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This continuing study has checked the attitudes, selected English skills 
and grades of first year infants/primary Teacher Education students at the 
University of New England.  The trend has continued which indicates many 
students are not confident of their writing ability.  Testing indicates 
they need support and help beyond their formal courses. Attitudes towards 
and use of computers does indicate one approach for many students that may 
help them develop a more professional approach to the various skills 
required at the tertiary level and provide more confidence in their 
classroom teaching.

Introduction

A study was reported at the last AARE conference (MacKay 1990) that 
investigated the writing and computer skills of first year teacher 
education students.  It was decided to continue this study to see if 
attitudes of new students had become more positive to using computers in 
the writing process.  In addition, the "Computers Across the Curriculum" 
unit that was compulsory for all students had a changed emphasis which was 
expected to change student attitudes.  In the first place the equipment was 
upgraded and students were to spend more than half their time in the 
Macintosh Laboratory.  This was expected to develop more positive attitudes 
as the Microsoft WORKS package would provide a better word processing 
package than APPLEWORKS which had been used previously.  However 
counteracting this was the decision to spent less time on word processing 
activities and include with graphics so students were to present a combined 
assignment.  In addition to these changes was the decision within a 
restructured award in 1992 to delete this unit altogether and ask other 
units (such as Education, Language, Social Science, Maths, Science) to 
incorporate computer skills into their outlines.  Experience in the past 
had shown this approach had not worked.   This study aimed at providing 
more information to staff on implementing computer writing skills.

Method

The ACER "English Skills Assessment Test (ESA) Part II was again 
administered to 65 First year students in the Diploma in Teaching at the 
University of New England - Armidale.  This was not compulsory and this 
represented half of the intake.  The results were made available to 



students in the final two weeks of the semester when all completed a 
questionnaire on their attitude to reading, writing and computer use.  
Their overall semester results in Education, Language and Computers across 
the Curriculum were also correlated with the other information.    STATVIEW 
was used to analyse the information.  Stanines were used for the ESA data, 
while grades (HD,D,Cr,P etc) were given a numerical weight of 4 down to 0.  
Correlations were undertaken using the Spearman Rho formula while making 
allowances for tied ranks.

English Skills

Although the 1991 intake into the Teacher Education program was perceived 
to be of higher quality because the cutoff mark had been raised 
significantly, it was not reflected in the ESA scores that showed no 
significant differences from 1990.  The overall scores for the total test 
were;

1990 (n=140) 1991 (n=66)
___________________________________________________
Total ESA Score 67.53 (sd 10.38) 65.09 (sd 10.04)
___________________________________________________

This was surprising particularly as only volunteers took the test in 1991 
and this was expected to attract the better students.  Overall, these 
scores are low compared to those from the national database.

The particular skills tested in the ESA did not correlate in the results of 
Education and Computers Across the Curriculum units.  However, in Language 
there were significant correlations on some variables which was pleasing to 
staff.  Comprehension and Word Usage were not significant but;

_______________________________
Vocabulary Usage p=0.02
Sentence Structure p=0.006
Logical Relationships p=0.03
Test overall p=0.002
_______________________________

Obviously, Language staff are looking to and rewarding particular writing 
skills that hope will be using word processing skills.  Better sentence 
structure in writing is a good example and one that is already highlighted. 

Computers and Writing

A factor analysis was undertaken with 21 attitude items using oblique 
rotation and 7 factors were extracted with eigenvalues >1.0 which accounted 
for over 70% of the variance.



This analysis identified the most important group of items as those 
relating computer experience, typing ability perceived as adequate and 
familiarity with a word processing package.  This hides the fact that there 
was a much larger group of students who were not comfortable using 
computers in the writing process for a variety of reasons.  They still 
enjoyed writing and preferred to use paper and pencil for the writing 
process.  Looking at the issues in more detail;

Computer Users (23.9% variance)

This group of items reflects those who are already using the computer in 
the writing process and covers high ratings (percentage of 4 &5 combined on 
the 5 point Likert scales)  in the following areas;

1990
1991
_______________________________________________
Computer experience 32% 59%
Learnt to type -on computer 29% 38%

-off computer 39% 46%
Confidence in using the computer 26% 42%
Confidence using the WP Package 39% 40%
Using computers in the classroom 71% 55%
_______________________________________________

There was a polarization occurring in the 1991 sample of those who were 
more committed to computer use while others who were not.  The 1991 group 
were generally not as enthusiastic about computer use in the classroom as 
in previous years.

