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ABSTRACT

Although there is a volume of anecdotal and research reports which support the generally
perceived value of the use of wordprocessors as an aid to enhancing students' writing
performance, very few relate to students in Faculties of Education. The purpose of this
study was to examine the impact of the use of style and grammar checkers on the
expository writing performance of students in the First Year Teaching Training Program in
the Faculty of Education at the Northern Territory University.
Over 30 per cent of the students in the intake in 1992, were identified as not performing at
such a level as to have a reasonable expectation of coping with the demands of expository
writing at the tertiary level. The null hypothesis was that students with below-average
written performance in this genre, as assessed by analytic assessment by experienced
markers, would show no significant improvement in their written performance if they used
a style and grammar checker as they wordprocessed their work.
At the end of the study it was found that the written performance of four of the eight
subjects identified had improved sufficiently for them to have a reasonable expectation of
being able to cope with the demands of expository writing at this level. Because of the
small numbers involved (N=25) and the shortness of the intervention period (ten weeks),
findings from this study could not be generalised to apply to the writing performance of
students in the various genres that academic writing involves. There is sufficient evidence,
however, from this study and others cited, to conclude that style and grammar checkers
have a significant and vital role in helping students, particularly those with specific
problems, improve their performance in expository writing.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY

This chapter discusses what the research was intended to find out, why the research
study was chosen and how it was proposed to he carried out. It gives a background to
the study, discusses the underlying theoretical assumptions and concludes by
considering the research question to he investigated and the scope and time frame for
the study.

1.1 Introduction
The researcher has been involved in the use of computers for writing since 1985 when
he designed and taught three Computers in English classes at Darwin High School.
This aroused his interest in the impact of computers on writing. In his studies for his
Graduate Diploma in Educational Computing in 1986 he was able to specialise in this
aspect of computing and began collecting articles relating to the topic.

In 1991 the researcher was able to work with elementary school and tertiary students
and teachers and Faculty of' Education lecturers in the United States, Canada, England,
Wales and India. At all of the sites visited the most common use of the computer was
for wordprocessing. Most teachers, lecturers and students perceived great value in
using a wordprocessor as an aid to writing: Students write more, "They are eager to
publish work, "They are prepared to use their own time', "It's easier and quicker for
me to mark", "Its easier than writing because you only have to press keys", 'My
stories look like proper wri ting." These observations and comments were consistent
with those made by the researcher over the past seven years working with writers
between the ages of five and 70 (Burgan, 199 1a).

There is a volume of anecdotal and research reports which identify similar effects but
most do not refer to the tertiary sector. Perhaps this is because at the Northern
Territory University and elsewhere, it is only recently that wordprocessing has
become obligatory for all students in Faculties of Education. The integration of
computers into the everyday life of the average student in the Faculty of Education has
been a slow and drawn-out process which has followed, rather than led, the process in
the schools.
Speaking of this movement Bigum (1990:477) said:
Institutions with teacher education programs responded,
albeit slowly, to the perceived needs of teachers and
would-be teachers. Just as the schools assimilated
computing into the curriculum by creating space for
subjects like computer awareness, so too, in teacher
education, subjects were created in the name of educational
computing.

Since 1986, when the first Educational Computing unit was introduced and the
decision was made to have computers in all schools, the Northern Territoiy has been a
leader in educational uses of computers. It was the first state or territory to have
computers in all its government schools: by 199() the ratio of students per computer of
less than 1:15 was outstanding by world standards. As in all other countries the
researcher visited, here wordprocessing is the most common computing activity for
students in primary schools and the Faculty of Education.
1.2 Background to the problem
Christie, Devlin, Luke, Martin, Threadgold and Walton, (199 l:xvi) cited a 1989
Report on Tertiary Entrance Scores which indicated that:
Students attracted to education and nursing had the lowest
Tertiary Entrance Scores in 1989.
The data used offered
only a sampling of students, but it suggested that the
more academically able students were not attracted to
teaching.
The less academically able students do not
However,
necessarily experience literacy difficulties.
many obviously do, and this no doubt accounts for some of
the literacy difficulties spoken of by academic staff.
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To address this situation they recommended that "teaching programs within
Universities should focus on very early intervention to identify students with language
and literacy difficulties, and to provide them with appropriate assistance".
In the case of students in preservice teacher training programs this intervention is
essential if they are to cope with the demands of academic writing at the tertiary level.
This problem is of course not merely a recent phenomenon. McColly (1970:148) cited
this example which refers to a swdy of freshman compositions at Harvard University
in 1901.
At one extreme of this class of Freshmen are the illiterate
and inarticulate, who cannot distinguish a sentence from a
phrase or spell the simplest words.

Because he was for many years a Year 12 Public Examination English marker and
Year 12 School Assessed English moderator, the researcher was very familiar with the
standard of written work produced by Year 12 students. In 1987 the researcher, as a
lecturer in the Faculty of Education, was disturbed by the low level of performance of
many students in the Diploma of Teaching intake. From his experience at least thirty
per cent of them were barely operating at Year 10 level.
Because of his work with computers and writing in the schools and the benefits which
wordprocessing brought to writers with such a wide range of ability and age levels, he
included a module in the compulsory Computer Awareness unit on Computers and
Academic writing. All students in this unit were required to wordprocess all their
assignments.
Being able to wordprocess assignments was not an instant panacea. Landau (1991)
concluded that "bad writing is still had writing. None of the current programs can turn
dross into gold". The researchers observations and findings from this pilot course
subsequently became the basis for a research seminar paper entitled "All that Glisters is
not Gold" (Burgan, 1991h).

1.3 Need for this study
"Despite increasing concern about student writing at the tertiary level there has been
little empirical research into the nature and extent of the problem in Australia" (Bourke
and Holbrook, 1989:6 1). In the introduction to their study these researchers outlined
three consequences of this perception of the fall in standards of literacy of university
students. Programs have been set up to identify students who may have problems
coping with the demands of academic writing at the tertiary level and they are provided
with appropriate remedial instruction or training in writing skills. As well tertiary
institutions may have to consider the introduction of entrance tests in English writing
skills.
It is a misconception that students who were able to cope with the demands of writing
at Year 12 level can cope with the demands of academic writing. Clanchy (1985) felt
that:
Academics often confess themselves appalled and disheartened
by current standards of student literacy. Yet these same
academics recoil with horror at the suggestion that they
should be responsible for the development of their students
writing.
(Clanchy, 1985:3)

He went on to stress that the change in language use is like learning a new language
and hence "development is likely to he tentative, fraught with error and subject to
sudden apparently inexplicable retreats into illiterate behaviour". He concluded by
saying that 'the crucial point at which to attempt to influence student writing is early in
the first year when the need for adjustment is most acute" (Clanchy, 1985:4).
In reference to these comments Nightingale (1985:2) observed that "it is nearly
impossible to teach writing skills outside of subject contexts". She concluded her
editorial by saying that there is a need to "develop better tools which seek to help
students in the development of writing skills".
For these vocal concerns to he justified there needs to he evidence of either relatively
lower standards over time or evidence of inadequate absolute standards. The study by
Nightingale, Taylor and West (1987) found no evidence of a significant difference in
the performance of students from 1974 to 1984. A study of English skills by Meylen
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(1988) at the University of Adelaide found that only 16 per cent of 1000 first year
students were performing below a satisfactory level. A similar study by Bourke and
Holbrook (1989) at Newcastle University tund that the mean for essay writing as a
whole indicated a score which was only fractionally less than average.
In 1991 the researcher was able to work with Dr Bill Hunter at the University of
Calgary and Dr Derek Chandler at the University College of Wales, who have carried
out extensive research in the area of computers and writing. But intensive literature
searches there and subsequently in England and here in Australia revealed that very
few studies had been conducted with students in preservice teacher training programs.
There were therefore two essential reasons for this study. First, to discover if the
contradictory results of the impact of computers on writing performance cited by
Schwartz (1992) were replicable. Second, it was important and timely to investigate
the possible benefits of the style and grammar checker, an on-line aid to writing which
had only recently become widely available.
1.4 Pilot study
In Semester 2 1991 the researcher conducted a pilot study called Project Write. It was
a small-scale quantitative research project which investigated the effects of the use of
wordprocessors on the language prohciency performance of a group of students
enrolled in the first year of the Diploma of Teaching program in the Faculty of
Education at the Northern Territory University. Concern had been expressed by
lecturers delivering units in the program about the limited English proficiency of many
of the students.
The following observations by Nightingale (1985), on approaches to the improvement
of student writing, applied directly to this study.
On the other hand there must be certain basic skills which
students should have mastered, r at least should master
before they progress any further. At least, these take the
form of being able to handle the mechanics of punctuation,
spelling, agreement of number and so on.
(Nightingale, 1985:2)

5

The purpose of the study was two-fold. The first was to enable the researcher to set
up and administer a single static group pre-test and post-test design to investigate
whether an appropriate intervention could enhance language performance. The second
was to enable the researcher to become familiar with the program StatView to analyse
data collected.
Results and findings from the study are discussed in detail in Chapter 3. The study
showed clearly that appropriate intervention could produce significant improvement in
the areas refelTed to by Nightingale.
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1.5 Theoretical assumptions
1.5.1 Introduction
In 1980 Taylor put the case that computers could be used in education as a "tutor", a
"tutee" and a tool'. In the early 1980s the first two uses dominated the educational
scene, but the researcher found in his recent world study tour, as Ragsdale (1991:158)
did, that there "is a large and growing preference for computers as classroom tools".
In 1981 Bowers made this prophetic observation.
The groundswell of enthusiasm surrounding the use of
computers in classrooms seems to be at a critical point.
If it is a temporary phenomenon it is possible that by the
time this book appears computers will have been relegated
to the marginal status of an educational tool.
A more
likely development, given the tremendous versatility of
computer technology, is that it will be a transforming
force but one that retains its place as an educational tool
rather than as a technology that dictates patterns of
learning and social interaction.
(Bowers, 1981:1)

He continued his case by citing lhde's use in 1979 of the terms 'amplification' and
'reduction' to show how technology can transform our experiences. He felt that "the
essence of each technology also determines what aspects of the experience will be
reduced or amplified" (Bowers, 1981:32).
Ragsdale (199 1:157) challenged some of the existing assumptions underlying the
applications of computers in education. He put the case "that technology sometimes
gives us a false sense of knowing or understanding". He felt that the overuse and
reliance upon the use of computers as tools could lead us to greatly over estimate the
value of the tools.
This led this researcher to review some of the existing assumptions underlying the use
of computers with a view to constructing a theoretical tramework which underpins the
successful implementation of the computer as a writing tool and the style and grammar
checker as a tutor.
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1.5.2 The underlying learning theory
Porter, Rizvi, Knight, and Lingard (1992), in a discussion of competency-based
training issues, stated that the two problems associated with the desire to have students
reach a level of competence in any area are associated with the need to consider the
related theory of learning and how to assess meaningfully the acquisition of "skills" in
that area. They started their discussion by considering recent developments in
cognitive psychology. The first of their findings is particularly relevant to this study.
Learning is not a passive process but an active one:
learners do not simply absorb information but engage with
it actively constructing it in individually different ways
(Porter et al., 1992:55)

The pedagogical approach underlying this study reflects the nature of the change that
has taken place since the move from the behavioural objectives model of the 1960s and
1970s. At first the approach used in this study of using the computer to tutor would
appear to he the same as that in the C.A.L. Drill and Practice approach that was so
common in the early days of the use of computers in the classroom. In this case the
teacher or trainer is the computer.
A teacher/trainer gives information to a student/learner
who absorbs it and then proceeds to demonstrate his
individual 'acquisition' on a competency assessment grid.
This is a static view of teaching and learning which bears
very little relation to the dynamic picture built up
through more recent research, especially for what are
predominantly adult learners.
(Porter et al. 1992:56)
,

A basic assumption underlying current support for the use of computers in education is
that students once they have learned to use a tool are able to apply it in other settings.
Salomon, Perkins and Gloherson (199 1:2) proposed that there is a difference between
the effects with and of the use of a technology. The first relates to the "changes in
performance that students display while equipped with a technology'. The second
relates to "subsequent changes in mastery of knowledge, skill, or depth of
understanding once the student is away from the computer".

r.

Bowers (191) spoke of the false assumption of language as a "neutral conduit". In
this context computers are good at conveying facts or information but not in conveying
meaning, ideas, or feelings.
This sender receiver, or input-output, model of thought and
communication, with language serving as the connecting
conduit, reinforces the view that ideas, information and
data that are transmitted through language are oblective.
(Bowers, 1981:42)

This same idea was further developed by Christie (1992:7) in reference to the teaching
of critical social literacy, when she concluded that there is a "tendency to see language
as a neutral commodity, having no more than instrumental significance in carrying or
conveying knowledge".
There is a danger in the use of any technology that the users will feel confident that
they have used the tools effectively. But have they been able to apply the skills they
have learnt? Is it enough to show the students how to use the style and grammar
checker and then expect them to he able to take eflctive control of their own learning?
Just because they can use the technology do they make appropriate use of it? Kemeny
(1990), Teles and Ragsdale (199) and Burgan (1991a) all reported on the time wasted
initially by academic colleagues painfully pecking out documents or attempting to
produce tables and charts.
Ragsdale (1991:161) outlined this situation very clearly.
Just as we can confuse knowledge with wisdom, so can we
confuse being able to use a computer tool successfully with
being able to apply the tool successfully.
(Ragsdale, 1991:161)

We cannot expect our students to he able to use these tools effectively unless they have
this necessary wisdom. Saloman ci al. (199 1:2) talked about 'mindful" activity rather
than 'mindless' activity. Unless we are careful, students will he confident that the
work they produce using the computer and its related tools, is of a higher standard than
it actually is.
Ragsdale (1991:161) concluded by affirming that
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Discovery learning can be a powerful way of learning, so
that the learner has a personal and deep understanding of
new concepts.
(Ragsdale, 1991:161)

This is the key issue underlying this study of whether or not the interactive style and
grammar checker enables guided discovery learning.

