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ABSTRACT

p Generally, there are three kinds of software that
could be used in ‘college writing courses: word processing programs,
interactive questionnaires, and text parsers. Although the benefits
of these programs are well knbwn, they still pose some broblems. Word
processbrs, for example, have been designed to "process" ex15t1ng
text; few have been designed to meet the needs of online compos1ng
The problem with interactive questionnaires is ghat the text is
fixed, while the problem with text parsers is their inability to
analyze content., A software package that hopes to solve these
problems and provide the teacher with the means to create computer .
based aids, prompts, and exercises 1is A Computer Compqsing
Educational Software System (ACCESS). Among its features are a number
of exercises alreafly designed and written by and for composition :
teachers. Teachers might borrow an exerC1se and adapt it to a
particular class and students. Or, they might create exercises such
as entering sample texts that students could react to in writing.
When teachers sit down to create such exerC1ses they can choose from
nested menus. The first menu, for 1nstance offers exercises for
prewriting, draft1ng, or revision a1ds or drill and practice.
Although ACCESS is in large part already programed, it still awaits

debugging and testing. (HOD)
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\\\n Adapting Microcomputers for use in College Composition Courses
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— by
. Craig Hansen and Lance Wilcox
University of Minnesota
Program in Composition and Communication
. - Minneapolis, Minnesota
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Supported by a grant from the Fund for the Improvement of
Post-Secondary Education (Lillian Bridwell and Donald Ross, co-

principal investigators), a research tesm at the Program in
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Composition and Communication at the University of Minnesota hus

been exasmining the wuses 4f microcomputers in college writing

courses. Our investigation, currently in its second vear, has

consisted of two parts: first, the reviewing of commercial and

experimental software relevant to writing courses; and second,

]

the 'Velopment of new softi;re to meet the needs of our own

curriculum. Ip this article we will brizfly summarize our

analyses of existing programs and then describe the software

system we now have under development.

From our experience in testing and reviewing software, we

have found it difficult to make any kind of evaluation without

specific applications in mind. In our own case, we are working

within a wfifing program that is strongly process based. That

v
’

is, we spend most of 6ur time teaching students how to develop,
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organize, and preseht their 1deas, rather than focusing on the
grammar and mechanics of the finaml written product. Most of our

instructors use some persion of the Flower and Hayes problem-

x

solving approach to writing. Funthermore, the instructors enjoy

-~

great freedom in how they organize their writing courses and in

the material ahd assignments they present. Thus, for software to

8

meet our needs, it must be amenable to teaching writing as a
process and be adaptable to our instructors’ various approaches.
Very generally, we reviewed three kinds of software that

-

could be used in writing courses. These were word processing

&
programs, 1interactive questionnaires, and text parsers. We found -

that there were potential benefits and problems with all three.

For the sake of brevity, and since the benefits of these have

-

been well documented, we will focus on the problems and then
offer our own solution for incorporsting microcomputers into a
writing curriculum.

Word Processors. Most word processing systems (including

all commercially aveilable ones) have been designed to "process"

. Vs b
existing text. This' includes various formatting procedures,

small} scale revisions, and the insertion of new material into an
) ‘.

alregfy existing document. The command structure of the typical

word processor reflects these -priorities. Few have been designed

\
o >
to meet the meeds of on-line composing. As‘“m—consequence,

%,

students find thejr ability to make th$ir writing look

professional very seductive: the most intellectually impoverished

ess8ay looks just as good as the one with meaningful content.
. : R

Furthernore, even studentg who have learned to make multiple

drafts of a paper will be tempted to fall back into the "perfect

J
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first draft” synd;omo. It 18 simply too easy to fuss with every
word, every idea. This dpes not affect every student in the same
way, but the potentisl problem does Jexist. | s
Realizing-that-most word processors have not been designeg
to help studept wri£ers'compose 18 the first step toward using
them in a pedagogically enlightened way. The insfructor dannot
remslin passive and let the st%dents figuie out for themselves how
they will wripe on fhe Qachines. Rather, the i#structor must
actively teach students péw best toLuse these programs; they-
should particularly encoﬁrage students to lea}n and to use thosé

commands that allow revision on & more global scale (e..g., search

\
and replace, block.,moves, "reading in" files).
N ®
Interactive Questionnaires. Interactive questionnaires

allow students to create text inf;esponse to leading questions,
usually to aid in prewgiting. Conceptually, these represent
perhaps the most enlightened use of computers in writing
instruction. They can successfully model for students
bquestion/ansyer heuristics for zer¢ing in on a iopic, as well as

~

helpiqg the student develop useful informétion about the topic or
intended ;hdience.. These too, however, Lave their limitafions.
The problem is that intersctive questionnaires, like
virtually all software, come ms static packages: the text is
fixed. Our ides of ten question:vtpat help students begin a
paper may.no’.be your idea of'ten such qugstions;lbut if you buy
our questionnaire program, our ten quéstiéns are the ones you’ve

got, and there is no way you can change them. Furthefmore, our

ten questions will necessarily have to be very gene}al, so that
?
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they will be relevant to the largest number of paper topics

possible. They may show students how to applj questiohs to begin

+

t ' . .
a papér,'but‘ig,all l1tkelihood will not serve them as =» useful

-

regsource time after time.
However, if you, as the individual writing instructor, .could
enter your own questions or text into one of these (very clever)

v

programs, these.prbblems would disappear. (More on that later.)

