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Three Non-Native College Studenta
During the Fall 1986 aemeater, I conducted a caae atudy on
the effects of uaing a microcomputer to write on the compoaing
proceases and attitudea towards writing of three intermediate-
level non-rativé college atudenta. The aubjecta, Won; a Korean;

former students in a remedjial ESL writing claaa whose multiple,
handwritten drafts were available for atudy, who had used peer
and teacher feedback to revise extenaively when uaing pen and
paper, and who were able to articulate their learning and writing
procesaes.

The data included hand-written miultiple drafts from the
nultiple drafta, field notea of the atudenta’ verbal and non-
verbal writing behavior, the atudenta’ proceaa journala in which
they wrote about their impresaiona of uaing a computer to write,
and videotapes of their word processing. The subjects received
initial inatruction in uaing the acftware, and were then told to
use the computer to fulfill asaignmenta for their preaent ESL
clasaea. They came to the computer center for three houra a
week, aince, like moat City Univeraity of New York atudenta, they
have little time to Spareé between their coursea, joba and family
reaponaibilitiea:

My findinga, which support Collier‘’s 1983 findinga, were
that the aubjecta, each of whom waa an extenaive reviaer when
using pen and paper, did not uae their time at the computer to

revise: Won used it as an inatrument for generating ideaa,
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Somaia for editing, and Krystyna for gaining familiarity and
comfortability with the technclogy. In thia preaentation I will
speak about how each aubject choase to use hia or her limited time
at the computer, and Why tha@ae choicea were made. I hope %o
ahow that the aubjecta made intelligent choicea about the beat
use of their time at the compiter.

Won is a pragmatist; he enjoya new challengea aid facea then
knowing that he may fail, but proceeding aa though he won’t. In
one of hias early journal entriea he wrote, "It ia alwaya fun for
me to learn something which I never knew...Now I feel a little
bit bored about writing on paper, so I think it ia a good chance
to learn about computer writing." 1In another, he wrote, "I want
to write and play with the computer. During the writing on the
computer; I will be familiar with the compiter." Won ia,
obvioualy; a confident and self-reliant learnar. He knowa how to
play and experiment with what is unfamiliar until hé owna it.

At the beginnning of the remeater Won worked alowly and
deiiberately,; watching his fingera, entering a phrééé of five or
aix words and then looking at the acreen, aometimea changing the
spelling of the laat word, or subatituting another. By the
middle of the semeater he had learned all the functiona I taught,
and othera he figured out on hia own, or by aasking me to
demonatrate: He used variocua ways to move the ciurasor and deléte
worda; he waa typing more gquickly,; aitting more relaxedly and
sometimea acrolling to the top of the document to reread what

he’d written then scroliling to the bottom to continue. Aa Won



gained a sense of comfort and freedom, he was able to use the
computer to compose more fluently than he had wlien writing with
pen and paper. During a mid-aemeater interview in which I aaked
him to talk about the difference in hia pen and paper and
computer writing he said:

I am writing more with the computer. §6@étiﬁéé when I

write with the pencil, I lose ideaa, ao I try to read
again what I am writing...When you go back you cannot
read some senterices, 8o you don’t know whet worda you
used... So I lose ideaa. So I go wrong. But when I
work with a computer,feverything ia clear. Even if I

think about a new aentence, I can keep concentrating on

my ideas because everything looka clear. I mean I‘’nm
more stable around my idea, without loaing it.

Won uamed the computer primarily aa a tool for generating

ideas because he appreciated the way it allowed him to put hia

thoughta immediately into writing. Because Korean uses a non-

had to concentrate on forming lettersa neetly to make thenm
legible; thereby los‘ang ideas. The computer freed him from the
chore of handwriting and let him focua on fluently creating
sentence after amentencs.