1.5.3 Literacy for a new medium
Chandler and Marcus, in a reference to computers and literacy, spoke hopefully of "the
use of the computer as a liberating tool" (Chandler andMarcus, 1985:11). This same
idea was expounded by Mitchell in 1989:
Writing with a computer starts from the premise that the
computer is a wholly new writing tool changing the way we
write and think about writing.
(Mitchell, 1989:xv)

Pendreigh (1990) presented a similar viewpoint when he compared these hopes with
the realities of the 1990s. He concluded that:
Computers and their related technologies are powerful tools
to construct and disseminate the paper-based publications
of written genres.
(Pendreigh, 1990:179)

He felt that as educators we must empower our learners by enabling them to use these
liberating tools. They provide for learners "the opportunity to become engaged or
immersed in the text" and by "providing feedback to individuals as they begin to make
progressive approximations to the required genre" they will "come to understand what
makes a genre tick" (ibid).
The same notion applies to our student teachers being able to have the competencies
and knowledge to cope successfully with the demands of the use of written language at
this level. In the Early Childhood and Primary programs, in particular, these students
will not only hecomc models for their on students, but as well, teachers of English.
Mitchell (1989:2) cited the case of a writer who had 'paper anxiety'. When writers
type or handwrite their work, they are committed to the words.

There's a tremendous impulse to do it right the first
time: there's no room for the flashes of insight that you
might get later. The medium directs your writing.
But
when the words are on the computer screen, they're in a
kind of sixth dimension: they exist and they don't exist.
I think this mimics the way we think.
It's easier,
physically and emotionally, to change computer writing.
(Mitchell, 1989:2)

Hyland (1990) addressed this issue in his paper "Literacy for a New Medium" in which
he outlines an approach he has used with his own tertiary students. While
wordprocessing skills have become almost obligatory for most tertiary students, "there
has been little discussion of what these skills are or how they might he taught.
Wordprocessing is a new creative environment which demands a radically different
approach to writing" (Hyland, 1990:335). There are new literacy skills which students
need to make effective use of this medium.
He pointed out that the early use of wordprocessors was as time-saving devices or as a
"typewriter with some fancy additions" which were used as a "conduit" to transfer text
from one medium to another.
Despite the differences between packages, all allow
documents to be created, amended and reproduced with ease.
This influences the very process of writing itself and
demands a whole new approach to creating written text.
(Hyland, 1990:335)

Encompassed in this view is the premise that writing is "both a process and intellectual
discipline that requires and promotes unique ways of thinking" (Hyland, 1990:336).
In particular reference to the revision of writing he feels that students should be
encouraged to "use new and unfamiliar equipment while developing strategies which
will allow them to make the best use of it" (Hyland, 1990:338). He considered that
revision is a recursive process which not only relates to the detection and correction of
errors but more importantly to remodelling expression and sequencing material.
This continual re-examination of the embryo text by the
writer generates an awareness of the further possibilities
of exploitation and development.
(Hyland, 1990:339)

This notion echoes the concept of revision as invention put forward by Morris (1992)
which is descrihed in a later section in this chapter. Hyland concluded by saying that

style and grammar checkers not only help students make their writing more succinct
and effective but at the same time they come to realise that "writing is the unfolding
development of coherent thought' (Hyland, 1990:340). In doing so they discover that
a wordprocessor is more than a conduit: it is a medium for achieving a new literacy
which will enable them to communicate more effectively.
1.5.4 Can the computer tutor?
Butler (1990:343) spoke of the "initial rush of enthusiasm for a new item of
educational technology". He cited the case of Bork (1985:1) who claimed in 1985 that
"not since the invention of the printing press has a technological device borne such
implications for the learning process". He concluded that:
The strengths of the microcomputer have been ignored in
that they have been used more as infinitely malleable
versions of the printed textbook rather than as research
tools in themselves, which can be used for the benefit of
the learner as well as the teacher.
(Butler, 1990:344)

Rohlyer (1988) in his review of the research findings from nearly 100 studies in the
period from 1980 to 1987 on the effectiveness of microcomputers reached many
interesting conclusions.
All subject areas have demonstrated educationally
significant gains.
An effect size of .25 standard
deviations was said to indicate that the computer treatment
was significantly better than the non-computer treatment.
An effect size of .25 corresponds to about two months'
progress in terms of grade equivalents or about the 60 per
cent ile
(Roblyer, 1988:88)
-

The greatest effects were in college and adult populations but there were no statistically
significant differences due to gender or ability. The basis of this decision was to
consider the effect size educationally significant it' it was .25 standard deviations
(S.D.) or greater. Results from the studies of the effects of wordprocessing were the
most consistent. It did not appear to increase quality of writing but students did write
more and felt more positively about their writing.
Clark (1990) in 1985 set himself the task ol reading all published research on the use
of computers for teaching purposes. As a psychologist he was interested to see if the
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claims being made for the computers contribution to academic performance were
similar to the claims made for television in the 1960s. He found:
no evidence of any contribution to academic learning which
could not be explained by poor research design. Much of
the research turned out to be a triumph of enthusiasm over
skill and substance. The most conservative conclusion is
that computers make no necessary contribution to academic
achievement which is not already available from teachers or
textbooks
(Clark, 1990:243)

It was interesting to find that a much more recent review by Henning (1992) produced
results that supported the findings of Rohlyer. In his review of 250 studies involving
Computer Based Instruction Henning found that student outcomes had been raised by
.42 S.D.. It could be that this reflects the developments that have occurred in the
nature of the technology used.
This view is supported by findings of the work of Petersen (1990) in a study of the
impact of a computer-based language-learning program designed to improve the
language skills of young adults of Mexican nationality. The experimental group gained
17.2 points or 10.1 per cent over their pre-test total scores, while the control group
which did not use the computers gained only 7.6 poinLs or 4.4 per cent. In terms of a
ratio of gain, the computer-based group per! ormed 2.26 times hetter.
Lepper and Gurtner (1989), when they were discussing the computer as a personal
tutor, concluded that:
With the computer learning is individualised and tailored
C.A.I. is
to the needs and capabilities of the student.
inherently interactive, requiring the active participation
of the student, and it provides an immediate response,
Students can
offering opportunities for self learning.
proceed at their own pace: the computer remains patient,
non judgemental and supportive.
(Lepper and Gurtner, 1989:170)

1.5.5 Computers and writing
There are currently four basic theoretical assumptions underlying the use of computers
in the writing process. The first two of these were put forward in 1990 by Turner and
Summers. The first is that postwriting, proofreading or micro analysis is one of the
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integral steps in the writing process. Users of wordprocessors 'learn, that what they
thought to be a simply an intuitive act, writing, is really a set of well defined
procedures, a process" (Turner, 1990). The second is that students were not only
gaining assistance in their

OWfl

writing, but greater confidence and expertise in

appropriate educational use of computers. "It would be irresponsible for training
institutions not to do their best to produce new teachers feeling happy and confident
about information technology use" (Summers, 1990:270).
The third is that such an approach is inherently "interactive, requiring the active
participation of the student, and it provides an immediate response, offering
opportunities for self learning' (Lepper and Gurtner, 1989:170). The last is that it
"entails a shift in the traditional division of roles between student and teacher and has a
direct payoff in terms of the use of the language and ability to communicate in it"
(Stevens, 1990:6).
1.5.6 Computer aided writing
Mitchell (1989) when discussing the role of the computer as a wholly new writing
tool, concluded that:
The computers unique capabilities can be used to improve
skills at every stage of the writing process, from planning
and prewriting to repeated revisions and the final
formatting of the document.
(Mitchell, 1989:xv)

But this can only happen if the writers are able to harness the computer's power"
(ibid).
in writing instruction,
For computers to be useful
innovation should be valuable for students and feasible for
teachers to implement.
The computer seems to be a
promising tool in several new, theoretically based
approaches to writing instruction.
(Schwartz, 1992:37)

Such an innovation as the concept of the computer as a personal Socratic tutor that
Lepper and Gurtner (1989:170) outlined, particularly applies to those computer-based
tools which help writers improve their skills. They can not only highlight areas of
inconsistency in a students knowledge and understanding of English grammar, but can
provide precise analyses of the misconceptions.
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This study investigates the effectiveness of the style and grammar checker, one of the
most recent on-line tools available to assist in improving the quality of wordprocessed
texts. Similar tools have been available as 'add ons" for several years, but they were
not convenient to use and there were varied reports of their effectiveness.
The writing program referred to in this study was developed in conjunction with the
latest computer technology to see if it would lead to an improvement in academic
writing. Overseas this area has been broadly defined as Computer Assisted
Composition, Computer Assisted Language Learning or now Computer Mediated
Language Acquisition.
The technology associated with computers and writing has brought about a dramatic
change in the way writers approach their tasks, in their preparation, planning,
drafting, revising and production. In academic writing these changes are about to, if
they haven't already done SO, change the way academics not only approach their own
writing but in the way they train their students to take advantage of the opportunities
offered to enhance the communication of ideas.
The Northern Territory University has started to do this, by providing the students
with twenty-four hour access to the resources they need at all stages of the process of
their writing. But it had to he accepted that a new approach was needed if they were
going to he able to successfully meld a process-writing approach to wordprocessing.
There had to he opportunities to lollow the recursive, non-linear path. They needed to
have the authority and responsibility to decide what this path this would he. The
lecturer's role had changed to that of a facilitator, an adviser, a mentor and by virtue of
his own practices, a role model.
From the students' point of view they were being asked to acquire a new skill, the
ability to successfully cope with the demands of writing at the tertiary level Although
they were familiar with the concept of genre in writing, because they had written in
different forms in English, Science, Biology, History or Commerce, exposition was a
genre that very few of them, perhaps only History students, had encountered. They
were given, as resource materials, short articles which were presented in the
appropriate form, structure and language.
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This training in the use of the wordprocessor and its related writing aids, was not to
give them,
an arbitrary set of skills and experiences that were devoid
of any purpose other than fulfilling someone else's agenda
for the use of computers.
(Bigum, 1990:479)

It was student centred and stressed the interactive model of composing, which
considered the dynamic and recursive nature of the writing process and helped the
students develop as writers by analysing the writing process as well as the products.
This approach was very succinctly outlined by Montague (1990) in a feature article on
computers and the writing process.
Writing is no longer interpreted as a simple, linear
activity consisting of independent and temporally sequenced
stages. In contrast, writing is acknowledged as a complex,
integrated set of interactive and recursive processes.
Writing processes, by nature, are embedded, overlapping,
recursive and goal directed.
(Montague, 1990:6)

The simple prewriting, writing and rewriting model has been replaced by more
sophisticated models like that of Flowers and Hayes (1990), which refers to major
thought processes, identified as planning, translating and reviewing. Montague
defined these as follows.
Planning refers to generating and organising ideas, setting
goals, and deciding on procedures to reach the goals.
Translating is the actual processor prose composition,
whereas reviewing requires the writer to evaluate and, it
necessary, revise what has been written.
(Montague, 1990:7)

He concluded by stating that many writers 'have virtually no strategies for composing
extended texts" (Montague, 1990:7). He cited Daiute (1985) who felt that this
progression to mature writer was not a natural occurrence for many learners who may
need explicit instruction in planning, translating and reviewing their writing.
After consideration of a numher of models proposed by Kintsch (1978), Flowers and
Hayes (1981), Randquist (195) and Sharples (198), the researcher has adopted the
eclectic view proposed by Bowerman (1992).
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In essence writing can be seen as a three-stage process
consisting of planning, generating and revising.
(Bowerman, 1992:77)

1.5.7 Revision as invention
It has been suggested that teachers should consider using computer-based writing aids
"in conjunction with wordprocessors as components of a program of technological
support for the writing process" (Hunter, 1990:42). Revision is at the core of the
process-writing approach used in conjunction with wordprocessing. This study was
itself an attempt to manipulate this one facet of the process by focussing on the use of
the style and grammar checker.
Olson (1990:23) found from a review of other studies that:
The willingness to revise and the ability to determine when
revision was necessary fluctuated among students.
Some
students at: all levels revised prolifically, whereas others
made minimal changes. But evidence of revision does not
mean mature and practised application.
(Olson, 1990:23)

Many of the subjects in this study were not always able to detect problems in their own
writing. In addition they were then not always able to improve their writing even if
they recognised these problems. Similar results were found by Huffmann and Golherg
(1987) in their work with students from non-English-speaking backgrounds. Their
approach was to encourage students to complete the first draft before they began the
revision stage. They did this because they felt that even though experienced capable
writers didnt revise in discrete stages, revision was easier to teach this way. Students
then used a range of writing aids to assist them in making minor revisions and to
improve their orthography and the overall structural and grammatical quality of their
compositions (Huffmann and Golherg, 1987:175).
Brock (1990:352), in reference to computerised writing aids, asked the question Can
the computer tutor!" He was refenng to its use in assisting the writing process and in
improving the completed product by using computer technology to analyse written
text.
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Morris (1992) examined the ways computerised writing aids can help students to
analyse their writing. He observes that "the most difficult aspect of the revision
process for novice writers is to distance themselves from their own words". He
stresses that the revision should he more than a mere "fix or repair". He considers
that it can he a time for invention where writers "may see and explore again and again".
This concept relates to the finding or discovery of the argument. Because writers no
longer have to struggle with the mechanical aspects of their writing they are able to
strengthen their argument and hence improve the overall quality of their writing.
Used properly a style and grammar checker can eliminate most of the mechanical errors
in students' writing. It is up to the writers themselves to interpret the advice and data
and then take appropriate action. Statistics on the structure of the writing can indicate
to the writer patterns they were not aware of in terms of sentence length, structure and
word choices.
Writers are able to compare quickly changes made by accessing the original "saved as"
version of their text. They can also have on a split screen the opening paragraph which
often outlines their argument, SO that they can scroll through their paper to assess how
closely the essay follows the intended map (Morris, 1992:858).
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1.6 Research question and the hypothesis.
The following research question was investigated: Will there he a significant
improvement in the written performance, as holistically assessed by experienced
markers, of subjects

Who

use a style and grammar checker as they wordprocess their

work'!
The null hypothesis was that students with below-average written performance, as
assessed by analytic assessment by experienced markers, will show no significant
improvement in their written performance if they use this tool as they wordprocess their
work

1.7 Definition of key terms.
Idea-processing tools are considered to he those soitware tools which assist writers in
all stages of the writing process. They are used in the Organisation of ideas at the start
of the composition process to assist in the structuring, linking and development of
those ideas to form a coherent discourse. They are then used in the revision process
which concentrates on the macro-leatures of the writing. Finally they are used to focus
on micro-teatures of grammar and style.
The style and grammar checker, which is the locus of this study, was defined and
described by Levy (1990) in a discussion ot electronic writing aids.
One such example is the style and grammar checker that
incorporates artificial intelligence techniques to parse
sentences and then uses expert system rules to locate
grammatical errors.
The prociram scans the document for
suspect problems with words, phrases, sentences or
paragraphs, highlights the problem, describes, if asked,
the type of problem and offers suggestions for improvement.
(Levy, 1990:185)

For the

pUFpOSCS

ot this study it was decided that a significant improvement would he

deemed to have occurred 11 the sample mean for the gain effect of the treatment
represented a i-cal gain in performance and not just a chance fluctuation Irom a mean of
0.
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1.8 Initial Focus Problems
When the researcher began his search of the literature on Computers and Writing, there
was so much published material that it did not appear to he an area which required
further study. Closer investigation revealed that most of the studies related to
investigations with school children. There were fewer studies at the tertiary level and
very few of these related to the impact of any idea-processing tools.
Only a handful of studies investigated the impact of style and grammar checkers and no
studies could he lound which related to their impact on the writing of students in
preservice teacher training programs. Hence the decision was made to narrow the
focus of, this study to this area which did not appear to have been explored.

