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Purpose:  The authors wanted to see how topic knowledge (of baseball), individual interest (in baseball), and discourse knowledge (knowledge about standard written English and how to write) affected story writing (about baseball). The authors also wanted to see how gender, grade level, and discourse knowledge interacts with topic knowledge and interest to effect story writing.

Method: 

participants: A total of 309 students from two midwestern schools participated in this study. 106 were ninth graders (59 female, 47 male) from a middle school in a Midwestern U.S. city.  203 were undergraduates (161 female, 42 male) enrolled in an educational psychology course in a large Midwestern U.S. university. All the students elected to participate in the study for course credit.

instruments/variables: A 39-item multiple-choice test developed by three semi-pro baseball players and used in a previous study was used to measure the students’ topic knowledge about baseball. In addition, the students answered six questions that attached ascending numerical values to level of baseball experience and interest. A student’s interest was defined as the total sum of the numerical values of these six questions. The students’ ACT or CAT scores provided measure of their discourse knowledge.

Additionally, there were instructions for writing a story.

procedures: The students were given a one-shot, in-class, 25 minute writing assignment in which they were shown a slide shot of an unidentified professional baseball player hitting a baseball in a major league ball park and asked to write a story about one-half inning of baseball. Afterwards they took the baseball test and answered the interest questionnaire.

The researchers parsed the students’ stories into text units which fell into three categories: game actions, relevant non-game actions, and irrelevant non-game actions.  In addition they calculated proportions of these to total number of actions in the story.

The stories were also scored for thematic maturity, syntactic maturity, and “interestingness.” A story’s thematic maturity was determined using the TOWL-2: thematic maturity inventory. To assess a story’s syntactic maturity, the total number of words were counted, and then all words, clauses and sentences that were grammatically incorrect were struck out. Two independent raters who were practicing teachers and who had achieved perfect scores on the baseball knowledge test rated the stories’ interest on a scale from 1 to 5.

Results: The researchers did a number of statistical studies with the eight measures: topic knowledge (as indicated by the test score), interest (as indicated by the survey), discourse knowledge (as indicated by the ACT or CAT scores), proportion of game actions, proportion of relevant non-game actions, proportion of irrelevant non-game actions, thematic maturity, and syntactic maturity (all measured from the narrative stories).

The researchers found the mean and standard deviation for the three predictor variables (topic knowledge, discourse knowledge and interest) and for the criterion variables (proportion of game actions, proportion of relevant non-game actions, proportion of irrelevant non-game actions, syntactic maturity, and thematic maturity).

They also found how the above mentioned predictor and criterion variables correlated with one another – predictor with criterion, predictor with predictor, and criterion with criterion.

Then to try to get at actual writing processes of planning and translating, the researchers did several regression analyses to determine how the criterion variables interact with one another to effect writing processes and to prove that interest and topic knowledge were related but separate entities.

The researchers also did regression analyses to determine how gender and grade interact with topic knowledge and interest to effect the writing processes.

Finally they did a regression analysis to see which is the better predictor of text “interestingness”: topic knowledge or interest.

The study of means and standard deviations indicated that in general males had more topic knowledge and interest in baseball than females and that undergraduates had higher interest in baseball than ninth graders. Females wrote with more syntactic maturity than males. Males had more game actions and relevant non-game actions in their stories than females. Females had more irrelevant non-game actions than males. Undergraduates had more relevant non-game actions than ninth graders.

The correlation study showed that discourse knowledge correlated positively with syntactic maturity, significantly more in the ninth grade sample. Topic knowledge and individual interest also correlated positively with each other (r=.53) and with thematic maturity, proportion of game actions, and proportion of non-game actions. Topic knowledge and individual interest correlated negatively with irrelevant non-game actions. In the ninth grade sample some of these correlations were higher than in the college sample.

Also text “interestingness” correlated positively with the proportion of relevant non-game actions but negatively with the proportion of irrelevant non-game actions. There was also positive correlation between text interestingness and thematic maturity and between text interestingness and syntactic maturity.