The likes and dislikes of computer use were gathered by open written 
comment which are listed below.  What students LIKED MOST about computers 
were;

Issue %
_______________________________
Good presentation quality 38
Ability to change and Edit 33
Able to save information 15
More efficient and saves time 13
Corrects spelling 11
An effective learning device 9
Enjoying games 9
Lots of fun 9
Graphics are great 9
There are so many programs 9
They are so easy to use 8
Very versatile 6



(plus another 50 statements)
_________________________________

The matters the students LIKED LEAST about computers were;

Issue %
__________________________________________
Possibility of loosing work 20
computers are too complex 14
computers are very confusing 11
computers cause frustration 10
they are too expensive 10
takes too long to prepare assignments 8
I get sore eyes 8
they often break down 5
just monotonous 5
I am not a good enough typist 5
(plus another 118 statements)
__________________________________________

The Writer's Factor (13%)

Another strong factor covered the writing process without using a computer.  
This linked together;

1990
1991

_______________________________________________
Enjoyment of writing 46% 53%
Reasonably confident about writing 22% 45%
Able to correct writing 45% 58%
Ease to change and edit 40% 40%
_______________________________________________

The Future (9.5%)

There was a future dimension in the way students looked to their own use 
and in the classroom.  These items included;

1990 1991
________________________________________________
Planning to use the computer to prepare essays in the future 44%

36%
Children should learn -to use computers 90%

85%
-write stories using the computer



52% 43%
-to type

60% 55%
________________________________________________

These figures do indicate less commitment to future computer use of the 
1991 intake.

The "Lost" Syndrome (7.1%)

The lack of confidence of students is shown most dramatically by two items;

1990
1991
________________________________________________
I'm concerned my writing might be lost when 32% 52%

I cannot see it on the screen
I'm concerned that I'll loose my work or 54%
65%

it is not properly saved on my disk
________________________________________________

This is an alarmingly high figure that shows a lot of familiarisation is 
required before the word processing is introduced.  It reflects students 
who are anxious about computer use and the reasons are not absolutely 
clear.  In an international study involving university education/psychology 
students in 13 countries (Weil & Rosen 1991), Australia ranked highly on 
many computer use variables however we did have higher scores than expected 
on 'computer anxiety' and the proportion of 'technophobic' students(55%).

Reading and Writing for Enjoyment (6.5%)

This factor simply reflects the enjoyment of reading in particular, and 
writing to a lesser degree.  In both 1990 and 1991, 80% indicated their 
reading enjoyment.  This also showed a strong negative correlation with 
using computers in the classroom.  Students value books for themselves and 
in their classrooms and have already a view of where computers may or may 
not be used.

Assignment Writing (5.5%)

This appears to take the writing process further than outlined above into 
the hard work of revising, drafting and presentation. 

1990
1991



_______________________________________________
Using drafts in essay writing 59% 86%
Good presentation is a high priority 46% 76%
_______________________________________________

 For many, this was the great benefit of using computers.  As listed 
above,the most important uses of writing on the computer from open written 
comment was 38% liked the quality of presentation from the computer, while 
33% stressed the value of re-editing, cut and paste, change etc while 
another 11% had discovered the spell checker.

Reading on the Computer (4.8%)

Questions were asked concerning the ease of reading the computer screen as 
some primary school children had problems in this area (MacKay, Brown & 
Lawrence 1990).

1990 1991
________________________________________________
Difficulty in reading text on the computer screen 8%
7%

It is easier to read text on screen than on paper 42%
35%
________________________________________________

Eight percent of students mentioned in written comments that they got sore 
eyes from sitting in front of the screen and this will need following up 
even if it just means adjusting the screen intensity.  These results are 
surprising considering the large amount of time spent on the Macintosh 
computers compared to the APPLE IIe in the latest study.

