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ABSTRACT

AN ANALYSIS OF WRITING ASSIGNMENTS IN SELECTED HISTORY
TEXTBOOKS FOR GRADES SEVEN AND ELEVEN

Current research in English/language arts advocates the incorporation of writing
in content areas across the curriculum as a means of learning content as well as a
means of evaluating content mastery. Focusing on the content area of social studies
and acknowledging the importance of the text as a teaching tool, this study examined
to what degree and in what manner selected social studies textbooks incorporated
writing. Texts selected for the study were nationally published history textbooks
which had been adopted for use in the state of Virginia at grades seven and eleven,
where the teaching of Umtcd States history is mandated in Virginia.

Accompanying the basal textbook as a primary tool of instruction is the
complementary teacher manual or guide. Using Britton’s categories for functions of
writing (i.e., Expressive, Transactional and Poetic) and Donlan’s four categories of
writing parﬁcular to the social studies (i.e., Reporting, Exposition, Narration and
Argumentation), an analysis was made of writing assignments offered via selected
social studies textbooks and their accompanying teacher manuals. Text packages
selected for the study reflected those U.S. history texts adopted for use in Virginia at

grades seven and eleven.



The treatment of writing in the selected textbook packages was examined to
determine the reflection of current research and theory in the area of composition.
Findings paralleled the national Applebee study of 1981 finding that most writing
required in secondary schools was of a Transactional nature, most often requiring
students to report or explain information, seldom requiring creative writing as with
Narration. Moreover, examination of state and national social studies professional
journals revealed relatively little support in instructing social studies educators on how

to include writing in this content area.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Though traditionally the responsibility for writing instruction fell to
English/language arts instructors, much has changed in this area in recent years.
Once content area instructors saw a place for writing in their disciplines--as a means
of evaluating mastery of learning, if for no other reason--a writing across the
curriculum movement began to take hold. More and more writing assignments made
their way into various content areas, requiring that students write in various forms
particular to a given discipline. An outgrowth of this movement, or part of the
continuing evolution of writing instruction, is the more recent distinction between two
major purposes for writing in any discipline--writing to learn and writing to evaluate.
The writing to learn movement has brought with it the precept that writing is a means
of learning any body of knowledge and that by writing about the ideas presented one
is thinking and processing and ultimately internalizing information. William Zinsser
contends that "it’s by writing about a subject we’re trying to learn that we reason our
way to what it means” (Zinsser, p. 22). Complementing this purpose of learning
through writing is the writing for evaluation component whereby one can demonstrate
learning and mastery through writing.

A look at some statistics on time allocated to writing in the English classroom

indicates at least one reason such an arrangement was inadequate.



Writing instruction in language arts/English classes takes up
typically only about 10-15 percent of the time allocated for the
class, irrespective of grade level or type of school. Allocated
instructional time for language arts/English (i.e., the actual length
of a class period or the number of minutes designated for language
arts/English instruction) typically ranges from 10-15 percent of
school time. A simple calculation (i.e., 15% of 15%) yields the
startling realization that under present conditions, talking about
writing instruction in language arts/English means talking about 2.3
percent of school time. (Tighe & Koziol, 1982, p. 76)
Such a limitation of time spent on writing instruction in even the English/language
arts setting reflects a need for greater attention to writing if it is a skill to be mastered
by students.

A major reason the responsibility for writing instruction traditionally fell to
English/language arts teachers was the generally held belief by content area teachers
that English teachers were better trained to instruct students in the "how to’s" of
composition. However, there is "substantial evidence that most language arts/English
teachers have had little formal background in writing and in the teaching of writing as
part of their initial or in-service teacher preparation" (Tighe & Koziol, 1982, p. 77).
Thus, it seems fitting that writing instruction would no longer be confined to the
English/language arts domain.

With writing as only one area of responsibility of even the English teacher, there
is not enough instructional time in the English/language arts block to justify such an
arrangement. Based on the findings of Tighe and Koziol who cite that only 2.3

percent of school time is currently devoted to writing instruction in English/language



arts classes, it seems that there is not enough instructional time to warrant the
English/language arts teacher assuming sole responsibility for writing instruction;
moreover, most English/language arts teachers hold no special monopoly or expertise
in writing and writing instruction to warrant such distribution of teaching
responsibilities. Zinsser suggests that there are all kinds of reasons why English
teachers ought to get some relief from sole teaching responsibility for writing. "One
is that they shouldn’t have to assume the whole responsibility for imparting a skill
that’s basic to every area of life. That should be everybody’s job" (Zinsser, p. 13).
Thus, English/language arts teachers inherited responsibility for the teaching of
writing on the basis that writing is a demonstration of language mastery or function
rather than a process that reflects thinking and reasoning.