The other difference in Won’s writing habita when uaing pen
and paper and a computer had to do with reviaion. In the final
interview, Won said:

Sometimes when I write with a pencil I write too fast.
I mix ap. I have to change the whole order, put the
first sentence at the bottom of the page. Usually I
don‘t do that when I work on thée compiuter. I don’t mix

up ideas. Everything is in a Rind of order. It's very

computer I juast write, I’m amatisfied with what I write

the firat time: When I write with the pencil, I need

to start writing about four o1 five timea. I haJe to

change paper every ten minutes, make new aentencea.




But when I work with the computer, when I feel like
atopping, I atop working.

Wor’s description of the difference in his writing process with a
computer and with pen and paper aeema to indicate that he atopped
reviasing altogether; he did not. It i8 not true, as hia account,
might lead you to conclude, that hia firat drafta on the computer
were alaso hia laat drafta. That ia, after generating a firat
draft, and getting feedback from me or his writing teacher, he
would revise by entering a second draft from memory, rarely
consulting the firat draft. This is different from hisa reviaing
process of hand-written firat drafta on which he wrote, croasing
out sentences, adding words and numbering and cutting and paating

paragraplia. In fact, sometimes Won combined both proceaaea by

Although I had ahown Won repeatedly how to make block moves,
he never did. When I aaked why, he said that asince he only had
at home. He had determined that his best use of hia computer
time was to generate ideas, while writing a first or later draft,
without consulting notea or previoua drafta. It may be that he
sentence after to sentence but alao to mové them aroind.

Whatever the future developments might be, however, Won wasa
extremely satisfied with hia experience with the computér, and

will continue to uase them when they are available.



Where Won gained fluency with the computer; Somaia was

conzerned about loasing the fluency ashe had gained in pen and

paper writing. During the initial interview, ahe explained her
reservationa about using the computer:

Within the laat few montha because I feel like I’m

second: Like in glags whenftbe profegsor,asked ue to
write something, I start writing and I get more fluent
in writiﬁg. So maybe that also made me not think about
uaing the computer where I have to type so I’11 be
slower and thia might stop me from thia fluency I’n
having now in writing.

Before taking ESL writing classes, Somaia had kad confidence

in her ideas but was frustrated by her inability to expresas their

complexity while writing in English. The fluency technidiea ahe

practiced in clama allowed her to put her ideas down on paper
without stopping to find the appropriate worda. She learned to
delay deliberating over word choices, and thus, gained fluency:

I alwaya thought I could write. I have the ability to

expreaa myssalf, but I use naive worda to expreas myself

and I waa worrying about that before. Now I’m not
worrying. I’l]l keep writing and if aome good worda

atart to my head, I’11 use them.

Uniike Won, Somais did not find advantages to uaing the
corputer as an instrument for generating ideas and firat drafta,
perhapa in part because she was not handicapped, aa he was, by
the problem of forming the letters of English due to her more
extenaive schooling in English. She decided to use the computer

writing non-ztop in claas - and to her old writing poaition =
lying on her bed at home in the "beach poasition," aa ahe put it,

to write firat drafta.
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drafta she had done at ﬁbﬁé, into tﬁé computer and to then
morrect apelling and grammar miatakea, and subatitute her intial
word choicesa with othera. She aaid that the clean look of the
text on the screen helped her detect errora, and that the
spelling miatakea she misased were picked up by the spell check.:
Because cf her fruatration at having to uase what ahe cella "naive
worda" to expreas heraelf, Somaia waa delighted to be abla to
call up & theasaurus which gave her many choicea. She did
realize;, howaver, that in ordér to make a choice, ahe would need
to know the shadea of difference in the worda preaented: ahe
often calied or me to explain them to her.

