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Fall quarter 1986 a new multipurpose computer laboratory with twenty-four work 
stations was completed at the University of Minnesota, Crookston (UMC) . With 
twenty computers available for instruction, the Communication Department scheduled 
three composition classes in the laboratory. 

The word processing program Textra was selected for students' use and purchase 
because it can be bought for under $22 and adequately meets their writing needs. 

After about ten minutes of step-by-step instruction (starting with how to tum on the 
computer and exactly what to type in response to computer prompts and word 
processing menus), we spend the remainder of the first class period viewing the on
screen tutorials which accompany the word processing program Textra . (These tutorials 
allow experienced word processing users to skip over elementary data, and they allow 
the user to adjust the reading speed to accomodate her / his reading abilities, a boon in 
an open admissions college such as UMC.) The next class meeting consists of 40 minutes 
of free writing on the computers with the last ten minutes of the class devoted to 
instructions on how to get a printout of what has just been written. 

Tbere was, of course, individual instruction for those who had forgotten some of the 
material they had viewed on the tutorials. Suprisingly, students with previous expe
rience with computers didn't seem to hold an edge over those who had never used one 
before. As the quarter progressed my classroom journal included such observations as: 

.-. Students write much more and do so without my urging. I think they write more 
because they hear one another's printers. The time it takes to produce a printout 
may be as good a measure of length as looking at a writing. Most of the writings are 
about equal to three handwritten pages, the classic 500 word theme. 

• • Rewriting is taking place without argument. It's easy to do and always results in a 
clean printout. 
Because they're typed, the writings are not only easy to read, they're remarkably 
free from mechanical, grammatical, and spelling errors. The comma-splice and the 
sentence fragment, however, are still present, but are not as common as I usually 
find in composition classes. 

.. I lecture less-the students are always busy writing. They wait for me to unlock the 
room at 7:45 a.m. and often work beyond the class hour. 

• • Because so many revisions are being made on the screen as students compose, I 
estimate I'm seeing about half of the process they're following as they write . 
However, what I do see shows me that the students know and are actively practic
ing the process of writing. 
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** I'm doing more informal conferencing, reading and discussing what's on the com
puter screen. 

** Writing is becoming a public act. I think it's because of their familiarity with 
television. Anyway, the students are viewing each other's writings on the screens, 
and they're discussing and helping one another without me-they're taking respon
sibility for their own learning. 

* * Most of the writings are now written in four drafts, seldom fewer. The revisions I 
see are much more extensive than I'm used to. Rewriting, not editing, is taking 
place. 

In an effort to test my classroom observations against the students' observations 
about writing compositions on the computer, I wrote a questionnaire which I handed 
out during the sixth week of classes. The following is a summary of their responses. 

Question I-How does writing on a computer differ from the way you write with a 
pencil and paper? Twenty-nine per cent of the students found it easier to write on the 
computer while 10 per cent found it harder: 10 per cent of them found it faster while 5 
percent found it slower; 27 per cent found it both easier and faster; 19 per cent of the 
students wrote "other" responses. The "other" responses included: 

"With the computer you are using all of your fingers instead of just three fingers, 
and you can hit a key to print the letter instead of trying to remember how the letter 
is written"; 

"It leaves you with more space to think about your writing rather than thinking 
about mistakes and going through a long process of hand written corrections"; 

"Writing on the computer differs in that it is much easier to print your work, once it 
is originally written, and then go back and edit it"; 

"It's a lot neater and easier to read"; 

"It makes me feel a lot more comfortable because I really don't have to worry about 
errors"; 

"Sometimes it's easier, sometimes it's harder. I do find that writing on the computer 
gets me to think more about what I really want to say. . .reason: I have to think 
the words on the keys. It is easier though to brainstorm on paper to just get started 
with boggled ideas"; 

"I like writing on the computer better, because I have poor handwriting:' 

Question II-Do you write more or do you write less on the computer? Sixty-four 
per cent of the students report they wrote more while 22 per cent report they wrote less, 

11 

and 7 per cent report about the same amount; 7 per cent wrote "other" responses. The 

