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Abstpact
\

.Computer—basgd environmenﬁs for commﬁnication may have'brofound
effects upon classroom soclal organgiﬁgion and the dpvelopment of
literacy. Students discugsed in this article used QUILL, a
softw;re gystem. that includes b;th tools that facil%taée writing
and new environments for comqpnication. Programs sdch‘ag QUILL
can enhancé thellearnidé of reading and writing by préviding new
géchniqueéofor teaching and learning; But the mosg,aignificant
changes may come yot from the computer as a learnink tool, but
rather from changes in the classroom's social-structpte brouﬁhF
about by a highly motivating focus of students' qttenfion. The

examples presented here show drématiC'changes in students' ‘

wrfting and in the writing process, changes not easily

prediiiiplé’;rom knowledge of the technology per se.
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Reviewing the Black History Show:

How Computers Can Change the Writing Process

. N

The common wisdom of today is th‘ children need to learn
more mathematics agd science so they can participate in a
computer-based world. Accordingly, schools teﬁd to releg;te
computers to mathematics aqg gcignce classes and only reluctantly

find uses for them in the subjects that directly address language

E use. This fits the belief that technical skills are essential

ek Al e e eas

/

s

for the use of computers and that Ebmputers are best for teaching
technical subjects. |

The irony is that in the world outside of school the real
power of computers lies in the general manipulation of symbols,
of which the numbers of techniéalqcalculations aré-but a special
case. In fact, increasingly in the bus;ness'and sciéntific
worlds, computers are seen as valuable tools for word processing
and non-numerical 1nfogmat10n.ﬁfocessing, The use -of computers
to facilitate hnd expandlcommunication networks between p;ople is
likely to prove'éven more significant., The result ts that
language skiils are becoming more, rather than less, essential.

.Redently, c;mputers with word processing capébilities have
been introduced into primaFy grade language arts curricula. One

example of wkiting software for children is the QUILL systep

(Collins, Bruce, & Rubin, 1982; Rubin & Bruce, in press). QUILL

includes an 1nfofmat10n storage and retrieval system (Libfary),

an electronic mail system (Mailbag), and a program to help

I
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¢
students plan and organize their thoughts (Planner).. It also

I
uses a text editor—-known as Writer's Assistant (Levin, Boruta, &

 Vasconcellaws, 1983). QUILL allows for peer/peer interaction in

composing and revising, and encourages students to write to other

students in the class. Although nominally a system for teaching
; \

-writing, QUILL incorporates a considerable emphasis on reading .by

s

setting up clasér?om communication environments in which
children's pieces are naturally read by their peers, én& in which
students comrunicate with one another for valid purposes.
Proponents of word érocessing software for children have
argued that the ease of revision and the ability to read printed
output easily will be great éids in learn%ng to write. Our
research in QUILL classrooms has seen the value of these factors,
but has also produced surpriéés. We are finding that changes in
the pattern of social interactions in kHe classroom as a result

of the computer may -be even more significant than any simple

r

technological effect. This has 1mplications for teaching and for-

research on the use of computers in the classroom. ~
We will illustrate this point with an example of §riting
that occurred in a QUILL classroom. It is neither the b¥gt nor

the worst piece of writing using QUILL-that we have seen, and in.

9

‘fact, as shown here, it is a piece in progress. What is |,

.interesting is how it came to be and what that process tells‘ us

about computers in the classroom.
- 4 . B
In the next section, we carry out -a purely linguistic

analysis of the writing sample. This analysis highlights several
]

-

4



A

)Reviewing the Black History Show

5

anomalies in the writing which could lead a reader tq dismiss the

plece as "bad writing.” The third section presents our analysis
of the social context in which the writiqg was done. ?his latte;
perspective providés an- explanation for the apparent anomolies,

t shows how the writiﬁg process is reflected in the writing
pfoduct, but not revealed by an analysis of the product alone.

In the fourth section, we draw out some implications of the two
analyses. We realige, of course, that a single writing event
cannot be representative of all writing. On the other hand, we

believe that this detailed examination highlights general

phenomené about how computers may affect the writing process.

