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Robert Terry –Georgia Southern University
Armstrong Campus (Savannah)

Structured Writing as 
Information Literacy



Talk 
Overview

Overall Thesis: 
• Teaching students both the theory and concepts 

of structured writing may be a productive way to 
help extend and develop advanced information 
literacy

How I Hope to Make My Case:
• Define and discuss structured writing
• Connect it to definitions of information literacy, 

highlighting specific aspects that structured 
writing might develop or enhance

• Discuss the course I designed and used as a study 
(IRB approved as H20030) as a site to understand 
how students would approach using new writing 
software

• Analyze some of the early findings of this study in 
the context of information literacy 



What is 
structured 
writing
(aka 
structured 
authoring)?

However, Baker explains that for the community 
that uses this term to describe the work it does 
(usually as technical writers), the community 

means “approaches to writing that add a little 
more structure, over and above the basic 

requirements of grammar, to exercise some 
control over the rhetoric or process of the 

content. And it also means the use of software 
that uses more specific data structures . . . such 
as publishing, single sourcing, or content reuse.” 

All Mark Baker (2018) notes, all writing is inherently 
structured because “[writing] without 

grammatical structure would be 
incomprehensible” (6). All writing is about 

organizing and assigning structure for 
information, even at the basic Subject-Verb-
Object level of most basic English sentences. 



That was a lot of words… 
can you show us?

 Sure! First, the generic structure of 
any writing: fundamental grammar. 

 But what about structured writing 
in the expanded sense? 

Images (above) from “Structured Authoring and XML” 
white paper by Scriptorium, 2017



What structured writing asks… (1/2)

A student writing this recipe will 
think of the information as a 
procedure grouped by activity. 
The thinking is likely, let’s start with 
gathering the ingredients, creating 
a mise en place situation, and then 
executing the order of the 
ingredients. 

The form of the content is 
structured by thinking in terms of 
concrete doing. The information is 
perceived as holistic instead of 
discrete. 



What structured writing asks… (2/2)

The student thinking in terms of structured writing, however, has to think in terms of an abstraction
– a way of thinking about the topics that make up the writing. This part of structured writing is also 
often called “topic based authoring” because it requires that the writer stop thinking in terms of 
content – in terms of a book or an article – but in terms of a discreet piece of information to be 
assembled in order to become a larger whole. 



Thinking in topics 
isn’t easy….

 The above shots are from Madcap 
Flare’s training videos. While 
technically it is training the user in the 
software, note the emphasis on 
thinking in terms of the type of 
information that they are constructing. 



So how is that 
information 
literacy? 

 Information literacy is defined 
in many ways, but I’ll lean here 
on the Association of College 
and Research Libraries’ 2016 
“Framework for Information 
Literacy,” which identified six 
frames that help shape much 
of the present discussion of 
information literacy. These are 
(in alphabetical order):

 Authority is constructed 
and contextual

 Information Creation as a 
Process

 Information has Value

 Research as Inquiry

 Scholarship as 
Conversation

 Searching as Strategic 
Exploration



Next, setting the scene… 
Georgia Southern joins the MadCap Scholar Program



Should we 
be teaching 
technology? 



Thinking 
in levels 
of use…

Hovde and Rengette (2017, p. 397) 



Part of the 
challenge

 Robinson, Dusenberry, et al 
(2019) found that one of  the 
challenges to implementing 
structured writing (or the 
technology used to do it, like 
Flare) is the fact that most of 
us are learning new 
platforms and approaches 
on our own, without material 
support (though Madcap 
helps in this regard). 



Approaching this challenge with
Games-Based Learning in mind.



So I created….



What I asked them to do…



Explaining linear vs topic-based authoring (in 
the context of game manuals and activities)



Journey to Olympus



Writing in Flare



End Product



What I learned (so far)… 1/5

 First, students reported that approaching learning structured writing this way did help them 
improve their understanding at least at the conceptual level. 
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What I learned (so far) 2/5

 The approach of using a simulation of a game development studio was well-received by 
most of the study participants: 



What I learned (so far) 3/5
In general, the students appreciated the approach of using the game manuals as the test 
document to learn structured writing.  As one of them put it, “It was a bite-sized way to learn 
it” and felt like a meaningful activity doable within the scope of the class. 



What I learned (so far) 4/5 

 However, not everything was so positive. First, although students came to better understand 
the concepts, the cautionary note in Hovde and Rengette (2017) was confirmed. 

 For various reasons, although each team wrote mindful of structured authoring (using style-
based formatting rather than inline, for instance), each team ended up with one student 
dominating the use of Flare. Thus, the overall understanding of the software was limited and 
many were still overwhelmed by the interface and the challenge of thinking on topics as a 
way to structure the information they wanted to convey to their readers. 



What I learned (so far) 5/5

 One final note was that knowledge transfer – itself arguably a 
type of information literacy – was limited in this case. I had 
hoped that students who had taken a previous course in our 
sequence (Digital Storytelling, which teaches how to write 
interactive fiction in Twine – see background) would transfer 
over an understanding of thinking about writing in topics since 
Twine uses passages to structure the player and writer 
experience. 

 Unfortunately, if such transfer occurred, none of the students 
were aware of it. The only mindful transfer that occurred was 
recognizing how an IDE (in this case, Eclipse) had a similar 
interface to MadCap Flare.



THANK YOU!
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