1.9 Scope Of This Study
Because of a dramatic 1a11 in student numbers in the first-year intake into the program,
the size of the sample group was much smaller than it would have been in previous
years. As well, because there was only a ten-week period in which to conduct the
experiment, it was felt that there was not sufficient time for subjects to become
proficient in the use of the outlining tool. The decision was made to limit the study to
the impact of the style and grammar checker.
Subjects only produced two pieces ol writing for assessment for the purposes of this
study, but both of these were representative of the type and format of academic writing
required at this level.

20

1.10 Time Frame For This Study
November 1991

Draft of Chapter 3 Methodology

June 1992

Draft of Chapter 2 Literature Review

July 1992

Draft of Chapter 1 Introduction to the Study

August 1992

Draft of Chapter 4 Data Collection and Analysis

September 1992

Draft of Chapter 5 Findings

October 1992

Draft of Chapter 6 Conclusions

November 1992

Submission of First Draft

January 1993

Submission of Thesis for Examination
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW
The review of the literature in this chapter provides the background and context for the
research problem being investigated. It establishes the need for the research in this area
and indicates the breadth and depth of the researcher's knowledge about the area.

2.1 Background
The aim of the initial literature search was to investigate the effects of wordprocessing
on the written performance of students. An initial ERIC search using 'computers' and
'writing' as key terms, revealed the need to be very selective in determining the specific
areas of literature to he included in the search.
There has been extensive research into the impact of computers on writing and also
studies on the assessment of students' written performance. It was not possible to
complete the search before the study began as it was only after data collection had
commenced that there became a need to examine more specific areas of research.
It is remarkable that such a body of research has been carried out in an area that has
existed for barely two decades. The volume of research on writing instruction and
assessment is also equally daunting. Accordingly, this review of the relevant literature
set out to identify key findings, patterns or changes in the directions of the research
findings, rather than to attempt to discuss everything that has been written.
This review focuses in turn on (1) computers and writing, (2) computer-based writing
aids and (3) how students' writing is assessed. Here the issue of reliability is
considered and a comparison is made of the merits of holistic, analytic and criterionreferenced assessment.
The search commenced from the early 1980s, when computers were first commonly
used for wordprocessing in education, and looked for patterns or changes in the
directions of the research findings. The search concluded by focusing on studies
which related to the tertiary sector and in particular, Faculties of Education.

'7,)

It is generally accepted that the most common use of the computer in education was for
word processing. "It has been a fortuitous coincidence involving the process writing
approach and the availability of a new writing tool, the wordprocessor, which is so
well suited to that approach" (Hunter, 1989:1). The vital question regarding this use
was the impact on students' writing performance.
Commenting on reports from studies carried out in the early 1980s, Olson (1990)
concluded:
The richness of information provided by those studies
obscured their descriptive nature. Recent critics of that
research have questioned the generalisations resulting from
those studies.
(Olson, 1990:22)

Most teachers, lecturers and students perceived great value in using a word processor
as an aid to writing. The purpose of this search was to establish if these perceptions
were supported by research that examined the issue more systematically and
scientifically.
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2.2 Computers and Writing
Of all the computer based tools available to educators,
wordprocessing is one of the most accepted and widespread.
This widespread use and acceptance is supported by a
growing body of literature demonstrating the positive
effects of wordprocessing
(Pennington, 1991:94)

The focus of this review of the research, which examined the effects of
wordprocessing on the quality of writing, was to see if it would support such previous
researchers as Porter (1984) who claimed that students' writing as a result of using
computers was "qualitatively better with better use of syntactic structures" or as Hunter
et al. (1989) suggested, that students reach their own personal "level of acceptable
performance and then quit.
Houlette (1991:20) said that the central question about computers and writing was
whether the computer itself could actually improve a writer's work. She found in her
research that 'the results the explorers have found have been genuinely mixed". She
concluded thus:
While wordprocessors can assist with a number of tasks that
writers must perform, even freeing them to focus more
cognitive resources on the process of writing,
wordprocessors cannot help much with the process of writing
itself.
(Houlette, 1991:21)

Wood & Freeman (1932) reported on a two-year long study with 15,000 students and
400 teachers which considered the educational effects of using the latest technology for
a variety of written tasks in the classroom. The overwhelming conclusion was that this
method of instruction had various advantages over traditional instructional methods.
The report was written 6() years ago and of course referred to the typewriter.
It is possible that these educators, like their contempories in the 1970s, were seduced
by the attraction of this new "educational tool" and hence they accepted technical
possibilities as educational possibilities.
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This review highlights ti-ends and issues. A quantitative meta-analysis was not carried
out, but rather a subjective synthesising approach was used. The order of presentation
is logical, in categories deemed relevant to the problem being examined, rather than
chronological. The studies and papers cited best elaborate and illustrate a trend or a
consistent research procedure.
The search established the background of the use of wordprocessors and provided the
context and the rationale for this particular study. There appeared to he considerable
disagreement about how to measure the quality of writing. Few of the earlier studies
involved systematic instruction on the use of wordprocessors or the relationship
between wordprocessing and process writing. Very few studies related to student
writers in Faculties of Education and even fewer considered the impact of corn puterbased writing aids.
2.2.1 Early Euphoria
Since the time of the introduction of computers for writing almost two decades ago
researchers in pro jecis and class room investigations have been claiming that computers
can assist writers. Most of these early reports make mention of positive affective
changes, but most of them do not go beyond reporting the observations of the
researchers or their assistants or subjects.
Schwartz (1992:39), in a review of studies in this period, concluded that whereas there
were statistically signiticant gains for C.A.I., less is known about the effects of word
processing and the results are more contradictory". She summarised Becker's 1986
survey of over 20()() American schools that lound that 69 per cent of English teachers
perceived that the use of computers improved writing. Most of the studies she
reviewed (Scardamalia, 1981; Hawisher, 1986; Bai-ker, 1987) i-epoi-ted improved
attitudes towards writing and their own work but rarely was any quantitative
improvement confirmed by independeiit judging. Her conclusion was that these
studies relied too much on reports of experience
that'

"my class did this and I noticed

-

and not enough on well-structured and designed research.

-

Early studies by Schwartz (1981), Bradley (1982), Daiute (1983) and Willer (1984)
reported greater enthusiasm, less anxiety and greater output when computers are used
to assist the writing process. Hawisher (1986) and Kurth (1987) observed increases in
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self confidence and increased motivation and enthusiasm for writing. Poris and
Teichman (1986) reported that students using wordprocessors showed decreased
writing anxiety.
Porter (1984) reported on an extended case study project conducted in 1983. It is
interesting that, in a summary of the report, the teacher involved in the project
concluded that not only did students write more but the writing was "qualitatively
better, more descriptive and with better syntactic structures" (Porter, 1984:9).
However, this report did not present results of the ratings of students work.
In 1987 Porter carried out a more detailed year-long study comparing two groups of
Year 2 students. It was an investigation of the benefits of wordprocessing compared to
non-wordprocessed writing. The experi mental group used computers for three days a
week throughout the year: some subjects spent over 20 hours working at the
computer. At the end of the study, members of the experimental group indicated in
interviews that they had been able to make more changes more easily than members of
the control group. The majority of members of the experimental group also said they
preferred using the computer rather than using pencil and paper.
Huffmann and Golberg (1987) in their work with students from non-English-speaking
backgrounds found that
Once beginners realise that they can alter anything entered
into the computers memory, they write with less inhibition
and dont try to turn out a perfect page in the first
draft. They get down their ideas faster and hold off their
internal editor until time for revision.
(Huffmann and Golberg, 1987:173)

They concluded that:
computers have enough advantages to recommend their use as
tools for teaching English composition. We feel that the
anonymity of t.hese computers makes their use easier for
shy, Far Eastern students.
It is possible for them to
produce professional looking compositions The pride in
their workmanship thus promotes more writing.
(Huffmann and Golberg, 1987:175)

These earlier studies gave the impression that students preferred wordprocessing and
found it more rewarding, faster and less stressful. But not all the literature, even at this
stage, gave unqualified support lor the claims of wordprocessing.
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2.2.2

All that Glisters is not Gold

Chandler and Marcus (1985) were among the first writers to question this earlier
euphoria.
Whatever its applications the computer should be treated as
just another tool like the pen or the typewriter, just as
another medium like books or television
(Chandler and Marcus, 1985:6)

They did, however, point out that tools can he used in the service of imagination as
well as in performing technical operations. Sculptors as well as plumbers use tools.
Kurth (1987) found no significant difference between control and treatment groups in
length of composition produced. Just as Hunter (1989) did, she found that her high
school subjects only produced what they thought was appropriate. Etchison (1985),
however, found greater length in composition from pre-instruction to post-instruction.
Willinsky (1990) found, as did Burgan (1991h), that now that Education students are
required to submit course assignments, which are wordprocessed, these assignments
are on average 25 per cent longer than papers previously produced using typewriter or
pen and paper.
Etchison (1985), in a study on first-year college students using timed writing sessions,
provided an empirical measure of how much more quickly students can compose and
revise after only one semester. Kurth (1987), however, found no significant difference
between control and treatment groups but in this study subjects were allowed to work
on their writing until they were satisfied. An earlier study by Wolfe (1986) showed
that the older the students are, the more they "thickened and embroidered" their text
because they were able to take a global view of their writing and to "think in terms of
large scale changes".
Most of these recent studies make it clear that students are not likely to make effective
use of wordprocessors without explicit instruction in writing-process skills. The
computer, when used for this function, is a potentially powerful tool but it will not
magically' improve the quality ol writing or the process by which students write. As
Dalton and Hannafin (1987) pointed out, too much time is spent on the mechanics of
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using the wordprocessing system and not enough on the process and content of the
writing itself.
Hunter (1989), Hawisher (1986) and Kurth (1987) all claimed that students will work
unül they have achieved the quality of writing they are accustomed to producing. Thus
there should he no significant benefit achieved by first-year university students using a
wordprocessor, other than that it should reduce the amount of time they have to spend
on writing. This view was supported by the study undertaken by Etchison (1985),
which controlled writing time. Etchison found that there were considerable differences
not only in the quantity but the quality of writing, in favour of those who used word
processors. It is possible then that one main benefit from using wordprocessors is the
ability to produce writing of equal quality in less time.
There is no doubt that wordprocessors can facilitate the revision process, but Hooper
(1987) in a critical review of the literature concluded that while wordprocessors ease
the revision process most revisions are purely cosmetic. Willinsky (1989) in his study
with University students found that the most frequent revising activities were minor
changes to spelling or grammar or the addition, deletion or re-ordering of words.
Hunter (1989) concluded that over a series of drafts students make as many additions,
deletions and changes to paragraphs as to words. It would appear that the more
experienced the writer, the more extensive is the revision. Other variables which can
influence the quality of writing are the context of the assignment, conferencing,
familiarity with the technology and perception of the value of the technology.
More recently, Haas (198) summarised a number of studies which explored the
impact of wordprocessing on how students plan f o r writing. The majority of them
concluded that writers plan less when using wordprocessing. Two reasons cited were
the difficulty in creating and manipulating notes using a wordprocessor and the fact
that editing tends to he only on a surface level because of the ease of tidying up and the
difficulty of reviewing the entity.
Kurth (1987) echoed the comments of several other researchers when he concluded
that better quality writing will not result unless writing instruction occurs concurrently
with the teaching of the use of the wordprocessing tools. Chandler (1988) spoke
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fervently of the danger of 'celebrating form over meaning" and "being obsessed with
surface features".
Peacock (1988) and Gilmore (1991) reported on extended studies with students using
laptops. They both concluded that although students feel they write more, low typing
speeds slow the process and the work does not seem to have benefited from enhanced
planning or reflective editing.

2.3 Computer Enhanced Language Learning
Research in this section tocussed on studies in the past decade which have looked at
different strategies and approaches in making more effective the use of computers for
writing and language learning.
The acronym, C.E.L.L., has been used by this researcher to encompass the existing
terms, Computer Assisted Language Learning (C.A.L.L.), Computer Based Writing
(C.B .W), Computer Assisted Compositon (C.A.C.) and Computer Assisted Writing
(C.A.W.).
2.3.1 Computer Enhanced Language Learning
Even the most adventurous and 'intelligent' pieces of
educational software designed for CALL have until very
recently tended to marginalise the language produced by the
learner
.