More 1mportantly,.1t focuses our attention on issues that are not

typically addressed in broader based studies of children writing
with computers (The NETWORK, 1984).

The Black History Show

The example is taken from a sixth grade classroom in a low
'ES urbaq school in the.northeast U.S.. One afternoon during
Black H;story Wekk, Jim Aldridge's sixth‘grade attended the
annual “Black History Show" put'oé by various classes in the
school ranging from gindergarten to sixth grade. The show
1ncludéd a series of gbngs offered by different classes, one non-
musical skit, and several performances by the mixed-grade Glee

glub—-éll commemerating famous Black Americans or calling for.

3o
-~

racialrharmony. Mr. Hodges, a teacher, was the emcee. We (S.M.

and B.B.), as researchers interested in the use of QUILL in thi&;

-napy
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classroom, went to the performance with Jim's students, and one
of us (B.B.) obsefved the writiég thét followed it.

Jim had encouraged his sixth graders to write critical
reviews of the show. ‘w1th this in mind, many of them went to the
performance equipped with pad and pencil,‘and were observed by
the researchers to be taking notes periodically throughout the
éerformance. The next day students whoﬁvolunteered to critique
the show were given suggestions by Jim regarding the kinds of
evaluative infdrmation, tpey should include (mentioning the
quality of singing, scenery, lighting, best and worst acts).
They were to write a draft of their review on paper at their

desks, bringing it to him for minor corrections, and then be

_ ..
assigned a number--first come, first served-—-to enter their
¢

writing onto the computer.

One of the results of this writing activity waé Margaret's
piece entitled "Black History Show."”  The folloﬁing is' an ~
unedited copy of wﬂat Margaret wrote on the computer. The
keywbrds at the bottom wére seleéted by Margaret to identiffyher

text (and can be used by other students to find this or other

texts on a given tbpic_stored in the computer). .

¥

"Biack History Show™
Margaret
I liged the Black History show because 1 was surprised to
see the little and big childreﬁ singing so well, and Q

clearly.

£

‘.
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The best acts were Mrs. qyrtin's, and Miss Simpson's

classes. Thé songs were nice and the people on stage

E g

weren't scared.

The worst act was “Famous Black People"--Mr. Agogto's +
Mr. Anderson';;class. EQerybody messed up and forgot what
to say, and théy dian't speak clearly. They could héve at
ieast préctice wmore,

The scenery wasn't very much, and the light was kind of
dull, and the sound wasn't very good. Mr. Hodges wéi ’,
speaking loud and clearly, and he was great on the stage..
When the Glee—club was singing so nice, Marines got very
jealous and asked Mrs. Eveﬁs to be 1n‘the Glee~Club, But
when Mrs. Evens said no she wrote bad things about the Glee-
Club on the-computer up-stairs.

But I really liked the Black History'show. I gave 1t 3
.ffars because 1t was,very good.‘

K;yworgs: . | .
/black history/Marines/glee-club/mrs. martin/miss simpsop
- Briefly, Margaret's review shows several character;stics of
good writing; She 1s sensitive to wo}d cholce. For exaﬁple«(a
subsequent interview disclésed), shg uses "and” in paragraph 2 to
~link two classes that gave sepg;ate“performances, but “+" in
paragraph 3 to indicate a.single performance by two classes in

"concert. She refers to the "little andnbfg children” in

paragraph 1 in that unconventional order because she wants to
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oo highlight the surprisingly good performance of the Yyounger
\ \ children, ’ | o . —~

Moreover, the piece has an over—all structure——a beginning,
middle, and end--marked by paragraphs, and internal patterning
within paragraphs. Paragraphs 1 and 5 seem themakically and
rhetorically paraliel statements of positive evaluation and
Justification. Paragraphs 2 and 3 proﬁIH%)descriptibe contrast
setg, illustrating best and worst.

