities, Sorcial-indhvidual to cognl-
Uve Lransiton occurred 82 percent
of the time while the soclal -organtza-
tlonal to cognithve Internction oc-
curred B4 percent of the Ume,

In contrast, the social-individual
and sacial-organtzational behaviors
Interacied signiflcantly less than
probabllitics predicted. Soclal- indl-
vidual to sockal-organkational tran-
asltlon oecurred B pereent of the time
while the soclal-organizational to

soclal-individual Interactlon oc-
curred 16 percent of the Umees.

Discussion & Conclusions

It s evident thal socclal and
cognitive writing behaviors
influence each other In the wriling
process. Sequences of wriling
behaviors showed o predominonnce
of cognithve behaviors.  Cognltion
ocourmed for 63,5 percent of the time
for the experi In this study, with
social behaviors occurring 36.5 per-
cent of the time, Cognitlon predomil-
nates In every tme sequence of writ-
ing behavior, from the beginning
through the middle and to the end of
the wriling process,

Cleaned from these reaulls of
the siudy are teniative conclusions
abaul the wriling process that are
presented n a potential mode] of the
agriculluml sclence news wriling
process (sce Flgure 4], The model
was developed to represent the real-
Ity of the social-cognithve wriling pro-
oras.

Talk With Aasc's
Coanpose

Flru e
Cananilt Det's
Edit Language

Gruestion Solrces
Interpaet
Elit Meanang
Obmerve Nows
Talk With Edcr
Verdy lnka

Sl Coals

L i
L L

L
B [a] 12 14 1% 18

Percent of Time

Figure 2: Ordered Patterns, Soclal-Cognitive Behavlors In

.ﬂ.ﬁl‘l‘:ﬂ.ﬂ l]&l:':l.-o?u Process, B-Story Average.
https. newpr;iﬁepress.org Jac/vﬁ%'%mﬂ tag 2 e
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What {ta)
B E H A ¥ 1 © R 2
E | ¢ ! ma : o :Tnml
e el  mpe a
1 | |
What A Cog | - | 194m71 | 79s29 | 273
(From) = — o e e e — —
; md | 1s4em2 | - :lau.ua ]I 210
| I
g o gees TR
K
og | Si=s84 | 15=18 ! 06
R AT (SN S P S LAS| Y -
“What Follows What™

3: Transitional Frequency & Transiticonal Probability
Matrices & State Transltion DMagrams: Composlite of Flve Storles.

Published by New Prairie PResqmel of Applied Communications, Vol. 78, No. 1, 1882/38 ¢



Journal of Applied Communications, Vol. 76, Iss. 1 [1992], Art. 7

A major contribution that the
medel makes is (o recognbee the ole
aof the socin]l context in the wrillng
process, Prior research has focusead
an the rale of cogniiive behaviors In
{la emphasis on wriling 4s a process,
‘This mode]l concentrated on lUnking
the social and cognitive aspects of
the wriling process. [t focusedon the
elements that an tural =cl-
ence wriler confronis in the social
context of the professlonal wrillng
situation. Individual and Lea-
tonal behaviors drove the writing
process as the emvironment that eom.-
prised a professional writing situa-
Lkam.

This study foumnd the sockal-indl-
vidual behavior of Interrogation in-
cluded not only dealing with sources,
bait alse with colleagues and editors,
Interrogallon akes on a relational
aspect that Is capable of explaining
the workings and assoclations of the
aadbal-ird bidicnl aspect of the soctal
task environment. Interregation of
sources Involved questbons ashked
aboul people, Uming, location, rea-
sons. sliuallon., atiributes, and
Minances.

Arather soclal-ind badual behae-
for that coourred in additton to the
source-wriler relationship was the
colleague-ariler relatlonshlp. An
Interrogation among professionals
goourred. Justas Dunwoady (1980)
found an “inmer club® of sclence
writers relied collectively on thelr
peers, s0, loo, agrcultural sclence
wrilers work together in o similar
matier.

Conversallons with editors in-
vobed many questions the wriler
asked the editer In regards (o the
story to be wrilten, Questions re-
vobved aroundwhat angle to pursue,
which aspects o emphasize, and
what contacts to make, ete.

On the social-organizational
level, documentation, observation,
andverileatian, Insplred by Burkell
(1986). were the observed behay-
fors, Documentation came In the
formof the writer's consultation with
books, maps, perfodicals, press re-
leduses, resenrnch papers, governiment
papers. lapes, and press confer-
EICES,

Obaervatlon was the act of
watching a particular agriculiuml

Task Envircnment

Social-Individual Behondor Social-Orpanizational Behavdor
Interrogatbon with Source Consull Documents
Inferrogation with Associates Ohserve News
Interrogation with Editor Verify Information

mmm

&nmm. Beviewing

nerate E ;II Interprel { ; Edit Lamguage

Organize Cormpase Edit Meaning

Sl Goals Finalize

Figure 4: Soclal-Cognltive Framework for the Agricultural Sclence

Writing Process :
https://newprairiepress.org/jac/vol 76/iss1/7
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aclence phenomenon. Observation
oocurred In an organkzational set-
ting such as a feld day or an agricul-
fural program,

Verification {s the contact made
to people or to documented materl-
als. These contacts were made for
the purpose ofascertalning the truth
or authenticity of a specific plece of
gathered information.

Thus, Interrogation. documen-
tallon, chservation, and veriflcation
are the social behaviors that
comprise the social task
environment.