With a rationale established for writing instruction being a shared responsibility
among educators, the questions then arose as to how writing was to be incorporated
into content areas; what role it would play in subject area instruction; and how
effectively teachers could incorporate writing into their domains. In the Fall of 1982
two nationally-known experts in composition, Lee Odell and Dixie Goswami,
participated in a Writing Across the Curriculum workshop at Radford University.
Warren Self and Richard Murphy, English educators leading the Writing Across the
Curriculum movement at Radford University, wrote that Odell and Goswami
contended "writing is at the heart of every academic discipline” (Self & Murphy,

1983). Citing research on the process of writing and current theory about the process



of learning, Odell and Goswami suggested that writing should be a concern of every
academic department for two reasons:

1) because writing is an art that students will become and
remain skillful at only with continuous practice; and

2) because writing requires such intellectual engagement with
the subject being written about that it facilitates and
enhances learning. (Self & Murphy, 1983)
Thus, writing in content areas not only strengthens students’ ability to write
because of the increased practice but also writing is a means of learning whatever

content is under study. Content area writing can meet a number of purposes:

1) writing is a communication skill that can, in part, be learned
in content area classes;

2) writing offers a vehicle for doing what scholars in a
particular field do as they examine information and record
history, for example;

3) writing is a vehicle through which the student can learn
content;

4) writing is a way of presenting or communicating social
studies ideas (discoveries) to other people (readers); and

5) writing is a way of demonstrating mastery of the current
content of the field.

In order that content areas, such as the social studies, may better assume a
shared responsibility for writing instruction, content area teachers must first realize or
be convinced that writing can and should be integrated simultaneously with subject

matter (Dolgin, 1981). Otherwise, teachers might view writing as a tag-on to an



already overwhelming number of teaching responsibilities and, if not reject, at least
resist, the inclusion of writing into their teaching. William Zinsser encourages
teachers to realize that "writing is a tool that enables people in every discipline to
wrestle with facts and ideas” (Zinsser, p. 49).

In the opening chapter of Plain Talk, author/editor Judy Self reviews the power
of language in learning. Referencing Gagne’s work, Self recounts that "85% of the
knowledge and skills presented to students in school comes to them in some form of
language"; she continues with the reminder that we remember only 10% of what we
read, 20% of what we hear, 30% of what we see, and 70% of what we actually
articulate. Writing is one way that teachers can give students a voice and encourage
them to say what they are learning or have learned (Self, 1987, pp. 12-13).

Social studies seems particularly akin to English/language arts in the effort to
emphasize communication, be it communicating past events, communicating varying
traditions and ways among cultures, or communicating various political stances among
governments. Writing can become a vehicle for developing thoughts and attitudes
about such subjects, for learning social studies content, and for evaluating mastery of
social studies content and skills. Ann Dolgin (1981) contends that "each social
studies teacher may incorporate writing skills without sacrificing content.” She goes
on to address the common misconception held by social studies teachers that
"grammar is a basic component of teaching writing." Instead, Dolgin offers the

following on the writing process:



Writing should be viewed as a problem-solving or goal-oriented
process. It involves the act of thinking and composing.
Composing is an intellectual process which consists of a writer
expressing ideas, facts, or values, and writing this material
according to the rules of language--syntax, spelling and
punctuation. Therefore, writing may be viewed as an act of
learning and developing those basic skills which all teachers of
social studies deem primary like cause and effect; distinguishing
fact from opinion; and sequencing ideas in a logical and orderly
way. In addition the writer develops insights into content which
allows for self-discovery and the thinking process is enhanced
further when the student must select, combine, and arrange ideas in
effective sentences and paragraphs. (Dolgin, 1981 p. 8)

In further advocacy of writing in the content areas, Judy Ferro, an instructor of
social studies methodology for the College of Idaho, contends that "a teacher must do
more than teach the skills; he/she has to teach the content of each discipline through
the exercise of these skills. This is the only balanced approach" (Ferro, 1980, p.
118). Ferro finds shallow the argument that writing instruction in the social studies
would detract from the content of the course; she declares that

. . . social studies has been enslaved by content long enough.
After all, the successful student of the social sciences must use
hundreds of different skills. It is time we elevated the teaching of
skills to a major goal of all social studies courses. It has taken so
long because so few of the important skills are unique to social
studies. Our field requires skills from English, speech,
mathematics, earth sciences, accounting, physics, and many other
fields. (Ferro, 1980, p. 118)
In a 1982 study which included English, social studies, and science teachers,

grades 7-12, in several school districts in central/western Pennsylvania, Tighe and

Koziel found that content area teachers "believed in the shared responsibility for



writing instruction but did not feel equipped or prepared to lead such cooperative
efforts” (p. 78).