On the other hand, paragraph 4 stands out as somewhat
incongruous in length, content, and linguistic form. wlt\?oves
with little overt transition from descriptive illust}ations'like
those of Paragraphs 2 and 3 into a narrative about Marines, a L_\\\/
story withi; the story (Bruce, 1981). Linguiétically, the shift
into narrative is signalled by "When,"” the first temporal markef
in the text; the clause it begins serves as'orientation for the Y
narrative. ﬁargaret appears to assume that tﬁe reader will know
her classmate Marines, as there is no identifying 1nfo:;étion
othgr than her name. While the narrative account is pe:jgpal,
referring to someone the reader presumably knows'bell; Fhe
narrative voice'ig impersonal (3rd person omniscient point of
view). The location of the narrato} is signalled in the line
"she wrote bad things about the Glee—~Club on the computer up-

stairs,” which sets the account in the ‘event itself, not in the

writing context. This device serves to distance the author from

"9

Marines when in fact, both girls did their writing on the game

2
computer, °
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Corresponding to the shift to narrative syntax a‘b narrative
voice is a shift in topic, as weli--from "objeétive" criticism to
“personal anecdote--relating not to the quality of the show per, \
se, but to what someone else Qrote about 1t and why. The 4&
rhetorical force of Paragréph 4 thus shifts from criticism of the
show to implied criticism of a fellow critic who had opposing
views. Margaret doeg not overgly discredit Marines as a critic,
of course. She uses the narrative voice to distance herself, ‘
taking the stance of one who merely recounts “the facts"; it is
up to the reader to ipfer her meaning. Significant to this
inference is the pivotal yet ambiguous “"But" that begins
Paragraph 5. Is the writer: (conra;ting her own negative

: —
statements with her ,overall judgment of the show as positive;
contrast{Pg h€r own views with those of Mafines; or mereiy
reiterating the position she stated in Paragraph 1?

Further linguistic analysis could Be done on Margaret's e
review. Yet without further inform;tion about the writer's
' goals, perceived audience, and process in composing the review,

we cannot resolve the'above’ problems of interpretation.

Moreover, we are left with the question, why the stylistic and

j
thematic 1ncongru1t1es in Paragraphs 4 and 5? 1Is Margaret merely x
inéémpetent in using.cohesive aevices (Halliday & Hasan, 1976) 4
such a3 "but,” and in maintaining a consistent voice and -";".54*§f? ’
perspective throughout a written piece or, does her writing “(
" " \ | //>
-

11
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r

reflect a young writer's attention to competing demands of style,
audience, and purpose?

The Writing Context

Because we, as feséarchers, saw the show and observed
\ .
classroom interactions around writing the reviews, we know more

about Margaret's review than can be inferred from its finished .

'fform alonen (This information is essential for a full

4

appreciation of the writer's skill and complex goals. This
section summarizes what we observed.

N~ .

Ohithe day afte; the Blgck Hisﬁory'%how, Margaret approached
Jim with her handéritten drafe; it contained only four
paragraphs, the last of which read as follows:

The scenery was pretty gbod, and the light was bright
enough, but the sound was fot that good. Mr. Hodges was
speaking very loudly and Jas good on the stage. I think the - .
show deserves three stars because it was ve;y_gpod.

Jim gave Margaret. the number 5, and Marine;, her classmateq'

. ' ) -
and friend who finished soon after, the‘numUQZ\;. While milling

around the computer waiting for their turns, Margaret read

‘Marines' hand writtsp, highly negative review of the show

(Marines' review was later published in the class newspaper).

Marines' éharpest criticism was for the Glee™~€lub. Some

;
¢ 1

excerpts:
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- ’ \

The scenery was veny good it was excellent but the
- - . ' ‘ .

lighting was a little dull; The sound wag,awful in gome®

-

acts but in others it was:good.
I don't know what happéned to the Glee-rClub, they were
- almost all weak. The audience cauldn't hear them.' They'

80upde& soft then they went loud. It was a disaster!

t

« When Margaret had her turn at the gomputer, she entered the

~

firsg part of her text with ﬁ;nqr_changes (e.g{,-note-the‘change
from "the light was brighgien;qgh" to “the light was kind of
dull,*” appar;ntly 1nfluencedib§:ﬁariqgs' text). However, she
paused before entering th§ final line of her‘handwritteg_text,

and composed the rest‘of Yaragraph 4 and the first sentence of )

Paragraph 5 directly on the computer, revising the final sentence

of -the handwritten review to flow-from what she had newly
« N - “]%E “

composed. This, in fact, demonstrates significant expertise in

maintaining coherence in writing.