1

Text Parsers. Text parsers are pragrams that use the

cgmpute; for what 4t'sg beJt at: ‘counting and categorizing. - These
programs compare the characte;s in a8 text file to those in 8 data
base; and 1f they match, they trigger certain functio;s or séreen
displays. To the-stgdent; the computer has found all of her or
his passives, fuzzy words, abstract nouns, or missing periods.
Unfortunately, the program will usually flag agything it finds in

a pegative or ambiguous way, like "you may have too many passive

' or "your sentenies may be too long."

s
) ‘ \ .
We have found that our graduate students make good use of

verbs,'
)
thqée programs: they are good writers aqg make few mistakes.
What the computer finds is usually a legit}mate probleﬁ (most
often é.typo).'But for less éxperienced wrjters,‘text parsers can
be intimidating. One program we looked at furnished 6 ,pages of
an;lysis (much of it stétistical) for three pages of fext. This
is probably not a fer}ibiy constructive éxperience for students.
The computer becom;s an arbiter rather than ; tool, though it is
very poorly equipped.-at this stage to judgé anything. The simpie
truth is that no prograg can analyze‘contenf. Additionally,Asuch

parsers stress the surface features of the text, which works

against viewing writing as a process. Unless used with great

.
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care, we are ﬁ{i optimistic about the contribution text parsers
. . . ;
have to make &d”writing instruction.

Again, one of the major problems we found in using any of
these software packages Qné the programs’ inflexibility. Whether
the programs were interactive "mind-picking" questionnaires for
use in prewriting, sténd~alone drill“and«practiée exercises, oOr
text parsers of one sort or'anoiher, we alwafs felt the same
f%ustrétign. - We could not get ;n-there'and tamper with’the
progré@s. We could not add or delete particular questiohé. We

could not get the "fﬁzzy word” checkers to highlight our

i - “

i N Fl
students’ fuzzy words. We could not get the brain-storming

exercises to conjure up the right storms, or even blow them in

7
what we thought the best direction. Nor, so far as we could

tell, was this Problem_being addressed by designers and producers
of educational software, with few exceptions. 0

In considering these problems, we soon realized that even
thé abiI;ty to adapt e;isting programs was still only a half-way
measure.'Whét we finally needed was a software system that would
allow the teacher without any previous training in computer lore
to write such exercises for his or her own particular students.

" In the past,Tthis capébiiity has Peen avaglable, albeit
clum;ily, though "authoring systems" and CA; (Coméuter Assisted
Instruction) languages. Both of these.approaches, however, are
severely restriéted in’their‘usefulnéss for most instructorh.‘

"Authoring systems'" provide = teacher“a‘particular

&

instructional format, such as psssages of explangdtion, true-false

®

‘or multiple-choice questions, and allow the teacher to "pour in"



whatever content she chooses. The better systems also allow the
teacher to explain all possible answers to the questions, both
right and wrong. Their primary use hgs'been in developing -f
training materials for employees in private corporatiogs. For
drill-and-practice exercises, they may be usgfui enocugh; but in '
teaching.writing, the sorts of exercises an authoring system
makes available are rare{y very helpful. CAI lan%uages are
pfggramming languages that have been stripped down and simplified
‘
for ease of learning. The& still require, however, more time to
master than most teachers will care to invest; and their very
"simplification"” inevitably restricts the range of instruc¢tionsal
programs ;hat.cén be written with them.
We are presently working on a software package we hope will
finesse these problems and provide the teacher tﬁe means to
create computer—basg@ aids, prompts, égd ;xercfses for his
students, while requiring no more training than would suffice to
learn a word processor. .
We cagl this system AUCCESS. The acronym stands for A
Computer Composing Educational Software System. We use the

\ . : \ -
phrase "software system" to discriminate ACCESS from the sorts of

.