Bullding on the cognithe writing
process of Flower and Hayes has
been more direct than developing
the soclal task environment. The
experlt wriling process is clearly
delineated In three distincl.  yet
recuraive, cognitive stages:
planning, translating, and reviewing,
The planning stages involved tasks
of generaling ideas, organizing
writlng tasks, nnd seitng goals,
The translating stage involved
Interpretation of Informatlon,
composing the story, and finalizing
the wriling process. Reviewing the
writing required editing for language
and editing for meaning,

Implications of the Ressarch:
Theoretical Conslderations

Six major theoretical consid-
erations arlse from observing the
wriling process.

1) The worlds of cognition and
soclal contert are jurtsposed In
the model (as they are in reality)
for decper understanding and in-
terpretation of the writing pro-
cess. The tenlalive mode] of the ag-
ricultural sclence wriling process
buikls primarily on the problem pos-
Ing mode] of writing as developed by
Flower and Hayes, The model in-
cludes the sactal task emviranment,
split Into two sactal level behavioral

Published by New Prairie Bicsslfi bt Applied Communications, Vol. 78, No. 1, 1082/37

componenis; the model alsoincludes
the cognitive writing process, divided
between three cognithve behaviors,

Never before have cognition and
social comtext besn juxtaposed In
this way. The Intentol designing this
theoretical combination I8 o more
truly reflect the realily of the
Jeurnalist’s woerld., The established
cognitive writing components from
Flower and Hayes: planning,
transtating, and to a lesser extent,
reviewlng, depend on a soclal task
environment,

Further directions for rescarch
woukd be fo continue to study the
Juxtapasition of the worlds of cognl-
Uen and social context. The focus of
this research was exploratory. How-
ever, agrealer in-depth invealigation
could uneover more understanding
of the specific interconnections be-
tween cognition and social context.

2) The soclal context plays an
important rele in the writing pro-
cess. The major conbribution this
model makes Is o recognize the role
of the soclal context in the wriling
process.  Prior research focused on
the role of cognithe behaviors in Its
emphasis on writing as a process.
This was done as a reaction agalnst
the previous paradigm of research
that simply taught wriling as a
product with Litte consideralion as
to the complex process that led to the
Nmished writlen produsct.

However, the process approach
dwell long encugh on cognition.
These Mlndings represent thal soclal
context also plays a major role that is
part of the fundamental writing
processes, Pari of the cognitive pro-
cess of wriling Is [nspired by the
saclal-individual and soctal-
organtzatlonal behaviors, as ex-
plained In the model,

3) Cognltive behaviors pre-
dominste In the obssrved work of
this agricultural sclence writer.

7
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Cognitive behaviors occupled G35
percent of the Uime spent in the wril-
ing process for the expert In the
aludy. The inveatigation of patierna
showed an emerging irend of doml-
nant proporiions of Ume spent in
these components of cognilive be-
haviors: organize, compose, lnalize,
generate, and edit language. In the
allecation of me, the peak of cognl-
tive behaviers cocurred in the middle
of the story production Ume.,

Cognltion appears to be the hub
behavier, with social - indbvidual and
soclal-organizational behaviors
centering around the cognitive
actiity. Social behaviors ocour, bul
then the writer relums 1o cognitlon
to sort ol those soclal acthities. The
writer attempis to make sense of
them and moves an 1o composing
and Nnalizing the story.

4) The secclal context nnd cog-
nition influence each other

out the writing process.
Cognitlen predominates the writlng
prooeas as il occurs In three distinet
phases: organkzing and generallng,
composing, wnd finalicing and editing,

Although cognilion 15 the focus,
soctal behoaviors ocour. And when
social behaviors of inferrogating.,
consulting, observing. and verifying
happen, the writer relums to cognl-
tlon te sorl out those aocial
actbilies,

6] The nature of the writing
task changes the writer's strate-
gles. Exvldence showed thal Lhe tra-
ditlonal stordes In agriculture, the
achvice stories, the research story,
and the news story held a similar
pattern. However, the public rela-
tions story held a different configu-
rallon thal showed a dilfering wril-
ing stralegy for that story. The over-

all strategy, as shown in Flgure 1
showed a dominance of cognitbve

behaviors with a steady inflluence of

httpShisrikehiasbydrlaenlimerianrial -or-

gantzational behaviors throughout
story production, The dominance of
cognilive behaviors eceurred In the
midedle,

All of the stories followed the
atructure as Indicated, excepl the
Farmfeal slory. The public relations
slory showed that cognitive behnv-
bors did not predominate throughout
the atory. Inatesd, there was adomi-
nance of soclal-individual behaviors
In the beginning, followed by a dami-
nance of soclal-organizational
behawviors, Cognithe behaviors pre-
daminated in the mid-section as the
traditfonal stmeclure shows, Then
soclal-organizational behaviars
dominated toward the end of the
alary.

6] Writing 1= not linear, but
flows from procesa bo process
within the bounds of & loglcal pat-
term. Whereas Frecdman, Dhysson,
Flower, and Chafe (1987) summa-
rized a general trend that wriilng is
not near, but moves from process to
process, they emphastzed the lack of
pallern In wriling. This research
found a similar recurshie process,
and alse a logical pattern of organkz-
ing. composing, and Mnallizing. The
patltern falls within the larger
cognitive structure of planning.
translating, and reviewing. Although
there ks o great deal of recurshencss
within the patlern, with organizing
occurring even at the end, there Is
a logical wriling struciure, arranged
acconding (o cognilve process.

Further research could replicate
the study of another professional
agriculiural science writerand could
determine the type of recursive
pattern. Further investigation coulkd
compare studenl wrlters with
professlonal writera to delermine
thelr recursive soclal-cognitive
behovtors threughout the wriling
process. Which behaviors do stu-
denis dwell on versus professionals?
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Are they the same or are they differ-
ent? IF dilferences are found, how
can the professor bridge the gap?
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