Rather than the Marines narrative }embedded in Paragraph 4

“

of the final version) being an incongruous chuﬁk, therefore, we
see the text as 1ncorpofat1ng two separate planes. The figat l

plane, composed in the’ original.draft, is a straightffogﬁard (
( )

critique of the show. The second,, composed at the computer, is a

4

more emotionally charged narrative, whose intent is to discredit
. . .
Marines as a critic. This second plane stands outside the review

proper and overlays it; it is a cOmment on the enterprise of P

-

criticism itself. ,As such, it is a meta-communicative act

éBatéson, 1972) responding to the power of and motives behind(]

—

) - -f' > 7 A "

{ ’ . .
N\t e et i . 13/
. . . .
. s .
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negatdive criticism, Margaret also uses this second plane to

raise her own status as a critic——presehting her “"competitor” as

one with ulterior motives rather than honest judgment.

~r

. The éivotéL'"BUt" beginping Paragraph 5 can now be_sesn as a
cpntfastive device linking the two planes, 1nd1ca;ing a
distinctio;-bétwegn Marines as critic (not to be brusted) and
Margaret as critic (simp;y doing her job). When asked what she
had intended in writing this sentence Mafgaret said, ."I meaﬁt, I
really liked the show. -It was good to me" (corroboratiﬁg-our
interpretation). A

Understanding the Writing (With Computer) Process

Several genera{jpoints follow form this example. The'first
is methodolpgiéal. To appreciate the subtlety and complexity of
MargarethErévié&,'és'well as to dis;ntangle the meaning of
Paragraphs 4 and 5,-wg as researche;s needed to have been there--—
duiing the performance and duriég the writing activities that
followed. Moreover, we needed to understand something of the
entire ;riting fsystéﬁ" within which Margaret wrote. This system
led to: (1) initial (and reiatively hasty) composition on paper, .
(2) time milling a;ound the computer before being able to'pse it,
(3) opportunities while milling around to read other students’
.Qriting, and (4)‘t1me tb enter text and also to compose afresh
while at the computer.l-

A second point is closely related to the first: The most

important impact of microcomputers on writirg may be changes in

/ o . ~
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‘the larger classroom writing "“system” rather than changes in the
A - .

technology of writing.(e.g;, speed, printed output, ease of
~r'evision). In . "milling around” the computer‘waiting for their
turn to get on, students reza each other's writing and 1nteracte&
over it. These interactions affected both the content and form
of student writing. éimilarly, peer interactions during writing
oﬁ the computer, student access to other students' work stored in
the computer, and programs like "Mailbag" in which students send
messages to each other, can affect students' understanding of -
purpose in writing, and their sense of aﬁdience. For Margaret's
review, it was these interactional facfors-—rather than the easé
of typing at a keyboard énd revising electronically-—that
influenced her fiﬁal product most. A different ciassroom
organization, incorporating one computer per stude?t and/or
constraints against reading fellow students' work, would have
produced a different outcome for Margaref's review; her computer-—
assisted piece might have looked much like her far more ordinary
handwritten draft. ‘

A third point emerging from this analysis has to do with the
writer's sense of audience. Margaret seemgd to have assumed that

&

the reader would be a member of the class--Jim Aldridge, mést

. .
_likely,. but possibiy also\Marines‘or other students; in any case,
someone with access to both her own and Marines' critiques. She
seemed to assume that ﬁoth writlen pleces wouid be equallx in the

public domain of the classroom., She therefore added to her

information-oriented, "“objective” criticism a second plane that

4

13
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. : BN

(93

-

was primarily a sgcial meta-message with indirect discrediting

férce, ‘telling the readeigtyw her piece and Mafineg' plece shoﬁlJ._“
?