How Students want to Use the Computer

The way most students would like to write on the computer is revealing.  
With the increased anxiety then it is not surprising that most are are 
going to use it as a presentation tool.  They do change it but have 
admitted that is not for 'content' but 'looks';

Stages 1990
1991

____________________________________________________

1. All writing and drafts  ---> final copy typed 37%
45%
done on paper into the computer



7%

2. Ideas and draft on      ---> changes made as typed 29%
27%
paper into the computer

1%

3. Some points on paper ---> Drafting done on the 10%
17%

computer

4. No written notes,      ---> start typing into 15%
1%

just ideas the computer

___________________________________________________
Student choices on how they would like to use the computer in the writing 
process

It is obvious that in 1991, students were less likely to experiment as they 
had had less formal instruction in use so students were to do most of their 
writing off-line.  The writing process is summarised below (MacKay, Brown, 
Lawrence 1990);

____________________________________________________

Personal Presentation
Characteristics (Stage 1)

Editing II
- moving

'Energy' Editing I
- correction
(Stage 2)

Group Entering
Interaction information

(Stage 3 & 4)
Typing
Skills

____________________________________________________

This show that there are various points at which we can use the computer in 
the writing process and various personal characteristics and past 
experiences will influence this choice. The concept of 'Energy on Task" has 
been introduced (MacKay, Brown & Lawrence 1990) to highlight the fact that 
students bring a certain 'learning energy' to tasks and if this energy is 
used on mechanical issues such as typing, working out what keys do, editing 



procedures on the computer then little energy will be left to the writing 
task and positive attitudes will suffer.  Enough 'Time on Task' is 
necessary to make more of these mechanical issues just routine as their 
confidence builds.  That has not happened in this program.

Using Pen and Paper

When asked whether it was harder to use the computer than write on paper - 
the results were;

1990 1991
_____________________________
YES 46% 63%
NO 47% 37%
YES/NO   4%
_____________________________

Looking more at the written comments then we have the larger group saying 
it is Harder to write on the computer because; (count of responses)

____________________________________________
no keyboard practise 23
it is more time consuming using the computer 7
I like to write ideas on paper,- more flexible 5
I have always used paper and pencil 5
not familiar with the WP package 4
computers aren't readily available 3
harder to check drafts on the computer 3
(plus 39 other comments)

It is Easier to write on the computer because;

of editing/deleting features 18
presentation is so neat 12
typing is faster 4
you don't loose work 3
no writer's cramp 3
so much faster 3
can check spelling 2
(plus 13 other comments)
_______________________________________

What are the Lessons?

Irrespective of whether Macintosh computers are available there are a 
number of issues to be faced;



1. "Time on Task" - the most important finding from this study is the need 
to spend enough time in the orientation program when you want all 
students to grasp, use and enjoy the word processor.  It is like climbing 
a hill; if you only spend time to get half way up then you have to 
return back to the beginning and try again at some time. It will be 
harder to motivate compared to getting to the top and seeing new 
possibilities in all directions - and it is down hill as well.

2. Typing ability was highlighted again and again by students as the 
stumbling block for them.  Using the analogy of the hill climb 
again - do we want to crawl up the hill or walk?  Lesson in learning 
to walk maybe compulsory but it could be argued that the choice 
should be left to the student.

3. Computer familiarisation is a critical process in dealing with a wide 
range of attitudes and skills.  Some peer tutoring could be very 
useful to supplement sessions.

4. Orientation to the Word Processing Package needs to be structured for 
many students so confidence can be built and fear of loss of work is 
overcome.

5. Relevance of Tasks will also make the process much more meaningful.  
Seeing the use of this skill as a practising teacher has not 
addressed.

6. Skills of change are more long term goals and will come from the writing 
process.

7. Specified Goals in the Language Unit would help define computer writing 
tasks that are to be done in and out of class.  This message is 

spelt out both by Morsund(1991) and Neiss(1990) who outline skills to 
be covered throughout different stages of the Teacher Education program.  
Thomas and Knezek(1991) argue that this should be developed within 
a multimedia environment.  It provides a very positive approach if 
colleagues in a variety of disciplines will take up the challenge.

It appears that many of the students who are entering the Teacher Education 
program for Infants/Primary have not used computers at High School and need 
special attention to develop "mountain climbing" skills.  This projects has 
highlighted the problems to be faced and how as teacher educators, we can 
move towards more appropriate experiences within a realistic time frame.
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