(Butler, 1990:343)

The worst examples of these would be antiquated drill and practice and doze exercises
and American-based spelling and grammar checkers. Lepper and Gurtner (1989:17 1)
feel that the best examples "provide immediate and graphic feedback in a truly
intelligent tutoring system".
Wresch (1982:394) identified six advantages in using computers for writing
instruction. Three of these i-elate to this study. The first is that there is the opportunity
for individualised instruction and assistance when it is needed. The second is the
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effective use of students time, especially in regard to revision. The third is that it
permits writing as a fluid and dynamic activity without penalty for mistakes.
Almost a decade later Sills (1990) cited the following reasons why computers can
enhance writing performance. There was the motivation to explore, experiment and
invent, there was immediate impartial feedback and individualised instruction in
grammar could be facilitated where it was needed.
Because the computer permits students to work at their own pace, individually and
privately, it is a benefit to students who have not had success with the traditional
methods of classroom instruction. Papert (1980:9) felt we will be able "to modify the
learning environment such that the knowledge we presently try to teach with such pain
and expense, will he learned painlessly, successfully and without organised
instruction". Lepper and Gurtner (1990:171 ) concluded that such tools will "permit
students to seek further information or assistance as specific as the use of individual
word" and that programs that check one's grammar may help students improve those
skills'.
Rezeau (1992) reported on his work over seven years with a variety of C.A.L.L.
tools. He found that they were of more value to the more mature, more capable
students. He concluded that this could he because the less able students were not able
to make the connection between the use of the tools and the learning process involved.
They were only able to consider the product.
2.3.2 Computer Based Writing Aids
If the goal is to build computer programs that will assist
writer to produce better writing then the challenge is to
produce a computer system which uses the human/machine
interface to represent a knowledge of writing. That is the
computer system must possess knowledge of things like
planning, organisation, and revision- and about how these
processes relate to one another. In addition the system
must possess additional knowledge of how to use the above
knowledge to assist the writer.
(Houlette, 1991:21)

There is a variety of electronic aids which can he viewed as a scaffolding to support
writers. Such tools can assist in all three stages of the writing process: the planning or
outlining, the actual writing and then the postwriting revision. Studies by Gambell
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(1991) and Poris and Teichman

(1985)

found that the use of these tools, particularly

the outliner, required a level of sophistication and an overall grasp of the task which
was conceptually beyond many novice writers. What assistance then would they be to
students in this study, who had been identified as having difficulty coping with the
demands of academic writing at even the first year level?
This conservative view was held by Levy (1990) who concluded that:
Access to resources may need to be restricted to the set of
tools that can be of most value to the student at his or
her particular stage of development.
(Levy, 1990:187)

In 1985 Poris and Teichman carried

out

a detailed study of the impact of the spelling

check, thesaurus and stylecheck on college students' writing. At the lower level the
students could use these aids to assist in the management and organisation of ideas and
in improving low-level textual features. This results in more effective communication
because the readers are not distracted from the substance of the essay (Poris et al.,
1985:32). Even though they found that "computer intervention enhanced the writing
of essays as measured' they raised this question in reference to the use of the
stylecheck.
Is it possible that, for what ever reasons, students did
not consistently avail them selves of this aid? Was the
invocation of 'Proof while revising an essay an unwelcome
complexity for students learning and adjusting to
wordprocessing? We believe this test deserves replication.
(Poris et al., 1985:31)

Daiute (1986), in a study of revision strategies, concluded that just being able to skim
through their work made it easier for students to make surface-level revisions.
Montague (1990) commenting on the use of what she called a "revision prompting
program' said:
It enabled students to interact with the text, making
This
deeper level as well as surface revision easier.
interactive component of revision may be necessary for
students who are unfamiliar with revision and have little
experience monitoring and modifying their own writing.
(Montague, 1990:13)
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Wrensch, who has been a teacher of computer-based college composition for over a
decade, created Writer's Helper in 1989 as a way to improve his students' writing.
Unlike earlier aids, which students tended to use as crutches, this one was designed to
give students the tools they need to assess their own
writing as well as the tools to revise and improve, rather
than as tools to help their own development. When students
use these tools they must decide what to change as the
program only advises and highlights area of concern.
(Wrensch, 1992:2)

Levy (1990) felt that such tools help developing writers in two ways.
They can be used to simply check correctness, or they may
be used as means of discovering more about the language.
Thus students can use the resource actually while they are
composing, or wait until the end of a section or draft.
It the system is used after the creation phase as a
refinement tool, the student can afford to spend more time
exploring the way in which words are used in the language
(Levy, 1990:187)

Wresch, like Flowers and Hayes (1981), Huffmann and Golherg (1987) and Hunter
and Begory (1990), saw writing as a three-step process: prewriting, drafting and
revising. In reference to the revising stage he said that computer-based aids,
help students bridge the gap between the first draft and
the finished product.
These tools encourage writers to
think about style, about the needs of their audience and
about writing as a craft.
(Wresch, 1992:2)

He felt that in the revision stage writers are helped to look at their work from new
perspectives. This idea of revision as discovery or invention is considered in more
detail when the work of Hyland and Morris is examined. Wresch believed that in the
revision stage there are three aspects of the writing to be reviewed. By examining the
structure of their papers students are "led to ask themselves whether their papers are
cohesive and well formed" (Wresch, 1992:7). In all cases potential problems are
highlighted: the students must decide whether to make specilic changes. In this way
he felt that such tools are descriptive rather than prescriptive.
In a review of style and grammar checkers Schick (1990:37), speaking of what he
called marginal writers with problems of garbled grammar and snarled style',
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concluded, that style and grammar checkers would appear to offer salvation to such
wayward writers". He did point out though that their "advice should not be followed
slavishly, but used as a spur to sensible and appropriate revision". Stevens (1990:6)
felt that this was an advantage because learners exhibit intelligence and imagination
when given control over their learning". Higgins (1988:5 1) extended this idea further
when he suggested that the computer can enhance this concept of learner
responsibility.
The mere fact that the machine carries out orders in a
slave like and completely unimaginative way can be a
liberating factor when a human being comes to use it.
(Higgins, 1988:51)

Because of the limitations of present programming capabilities and the complex nature
of the language itself, such aids can only suggest that certain passages could contain
writing errors. The users are required to make the final decision as to whether to
accept that advice or not. This makes the use of a tool like a style and grammar
checker an important heuristic role in this stage of the writing process.
Even the fact that the program may be only accurate in less than 75 per cent of the
errors it flagged can be to the advantage of the users. When they have to make a
decision to accept or reject the advice, they are forced to reflect upon the correctness of
their own usage of English and then act accordingly. The benefit of the use of such
aids is thus two-fold. They help to eliminate the basic errors in expression which the
less able writers have trouble identifying. As well they are adding to their sometimes
limited knowledge and understanding of English grammar.
Landau (1991) in a review of style and grammar checkers reached these conclusions.
At their very best they helpfully point out specific
mistakes that you might. overlook and provide advice on how
to correct them. Certainly many people can benefit from
using them but the technology is still evolving. In a few
years these programs are likely to be vastly improved and
faster CPUs and cheaper storage for larger rule sets will
also play major roles.
At that point they may join
spelling checkers as indispensable writing tools and become
as essential as a good wordprocessor.
(Landau, 1991:124)
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2.3.3 Language independent composition environment.
As early as 198() Collins and Gentner had spoken of a "Writing Land" which would
contain "an artificially intelligent writing assistant to provide advice'. They postulated
the development of a computerised writing environment which would provide tools to
facilitate the mechanical process of text composition, especially with respect to
structure, content and purpose. Megarry (1988:173) was critical of these early
"intelligent tutoring systems which seek to optimise the treatment according to the
system's decision about what the student needs" because she considered they "treated
the learner as a dumb patient" and operated on the "empty bucket model of the learner".
In 1987 Gaines spoke of the need for a change in the direction of C.A.L. from
teaching machines to knowledge-based systems. There would need to be a dramatic
shift in our paradigm of computers in learning from the 'empty bucket' model of
learner to a situation where the learner is in control and comes away better informed
and wiser. Megarry (1988) said.
The role of the computer should be organising and representing
knowledge to give the user easy access and control. This mode
of learning is too powerful to be confined to the technocratic
few.
(Megarry, 1988:183)

The concept of a 'language independent composition environment' was coined by
Bowerman (1992) to describe a situation where writers, when they were
wordprocessing, were provided with help in detecting errors and received tutoring
when they required it. He sees this environment as a cross between a supportive peer
who offers assistance during writing and a training system which offers writing
instruction. In this ideal situation the computer is able to critique and tutor.
Hyland (1990) felt such an environment:
requires the computer to be used in a genuinely
communicative way as a language tool rather than a system
of C.A.I., where users are set tasks and are rewarded by
the computer if they are successful. New opportunities are
provided by extending the users perception and potential
for expression.
(Hyland, 1990:342)
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Thurber (1991:58), in reference to the use of computers to teach writing, spoke of "a
new writing environment in an old culture. All of these approaches were
encompassed in the concept of an integrated wordprocessing environment proposed by
Levy (1991).
2.4 Studies at the tertiary level
Because the use of wordprocessing is widespread in tertiary institutions it was
interesting to review the literature relating to the findings of experiments or studies
considering the impact of wordprocessing on students writing at that level and to see if
it mirrored that found elsewhere in education.
In the study by Etchison (1985) the issue addressed was whether using
wordprocessors increased the syntactic growth or the holistic writing quality of firstyear college students. The subjects were randomly assigned to either a word
processing or handwriting group. Both groups received the same instruction. The
samples of writing were produced in identical circumstances, except for the mode of
'writing. There were considerable differences in quantity and quality of writing in
favour of those who used wordprocessors. The wordprocessing group had a mean
pre-test to post-test gain in holistic quality more than five times that of the handwriting
group Even though the wordprocessing group wrote more, there were no significant
differences in other syntactic features such as number and length of clauses.
Similar results were found by Bernhardt (1988) in a study over a term with students in
an introductory COlTipOsitiOn class. The students, who used computers for half of their
instructional time, showed significant improvement in their post-test essays. They also
significantly outperformed the other experimental group who chose to compose with
pen and paper.
Pair (1990) conducted a study with students in a semester-length composition class to
see if computer-based instruction would produce better essays. Her findings were in
marked contrast to those outlined above. The students in the computer-based group
were neither more or less successful than the other students who did not use
computers. She concluded that the computer might he an ideal tool for revision but not
for creating. She admitted however that the computer-based students did learn more
because not only did they complete, in the same time, all the work done by the other
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students, they learnt how to use the computers and WordPerfect. It would appear then
that the computer-based group was ahie to produce the same quality work in less time.
In a study with college students Hawisher (1986) found that holistic gradings for
essays were very similar whether the scripts were handwritten, typed or
wordprocessed. In a similar study Willinsky (1988) found that in a variety of
education courses there was no significant difference between grades for assignments
whether they were handwritten, typed or wordprocessed. In neither of these studies
however was the time taken controlled. It is possible then that one main benefit from
using word processors is the ability to produce writing of equal quality in less time.
In a more specific study in 1986 on the effects of revision strategies, Hawisher found
that using a computer for writing did not lead to increased revision. As well she did
not find any positive relationship between extensive revision and the quality ratings of
the work

SO

produced.

Several studies, including Peacock's (1990), report that wordprocessed texts are rated
significantly more generously than handwritten ones. The reason he gives is that
wordprocessing, in eliminating any possible interference from the quality or style of
handwriting, actually better reflects the true quality of the work. As this study
investigated writing which was done by students who were 16 years of age or older,
these findings are relevant for teacher educators working with first-year student
teachers who are of a similar age.
Another interesting area study was a recent five-year one by Halio (1990) of a
freshman writing program where students were able to choose to use an IBM or a
Macintosh computer. The study looked at the possible effects of using a particular
machine. It found that students were concerned with the visual appearance of their
writing and tended to embellish it, or celebrate form over message, in the same way
that Wolf (1985) and Chandler (1988) had

found.

Halio even suggested that "the machine can maim the message". She claimed that
Macintosh users made more mistakes, wrote on less serious topics in more informal
language and their work had a readability level of eighth grade students. It was
interesting that she concluded by saying she was now conducting a more controlled
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experiment. There was however no mention in the article of any form of writing
instruction accompanying the wordprocessing.
Three responses to this study by Levy (1990), Slatin (1990), Kaplan (1990) all
strongly refuted her findings. Perhaps it was because "since the Macintosh and IBM
grew out of different environments we should not he surprised to find that they
produce different outcomes" (Ragsdale, 1991).
Cooper and Robinson-Stavely (1990) investigated the effect of wordprocessing on
students in a semester-long community college composition course. Half the subjects
worked without computer access but at the end of the course their final papers were
transcribed verbatim. All papers were holistically rated by two markers and the scores
combined for each subject. Essays of the subjects who had used computers were rated
significantly better than those who had not. As well, computer-based analyses of the
papers strongly favoured the computer users: there were fewer errors, more words and
longer and more complex sentences.
Even though the results were clearcut, it could he possible that it was these surface
features that appeared to make the writing more sophisticated" and hence led to higher
holistic scores. Secondly there was no control against the effects of differential
instruction: if each instructor taught half of his students with and without the
computers, then the study would have more truly shown the effects of
wordprocessing.
In his study of the impact of computer-based writing instruction with students enrolled
in an introductory education unit, Reed (1992) was interested to see if there were any
significant differences in the improvement of writing quality, as holistically assessed,
by students of low, medium and high ability. He found that even though there were
significant improvements, "the quality of the essays by the low-ability writers was
consistently lower than the quality of essays by medium or high-ability writers"
(1992:85). His conclusion was that this was due to the independent variable, writing
ability, which explained why some students were able to adapt more effectively to the
computer-based instruction. As a result they were able to make "more meaning
preserving substitutions and deletions' and "there was a significant relationship
between these microstrucuve consolidations and overall quality of their writing".
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Two papers presented at the 1991 International Conference for Education and
Technology in Toronto reported on the design and implementation of computer based
writing programs for first-year undergraduates. The first study by McKenzie, Bary
and Prescott (1991) aimed at "allowing students to approach their writing and revision
tasks in ways that they had not been able to do before they had access to a computer".
The students all had their own copies of a wordprocessing software package which
could create bibliographies. All students had access to an on-line facility to make
critiques of group work. Students at the end of the study felt they had a much clearer
understanding of the writing process and the benefits of the technology.
The second study conducted over two years by Gambell (1991) involved
undergraduate students in a teacher-education program. The students were involved in
a collaborative writing program aimed at developing writing abilities in a variety of
writing modes. The idea of combining a process-writing approach with
wordprocessing is similar to that which has been used successfully at the NT
University for four years and has already been reported by Burgan (1988 and 1989),
but in this case students were introduced to a style and grammar checker.
The results were similar to those found here: namely, students adapt to the approach
very quickly and go on to use the same approach in other units. As well in this case,
students received higher grades after they had used this approach and had conferred
with an instructor. Unfortunately there was no quantitative data available to
substantiate these claims.
Wallace (1992) reported on a project involving C.A.C. in undergraduate and post
graduate professional writing programs. The project was set up in response to calls
over the past decades for increased writing skills of college graduates.
It has been noted that our next generations literacy
skills will be the lowest they have ever been.
Emphasis
has been placed on each student s process and writing
centres offering individual tutorial help have been
established.
(Wallace, 1992:1311)
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Because the program was open to many different types of graduates, when he was
looking for "a vehicle which would allow for an optimum learning environment" he
looked "immediately to what computer technology could offer".
We consider the introduction of communicative technology to
be of the utmost importance because it can reinforce a
see
sense of audience for their writing and they will
writing as something other than a drudgery.
(ibid)