be understood. 1In doing she assumed that her reader would

¢

have the ability to infer her social meaning.' For Margaret, both

writing and reading are seen as social action——-as communication

[l

between social actors. -‘. ¢

Vs

A .
. . Conclusion . ato

How stgdents like Margaret geve;op a’QOphiséicafed s;nse of =
audiepce,"and the role that the computer p1§y8 in this_process, |
needs to b;.investigated further, In Jim Ald;idge's ;lasé,
students' computer—assisted writing is striking in its atteqt;od
to audience. We have seen ; mgrked-"medié oriehtation"-fthe upe'
of "Press Release” announcemenks; wriften commefciglé for up-
coming stories;.ﬁarkers of episod;s,_chaﬁtegs, and sefieg;
urgings to "stay.tuned;" flashy titles (note the use of quotation
marks 1n~Ma£garet's title as alhighiighting device); the use of
pseudonyms (pen names), and de;iberate upé of qon-coqventionai_ _#i:.

- capitalization and.punctuation for effegt. We remarked. earlier

on how Margaret tuned her information for an .insider wheo would

)
- L)

have access to Marines' writing as well.

. Several factors are probably involved here. Students! - “ K

writing is publih and available to be read as it is entered 1nF6

/

the. computer (looking over the writer's shoulder as it appears'on - L

the screen). Bater, using the Libraty program, students can

A Y

retrieve their own or someone else srwriting stored on the

hY

P

D -




Reviewing the Black History Show 15

computer. Writing comes off the printer typed and formatted,

like published print (newspapefs, magaziné ads). It can then be

>

3 . seen on the wall (where 1ts neatly typed format makes it easier

to read and hence more access@ble to classmates and outside

* s

visitofs). Finally, through Mailbag (the electronic mail
O ;systgm),*gtudents write personal messages to one ahother (which

¥, " aég'also public when being eﬁtered on the computer). The
. . . 12

relative importance of these factors needs to Be examined,
. ~ I ’

becaqée‘there_are_QUILL ciassrooms in which students have not

demohstrated this heighééned sense of audience and do not mark
¥ € v

. 1Y .
their written preducts with the media devices common to Jim

Aldq;dgeﬂsﬁéiass. ‘These differ'ences suggest the importance of
looking at hbv writing "systems” vary across classrooms where
&
computers are used.

i;// This study reminds us that programs such as QUILL are far

I
more open—ended than much of the "drili and practice” software
currently avallable for educational use. These more opentended
programs not only allow, but require, active involvement and
.collaboration of students and teachers\for their success. They
can bring about ﬁajpr changes in learning enyirénments; at thé
same time, their use requifeb substantial supp9rt‘from peers and'
adults. Unfortunatglx, gedche;s have been given littlé.help in
making the necessary choices about Hﬁw a élassroom computer can.
best b? used. v-

To this end, it is-importané to understand the value of

\

having researchers and teachers work collaboratively (see Florio
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3

& Walsh, 1976). A computer can be a wonderful teaching tool, a .

major classroom disruption, or a waste of resources. Ideas for

improvement in the use of computers are most likely to come from

actively involyed, informed teachers. Our résea;ch has been

) ' greatly facilitated by %&m Aldridge and other teachers- who have
. . 1) '.' l ]

become involved with us in the process of learning about * : ©

L)

classroom computers and the writing process.

s

&
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Footnote

lreachers are uniquely situated to carry out or assist in

research on writing systems sugh as thg one -described hére. The
teaching role can, in fact, be viewed asdq;study of the nétural
phenomena of learning 1n}order to-formglafé‘ﬂypotheées about how
to help 1t along. But observations need to go beyond the writing

product to encompuss the writing system that shapes students' -

" work and the process by which writing is done. Jim, the teacher

in this.clhss, adopted a researcher role that proved invaluable

in developing an understanding of the changes associated with the

computer's introduction.

20