With attention to writing as a process that will encourage students to discover
ideas and relate new material to that which they already hold in the realm of personal
experience, leading English/language arts educators, in particular, are endorsing
writing as a skill to be incorporated into the content areas. These educators
encourage all teachers to view writing as a tool to master content and obtain an
understanding and mastery of particulars in various content areas. Writing becomes a
"mode of learning” and, according to Boston University’s Henry A. Giroux, writing
is defined "as an active relationship that mediates between the subject and the world."
That is, writing is not a subject that is to be included in English/language arts or
social studies exclusively. Instead, "it is a process that can be used to teach students
a subject by allowing them to assume the same role as the writer who authors the
books and texts that are used as learning sources” (Giroux, 1978, p. 301).

Even those content area teachers who believe in the shared responsibility for the
teaching of writing, who understand that writing instruction emphasizes a process and
not an additional body of content, and who believe that writing will augment what
content is already there to be covered in a particular subject may need assistance in
approaching writing in this multi-faceted vein and incorporating it into their courses.
Contemplating the place of writing in social studies instruction, Giroux talks of the

involvement that writing can afford students of social studies in their subject matter.



A body of study that emphasizes participation, as with citizenship, for example, only
reiterates that priority when it uses writing to involve students in critical thinking
about the topic of study at hand. By using writing in the social studies, "students
have a chance to get ‘inside’ a subject and to think critically so that they may provide
their own interpretations of the material" (Giroux, 1978, p. 307).

An impetus for using writing in the content areas might well be the curricular
mandates which dictate content to be taught and skills to be mastered at various levels
of one’s schooling. In the state of Virginia, a statewide, broad-based set of objectives
exists in the form of the Standards of Learning (SOL’s). This document lists by
content areas for grade levels (K-12) objectives that are to be met by students in the
areas of content, skills, and attitudes. With suggestions offered for how completion
might be achieved via descriptive statements and the assessment component, Virginia
social studies teachers have a common curricular resource in the Standards of
Learning.

Social Studies Standards of Learning Objectives, as revised in 1989, targets five
major categories of skills that are "fundamental to the goals of social studies
education” (p. 36). Of the 67 points detailing social studies skills to be mastered,
only two subpoints specifically mention writing. Both occur within the skill area of
study skills which is subdivided into three sections. Of these is "Gather Information"
which includes specific skills as follows: "write a coherent paragraph on a social

studies topic" and "write a letter expressing an opinion” (p. 37).



A look at SOL’s at grade levels targeted by this study, particularly grades seven
and eleven, reveals little specific attention to writing. In fact, not one of the nine
objectives for grade seven mentions writing in the objective or its descriptive
statement. At the eleventh-grade level, two of the thirteen objectives at least suggest
writing. Objective 11.9 states that "[t]he student will conduct research and present
the results orally and/or in written form" (p. 31). The next objective, 11.10, states
that "[t]he student will demonstrate orally and/or in written form a knowledge of
physical geography and spatial relationships in the development of Virginia and the
United States within the international community” (p. 32).

As generally stated within the Social Studies Standards of I earning, writing is a
skill to be mastered. Yet, within targeted grade level objectives, attention to writing
is often as a suggested means of demonstrating mastery of learning. However,
omission of specific references to writing does not prohibit writing from being
reasonably associated with many more objectives depending on teacher interpretation
and implementation.

This statewide statement on learning for Virginia’s students is reiterated in the
September, 1992, draft of the Virginia "Common Core of Learning," "one of four
major components of the long-range plan adopted by the Board of Education to give
Virginia students a world-class education program for the 21st century (p. iv)." This
Common Core of Learning "establishes proficiencies students should be able to

demonstrate upon graduating from high school . . . with students expected to



demonstrate practical application of knowledge learned” (p. v). The "Common Core
of Learning” defines attitudes, skills, and knowledge considered essential for
successful functioning in the world (p. 1).