Students who completed this program, which was conducted in an electronically based
writing centre, not only had the skills to cope with the demands of their own academic
writing, but were able to tutor beginning writers and some of them taught their own
writing classes.
Another large scale project was initiated by Kirsch (1990) at the City University of
New York to assess outstanding programs that incorporated computer technology into
first-year college writing classes. A commentary on this project was published in the
T.H.E. Journal

in 1990. The findings of the assessment are still preliminary but

certain findings are clear. The use of computers lowers anxiety and this appears to
have improved the standard of the writing. Students like using computers: they write
and revise more and feel better about themselves and their writing when they are using
computers as writing tools.
Certainly, if a significant effect of the use of this technology on writing is to cause a
change in the type of discourse we can expect from students, we need to look again at
the way we are using these new tools. Further research needs to be carried out into the
effects on the cognitive process due to the mechanical nature of the input. An
experiment using voice-recognition wordprocessing or pen-input devices would he
very illuminating. The research should now he concerned not merely with the
mechanical operation of wordprocessing but with the ways the computer can be used
with a range of software tools to aid all stages of the writing process; that is, to seek
and organise materials, to outline and plan, to compose and revise and to publish.
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2.5 Assessment of writing
Examination of empirical resexrch in any area requires an understanding of the
measurement procedures used in data collection. Measurement issues are particularly
problematic in investigation of complex, cognitive behaviours like writing. Bejar
(1988) made this observation:
Although the face validity of a writing sample is obvious,
obtaining a holistic score from a writing sample is subject
to a variety of influences that reduce the reliability of
the score and therefore also reduce its validity.
(Bejar, 1988:321)

In his opinion there are two major problems in using such a score as an indicator of
real skill" in writing. The first is the lack of inter-rater reliability and the second is the
writers response to the topic:
Is it not inconceivable that two individuals of equal
writing ability could obtain very different scores on an
essay because of their interests, or lack of, in the topic?
(Bejar, 1988:323)

Most of the published research into the effects of using a wordprocessor in writing
uses the holistic method of assessing writing quality. Because holistic scoring involves
several raters assessing a single written product, it results in an evaluation of a
student's complete written product which should reflect the full range of generating,
organising, composing and reviewing activities.
As with any measurement, reliability is a concern with holistic marking. Wilkinson et
al. (1980) not only endorse holistic scoring, but claim that analytical and holistic (or
impression) marking do not differ in reliability. It is also interesting to note that they
reported that using four independent markers required no more time or effort than that
required by one analytical marker.
McColly (1985:148) felt that there was a definite problem associated with the
evaluation of student writing. In part this is due to the uses that are made of that
evaluation.
When a judgement of level of writing ability is a factor in
the progress of students from one grade or ability level to
another, or from high school to college, the problem has
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its academic side, but its existence as a problem arises
more from its professional than from its academic aspect.
(McColly, 1985:148)

He concluded that if there was not such dramatic disagreement among English teachers
as to what good writing is and is not, then schools could pass on to universities
recommendations that a "particular student should enter a non-credit, remedial course".
To determine if there had in fact been a decline in the standard of writing of students
undertaking tertiary studies Nightingale et al. (1987) carried out a study of the writing
of first-year undergraduates in 1974 and 1984. They set out to "consider the quality of
writing rather than trying to judge the value of the papers' content as would a history
lecturer". They considered whether there was a clearly stated case in each essay which
was related to the topic. As well they considered whether there was a logical
progression of the argument and an adequate development of evidence supporting the
case. They also considered matters of style and structure, which included the overall
unity and coherence and the clarity of expression. Finally they considered usage and
mechanics.
These judgments merge into consideration of usage and
mechanics:
choice of and accurate use of words,
correctness and variety in sentence structure,
appropriateness of paragraphing, as well as correctness of
punctuation, spelling and so on.
(Nightingale et al., 1987:428)

Using a holistic approach, with a clearly defined scoring guide, they found in the
assessment of the scripts that there was no evidence of a significant decline in the
standards of the written expression of the subjects in the study.
Clanchy (1985) provided practical advice for lecturers who wished to help their
students. He spoke of "academics appalled and disheartened by current standards of
student literacy" (Clanchy, 1985:3). Because they feel that they are not there to teach
English, their only real influence on students' writing is at "the level of prescriptions or
injunctions scrawled across the bottom of essays" (ihid). By examining these
comments on hundreds of first-year university students' essays, Clanchy discovered
that there were four criteria, apart from content, on which essays were graded.
An essay should be clearly focussed on the set topic and
deal fully with the central concerns; it should be the
result of appropriately wide and critical reading; it
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should offer a reasoned argument; it should be competently
presented.
(Clanchy, 1985:3)

It is not sufficient, however, to merely grade and comment, because unless they know
what is expected, how will they ever learn! The approach in the Study Skills Unit at
the Australian National University, is to provide a bank of 'model' scripts which
"students may consult in order to gain a concrete understanding of what is required of
them" (Clanchy, 1985:4).
Most of the faculties at the Australian National University allow first-year students to
resubmit their first essays. Not only are they able to 'retrieve' their position, they have
learnt from their mistakes and are reassured that they are 'on target'.
The final point Clanchy makes is also very relevant to this study.
Research has shown that the effectiveness of feedback in
terms of changed future behaviour is directly related to
the speed and extent of explicit detail with which it is
received.
(Clanchy, 1985:4)

Students who receive essays back weeks after they were written, with broad sweeping
comments scrawled on them, 'are not being taught, merely graded" (ihid).
Withers (1987) put the case that there is a need to move from marking strategies to
assessment procedures, He began by reviewing the most common existing strategy.
"The 'marker selects the next piece in the pile, examines it carefully and passes
judgment on it. That judgment is recorded twice, once for the student and once for the
records". He felt that there was a need to remove students from "the confining
nineteenth century strategies based on percentages, competition and discipline based
courses" (Withers, 1987:18)
In 199() Lehmann published a study which considered the problems relating to the
assessment of essay-type answers. He was primarily concerned with the reliability of
measuring general writing achievement across a range of tasks. In a study of over
nearly 150() students, for whom there were two valid independent scores for four
different pieces of writing, Lehmann (1990:507) took as the basis of the consideration
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a general merit score which "combined overall impression marks and analytical
scores". The conclusions were:
There were no consistent differences between pairs of
raters, but there were differences between tasks: generally
writing achievement was measured less accurately for the
functional and argumentative tasks.
(Lehmann, 1990:506)

In a more recent study, Jackson (199 1:49) came to conclusions which were similar to
those reached by Clanchy. He found that not only do students not need extensive
annotation, but in fact the inverse applies. "For a neophyte writer the conclusion can
he more depressing than challenging or helpful" (Jackson. 1991:50). If students are to
he helped it must he while they are writing. Written comments on essays have very
little impact.
Much more conducive to learning is early intervention while
the writing is still in process
(Jackson, 1991:50)

His concludes that writing should he conceived as a learning process. By this self
discovery they will not only learn themselves but will he ahle to apply that knowledge
elsewhere. These conclusions relate very closely to the principles underlying this
study.
Norton (1990) in a study of almost 10() lirst-year psychology students, considered the
question as to what really counts in essay writing. Essays from students who
completed a questionnaire, were analysed and the six markers were also interviewed.
The results indicated that:
The amount of time spent on the essay, the number of books
used and the number of references cited, were all
strategies that led to higher essay marks.
(Norton, 1990:411)

It was an interesting conclusion that students felt that the most important criterion was
content, while the markers felt that it was the strength of the argument. Norton
(1990:435) concluded that even though this study was limited, the findings were
consistent enough to suggest several practical implications for making essay writing
and assessment strategies more effective. Markers need to make very explicit the
criteria they have used. They need to spend more time with students discussing essays
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before and after submission. Written and spoken comments should he positive and
supportive.
The final conclusion in reference to the actual assessment of essays, as distinct from
merely grading them, was very pertinent to the underlying purpose of this study; that
is, to see if appropriate intervention could improve written performance.
Tutors should perhaps consider whether it would be wise to
spend more time marking first year essays as assessment is
of such crucial importance at the start of students
academic careers.
(Norton, 1990:435)

Bourke and Holbrook (1989) examined the writing skills of three samples of
university students enrolled in English 1, Accounting I and the Diploma of Education
program. These skills were assessed using an English Skills Assessment Test,
designed for students completing Year 12, a detailed error checklist and holistic rating.
They concluded that:
It is considered that the error categories used to assess
the essay writing are the better measures for graduate
students and possibly also better measures of the English
language skills of tertiary students generally.
(Bourke and Holbrook, 1989:175)

Two other measures of essay writing were also taken. Holistic assessment was made
of paragraph construction and the overall essay. Markers were instructed to mark the
essays to approximate a forced normal distrihution, on a five-point scale: excellent,
good, average, pool., very poor. The mean score for the essay writing as a whole
indicated a score fractionally less than average. They felt that this holistic assessment
was, however, the most effective way of assessing more than basic skills of English
expression.
Their overall conclusions were very significant in terms of this study. They found that
the ESA test was more appropriate and reliable when used with tertiary students having
lower levels of English expression. Their

OWn

checklist appeared to he useful for

identifying errors in written expression. Guidelines for assisting students with specific
problems could be developed, but because the process "was very time consuming and
required considerable expertise in English expression, something more simple is
required for any wider use' (Bourke and Holbrook, 1989:177).
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The research reported in this section has attempted to establish what are the most
effective strategies to adopt to most etiectively assess students writing at this level.
There is no doubt that if we are to achieve the desired, and in many cases essential,
improvement in students' writing, this "assessment must become more student-centred
and non directive" (Norton, 199 1:436). A possible solution, could he the use of a
style and grammar checker.
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CHAPTER 3

METHODOLOGY

This chapter provides a detailed description of the procedures that were carried out and
explains, in chronological order, how they were accomplished. It concludes by
considering the anticipated Ii ndings.

3.1 Identification of the problem
Testing at the point of entry showed that over 3() per cent of the intake into the first year
of the teacher training prograin in the Faculty of Education at the Northern Territory
University would he likely to experience difficulty coping with normal written tasks,
let alone the requirements of academic writing at the tertiary level.

All students in the 1992 intake as part of the induction process attended a presemester
lecture which discussed an article by Vito Perrone entitled 'On Standardized Testing"
which they had been given to read and analyse. (Appendix 1). This article was
selected by the senior lecturer overseeing the induction process, because it was
considered by to he a typical example of the type and style of article that students would
encounter and he expected to analyse it and comment on it.

They were given a week to submit a paper of heiween 75() and IOU() words on the topic
"Discuss the advantages and disadvantages of educational testing of primary school
children".

These scripts were analytically assessed (Appendix 2) with a view to identifying
students who would have difficulty coping with the demands of academic writing in the
first-year program.

The two experienced markers took into consideration vocabulary, grammar and
spelling, referencing, organisation and content .Sc ripts were rated independently by
the markers on a six-point scale relating to ability to cope with the requirements of
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writing in the first year program. Examples of a good script which was considered to
he ahove average and a "weak' script which was considered to he below average have
been included. (See Appendix 4.)
Students with a rating of less than three were identified by this procedure as not
performing at such a level as to have a reasonable expectation of coping with the
demands of writing at tertiary level.
This exercise established that there was a problem which needed investigation. Even
though total numbers were down by over 5() per cent, the percentage of students not
performing at a minimum acceptable standard was roughly the same as in previous
years.
Of the 32 students who completed this task eight were identified as likely to have
extreme difficulty coping and a further tour would have difticulty because of specific
weaknesses. To address this situation, a module called "Wordprocessing and
Academic Writing" was included as part of an existing, compulsory "Computer
Awareness" unit.

3.2 Research question restated
The following research question was investigated: Will there be a significant
improvement in the written perlormance, as holistically assessed by experienced
markers, of subjects who use a style and grammar checker as they wordprocess their
work?

3.3 Subjects
Subjects were students enrolled in the first year of the Diploma of Teaching program in
the Faculty of Education at the Northern Territory University in Darwin. Of the 32
who completed the presemester screening, only 25 completed the pre-test and post-test
writing exerecise. There were 21 females and four males. Of the 21 tmales, seven
came from non-English-speaking hackgrounds. Only 16 of subjects were school
leavers in 1991. Five were recent school leavers and tour were mature age students.
Two ot these had completed Year l() only, one Year 11 and one Year 12 H.S.C.
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Eight of the subjects had passed Year 12 P.E. English, 11 had passed Year 12 S.A.S.
and three had passed Year 12 H.S.C. This meant that nearly 90 per cent had
satisfactorily completed a Year 12 English course.

3.4 Research plan
Because of the small size of the total group (N=25), the sample could not he divided
into two groups as had been originally planned. The decision was made to consider it
as a single group and change the research design and hypothesis accordingly.
The purpose of this study was to examine the effects of the use of idea-processing
tools on the written performance of students in the first year of a teacher training
program.
Idea-processing tools are considered to he those sottware tools which assist writers in
all stages of the writing process. They are used in the organisation of ideas at the start
of the composition process to assist in the structuring, linking and development of
those ideas to form a coherent discourse. They are then used in the revision process
which concentrates on the macro-leatures of the writing. Finally they are used to focus
on micro-features of grammar and style.
The latest version of the wordprocessing package, Word 5, which was available to
students on a local area network, has a range of these tools. Because of the shortness
of the research period, the relatively simple nature of the written assignments and the
lack of supportive evidence for the effectiveness of outlining tools, the outlining feature
of Word 5 was not used. Students became familiar with the use of the spellchecker and
the thesaurus, but concentrated mainly on the use of the style and grammar checker.
The null hypothesis was that students with helow-average written performance, as
assessed analytically by experienced markers, would show no significant improvement
in their written performance if they used the style and grammar checker as they
wordprocessed their work.
From the results of other studies and from personal experience with similar groups of
students, using computers for writing, the experimenter was contident that there would
he an improvement in the written performance of all the subjects. Because of the high
4

percentage of students identiled in the presemester screening exercise as having
specific weaknesses in the surface, or mechanical, aspects of their writing, spelling,
punctuation and grammar, it was anticipated that the use of this specific on-line tool,
would have significant benefits.
The basis for acceptance or rejection of the null hypothesis is outlined in the
accompanying decision table. Given that eight of the subjects (or 32 per cent of the
group) had been identified as not performing at a minimum acceptable standard, it was
determined that if three of them reached a minimum acceptable standard, a significant
improvement would he deemed to have occurred and the null hypothesis would be
rejected.

