Methods Of Observing Agricultural

Journalists

Jean O'Brien Elefson

Examining an Indhvidual writer in a minute-by-minute case
study ramework provided greater depth of understanding of the
agricultural news writing process. Categorizing behaviors inbo
comprehensive classification was the prominent methodology of
which all other methods followed. Behaviors were defined as
cognitive, soclal-indtvidual, and soctal behav-
lors. Behandors were further refined into cognitive behaviors of
planning, translating. and reviewing, Soclal-indtvidual beha-
lors were clarifled as Interrogation of sources, colleagues, and
editor, Finally, social-onganizational tasks were deflined as using
decumentation, verification, and observation. Further categori-
zation is avallable from the author.

A pllot study of an expert agricultural science writer reflined
categortzations of behavior, indtiated the charting record, and
developed the coding scheme, Retrogpective inferviews with the
writer were done to clarify the charting of behaviors.

An overview of data analysis and results showed the out-
come of the study. Future rescarch of experl and novice
agriculiural writers was recommended aswell as applications in

The Problem

The lack of methods for chaeryv-
ing agriculiural jourmalists led fo
developing process-tracing methods
to study a speclalized writing pro-
cess. The author conducted a study
that Investigaled the soclal and cog-
nithve behaviors of o professional ag-
rcultural magazine writer (Elefson,
1990, 1993, In press). The Soclal-

the classroom and in the work place of agricultural joumalism,

Cognllve Framework of the Agricul-
tural Sclence Writlng Process waa
developed, discovering both the so-
cial and cognithe behuaviors and tran-
aittons of behaviors that occur in the
wriling process.

Furely have agricultural jowr-
nallsm researchers investigated the
writing behaviors as have compost-
tion researchers. The essence of com-
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peallian regearch bs that writing con-
alsis of a “process,” nod just the Anal
“product™ of writing endeavors. For
25 years, compositon researchers
have explored questions, Initlaied
theory, and developed methods for
examining the writing process, Thelr
primary rescarch methods involved
investigating Individual wrilers In
detall o discover the writing pro-
ceas. However, compoaltion research
focuses on cognition and lacks the
recognition of social aspects of wril-
img thut are cruclal to research the
Jjeurnalistie wriling precess ([Ex-
ample: Fohman, 1965 Flower &
Hayes, 19580, 1681, 1854, 1986;
Seardamalia & Berelter, 1952, 19688;
Beaugrande, 1982, 1984).

In the journalistic news writing

ﬂ'rm-rln soctal aspects of nforma-

are emphasized, bul
nnllinknﬂtulhclﬁrjngp:ma [Ex-
ample; Burkeit, 1986; Selzer, 1983
Parslgian, 1987). And the current work
on social-cognithve rescarch ahowsa
some promise, but in its embryonic
stages, the theory and methodology
are weak for explaning or exploring
or bulkding upon each other’s Insighis
[Example: & Gross, 1985
Piits, 1982, 1968, 15484),

This carves out a need for new
directions in research to butld & so-
clal-cognitive perapective In the writ-
Ing . This is CcTu-
clal for agriculiural sclemce news
writing. where Hithe guldance i avall-
able for writing in a highly special-
ized area.

Objectives

Thia research operates whithin a
social-cognitive paradigm: the jux-
taposition of soctal external reality &
cognitve Internal reflection. The ob-
Jective of the sludy Is to characierize
social-cognitive belaviors of an ex-
pertagricultural sclence news wriler,
However, this was onhf an explor-

atory slepping stone to bullding o
thearetical model and related meih-
ockalogies that gulde the research of
puiding the agriculivral science writer.
The apecific objectives are;

1. Te cate the concepts of
soclal and cognithve writing be-
haviors

2. Todeslgn charling for the wriling
behaviors

3. To devise coding schemes for
calegorizations of the writing
behaviors

4. Tochoose an appropriale research
subject to chaerve the subjecl's
writing behaviors

& To conduct a pilot siudy to
opermtionalize the calegorimtions,
charting, and coding schemes

6. To finallze the sludy to complete
the methods of a social-cognilive
behavioral observation study to
determine how accial and cognd-
thve behaviors influence each
other In the process of wrillng an
agriculiural news atory.

Mathods

Categorizations

The calegorizations of social and
cognitive behaviors were developed
for use in oheerving the social task
envirconment and the cognitbve wril-
Ing process, The soclal task environ-
ment included two levels of analysis:
the individual level and the organd-
zallonal level (Hirach, 1977:
Dunwoody, 1974], The agricultural
Journalist’s soclal task envirenment
invoheed the social-individoal be-
haviors of specialized queslions
asked of sources, assockdtes (the “in-
ner elub®), and the editer,

The soclal-erganizatlonal be-
haviors Invobred researching docu-
rreTils. ob etemuts, and verify-
iy tnformuation (Hurkell, 1986). Spe-
cifically, rescarching decumenissmas
done in the electronic and print me-
dia, library resources, and public
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relations materials, Obascrvation oc-
curred in an organizational setting,
ahooting pholographs, and attend-
ing fleld days. The verificatbon area
e haded behaviors thal seck to sub-
stantiate information for the writing

through valldating accuracy.