One of the four fundamental skills addressed by the "Common Core of
Learning" is communication. The expectation is that students will be able to
communicate accurately what they know and think. Moreover, schools are
encouraged to restructure programs through tenth grade in order to focus upon basic
competencies in reading, oral and written communications, math and science. While
school divisions are allowed much leeway in achieving learning outcomes, the
suggestion is made in this draft statement that instructional programs and sequences
might well be developed so that students experience an interdisciplinary approach or
experience first hand the interrelatedness of various subject areas studied.

The direction advocated by the "Common Core of Learning” includes more
linkages among various disciplines, as well as the need to develop strategies for
infusing fundamental skill areas, such as thinking or communication, into all aspects
of instruction. That is, writing would be seen by teachers and students as a means to
learn and master various disciplines and not solely as a skill of an isolated language
arts curriculum.

One of the most likely places teachers will turn for assistance in treating writing
in the social studies is to their textbooks and the resource guides and manuals that

accompany those texts. A 1979 report from the National Council for the Social

10



Studies affirmed the importance of the textbook in the social studies classroom
(Shaver, Davis and Helburn, 1979). Studies commissioned by the National Science
Foundation on the current status nationwide of education in the areas of science,
mathematics, and social studies revealed the following:

The dominant instructional tool continues to be the conventional

textbook, and longtime bigsellers continue to dominate the market.

. . . Teachers tend, not only to rely on, but to believe in the

textbook as the source of knowledge. (p. 151)
With textbooks used as a primary instructional tool, the inclusion of writing into the
social studies seems greatly to depend on how writing is addressed in textbooks.

Since teachers in content areas rely on textbooks, one might want

to determine if the composition needs of the content area teachers

are reflected in the textbooks. That is, do textbooks in

mathematics, science and social studies assign writing, and if so,

what type and how much? (Donlan, 1976, p. 3)

In an effort to ascertain the support for "shared responsibility" for writing

inclusion as in the social studies, I decided to examine a sample of the state-adopted
textbooks currently being used across the state of Virginia in secondary social studies

classes to determine how much writing is evidenced and what kind of writing is

required according to these sources.

Statement of the Problem
English education, in particular, encourages the use of writing as a means of

student learning as well as a means of evaluating student learning of content. The

11



support for writing as a teaching tool in content areas across the curriculum may be
encouraged by the research of English educators, but it is necessary to look to
particular subject areas in order to examine any content area’s approach to, and
acceptance of, a drive that will make writing an integral part of teaching and learning
in its discipline.

As social studies educators are asked to share in the responsibility for teaching
writing and to use writing as an important strategy for promoting students’ learning of
the subject, the question arises as to whether or not support systems are in place for
assisting teachers in that effort. Certainly state mandates, such as Virginia’s
Standards of I earning for Social Studies, indicate a place for writing in social studies
instruction across grade levels in the state. As reflected in the review of literature,
professional journals also address a role for writing in social studies instruction.
However, because the textbook continues to be the primary teaching tool for teachers,
social studies textbooks and their accompanying teacher manuals need to be examined
to determine if writing is being incorporated into the teaching of social studies
subjects and if so, to determine what form writing is taking in the social studies. For
this study, the social studies textbooks on the Virginia state-approved list formed the

basis of examination.

12



Purpose of the Study
The purpose of the study was to determine and describe what attention is being
given to writing in the content area of social studies. The Review of Literature
includes a section on social studies periodicals since 1975 and their attention to
writing in the social studies since that time. Although I referenced the attention that
writing in the social studies in general has received in the professional journals as
well as referencing the inclusion of writing in Virginia’s f ing for
Social Studies, the focus of this study was on currently adopted social studies
textbooks, particularly in the area of United States history. Titles of these texts are
listed by grade level in Appendix A.
The following research questions guided the development and implementation of
the study:
1. 'What endorsement of or attention to composition do the
selected textbooks and accompanying teacher manuals at grades
seven and eleven of Virginia’s currently adopted social studies
textbooks give?
a. What purposes do the writing assignments in
Virginia social studies textbooks at grades seven

and eleven serve?

b. Do the assignments lean toward writing to learn/think
activities or toward a means of evaluating mastery of content?

c. Do the selected state-adopted social studies
textbooks, at grades seven and eleven, and
accompanying teacher manuals, acknowledge
and incorporate the writing process in their
treatment of composition by either mentioning

13



the various stages in the process or by
including assignments that make use of the
various stages in the writing process?

d. 'What functions or categories of writing are
required by writing assignments in the
selected text packages (i.e., Britton’s and
Donlan’s categories)?

e. What attention to audience is made by the
writing assignments in the selected text
packages?

f. What forms do the writing assignments call
for in the selected text packages?