Table 1 Decision table for rejection of the null hypothesis
Reject

Accept

If the intervention has resulted in a

If the intervention has not resulted in a

significant

significant

improvement

in

improvement

in

performance; that is, no more than five

performance; that is, more than five of

of the subjects (20 per cent of the

the subjects (20 per cent of the sample)

sample) are performing below the

are still performing below the minimum

minimum acceptable standard.

acceptable standard.

3.5 Methodology
The methodology used was a combination of quantitative measures to compare pre-test
and post-test scores and qualitative research techniques including participant
observation, interviews and questionnaires.
3.5.1 Pilot Study
The researcher spoke to all the students in the Diploma of Teaching program and
outlined the proposed project. Ten volunteers participated in the study which was
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carried out over a ten-week period. All of the subjects were females and the majority
of them were from non-English-speaking backgrounds. All of the ten subjects had
satisfactorily completed Year 12 English.
From examination of written work submitted by subjects and the results from a
Language Usage Test administered at the start, the researcher found that most of the
subjects were not proficient in the mechanics of punctuation, spelling or grammar,
such as correct tense or subject-verb agreement.
Results from pilot study
Pre-test and post-test scores are shown in Table 2.
Table 2 Pre-test and post-test scot-es

Pre-test
11
7
6
13
7
11
8
16
1
12
9

Post-test
14
11
11
16
12
15
11
19
15
13

Gain
3
4
5
3
5
4
3
3
3
4

The mean score had risen from less than l() to more than 13. This represented a shift
from the 50th percentile to the 70th percentile.
Using a one-tailed t-test for a single group, because it was expected that there would be
improvement, obtained a result with a probability value of p=A1355 which was less
than the p=.05 level set. The null hypothesis, that there would he no significant
improvement, was therefore rejected.
Because of the small numbers involved and the shortness of the intervention period,
findings from the study can not he generalised but they do indicate that if there was
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appropriate intervention, it was probable that there could he significant improvement in
the language expression of subjects who had specific problems.

3.5.2 Research Procedure
The scripts of all students in the intake who participated in the presemester exercise
were reviewed individually and diagnostic observations conveyed to the students.
Students identified in this initial screening as not performing at a satisfactory level were
not identified as such and received the same lecturer-directed instruction in relation to
computers and the writing process as the rest of the students. Instruction was not
given in reference to specitc aspects of students' writing but assistance was given in
interpreting advice given by the style and grammar checker.
The following is an example of the help provided. When the sentence "The use of
computers in the writing process have many advantages" was analysed the words 'use'
and 'have' were highlighted: the advice given was to suggest considering using 'has'
instead of 'have'. When an explanation was sought the user was told that subject and
verb must agree in person and number and gave these examples.
1st person singular I am
2nd person singular You are
3rd person singular he/she/it is
The purpose of using the wordprocessor and idea-processing tools was not to eliminate
the need for teacher-directed instruction in the writing process but to evaluate the
effectiveness of the style and grammar checker in improving students' written
performance.
After all subjects had satisfactorily completed an introductory wordprocessing module
the presemester scripts were wordprocessed verbatim during a one-hour session. The
presemester exercise was repeated at the end of the experimental period with the topic
being "Computers and Writing.
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During the six-week instructional period the subjects spent approximately 10 hours
using the wordprocessor and the style and grammar checker. They were given a
lecture on process writing and computers and helped with the use of the style and
grammar checker, but were not given any assistance with their actual writing. A
summary of this lecture is shown in Appendix 3.
Both sets of scripts were assessed at the end of the experimental period by two
independent and experienced markers who assessed the scripts holistically on a sixpoint, critenon-referenced scale relating to ability to he able to cope with the demands
of expository writing at this level. (See Appendix 5.)
Scripts were graded independently from 1 to 10. Subjects for whom there was a
variation of more than one in the two grades had their scripts assessed by a third
marker. The two scores were averaged to provide the tinal mark: where three markers
were used, the discrepant score was omitted.

3.5.3

Establishiiient of inter-rater reliability

The two assessors employed to rate the scripts were both experienced teachers of
Senior School English and one was the Year 12 Moderator. The experimenter
discussed with the assessors the criteria they would use in identifying those students
whose writing perfonnance was below that required to have a reasonable expectation of
coping with the demands of academic writing at the tertiary level.
A set of six sample scripts, not Irom suhjects in the experiment, was given to each of
the assessors. This was to establish the degree of inter-rater reliability and to gauge an
estimate of the time required to assess a full set of 25 scripts. Scripts were graded
independently from 1 to 10. In no case was there a vanation of more than two.
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Table 3 Inter-rater reliability
Subject
1
2
3
4
5
6

Rater I
8
5
4
6
3
5

Rater 2
9
5
5
4
2
5

Inter-rater reliability, as measured by Pearson's r, was a satisfactory r = .9. This
confirmed the high colTelation between the raters.
The students with scores less than 5 were identified by this procedure as not
performing at such a level as to have a reasonable expectation of coping with the
demands of academic writing at tertiary level.

3.5.4

The single-group design

Subjects in this group used a variety of idea-processing tools in the planning,
construction and editing of their texts. Until this year there had not been available a
specific package which could he used to carry out all of these tasks. Subjects had
access to Word 5, which contains an integrated outliner, thesaurus, spellchecker and
style and grammar checker. They did not use the outliner because research studies
(Hunter, 1989; Gambell, 1991, Landau; 1992) had shown these to he of limited value
to low-performance writers.
All subjects in the group (n=25) received the same treatment, or overt intervention in
the form of teacher-directed instruction in the writing process as it related to process
writing and wordprocessing. They were assisted at the computer: help was not given
in reference to specific aspects of students' writing but assistance was given in
interpreting advice given by the style and grammar checker.

3.5.6

Establishing validity and reliability

Kaplan (1964), in reference to research, defines validity as that measurement which
"measures what it purports to measure" (p. 198). This means that it does what it
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claims to do. By establishing validity the researcher is striving to reduce or minimise
the chance of error.
Validity, in a word, demands that the measurement be
relatively free of error. The error of a measurement is
itself a measure of our failure to achieve what we aspired
to: validity is a matter of the scientific significance of
our aspiration.
(Kaplan, 1964:199)

In this study the concern was with establishing internal validity. The researcher was
concerned with the issue of whether the experimental treatment did in fact make a
significant difference in this specific experimental situation. The external validity,
which refers to whether these demonstrable effects can be generalised to other
populations or settings, would have to be tested in a wider study.
By using the in-built text-analysis feature of Word 5 the researcher was able to
establish face validity because the program consistently gave the same analytic rating
for the sample scripts. The problem here was to judge the writing ability of the
subjects on the basis of holistic assessment of essays. McColly (1970) in reference to
the judging of writing ability concluded that:
Essay tests are the only valid measure, but to make them as
reliable and as valid as possible requires that attention
be given to a number of sources of error.
(McColly, 1970:147)

The following procedures were adopted to control three possible sources of error.
Because the performance of an individual subject can vary from task to task, the first
step was to ensure that the task given and the conditions under which it was
undertaken, were as similar as possible. The second was to address the issue of lack of
inter-rater reliability by increasing the competence of the raters by conducting a prerating assessment SeSSion. The obtained coefficient of the two raters could be taken as
a reflection of their competence as assessors. The third was to ensure that the actual
validity of the assessment itself: the validity of holistic rating has been established
because ratings f o r specific tactors tend to collapse entirely into a single rating through
the halo effect' (McColley, 1970:147). The final strategy was to remove the possible
error caused by the appearance of the essay itself. All scripts were wordprocessed and
printed with the same bonTlat, fonts and layout and using the same printer.
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3.6 Collection and analysis of data
Participants in the study were given a questionnaire (see Appendix 5) at the start to
determine their feelings and attitudes towards computers and writing and their own
assessment of their strengths and weaknesses. This procedure was repeated at the end
of the study. Records were kept of comments made by subjects and observations by
the experimenter.
Data collected from the assessment of the pre-test and post-test writing tasks were
tabled in the following way: (See Appendix 6.)
Subject Number

Pre-test Score

Post-test Score

Effect Score

A variety of statistical procedures were carried out to establish if the null hypothesis
should he rejected; that is, to determine whether or not there had been a significant
improvement (p< 0.05) in the written perlormance of the subjects. The tests included
Students t-test, Inter-rater reliability correlations and Spearman's rank-order
correlation.
3.7 Limitations of the study
An informal survey conducted at the start of the unit indicated that over half the group
had only limited wordprocessing skills. Because of this it was considered that the
subjects would need more time than anticipated to become competent in the use of a
sophisticated package like Word 5. As a result the decision was made to concentrate on
the Style and Grammar Checker. Even though the study was carried out in the module
called Computers and Writing, subjects were encouraged to use the package in their
other subjects. The study itself only extended over ten of the 13 weeks in the semesterlength unit, Computer Awareness.
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3.9 Anticipated findings
It was expected from previous studies that there would he a significant improvement in
the written performance of subjects who were able to wordprocess their work
effectively. The purpose of this study was to see if there was a significant extra
improvement in the performance of subjects who used this particular idea processing
tool. If this were so then the null hypothesis could he rejected.
It was expected that the written performance of the subjects would have improved
sufficiently for them to have a reasonable expectation of being able to cope with the
demands of expository writing at this level.
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CHAPTER 4
COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS OF DATA
This chapter describes the collection and analysis of the data collected before, during
and after the study. The research question is tested against the results. Anecdotal
information is included to shed further light on the interpretation of the findings.

4.1 Collection of data
A questionnaire (see Appendix 6.) was given at the end of the study, to gauge an
indication of the subjects feelings and attitudes towards computers and writing and
their own assessment of their strengths and weaknesses. To make the research as
naturalistic as possible the questionnaires were distributed after the post-test essay had
been submitted, but before they had been marked Students were asked to include their
student numbers but the questionnaires were not looked at before the post-test scripts
were returned. The questionnaires were distributed and completed by students during
the final lecture. All subjects in the study returned their questionnaires.
As well students were invited to submit anonymously a brief commentary on the value
and effectiveness of the module. Over 9() per cent responded Records were kept of
comments made by suhjects and observations by the experimenter and the assessors.
A detailed listing of subjects in the study is shown in Appendix 7. The subjects are
listed in alphabetical order. They were not identified in any other way.
Assessments of pre-test and post-test scripts were recorded as each set of scripts was
marked. This information is summarised in Table 4.
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Table 4 Study pre-test and post-test scores

Subject
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25

Pre-test Final Score
5
4
5
5.5
5
8
3
4
3.5
6
5
6.5
5.5
6
4
5
3
6.5
4.5
5.5
5
3.5
6
7
7

Post-test Final Score
5
5.5
6
6
6
8.5
3.5
4
5
6.5
5.5
7.5
5.5
6.5
4
5.5
3
7.5
5
7
6
5.5
7.5
7.5
1
8
1

4.2 Analysis of data
The Pearson correlation coefficient, r, is a measure of the reliability of the test
instrument and of the correlation of the pre-test and post-test data. In an experiment of
this kind it was expected that the results would improve after the treatment was
completed. The Pearson r is a measure of the consistency of the results. The Pearson
r in this case, with a probability level of p = .0001, was .9, indicating a high measure
of correlation.
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Figure 1 Correlation of pre-test and post-test scores

Count

Covai-iance

Correlation

25

1.7

.9

I R-squared

.8

Results from the Spearman Rank Order statistical test of correlation also confirmed this
high degree of reliability.
The research question asked was "Will there he a significant improvement in the written
performance, as holistically assessed by experienced markers, of subjects who use a
style and grammar checker as they wordprocess their work!
To answer this question a one-group t-test was conducted to establish whether the
sample mean for the gain effect of the treatment represented a real gain in performance
or was just a chance fluctuation from a mean of().
Using a one-tailed t-test for a single group, because it was expected that there would be
improvement, resulted in a finding with a probability of p = .0001. This meant that the
null hypothesis could he rejected, and that the research question was answered in the
affirmative and significant! y so.
Figure 2 One-sample t-test
One Sample t-Test Xi: Effect
DF:
24

Sample Mean:

Pop. Mean:

t Value:

Prob. (1-tail):

1.8

10

15.4

1.0001

Having set the probability level at the

.05

significance level, it can he assumed that the

mean effect score of .8 does represent a real positive difference. The conclusion is that
the treatment, in this case the use of the style and grammar checker, was effective in
raising the written performance of the sample group.
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One of the questions in the questionnaire (Appendix 5) completed by all subjects at the
conclusion of the experiment, related to their perception of the value of the use of the
Style and Grammar Checker. Figure 5, shown below, indicates the results of the
analysis of the data. The scale used ranged from 1 (no value at all) to 5 (invaluable).
As the table shows, nearly 25 per cent felt it was of very little use. The mean overall
rating of 3.4 indicated that the majority of the subjects felt that it was of some value.
Figure 3 Perceived value of style and grammar checker
Histogram of X1 Grammar
9
8
7
6
—5

0 Grammar

0

3
2

2 2.5 3 3.5 4 4.5 5 5.5 6 6.5
Grammar

It was interesting that the mean rating for the eight subjects with the highest scores in
the post-test assessment was only 2.5. For the eight subjects with the lowest
assessment scores the mean rating was 3.5, but for the four subjects who had
improved to reach a minimum acceptable standard, the mean rating was 4.5. It is
possible that subjects' perception of the value was related to the improvement they
perceived in their own writing
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CHAPTER 5
FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE STUDY
This chapter summarises the purpose and procedures of the study and presents
conclusions based on the findings from the result of the analysis of data presented in
Chapter 4. The conclusions are discussed and suggestions for the modification of the
module on computers and academic writing are given. Finally a brief comment is made
on suggestions for further research.