"other" responses included: 

"It depends on the subject. If it's something that enthuses me, then the mode doesn't 

matter"; 

"It seems that I write more on paper, only because I write so big. When writing with 
a pencil and paper, my thought seems to flow more, but I write much less. Also, I 
tend to make more organizational and grammatical errors with pencil and paper. I 
write more on the computer, because it is in smaller print and part of the document 
goes off the screen, which makes me think of more to write"; 

"The more I work on the computer, the faster I type. You punch in keys rather than 

doing longhand:' 

Question III-Do you make more or fewer changes as you are writing while using the 
computer? Seventy-six per cent of the students reported they made more changes while 
12 per cent reported fewer; 7 per cent of them reported about the same number of 
changes as when writing with a pencil and paper; 5 per cent wrote "other" responses. 
The "other" responses included: 

"I make more mistakes. I can't type the best so I hit a few of the wrong keys"; 

"I make fewer mistakes because I can see what I'm doing:' 

Question IV-Do you make more or fewer errors in spelling and punctuation while 
using the computer? Forty-six per cent of the students reported they made more while 
39 per cent reported fewer; 15 per cent of them reported about the same number of 
errors on the computer as they did using pencil and paper. While the number of errors 
reported using the computer seems high, the students' responses quickly dispel the idea 

that the computer is the reason: 

"I make more errors in spelling only because of my typing ability but this is easily 
fixed neatly with the computer"; 

"I make more errors because I have a bad time of spelling some words at times. 
When I try to type fast I make a lot of errors"; 

"More errors, because words are forming so quickly that I want to get them down 
before I forget them, and then all you have to do is go back and change them"; 

"I think I make more errors in spelling and punctuation when I use the computer. 
This is so because you're whipping along at such a good clip that you don't realize 
right away that you have made a mistake"; 
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"More, my mind jumps from all different things when I try to write and I always 
have to keep thinking about how to type when I'm trying to think too"; 

"More, because my fingers get moving faster than my mind does and then they get 
all tangled up and I start pressing the wrong keys but it is easier to correct them 
when on a computer"; 

"I seem to make more errors by typing on my computer. I'm not a very good typer 
so I eventually have to go back and correct my errors anyway"; 

"I think I make more errors, but not that many more on the computer. The 
reasoning to this is, you go so much faster, and you're just not conscious of what 
you're typing:' 

I know I saw and dealt with fewer errors and supposed it was because the students 
were seeing their writings in print and it was easier for them to discover errors. On the 
other hand, it's quite possible that the errors they're referring to are those they've made 
while freewriting when spelling, punctuation, and grammar are purposely ignored; or, 
the errors may be simple typos. 

Question V-Do you write more or fewer drafts of a writing on the computer? 
Eighty-one per cent of the students reported they wrote more drafts while only 17 per 
cent reported fewer drafts; 2 per cent of them reported they wrote about the same 
number of drafts on the computer as they did with pencil and paper. 

Question VI-Does the use of a computer make writing easier or harder for you? 
Sixty-eight per cent of the students said it was easier while 25 per cent said it was 
harder; 7 per cent said it was about the same on the computer as it was with their other 
writing. 

Question VII-What do you like the most about writing on a computer? The least? 
(Because many of the students gave multiple answers to this question, the percentage 
totals are greater than 100 per cent.) Twenty-four per cent of the students like the speed 
writing the machine gives them; 54 per cent of them found it easier to edit and correct 
errors; 12 per cent liked the word processing features of the program; 20 per cent of the 
students found the ability to save their writings on disks appealing; 7 per cent preferred 
typing over handwriting; 17 per cent appreciated a neat, printed copy; 10 per cent 
responded "other." The "other" responses included: 

"The thing I like the most is that I am watching everything that I am putting into the 
computer and I can correct any mistakes that I make"; 

"I like typing a lot better on the computer as compared to writing simply because I 
can read typed words better than I can read my handwriting"; 
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"That I can type much faster than I can write. I can get my thoughts down quicker 
and have a better writing that way"; 