2. How does the treatment of writing in Virginia social
studies textbooks, at grades seven and eleven, and in

accompanying teacher manuals, reflect current composition
research and theory?

Limitations of the Study

Interested in the amount and kinds of writing required in the social studies, I
developed an instrument to collect information about the number of writing
assignments included in selected secondary social studies textbooks and their
accompanying teacher editions. Assignments were analyzed as to their intent,
function, purpose, attention to the writing process, and attention to a particular
audience. Texts were chosen from the state-adopted list for Virginia and were limited
to grades seven and eleven, the two secondary grade levels that focus on United

States history instruction. Because of its very nature to maintain a written record of

14



events and a nation’s significant people and their accomplishments, I concluded that
history texts may well offer as much attention to student writing as any of the social
sciences. The curriculum at grades seven and eleven focuses on United States
history. By examining text materials at these two grade levels, I could determine the
attention to writing within a particular social science while having representation of
both a middle-grade level as well as a high school level. Despite this rationale for the
selection of texts to be studied, I am cautious in generalizing about the results of the
study even to other disciplines within the social sciences.

Because of the importance of the teacher in offering writing instruction or in
assigning writing in a social studies course, I am also careful to view the results of
this study merely as the number of potential writing assignments within each text
package. Depending on the use of these assignments made by the teacher, the results
may or may not reflect the degree of writing or writing instruction actually going on
in Virginia social studies classrooms. Moreover, because many of the assignments
analyzed as part of this study employed cooperative learning strategies where students
would work, and even write, in groups, it would be very difficult to project how
much writing any particular text component would offer an individual student.

I realize in examining findings from this study that more does not necessarily
mean better. That a text or text package was found to have more writing assignments
than another does no more than indicate the potential there is for writing if writing

assignments generate from the text source. Again, implementation of the writing

15



suggested in the text material is dependent upon the teachers’ use of the writing
components of each text.

In conclusion, I examined each student text and its complementary teacher
edition or manual at the targeted grade levels. I considered that these texts and
guides were likely to be the two components most teachers across the state would
have access to in planning and teaching. Also, the resource materials available with
any particular text varied greatly from annotated teacher editions with marginal notes,
to resource binders, or multiple manuals to address various foci of a publisher.
Though the attention to student texts and teacher editions only offered a common
ground among the sixteen titles examined, there still existed considerable variety in
format and the amount of information contained in various teacher editions or
manuals. It is conceivable, though I did not encounter such, that an entire manual or
component to a text package, might have offered significant attention to writing that
has not been addressed by this study because it was not part of the student text or

teacher edition.

Organization of the Study
In an effort to ascertain what support exists for social studies teachers,
particularly in Virginia at grades seven and eleven, to incorporate writing in their
teaching of social studies, I undertook a study to examine writing components and

writing assignments in selected texts and their accompanying teacher editions or
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manuals. An instrument was developed to address various components or areas of
concern related to the teaching of writing.

In keeping with current research in composition instruction, one category of
the instrument addressed the purpose of the writing as either writing to learn or
writing for evaluation. Another primary focus was on the attention given by an
assignment or text to writing as a process rather than a finished product to result from
a specific assignment. I examined writing assignments to determine what purpose
each assignment fulfilled. Here, I drew from the work of James Britton and that of
Dan Donlan to obtain two different perspectives on writing purposes. Categories
drawn from Britton’s work focused on general developmental functions of writing--
Expressive, Transactional and Poetic. Donlan’s categories--Reporting, Exposition,
Narration and Argumentation--offered more content specific categories of writing
particular to the social studies. Following the work of Arthur Applebee, who had
completed a national research study of writing in secondary schools in 1981, a
category was also included in the research instrument to address audience. Though
the assignment might not specifically target an audience, I categorized the assignments
analyzed as intended for either teacher, self, or other. Lastly, I made anecdotal notes
about the forms the various writing assignments required of student writers. For each
instrument category, I tabulated statistics by text, by teacher manual/edition, and by

grade level.
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