5.1 Findings
The calculation of the effect size of the treatment gave a figure of almost twice the U.S.
Governments determined figure of .25 as being educationally significant. By their
definition, as cited by Rohlyer (19:), an effect size of .25, corresponds to about
two months' progress in terms ot grade equivalents or about the 60th percentile.
On the basis of the pre-test scores, eight students, with scores of less than 5, were
deemed as not performing at a Minimum Acceptable Standard. At the conclusion of the
study only four subjects were deemed as not performing at a Minimum Acceptable
Standard. But two of these, whose writing was scored at 5, that is a bare pass, were
considered to still he at risk. Although the mean score had risen by .7 from 5.2 to 5.9,
which represents almost a 15 per cent gain and a shift from the 50th percentile to the
65th percentile, this meant that the mean score was still only considered to he
marginally satisfactory; that is, it was in the hare pass or minimum acceptable standard
range.
No suhjects had shown a decrease in performance, but five had shown no
improvement and ten subjects had improved by .5; that is by less than the increase in
the mean score. Ten subjects had improved by at least one point on the scale; that is,
by more than the difference in the means.
When the results were considered by looking at the effect upon subjects considered to
he below average, that is with pre-test scores of less than 5, the mean increase was .7.
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For the average subjects, that is with pre-test scores of less than 6, the mean increase
was only .6. For the above average subjects, that is those with pre-test scores of 6 or
more, the mean increase was .8.
These findings would suggest that the style and grammar checker is of most value to
writers who are able to take most advantage of the help and advice given by the
program.
It was obvious from the findings that even though there was a significant improvement
in the written performance of four of the eight subjects, who had been identified as not
performing at a Minimum Acceptable Standard, Style and Grammar checkers are not on
their own a solution to the perceived and very real literacy problems facing students
embarking upon their teacher training programs which require for success a satisfactory
performance in the area of academic writing perfonnance.
It was disturbing to find that of the eight subjects identified as not performing at a
minimum acceptable standard, all except one had ohtained at least a C grade in Year 12
S.A.S. English.
5.1.1 Comments by subjects
The following comments are representative ones trom the module evaluation survey
conducted at the end of the study.
More time needs to be spent on this grammar checker. It
needs a lot of time spent on it because a lot of people
didn't learn about grammar in schools.
The grammar checker has made me look at my sentence
structure which obviously needed looking at.
The module was of great value to me, and people like me,
who knew nothing about computers before.
Every essay I
have done, was done on the computer and checked with the
grammar checker .
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5.1.2 Comments by assessors
The following selection of comments indicates points that the assessors chose to
highlight.
I was appalled and dismayed by many of the scripts in the
first batch I marked. Some of them would not have passed
at Year 10 level. The overall quality of the second batch
was better. Most had a clearer idea of the topic and many
organised material more effectively.
The number of scripts with appalling surface errors
definitely decreased. In many cases students demonstrated
sound sentence structure but this did not accompany an
improvement in their ability to think clearly.
Writing fluency broke down when there was a shift from
reporting to discussion as they didn't seem to be able to
distance themselves sufficiently.
The weaker students
tended to list rather than discuss.

5.2 Conclusions
Ragsdale( 1991: 161) concluded:
Training students so that they will have the knowledge to
use a tool is not the same as educating them so that they
will have the wisdom to apply the tool.
(Ragsdale, 1991:161)

He argued the case that technology can sometimes give us a false sense of knowing or
understanding. He felt that students were not always accomplishing what these
computer-based tools could enable them to do. Just as this researcher found, Ragsdale
(1991) observed that students felt more confident when they were using these tools,
even when their performance did not match their Own expectations.
There is no doubt that Wallace (1992:1313) was correct when he said "the use of
computer technology in the training of academic writers is here to stay". But his
conclusions must also he considered.
We, as educators, must not, however, fall into the trap of
simply applying technology because it is present and
available.
Instead we must develop programs which ignore
traditional means of transmitting education to traditional
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students and revise our thinking and philosophies about
technology and its place in learning and teaching.
(Wallace, 1992:1313)

As indicated earlier, because of the small numbers involved and the shortness of the
intervention period, findings from this study can not he generalised to apply to the
academic writing performance of all students at the tertiary level. They do indicate that
if there was appropriate intervention, it was probable that there would be significant
improvement in the language performance of subjects who had specific problems.
There is sufficient evidence from this research and others cited, to conclude that
computer-based writing aids like the style and grammar checker have a significant and
vital role in helping all students cope with the demands of academic writing at the
tertiary level. Because of their interactive, non-threatening and supportive nature, such
tools would appear to he ideal for students who may encounter special difficulties
because of their ethnic or academic background.
Because writing is a dynamic process, the concept of revision as invention becomes a
natural part of the writing process. Writers are able to return to their work and, with
the help of the style and grammar checker, carry out a process of self discovery and
make changes where they consider them appropriate.
The students in this study felt, as Hyland (1990:339) found, that the use of this tool led
to "more succinct expression and stimulated self analysis and appropriate
modifications". By using the text analysis feature of the style and grammar checker,
they became more aware of the readability of their writing and made efforts to modify it
where necessary to make their communication more effective. They were able to
identify the long complex sentences, the profusion of polysyllabic words and cliches:
all of which mar academic writing.
5.3 Future research
Montague's conclusions (1990: 17) have particular significance for plans to establish a
dedicated corn puter-hased learning environment.
Research in C . A.C. and writing process instruction provides
insight into the multiple ways the computer tacilitates
writing processes for students. Research shows the pairing
of C . A.C. with writing process instruction improves the
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quality and quantity of writing and provides direction for
the creation of an effective computer writing environment.
(Montague, 1990:17)

It would he interesting to investigate the impact of other computer-based aids on other
stages of the writing process. Will they he of the same benefit in the prewriting and
planning stages? Or will we find like l-luffmann and Golherg (1987:173) that "the
further away from the computer, the better the inspiration".
Research needs to he carried out into the impact of integrated writing instruction
packages like Wreschs Writer's Helper, which provides instruction and assistance in
the prewriting, drafting and revision stages.
The researcher in particular would like to continue this study with the group who had
been identified as performing at below a minimum acceptable standard. It would be
interesting and very rewarding to adopt a case study approach with the subjects in this
group over the last two years of their Diploma of Teaching program. The study would
examine the effects of a range of idea-processing tools on their academic writing
performance in all of their units.
In would also he rewarding to carry out a comparative study of the impact of such tools
on the writing performance of students in other faculties and areas. Of particular
interest would he students in the Access Centre and the Centre for Aboriginal and
Islander Studies.
Of personal interest to this researcher would he a study of the effect on writers of above
average ability, but whose writing per ormance was below average. It is possible that
these students could he the ones who would gain the most benefit from the use of
these tools.
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PRESEMESTER ASSESSMENT SHEET
Script number:_

Analytic Essay Assessment
Broad Descriptor
Factor

competent a. average

v. weak weak
1

2

3

4

well above av
5

Content
Organisation
Mechanics
Word Use
Total Score:

Adjusted final score:

NOTES FOR MARKERS
You have to rate each these aspects as 1,2,3,4 or 5, add these ratings to give a total
score out of 20 and then divide this score by 2 to give the adjusted final score from
0-10.
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MARKING SCHEME FOR SCRIPTS AND ADVICE FOR MARKERS
Criterion Based Essay Assessment
Broad
Descriptor

Grading
1-10

Script number:____

Approx % General Criteria
of scripts

Content Criteria

well below average 1-2 up to 517v

not a real response to the
question asked: short:
disorganised: plagiarised

below average

3-4

up to 10170

some attempt to answer
some facts: often
the question: serious errors opinions only: few
or omissions: unorganised logical connections

bare pass

5-6

up to 40%

answers the topic: minimum
of errors & omissions:
dependent on sources:
routine di scussi on

facts and opinions
presented suggests
some knowledge &
understanding of the
topic

above average

7-8

up to 3017c

some attempt at analysis &
synthesis of ideas: ordered
& logical: sense of personal
involvement

content presented is
accurate & relevant:
topic viewed as a
whole

9

up to 15%

no errors, no omissions:
structure & level of
literate with style: balanced discussion of relevant
criticism and evaluation:
content is controlled,
conceived as a whole &
balanced & mature
successfully presented

well above average

random facts: ideas
not substantiated.

A Special Category
outstanding

10

1-217(,

worthy of publication to
other undergraduates as a
contribution to their
know ledge

content far beyond
expectation for
undergraduates

NOTES FOR MARKERS
You have to assume that students references and comments about the topic are correct. You
are therefore only assessing their ability to write effectively at this leveL
Recent research studies have shown that holistic assessment of writing by experienced markers
is not only as reliable as analytic assessment but also much less time consuming.

80

Computers and Language in Primary Schools
Motivation from using computers
Computer use in the language area is aimed at improving the language ability of
The
students, not the development of computing skills or understandings.
a resource which appears to have an intrinsic
computer should he seen as
This motivation encourages students to
chidren.
most
to
appeal
motivational
keep on task longer and so develop skills. By blowing a story through to the
publication stage they develop confidence in their ability to produce written
work of an acceptable standard.
This development occurs through the re-drafting and re-writing, but it is these
activities that students find tedious and time consuming. Using a wordprocessor
can overcome this problem and also ensure a higher quality publication at the
end. Children who have completed stories tend to learn from the experience and
are better at the first attempt next time. Teachers also note that there is also a
significant boost to their confidence and self esteem.

Wordprocessing and Process writing
Whenwriiing the flow of ideas is not always consistent nor is the first attempt to
Authors always use a number of rewrites to complete a
express them the best.
is a process in which participants in the process learn
writing
Process
story.
After a topic is determined students work on
ation.
comunic
the skills of written
their first draft by first considering primarily ideas and sequencing. After this
The final
draft is completed it is 'revisited" and appropriate changes are made.
on the
ment
improve
an
one
each
drafts,
of
series
a
through
up
built
version is
previous one.
If these drafts are made on paper. this can require a number of rewrites of the
same material when very little change is made to the original. When using a
wordproceesor children can easily alter the story to account for changes in
ideas or better expression, without the time needed to rewrite all sections that
are already satisfactory.
In schools because access time to computers is limited, it is a waste of a valuable
resource to have children sitting at computers, thinking about what they will
write, while others wait to use the computer. When the first draft is done on
paper and then wordprocessed, not only is time saved, but this reinforces the
During the
idea of planning and rewriting draft copies of the written material.
transfer of text to the computer many erors are corrected and changes made.
The material can then he printed with double line spacing and used as a draft
for further editing. Changes made on the paper can then be made to the
This editing can continue through a series of conferences
computer copy.
depending on the need and the intended audience until the writer is satisfied.
Not every piece of written work will he taken through to the publication stage,
but the expectation should he that some material will he.
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Writing as a complex cognitive task
writing process, but all models
There is no universally accepted modet of the
culmination of a number of
the
is
that are used recognize that written text
ways. The four most common
distinct activities which interact in complex
, writing or composing and
activities are prewriting or generating, organizing
editing or revising.

A Model Framework
by Dr Bill Hunter from the
The framework which we will use was developed
that this model is unique or
claim
not
University of Calgary in Canada. He does
His
res of other models.
featu
on
definitive but it does encnmpass the comm
ities,
activ
ed
relat
inter
tour
of
framework describes writing as consisting
generating, organising. composing and revising.

Generate

kieas generated torm a loose network.
Some reiationsnips may be identified.

Organize

All reiationsntps are identilied
Ideas form a heirarcny.

LJ—eaHdea5

Ljdea 21
gdea8

i

ea\

Heag1

_

IKE
Idea

[idea7l

CQmpose

Heirarchy is transformed into a
linear sequence of text.

Idea S

Idea.]

Idea 6

—4Idea 4

I—[i

Idea IJ'—OdeJ_1

Revise

Sections of t ext representing ideas
may be moved.

1iI Id1 I Idea 4 I Ldea sll
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SAMPLES OF GOOD AND WEAK SCRIPTS
Dlscuss the Advantages and DlsodvontaUes of testing"
From time to time people have token different view points to
o very debatable topic. Should Standardized testing be carried
out on school children." There are different points to testing
as to wether it Is good or bad for schools, teachers and most
importantly the children.
There is a strong belief that testing maintains the standards
in schools as it provides functional feed back from English and
moths. You can see where students are up to and whether
they need extra help in either maths of English. The tests also
might reveal an above student, this student should then be
looked at and see if there is a higher class to go into.
When tests are finished they may decide to publicize the
results. Which provides performance indicators in English and
maths for public hearing. This may make the parents of the
children aware and if they need help the parents could also
help.
There is also the thought that II no-one is looking over the
shoulder of the teacher they may tend to slacken off with
testing the teachers are always being watched over by there
teaching methods.
The arguments against testing is spilt tip Into sections: the
children and the teachers.
The teachers may end up teaching to the test instead of the
curriculum. There for the students would not have as vast
knowledge of education as they should have.
The effects on the children could be devasting. the children
who dont go well may see themselves as failures, it could
lower their self-esteem and this could also lead to labeling o f
the children which could not do anything positive for them.