'What I like the most is the computer does most of the menial jobs that you have to 
concentrate on otherwise"; 

"What I like the most about a computer is that it is faster to get · a document 
completed and touched up"; 

"It doesn't require as much paper and you can type as long as you have time to 
type"; 

"I like writing on the computer because the paper comes out better looking"; 

"Being able to print out several times while making changes"; 

"You can save so many drafts in so little space"; 

"I like comp writing .because it adds a little fun. It is far better than a pencil"; 

"Not having to type the story later:' 

What the students liked least about writing on the computer included: 17 per cent 
wrote of their poor typing skills; 22 per cent did not like or did not learn many of the 
program commands; 5 per cent spoke of their dislike of the basic computer operations; 
5 per cent of the students were concerned about their loss of their documents; 7 per cent 
spoke about limited laboratory locations: 20 per cent wrote "other" responses. The 
"other" responses included: 

"That sometimes you can get frustrated with the computer"; 

"If you don't save your program on the computer you have wasted a lot of time and 
energy"; 

"The least attractive thing is having it limited to one location, meaning for me the 
mind works better in the great outdoors"; 

"Learning all the tricks takes a lot of time"; 

"If you want to work on your composition a lot and don't want the hassle of 
writing on a piece of paper, you have to go over to the computer lab"; 

"What I like least is all the monkey-business to get where I want to be"; 
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"I don't like the noise that comes from the computer I work at. It gives me a 
headache:' 

Question VIII-Because of your writing experiences on the computer, do you now 
feel you are a better or a poorer writer? Eighty-five per cent of the students indicated 
they are better writers because of their computer experiences while none of them feel 
they are poorer for it; 10 percent said it made no difference to their writing; 5 per cent 
wrote "other" responses. The "other" responses included: 

"I don't think I've changed much. I've become a slower writer"; 

"I don't think I have improved much so far. My writing skills have improved some 
through the ideas we have learned in class but as far as the computer helping me 
become a better writer, I can't tell yet:' 

I saw more drafts of writings, fewer surface errors, generally better organization, did 
more informal conferencing, and lectured less, but I did not see significantly better 
writings from what I'm used to. Subjectively, the student and I differ on this point. I 
will not, however, argue the point with them. If they feel writing on the computer has 
made them better writers, I'm willing to agree that they probably are. 

Question IX-Did you find writing on the computer to be a positive or a negative 
experience? Ninety per cent of the students said it was a positive experience while only 5 
per cent found it to be a negative one; 5 per cent wrote "other" responses. The "other" 
responses included: 

"I can't say. I love to work on the computer but I'd rather write it on paper first and 
then type it out"; 

"I like it. Once I get started I don't want to quit:' 

Question X-Would you recommend writing on a computer to your friends and 
classmates? One hundred per cent of the students said they would recommend writing 
on the computer to their friends and classmates. 

Question XI-Do you feel you had ample access to a computer for your classwork? 
Eighty-eight per cent of the students said they had ample access while 5 per cent said 
they did not; 7 per cent wrote "other" responses. The "other" responses included: 

"I have only used the computer in class so far, and I really haven't needed it out of 
class"; 

'We had plenty of time for classwork. The computer center was always open for 
us:' 
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Question XII-Any additional comments you wish to make. Some of the comments 
students made which specifically related to writing on the computer included: 

"I wish we would have had more time to learn the Textra program before we had to 
use it"; 

"Now I'd have to say if I had a choice between writing class where you actually had 
to hand write things or use the computer, I'd take the computer writing course"; 

"I really don't like to write, but since I do like writing on a computer, it has made 
this class a lot easier for me. So far I have enjoyed this class"; 

"I, personally, feel that the computer lab is a very worthwhile investment on behalf 
of the college"; 

"I think everyone should do their typing on a computer. I wouldn't dream of sitting 
down to a typewriter ever again. I just have a problem typing and thinking, so I'd 
rather write it first and then use only a computer to type it;" 

'1 like Communication Composition with the computer"; 