"suthoring sYstems" described above. It will in fact have most
H

of ;he capabilitiég of an authfring system, but these will
constitute only a fraction of its powers. The pgrage."Computer
Composipgd indicates the instructional needs we are particularly
concerngd to address. Learﬁing to write meaﬁs producing prose,
rpadingtprosg, sdding prose,'removing érose,-rearranging prose,

and throwing it all away and starting over. Any computer—-based

instructional materials intended to help this process along will,
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at the very least, require text-handling capacities of sonme
Bophistfcation. Fixed format questions (e.g., true/false or
multiple choice) will not fill the biltl.

v

_Again, 1n trying to understand the purpose and function of

ACCESS, you need to bear in mind the'final ”produdtﬂ wéwareA
giming at as teachers of writing. We slready usé computers in
our.ﬁpurses, though so far_on1y for word processing. We want our
studehtb to-be aple to sjt’down at the computer and, in the
proceés ofeworking through préf&riting prompts, drafting, and

revision exercises, develop a paper (on disk) ready to be printed
' . i

out and handed ‘in. We Jant our exgrciqes and prompfs under the
same umbrella program as our word prosessor, so that, if the
student chooses, he or she need'néver Qork away from the
}er@inal. And again, we want the tegéher to be able to design and
"program" these exercises herself. “

Wheh the teacher sgits downgto create such éxercises,‘he will -
be.presented witﬁ a series of choices in the form of nested

»

{ : /
mepnus. - The first menu, for instance, will offer the teacher the-
. ‘ !
choice of working on, roughly, pre-writing,,drafting, d( revision

aids, or "stand-slone" drill-and-practice exercises. The teacher
- then decides where in the writing process he inténds to intervene
through ¢omputerized instruction. .

‘ The teacher then chooses amopg exercises within that class
of var{i/ﬁ degfees of "pbefabricaﬁion," or moves directly to
create an exercise from scratcﬁ. Among its other featuréb ACCESS
will include & number of exercises already designed and written

-~

by and for composition teachers. If, after reviewing them, the




¢ ACCESS will record the exercise énto 'a separate disk;. and .

~

teacher:- decides that one of them will satisfy her own pedagogical
purposes exactly, she Can'simply‘approprjate it as it stands.
students can bé instructed to use that disk, call up the
particular. exercise réquired, and work through it. This is the
simplest aspproach the teacher coula take with ACCESS; its closest
anelog in using printed curricula;_materials would be“ﬁ
photocopying the exercises in sogebody else’s textbook and

{
distributing them for classroom use Just ss they are.

B A second option would be borrowing an_?xércise, but adapting
it for your own particular class and students-— Anj of the
demonstration exercises accompanying ACCESS the teaq@er will bel

, s . ,
able to amend‘at will. Whether the exercise is =& se:;es 8? .
leading questions, interactive items, style checkers, o}lsimply
instructions fo.be displayed on screen while the writer is
working, ACCESS will allow the teacher to add, delete, or revise
however she wishes.” |

A third option is for a teacher to create exercises. She

.

might qhoose ahd enter samp1e~texts that students could.react fo
in writing> Or she’might enter a set of bassive—voice sentences
with instructions on how to rewrite them as active-voice. Here,
in fact,iif the teacher so de;ired, she could seléct, as with a -
standard authoring system, a straightforward t;ue/false or
mu]tiplé choice question format a;d pour in ihe material to be
testh.’ Bgth the structure and méterial of the exercise could be
altered at any'péint.

From the teacher’s perspective, the operatién would look

something like as follows:

T



1) Enter a name for the students to call the exercise u&»by-

2) Enter some kind of opening overview. This can be either
Y4 .

a text you type in with the ACCESS editor, or a menu

presenting various options to the prospective student

writer. . .

Y

3 A) If the teacher so chooses, the actual exercise can be a

. . . ) A . ) . 1Y
‘simple linear sequence of vadﬁous texts, instructions,
. : {

quegtions, and-opportuhities for the student to respond

with written answers of (virtually) any length.

Depending on how the teacher arranges the exercise, the

v

student méy be compelled to answer in order every
question on it, or she might havé the option of paging

.

back and forth over the material,. responding as she is
. ) o

-

- : moved to do so. \ (;
3‘B)~If the ‘teacher introduces a "menu)," he will have to
\ ' spécifg what activities accompany each choice. ngée
could themselves be.ljnear sequences-of the ggri
‘described above, or could lead to furthér ménus vet.
4) Finally, each sequence wouid end with either the stﬁdent
returning to the opening menu or logging off and taking =a
print—- out of the exercise and her answers for .future
reférence. The student’s answers woulq also be availgble
fof.develgpment into a formal text, using a word processor
on a compatibie operating system.
)Such, at any rate, is our goal. At present, ACCESS is in
}arge paré alreadf,programmea, though it siill awaits deb;gging,

and testing. A prototype should be up and running by Fall of

%
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available by mid-1985.
of most of the applications we have been describing here,
building in the text parsers and true/false, multiple-choice*

question formats will require a little longer yet.
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19B4.with, perhaps, a final version - complete with exercises -

This perticuiar version will be capable

though
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