As there is different view points some soy id can only raise
standards. Then you could also ask yourself what can be tested
with a pen and paper test. Then ask ourselves how highly do
we value artistic, social, and physical values in our society.

dvontage and Disadvantages of Educational or Standardised
Testing in Primary Schools.
"Standardised Testing" is set for young children to help
decide kindergarten entry, advancement, continuation and
placement in special classes. Thus allowing the schools,
students and teachers to be identified according to the
results.
The Educational Testing and rleasurement book indicates
that, The purpose of testing is to collect objective
information that may be used in conjunction with
subjective information to make better educational
decisions."
Firstly, I will discuss the advantages of "Standardised
Testing." This means parents and the public will be
informed thoroughly about the students progress. The
scores will be advertised in newspapers, which will no
doubt attract the attention of real estate brokers,
especially where the scores are relatively high in that
particular district.
It was found in 1965, that the tests became inexpensive,
therefore being used more frequently to determine students
abilities. This come with a demanding increase in state
schools. Not only was "Standardised Testing" inexpensive, it
helped measure the physical, social and environmental
aspects of children. This meant they were learning and
being taught more than just the theory side of schooling.
Decisions about selection, placement, counselling and
guidance, programmes and curriculum and administration
are usually made by administrators or specialists other
than the classroom teacher.
Such decisions are usually based on information obtained
from'Standardised Testing". The teachers are often
responsible for educational decision making, such as
everyday instructional decisions, grading decisions, and
diagnostic decisions. These decisions are often based, or
ought to be based, on information obtained from teachermade tests.
Tom Kubiszyn and Gary Borich state that, A good working
knowledge and understanding of testing and measurement is

no longer just a useful skill in education, but one that is
necessary for survival.
As I approach the disadvantages of Standardised Testing<
it leaves me a lot to consider. It has been known that tests
label students as incompetent and failures. This is
devastating as it usually results in increased pressure and
lowered self-esteem. The students who are labelled and
pushed aside, so to speak, never really learn much more as
teachers spend inordinate amounts of time teaching to the
test and not the curriculum. This is where Standardised
Testing has an effect on teachers, too.
Children who are tested in regard to entry into
kindergarten, are growing rapidly. Their knowledge is
increasing each day. It leaves me feeling very confused as I
wonder how they will be tested and by what means. I once
read a book in which people had their weight and height
measured with apples and elastic, respectively. This, I
believe, is impossible as we go from country to country,
apples very in size and shape and elastic stretches further
than others.
In the Northern Tern tory, students are tested in Year 5
(aged 10) and Year 7 (aged 12), and this is how the core
curriculum is expected to operate. Like apples and elastic,
the core curriculum varies in other states and countries.
The cost of testing is enormous. The money is spent
unnecessanly, disallowing new books to be purchased, no
expansions or newly built classrooms, and worst of all no
more new information for students. We also have to
consider whether the markers of tests can be unreliable,
just as the tests themselves can.
According to Vito Perrone, the test results never come back
until several months later, so this is of little use, and
leaves students and teachers in the dark.
It is believed test data is never is 100 accurate. So,"it is
time for teachers, school administrators and parents to say
more forcefully than ever that testing and its uses in the
pnmary years must be brought to an end and reduced in
frequency thereafter, as Vito Perrone tells us.

Motivation Is said to be an essential part to anyone's learning.
The computer has said to highly motivate the students to
write stories on the computer. The children have said to enjoy
writing on the computer. I believe this to be true. Just
thinkina back to when I was In Primary School and we used to
use the computers, I used to love going. No matter what we
were going to be doing on them I could have sat there for ages
and worked on them.
One of the major advantages I believe that word processing
has would have to be the editing process, which could be
referred to as a 'tidying up' process. The people making
corrections can delete, add or rearrange parts of the text until
he/she is satisfied with the result. Though I think something
that shduld be pointed out is that a word processor should be
used as to tool to aid children in their writing, not as a
substitute for the paper and pencil.
The best feature of the word processor is the editing. The
writer can edit his/her text during the writing process
without having to worry about a messy page. You can correct
and re-correct a page as many times as you like without
having to make one single mark on your work. For untidy
people using a word processor would have to be the best thing
since sl1ced breadS. The writer can store the work for as long
as they wish, make multiply copies, the choices are endless.
The presentation of the person's work would Improve lOO?,
and in the eyes of a lecture Vm sure this would be a lot better
and more pleasing to mark.
A question that should be confronted by teachers in teaching
word processing to young children is whether children are not
suffering overexposure to electronic stimulation, particular
those who are already exposed to television at home for three
(Australian Computer Education
to four hours a day.
Conference 1985: 102). This could not possible be any good for
a child in this position, and thinking back to when I was
younger I would have easily watched that much television.

I

For some people tflelr writing could become more fluent. They
e
would be able to type quicker then they can write, so henc
their work will get down on paper quicker. This could also be
ly
a major disadvantage for some people who cant type quick
and rind they Just cannot use a computer. I think in this
to
Instance the person would probably be better of f sticking
of
paper and pencil. Though with the greatly increasing use
computers, children are know starting off earlier so I feel the
problem of people not knowing or understanding a computer
will quickly be vanishing
gI
As the numbers one occupation in the classroom is writin
is a
feel that, for most children the use of word processors
great asset to there writing abilities. If computers are
introduced children will be able to produce more work and
is
hopefully at a better quality. If some of the disadvantage
nt
overcome (and Im sure they can be) then in the near dista
future who knows what will be happening.

L.A.'

There is increasing debate about the use of word processors in
schools particularly primary schools. Is the early introduction
of worfl processing to students necessary, and beneficial to
-

them? Does word processing facilitate the writing process?
Many researchers believe that word processing motivates and
improves students writing, but is this real]yso?

Without a doubt, technology is expanding rapidly, and computers
are here to stay. 8ecause of the prevalence of computers in
society, parents and teachers alike, have a very real concern that
children will need to be skilled at using computers to compete
f or the increasing scarcity of jobs.'
Use of word processing in
the classroom can both prepare students for its use in the
workplace and be used to assist with school work.
Throughout a student's life at school, the most time consuming
activity undertaken is writing. Every subject tackled, consists
of writing in some way. Students often regard the standard pen
and pape( technique of writing as a laborious task. The main
objection of handwritten work is having to write out new, drafts
each time a new idea is obtained.3 This can lead to a student not
including relevant information in a piece or writing. because the

work would have to be completely rewritten. Word processing
can alleviate this problem considerably, as ideas can be typed in
immediately, as the student thinks of them. Work can be edited
easily on a word processor. Paragraphs, sentences and words are
simply added or deleted, eliminating the need for rewriting slabs

of work by hand.
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Research has shown that students'

generally increases in
length, becomes qualitatively better, more descriptive and
syntactically structured when using a word processor in lieu of
Work

handw ri ti ng.4
The fact that students' writing becomes longer could be due to
two reasons. Either the word processor has succeeded in
increasing students fluency and writing ability, or students have
detected the word count feature of the word processor. I believe
the latter reason is probably true in most cases. 5ecause word
processors count the number of words used in a given piece of
writing, students often develop a fixation with truing to achieve
A word
a larger word count than their fellow classmates.5
processor counts both a two-letter word and a ten-letter word
as one, so students may actually use many shorter words, rather
that extend their knowledge and use larger words, just to obtain
a higher Thumber". Thererore, when assessing students' work the
focus should be on quality rather than quantity.
How does the quality of students' work improve when using a
word processor? tiang word processing packages contain
spelling and grammar checks, which highlight errors in writing.
These features appear to help students identify and focus on
problem areas, enabling them to remember these errors in the
future. "The system actually teaches spelling (to some extent)
as it points out mistakes and the correct word [or grammatical
However, sometimes a word may be
changel alongside'.b
correctly spelled, but used in the wrong context. Only the most
advanced word processing packages will correct this type of
error. Some packages contain a thesaurus which provides
students with alternative words to those commonly used.7 As a
result, when using this feature, students descriptive language
will generally increase.
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One of the problems associated with the above-mentioned

features, is that because the word processor accentuates and
corrects errors, a students final draft doesn't show his or her
editing procedures. This makes it difficult for teachers to focus
on a students particular spelling or grammar problems. Thus, it
is important that teachers observe each child whilst using the
word processor to monitor revision strategies.'

From the teachers point of view, work that is word processed is
The
often assessed as bette( than handwritten work.
underlying factor is that word processed work is muct easier to
read and presented more attractively. For a student whose

handwriting is not particularly neat, or who always manages to
get his or her work grubby, the word processor will ensure that
his work is assessed fairly, in comparison to other students.

The fact that word processing makes all students work look good

and guarantees impartial assessment, increases motivation and
improves attitude towards writing. Motivation in writing is
essential for students to produce good work, and is something
that teachers should strive to achieve. One important fact is
that the student has the word processor's undivided attention,

providing valuable one-to-one assistance that teachers cannot
always give. By regarding the word processor as a rewarding
way to produce work, teachers will find that previously
disinterested students begin to work willingly.
One of the major concerns for teachers and students alike, is
overcoming the word processors keyboard. The current keyboard
layout Was originally designed to slow typists down, and many
frequently used keys are located under the hard to use fingers.
However, modern keyboards require little effort in operating the
keys, thus reducing the effects of this problem.9 Ordinarily, it

should take a student no longer than twelve hours to master the
keyboard. Considering that this is a skill that will last a
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Holistic Scoring Guide

In the holistic scoring of these papers, we will consider the "quality of
writing" rather than trying to judge the value of the papers' content as
would a history lecturer. To some extent, however, "quality of writing" is
inextricably enmeshed in content issues.
Consequently, we will have to
consider whether there is a clearly stated case in each essay which is
relevant to the question asked in the essay topic.
We will then judge
whether the case is approached analytically, or primarily through description
and narrative; whether there is a logical progression of
elaboration/development of the case; and whether there is adequate
development of the evidence supporting the case.
Such judgments lead us to matters of structure and style: the unity
and coherence of the presentation overall, the fluency and cohesion of the
parts of the whole, and the clarity of the expression.
These judgments
merge into consideration of usage and mechanics: choice of and accurate
use of words, correctness and variety in sentence structure, appropriateness
of paragraphing, as well as correctness of punctuation, spelling, and so on.
Length should also be taken into account (3000 words ±10%).
Excessively long or short essays often betray problems of irrelevance,
inability to develop (or constrain) an argument, difficulty in writing concisely
etc.
6.

Superior paper
clearly stated, fully developed, approached analytically.
Case
Structure
logical progression through the case, coherent, always
aware of where we've been and where we're going.
Style
tight. well-edited, some degree of sophistication in the fluency
and cohesion of sentences and paragraphs, correct and varied sentence
structures, appropriate paragraphing, high degree of clarity.
Usage and mechanics
accurate use of wide vocabulary, correct
punctuation and spelling.
-

-

-

-

5.

Very good paper
unifying idea controls essay and is fairly well elaborated,
Case
approach is predominantly analytic.
logical and coherent though perhaps slightly pedestrian
Structure
progression.
Style
good, solid writing if not very sophisticated in terms of
fluency and cohesion, correct sentence structures, appropriate
paragraphing, achieves clarity.
Usage and mechanics
accurate use of words, no gross or distracting
errors in punctuation, spelling.
-

-

-

-
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4

Good paper
Case
perhaps some failure of overall unity but a controlling idea
exists and is elaborated to some extent, more emphasis on descriptive
or narrative approach than on analytic.Structure
occasional digression
or circularity but generally logical progression through case.
Style
competent writing but perhaps some flaws such as wordiness
which do not unduly distract reader, rare and relatively minor errors
in sentence construction or paragraphing, clear expression.
Usage and mechanics
accurate use of words, rare and minor errors
in punctuation and/or spelling.
-

-

-

-

3,.

Fair paper
Case
attempt to present a case is evident but it may be more
implied than explicit, minimal elaboration, lacking analysis, more
description and/or narration. Structure
some breakdown of logic in
progress through argument, some incoherence (a "laundry list'
approach)
Style
somewhat awkward sentence constructions may occur,
paragraphing not always appropriate (perhaps an occasional onesentence para or one that needs dividing), not always achieving clarity
of expression.
Usage and mechanics
some errors in word choice or usage, some
errors in punctuation and/or spelling.
-

-

-

-

2.

Poor paper
Case
no over-arching case; failure to elaborate points made;
descriptive or narrative approach to task.
Structure
lacking coherence, organisation, the "scattergun approach"
(more random than a laundry list!)
Style
awkward and/or incorrect sentence constructions, poor
paragraphing (probably partly the result of poor organisation), unclear
expression.
Usage and mechanics
many errors of a fairly basic nature in
vocabulary, punctuation, and/or spelling.
-

-

-

-

I.

Seriously deficient paper
Lacks focus and substance.
Incoherent and disorganised.
Consistent, serious errors.

Not all papers will be as uniform as these categories suggest.
Therefore
strengths on some criteria will be allowed to compensate for weaknesses on
others.
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STUDENT QUESTIONNAIRE

Q1

Put a dck in the box which best describes your response to the following:
The benefit I have gained from being able to wordprocess my essays:
None F7 very little F7 some F7 considerable

invaivabIe

Q. 2 Put a tick in the box which best describes your response to the following:
The benefit I have gained from being able to use the grammar checker:
None

Q. 3

fl

very littie F7 some F7, considerable 71invaluable
17,

Put a dck in the box which best describes your response to the following:
i'v!y raring of myself as a wordprocessor at the starr of the course:
Novice 17Below Average

Average

E

Above Average

Very Good 1-7

Above Average

Very Good

My rating of myself as a wordprocessor now:
NoviceF7 Below Average

Average

D

Q.4. Put a ticic in the box which best describes your response to the following:
My raring of myself as a writer at the starr of the course:
Well Below Average F7 Below Average
Above Average

Average

J

Well Above Average

Q. 5. Put a dck in the box which best describes your response to the following:
My raring of myself as a writer at the end of the course:
Well Below Average
Above Average

Below Average

Average

Well Above Average

Q.6. What is the highest level English course you have taken?
What grade or mark did you obtain?
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LIST OF SUBJECTS AND RATINGS

Grammar

-
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6
7
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18
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14
15

16
17
18

-Th
20

11
22
23
24
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4
4
3
3
4
2
2
4
5
3
3
4
4
2
5
2
3
5
3
2
3
5
3
4
21

Pretest Hating

Posttest rating
4
4
4
3
4
4
4
4
3
4
4
4
4
3
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
41

3
3
4
3
3
4
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
4
3
2
3
3
31
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Year 12
7
5
6
6
6
8
4
5
6
6
8
8
0
0
6
8
5
0
0
8
6
5
0
7
0

Eflect
2.0
2.0
1.5
1.0
.5
2.0
0
0
1.5
.5
2.0
.5
.5
0
1.0
1.5
0
0
0
.5 1
0
.5
1.0
.5
.5

Prefinal
5.0
4.0
5.0
5.5
5.0
8.0
3.0
4.0
3.5
6.0
5.0
6.5
5.5
6.0
4.0
5.0
3.8
6.5
4.5
5.5
5.0
3.5
6.0
7.0
7.0

Postfinal
5.0
5.5
6.0
6.0
6.0
8.5
3.5
4.0
5.0
6.5
5.5
7.5
5.5
6.5
4.0
5.5
3.0
7.5
5.0
7.0
6.0
5.5
7.5
7.5
0.0
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