'1 think that writing on the computer is one of the best things I have done in any of 
my composition classes"; 

"I am very pleased that I get this chance to write on a computer with a different 
word processor. I have used a word processor before and I enjoyed it a lot"; 

"I feel I could do a lot more if I knew how to run the computer better. More time 
should be spent on orientation"; 

"Since we have been working on the computer I enjoy writing, whereas before I 
always dreaded it:' 

The communication department at UMC is expanding the number of composition 
sections, business writing sections, and the number of writing courses offered on the 
computer. However, we have already discovered that there is a small percentage of 
students who enter the classroom, look around at the computers and ask if there has 
been a mistake in the room number. Too many return with drop slips; some give the 
class a chance for a week or so before dropping. They generally indicate they simply 
cannot handle the computer technology. Surprisingly, the ability to type was not a 
major factor in these drop decisions. To accomodate this small group of students, we 
will continue to offer a few sections of the traditional pen and pencil composition 
course. 
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For the majority of students who remain in the classes, the writing of compositions 
on the computer has been a rewarding and positive experience. More data is being 
collected as more writing classes are exposed to the computer and as new and different 
methodologies are being developed and used and as new and different questions are 
being asked about writing on the computer. 

So far, the most encouraging result of this experiment has been the change in attitude 
of students toward composition. Not only do most of them now find something 
positive to say about their writing classes, they also feel they are better writers as a result 
of their experience with computers. If that is all that has been accomplished (the 
preceeding results certainly prove more than that), much has indeed been 
accomplished- so much, in fact, that it is necessary that the experiment and research 
continue. In addition to composition, business writing, and, as of Spring quarter, 
technical writing are being taught using the computer. 

'Assiduous String-Savers': The Idea-Generating 

Strategies of Professional Expository Writers 

by 
Robert L. Root, Jr. 
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Tom Wicker, Richard Reeves, Walter Kerr, David Denby, Neal Gabler, and Susan 
Nykamp are all professional expository writers, people who regularly produce exposi
tory prose under the constraints of a rigorous deadline, a specific task, and a particular 
audience-constraints similar to those imposed on student writers in composition 
courses. Over a two-year period I have interviewed these six people about both their 
recollections of writing and the evidence of their composing processes in notes, drafts, 
and final texts of articles written immediately prior to the interviews, and investigated 
both the relationship of professional practice to pedagogical paradigms and prescrip
tions imposed on student writers and also the reliability of theoretical models of 
composing as descriptions of the typical process undergone by professional practi
tioners (Root, 1983, 1985). Central to this study has been an attempt to determine the 
idea-generating strategies of professional writers and assess their implications for 
student writers. 

The research into the composing processes of professional expository writers of the 
kind I interviewed has been slight. In Janet Emig's review of the literature on the 
composing process, examples of professional writing were virtually all taken from 
interviews, letters, journals, and biographies of novelists and poets (Emig, 1971). The 
case study method she used has been widely emulated and refined in subsequent 
research on the composing processes of student writers (notably Beach, 1976; Graves, 
1975; Perl, 1979; Pianko, 1979; Sommers, 1980). Only recently have case study and 
protocol analysis methods been applied to experienced or professional expository 
writers (Hayes and Flower, 1984; Berkenkotter, 1983; Selzer, 1983). 

Particularly useful in such recent research has been the cognitive process model of 
composition developed by Linda Flower and John Hayes, which breaks down the 
writer's process of composition into planning, translating, and reviewing, and divides 
the planning process further into the sub-processes of generating, organizing, and goal 
setting (Flower, p. 370). It is generally descriptive of the writing process experienced by 
my subjects, especially as it pertains to idea-generation strategies, because it includes 
the writer's long-term memory and the task environment as essential elements continu
ally interacting with the writing process. If this model is indeed reliable, research into 
the composing processes of professional expository writers ought to determine the 
extent to which planning interacts with long-term memory and task environment and to 
suggest practical applications drawn from concrete examples. 

For each of the professional expository writers I interviewed, the task environment 
was predictable and regular. Tom Wicker, columnist for The New York Times, and 