In the cognitive writing area,
patterna of behavior aligned more
closely with the original planning,
translating, and reviewing compo-
nents of the Flower and Hayes® prob-
bem mockel.

Flower and Hayes® planning be-
haviors of gerwraling, orgeantsing, annd
goal seting remalned intact In the
categorizations. However, with the
lack of components they defined
under tranalsting behaviors, it was
necessary Lo further refline that e,
Through observation,
found to rely on behaviors of frans-
lating noles, compasing, and finaliz-

trg copyy.
A further reflnemeniocourmed in

the reviewing behaviors, Involving

the content of review - ediling for

language and edifing for meandng.
Charting

‘The observatbonal process-rac-
Ing charting of soclal behaviors was
interaperaed with cognithve writing
behovior observations as they hap-
pened. Following the lead of cogni-
tive researchers, this method used a
protocol chart that charted the na-
ture and duration of soclal and cog-
nlthve behaviors of an agriculiural
writer. Each apecifle, observabile be-
havior that cccurmed during the writ-
Ing process was recorded on a chart
and then coded. Charling appre-
hends a process as it unfolds and

laya oul movements in behavior ao
that patlerns are apparent (Perl
19746). Perl wanted to provide cognl-
tive researchers with a method that
was standardized and able to be
replicated. and, also categorical with
LabeJedd Beharviors,

in the empirical data, a vertical
minute-by-minute charling was
dene. This i due to practical conald-
ermtions of using an accounting led-
ger that had 30 spaces in a vertical
block to account for every half hour,
A sample drawn from the pllot study
on.June 21, 1968 ahows the first ten
minutes (see Flgure 1),

A more detalled descripion of
the charl explaing thal the researcher
indicated that the writer wrole down
a lelephone nuember, organtssd obes,
scnt an culgolng telephone call, kel
a message, sent another outgolng
telephone callwith noanawer, talked
for four minutes with the editor
aboul & story lead, and chatted for
a minute with the editor about agri-
cultural news.

To jump shead to code those
behoviors, this sample shows that
the writer used the categortzed and
condensed cognitive and soclal be-
haviors - he spent Ume organtAng
his wriling process and communi-
cating with the editor [see Figure 2).

Categorimations Refined and Cod-
Ing Bcheme Developed: Plilot Study

The pllot study showed that the
proposed categortes, ms gathered from
heuristics of news selection beha-
kora (Burkett, 19586), were superficial
in completing the entire observation
of soctal behaviors of an agreuliural
Jjournalist. While behavioral catego-

1. Wrote &
2. Org. Notes
3‘ L]

4, Qut Phone - Message
5. Oul Phone - NA

G. Talk with Editor
T "
B -
n- -

14 Ttﬂkuﬂlgrmwlth E.
I‘*,I,u'm 1: m-ﬁqp.iﬂrq Behavlor Protocol C an Exam
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rica necded to expand to reflect the
vartety of behandors that eecurred,
the elaboraled categories still Fll
within the theoretical framework of
individunl and orgmnizstional behay-
lor and cognitive behador codings.
Alter the dally process of chart-
ing stortes, nightly coding was com-
pleted so that the tranafer from chard -
ing to coding was fresh in the mind of
the Investigntor, An elght hour day of
charting usually took approodmately
two howrs to code, The coding can be
done generally by coding the 12 majer
soclal-cognltive behaviors. [tean alss
be more cxpbcitly coded with an
appendix avallable from the re-
secarcher. Il depends on the
rescarcher's purposes and objectives,
Soclal-Individual Categoriza-
tion & Behamn
Interrogation with sources of
information encompassed the wid-
ezl varety of behaviors, invebving,
nol surprisingly, the traditional jour-
nalistlc heuristics of who, what,
when, where, and why questions, It
iz interesting to niole that the “what®
eategory predominated the question-
ing. With the assortment of “what”
quesiions asked, the *what® catlegory
wis further differentinted tolnclude:
alluation, attribute, and Anances.

There were alss people (wha) ques-
tions, reasons questions By fhowd,
timing questions [when). and loca-
ton quesiions fwhere), The reasons
categorywas linked with people ques-
tions, gueations for poople’s
Invobement In acthdties .