The indicants of writing processes hierarchical regression analyses showed that predictor variables effected several writing processes:
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The hierarchical regression analyses with topic knowledge or interest as a predictor of writing processes showed Grade x Interest and Gender x Interest on thematic maturity as significant interactions. Relationship between interest and thematic maturity was significant among ninth graders. This was also true among female writers of both samples.

As effects the researchers found that grade predicted syntactic maturity and proportion of game actions and relevant non-game actions. Older students wrote more syntactically mature stories than did younger students. However, younger students wrote a greater proportion of game actions and contained proportionately more topic-relevant ideas than did those of older students. Researchers seemed to be surprised to find this developmental reversal. 

Researchers also found as an effect that gender predicted syntactic maturity and proportion of game actions, relevant non-game actions, and irrelevant non-game actions. Female students displayed greater syntactic maturity. Males wrote more game actions and relevant non-game actions. Females wrote more irrelevant non-game actions. Male students had greater individual interest.

All in all, whether the calculations were controlled for grade, gender, or both, either topic knowledge or interest was in any case significantly related to thematic maturity and relevant actions.

Conclusions: The researchers concluded that interest and topic knowledge, as measured in this experiment, were indeed two separate entities and could be used as such in future experiments. They also concluded that high topic knowledge made the planning component of the writing process more automatic and thus freed workspace load for generating and translating ideas.  High discourse knowledge made the translating of thoughts to paper more automatic and freed workspace for thematic planning and organizing, especially for younger writers.

The researchers also concluded that interest and topic knowledge equalized the playing field for grade and gender. With high interest and high topic knowledge, younger writers performed comparably to older writers, and female writers performed comparably to male writers.

They also concluded that written narrative text could be made more interesting by including relevant and personally involving details.

They closed their article by paraphrasing a quote of Ernest Hemmingway as a recommendation to educators: “Writers should write not only about what they know, but about what they find interesting.” Therefore students should be given a lot of choice in writing topics, and teachers should try to assess student knowledge about a certain topic before they have students write on it.

Evaluation: Everyone knows a story. Everyone lives a story. Storytelling has been with us since pre-history. One article I read recently said, “Storytelling is practically embedded in the human genetic code. Recent psychological theories suggest that it may be a way of honing our social skills; we are creatures meant to live in groups, and communicating with and understanding the people around us, building relationships with them, is necessary for our survival.”

What I found fascinating (and enjoyable) about this study was the process the researchers went through to get at something so elusive as the process and products of creative writing. I thought the researchers’ method of getting the stories, parsing them into single actions, and identifying elements of thematic maturity in them was inventive to say the least. 

The study itself provided some empirical basis and justification for things people seem to intuitively know about practicing or teaching the art of writing. How can we best put within a person’s reach the qualities of thematic maturity and “interestingness?” Have him write what he knows and loves. It sounds simple. But I have spent the better part of many a classroom hour staring at a blank sheet of paper or a list of topics on the blackboard, wondering what to write about. And that after being given carte blanche! I suspect I’m not the only person who has ever had that experience. The puzzle of creative writing won’t be complete until researchers address the cognitive processes involved in helping someone get past “writer’s block.” 

The researchers concluded that teachers should encourage students to write about what they know and assess students’ knowledge of a topic before assigning it as a story writing topic.  I agree. I disagree with their claim that standard written English, with no sentence fragments, run-on sentences, or colloquialisms and local dialect adds to a piece’s “interestingness.” In a story about migrant farm workers in the Great Depression, imagine having a character with a third grade education and English as a second language talking like a college professor or a high school English teacher! It strikes me in this study that none of the researchers or raters were themselves writers. In a creative writing exercise, I have to believe that it’s more important for students to get their thoughts and ideas onto the page first, and worry about grammar and spelling rules afterwards.

Having said that, I think the researchers did stumble onto something in this experiment. There is a well-known quote by Thomas Edison that says: “Genius is 1% inspiration and 99% perspiration.”  I believe the findings of this study support the notion that people, regardless of age or gender, will not experience their “muse” until they can free themselves from a certain amount of the “grunt work.” For a writer, topic and discourse knowledge do exactly that.
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