Somais alao realized that the computer had other uaea
besidea editing, but ashe choae toc maater the editing functions
first. Her learning process, a legacy, perhaps, of her years of
training aas a ballerina in the Egyptian Ballet Company, waa to
focus on one atep at a time, practice it until gaining maatery
and then move onto the next atep:. During the mid-aeneater
interview she characterized her learning to uae the computer in
thia wa:

I guess the difficulty of the computer ies to have to
read the manuals to know exactly what type of commanda,

the procedures, step by atep and then after that I

guess averything will be easay. It juat needs a long

time. When you try to work with it without having the

knowledge, it’a not eaay.
Somaia’s amolution to the problem sf having to work with a
new machine with many capabilitiea was to choo&e a few functiona

to practice in order to achieve masatery.
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Where Somaia used the computer to edit and Won to generate
ideas, Kryatyna used it to overcome her fear of the technology:
When, during her initial interview, I asked how she felt about
“Nervous...It’s too fast. You have to work fast. That kind of
sounda, they make you puah too faat. The aound makesa me nervoua
to put another lette&r or something. It pushea you to work faster
than I do... That’s why I prefer not to uae an elactrie
typewriter.'  Kryatyna‘s fear of the computer waa part of a
larger fear of operating machinea. She doean’t drive or uae the
sutomatic teller machine at the bank and she dislikea uaing a
sewing machine: "I’m alwaya thinking if an emergency happened,
would I itnow what to do?"

Krystyna was alac concerned that she was not faat enough
when writing in English with pen and paper. Thia lack of apeed
she attributed toc the problem of not knowing the apelling of the
spelled, aimple thinga, and I open the dictionary to look how
it’n spelled." But the issue of apeed on the computer aeema to
have had more to do with hér idéa that computers were for aaving
time and that if she didn’t go fast, ahé wa& warting time and
electricity.

Krystyna’s preoccupation with both apelling and speed was
dramatized about halfway through the semeater, when ahe asked if
I waa going to give dictation to the stiudents, "So yeu can see

how fast we got and we have toc have good apelling." To Kryatyna,
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the comput®r was & typewriter with a memory which aliowed her to

focua on apelling individual worda and on increaaing her speed.
Even though Kryatyna remained sensitive to the hum of the

computer and to th& flaahing curaor, perceiving both as a prod to

keep Writing; she did come to éii of the weekly seaaiona and
worked concentratedly. She waa determined to conquer her fear of
the computer. However, ahe waa unable to maater the moat baasic
functiona during the sixteen weeka of data collection. She

often confuamed the cursor and apace Kkeya, for inatance, cauaing
her text toc move and forcing hér to reatore it, which uasually
involved asking me or tho other students to help her. Several

needed to continue to see more apace on the acreéen. Theae
confuasiona, though, seem to have had to do with lack of practice
and confidence and will probably diaappear aa Kryatyna apenda
more time at the computer and gets help when ahe ia atuck. In
fact; during the final interview,; Kryaytna told me that ahe and
Somaia had aigned up for a computer literacy courae: "We both

semester:. It’a really helpful: I would never have thought about

taking it, if not for this project...It made me balieve that I

like oiher pecple who use computera every day." Sorme of the
nystique of these machines hacd been dispelled: Kryatyna now Feels

entitied to i.se thiem;



While Somaia, Krysytna, and Won had all shown themseives &

be extensive reviasera when uaing pen and paper, none of them uaed

the computer primarily aa a tool for revision. Perhapa becauae
there were limitationa on their time at the computer, they each
chose one aapect of writing to concentrate on while word
proceasing. Krystyna apent hér time gaining comfortability and
familiarity with the hard snd acftware, Somaia with correcting
nistakes and aubatituting original word choicea with more
appropriate ones, and Won with tranafering hia thoughta quickly
to the acraen.

There are two main implicationa to be derived from thia
study: One is that students need greatar acceaa to computera if
they are to take advantage of all ita featiurea. The other ia
that in casea where computer time ia limited, aa it was for this
study, atudenta muat be allowed to grow accuatomed to the
technology at their own pace, and to uae it in the way they £ind

moat helpful. That ia, once teachera have demonatrated the

Sarah Beneach o
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