The colleague area of individual
social behavior consUiuled more
categories than anticipated. Com-
munlcation within the offlce set-
ting constiiuted interactionswith nod
only colleagues, but with their edi-
tors as well. Dunwoody's (1979 "in-
ner club® was at woerk. Discusskon
with editors bmolved specific talk
about cutlines, headlines, and graph-
ica for particular storfea. Conversa-
thoma with eolkeagues meandered from
talk about recent Interviews, giving
and taking msdvice, profesaional ns-
soclation business, ete. The con-
densed ooding acheme of social - lndi-

rization & Coding Scheme

On the soclal-organizational
level, the behardors clustersd within
the framework of documentation,
checmvalion, and verillcatben ns sug-
gested by Burkett (1986), The docu-
mentation of the observed agricul-
tural joumalist revolved arcund H-

1. ORG & ETA
2. ORG 7. ETA
3. ORG B ETA
4. ORG 8. ETA
5. O0ORG 10. ETA

Flgure 2: Soclal Cognitive Bobavler Coding Scheme, an Example

Code Bchavier
ETA Talk with Edilor
ATA Talk with Associates

BUE Q%tlun Sources
Flgure 3: Coding Bcheme of Soclal-Individual Be ors
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brary resources, such as:  books,
maps. research papers, and govern-
meni documents. Public relatbons
materials alss plaved a role with
press releases and press conference
procesdings. The elecironle print
media were used via pertodicals and
tapes. The ocbservallon aspect In-
vobved photography, atiendance at
fleld days and agricultural programs.,
Verifleation of Information invobwed
substantiation of information
thraugh conflirming resulls aed vali-
dating accuracy (see Figure 4).

The cognitive wriling process
aspect of the social-cognitive frame-
work used the same three sriling
compoencnls of the Flower and
Hayes® model: planning, translat-
Ing. and reviewing,

True to Flower and Hayes, the
planning companent conlalined the
iraditional generaling. organking,
and goal-setling. Translating, how-
ever. 18 an area that Flower and
Hayes In thelr concentra-
tlon an planning arnd revislon. Trans-
Laling was further elabormted (o

include translating notes, compos-
ing. and Analtdng copy. The review
aspect was revised from Uhe
and ediling components to the more
specified editing components relat-
ing to language uaage and meaning
see Flgure 5).

The Subject

An mssoclate edilor of o bi-
monthiy farm magazine in St Paul,
Minnesota, was chosen as the agrl-
culiural sclence writer for thisstudy,
He was chosen for his membermhip
and leadership In the American Agr-
cultural Ecitor's Association [AAEA),
in consuliation with the president
and secretary/treasurer of AAEA
they approved the subject s an “ex-
perl agricultural sclence wriler,”
HMAEAelccted Lhe subject to the AAEA
Board in 1986

He had 12 years of agriculivral
wriling experience, combined with
farmrer pracUtioner experience on a
&0-cow dalry form in parinerahip
with his father, Threugh his career,
the subject wrote for Holstotn Werld,
The Northeas! Improver, The

Codg
DOC

{}HE-

Behavdor
Consult Documents
Ohaeree Newmn

Verify Information

Figure 4: t:.udJ.u.; Bcheme of Soclal-Organizational Behaviors
Cognitive Categorization & Coding SBcheme

Code

INT
COM

FIN
Reviewing
LAN

MEA

Behavdor

Generating ideas

Organizing material
Setting goals

Interpretation of Moles

Compaslng
Finalkring Copy

Reviewing for Language
Beviewing for Meaning

Figure 6: Coding Scheme of Cognitive Writing Bohaviors
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Dapimystale, and The Former maga-
zine. He's also done free-lance alo-

Far variability, It ia necesaary o
mensure & alngle subject severnl
times, claims McCall (1980), or to
asscss many diferent subjecls or
events in order to obtaln data. This
study opts for cbserving a alngle
subject several times, However, the
emphasis is not on precise measure-
menl as In most quantitative many-
subject sludles, Rather, this explor-
atory study looks atl overall general
trends, using both qualitative and
quantitative analysls.

Construct Valldity

Construct valklity 1s evident In
the categories designed for observa-
ton In this siudy. Constructs deal
with the deflned concepts that com-
prise the basic componenis to be
sludied. A relabively siralght-forward
replication of cognitive wriling be-
haviors was developed, as refined
from the problem solving writing
theory of Flower and Hayes [19580).
The soclal task e mdronment reguired
mare orfginal work because compa-
altion researchers primarly concen-
trate on cognitien. However, In Lhe
agriculiurl journalism profession,
the social aspects are cructal Im
general the social levels of anahysis
were gulded by Dunwoody (1979
and Hirsch (187 7) and the heuristics
by Burkett (1986).

Content Valldity

Contenl validity checks whether
categories provide accurate and com-
prehenstve measures of knowledge,
akills, or understandings (Borg and
Call, 1983], This research atiempled
Lo wse a variely of measures used in
previous research plus a pllst study
o prosvide accurate and comprehen-
abve measures of behaviom o code

the content of the sk envirenment
and the wriling process.

Eellabllity

REecliabllity was developed pri-
marily in guaniilaiive research,
based on the assumplion there 15 a
asingle rellabllity which f studied
repeatedly would ghve the same re-
sults. Qualitative rescarch, how-
ever, ls nol secking to solate Liws of
human behavior. Instead, Il sechs
to desoribe and explain the world as
those in the world Interpret it
(Merriam, 1988).

The Investigalor wsed three of
the techniques as suggested by
Goetz and LeCompte (1984): the
invesi-igator's posiiion, triangula-
thon, and an audit trall. The aocial
conlext of the observallon was
within the wriling environment at
Webb Publishing and the agricul-
tural Informatlon gathering envi-
ranment. The ressarcher In the
sty lived among the writers at
Webh Publishing In thelr work envl-
ronment for sk weeka. As Van Dijk
[1988) notes, the accessibility of
researchers o the press b5 a diMeult
barrier Lo rvercome.

Triangulation, especially In
terms of using multiple metheds of
data collection, strengthens relinbil-
ity (Merriam, 1988). The multiple
methods of observation and retro-
aspective Interviews alttempled to
resull in rellakde data.

An aedit trall needs to be kel to
deseribe in detadl how data was
collected, how calegories were de-
rived, and decisions were made
threughoul the inguiny. A record
book keeps elaborate records on
original charting made of obacrva-
tions and circled Information for
retrospective Interdews, A second
book that translated charted noles
inle codes was also kepl and may be
referred to in an auwdit, Then data

anahysls began.
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Summary of Ovandew ol Dala
Analysls

Although the analysis of data
will not be deacribed In detall, the
methods of designing the research
were ealablished to be analyzed with
recent capabilites of home computer
analysls. The lterative process of feed -
ing the data to the computer to dis-
cover resuills led from the analdysis of
individual stores to the composite
alores” anahysia,

Data anabsls centered around
the central question about how social
and cognithe behaviors influence each
ather in the process of writing an
agricultural science story. The meth-
ooologleal chaning recorded a chm-
nological sequence, Indicating what
charting was coded, the dats founds-
thon could produce graphle technicpaes
thal ndicated the sequences, pal-
ferns, and tme allecations of bndi-
vidual stores. Descriptive statlstics
and descripthve analysis expliined
the graphs. Then o compoaile siory
analysis developed transitonal fre-
quency malrices, probability matr-
ces, slole tmnsitbon dingrams, mnd
caleulated 2 soores Lo determine tran-

altlonal significance.

Summary of Resulis

Resulls showed these cognl-
tive behaviors dominatled the writ-
Ing process: organizing malerfal,
fenerating ideas, composing and
Nnalizing copy, and ediling lan-
Buage. The peak of cognilive be-
haviors soourred during the middle
time perled, The social-Individual
category showed a predominance
of talking with assoclates while
the social-organizational category
showed a predominance of con-
sulting documents. Cognitlon 1s
the hub activity, significanily fol-
lowing seclal-Individual and so-
clal-organizational behaviars.

implicailons of tha Resaarch In the
Claasroom & In the Frofession

With methods developed In an
initial exploratory investifation into
the writing process of an ag jourmal-
Isl. more research needs to deter-
mine il other professional ag wrilers
exhibit the same behaviors. Further,
what behoviers do noviee wrilers
exhibit? And what Is the missing
link that professional writers have
bul novice wrilers do not hawve® If
missing link(s) can be discoversd,
can they be Incorporated into the
clasarcom or the work environment?

Anciher possibilify would be lo
do long-term research with novice
wrilers Lo delermine al whal ap-
proximate polol they becomes profics-
stonal writers. The point would be
determined by the written product,
bul a careful periodic study of the
behaviors coukl show a growth or
cuthack of cerlain behaviora that
eould be connected to evolution of o
profesalonal writer.

The results of this atudy were
Incorporated Into the classroom of
the author In teaching an Agricul-
tural MNews Wriling course. The So-
clal-Cognitive Framework for the
Agricultural Sclence Wriling Process
i presented lo siudents and then
used in the classroom bo emulate the
students as writers and assoclates,
and the tescher as editer. With knowl -
edge of the ag wriling process, stu-
denis were scored with an evalua-
tion model based on the behaviors of
the professional writer.

in the professional work erviron-
meniof agricubiural fourmatists af ews-
papers, agr-newspapers, and agri-
migarines, this researnch coalkd ake be
used for consullant wrillng coaches
who peridically evaluale the wriler's
prociuct that the prochusces,
Editors coulkd alss wuse the scientific
knensdedge of wriling behanvdors for per-
formance reviews of thelr ag jourmalists,
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