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Utilizing Computers in Writing Center Sessions


Technology is becoming commonplace in academia. College campuses are filled with computers. PCs are in libraries, classrooms, dorms, and student unions, and with the addition of laptops, students can have a computer on hand at all times. There is no denying that students coming to the writing center today deal with computers on a daily basis and have composed the majority of their academic papers with word processing. Writing centers, like their clientele and their universities, are also becoming increasing saturated with technology. With such an increase in technology, especially with the convenience of the laptop, allowing writers to compose in any environment, the computer cannot be ignored for what it is: an integral part of the current writing practice.


Although OWLs and other forms of e-tutoring have been growing in popularity, the computer, surprisingly, has not found its way into a typical writing center session. Consultants and writers tend to work with hard copies of texts, discussing them, marking them up, and sending the writer home to continue the solitary act of writing. Sitting in front of the computer alone, the writer must now decipher his notes, try to remember what occurred in the session, and apply these things to composing a new draft. Why must the writer return to the computer alone? Consultants, after all, aim to improve a writer’s process. That process, currently, occurs at computers, which many writing centers have in abundance. Work done at the computer does not have to be solitary, and direct work with the writer’s process could be highly beneficial to the writer’s development and the consultant-writer relationship. However, any tutoring practice that could potentially be very invasive to the writer’s process and the consultant-writer relationship by changing the format and introducing a kind of third party to the typical session should be critically examined before it is practiced.


Switching from discussing a hard copy text to actively revising a computer document would no doubt change the way in which consultant and writer interact. However, there is no reason to immediately assume that the change would be detrimental to the relationship. Because the computer can act as a common factor between client and consultant it “seems to act as a catalyst to open dialogue necessary for effective tutor-writer relationship” (32 Farrell). Computers put the session into a context which both the client and the consultant are familiar with. Typical consultants and clients all have experience with word processing. Even L2 learners will most likely have experience with computers. Therefore, the computer can be a kind of common friend, allowing consultant and client to ease into the conversation in a context that both are comfortable with. The computer may even relieve tension in shy writers by providing something else that can act as a focus besides them and consequently make it easier for consultants to get such writers to open up.


Besides breaking the ice by providing a common ground, computers may also aid the consultant-writer relationship by creating a more fun and relaxing environment. Maurice Scharton describes one case in which the consultant and the writer viewed working with the computer as fun, relating it to a video game, rather than work. Making the writing center a place that writers enjoy spending time would certainly benefit the center. Writers would be more willing to return and participate in long term consulting practices. Also, when writers see the time they spend with their consultants as fun or interesting they will be more open to learning and will find it easier to form a relationship with their consultant. They may even, rather than seeing consultants as an authority figure because they see the sessions as work, see consultants more as friends and peers because they see sessions as fun. Consultants will not seem so much like teachers if some of the pressure is removed from the session through the introduction of the computer, a fun tool. In Pamela Farrell’s surveys, consultants reported that computers often helped relieve writer’s block by taking away the classroom atmosphere (31). In classrooms, papers stereotypically have deadlines where hard copies are turned in to be judged. The use of hard copies in the writing center, mimics this typical classroom characteristic. So, if a writing center’s environment is too much like a classroom in that a student feels their work in being judged there, then, because of past experience in classrooms, some writers could fall into a defensive or anxious mindset. The computer, however, emphasizes the act of composing, and the writer may feel more at ease with the typical pressure of the classroom removed. With a hard copy, they may feel like they are bringing their work in to be judged by the consultant, but with a computer, it is understood by both the writer and the consultant that the paper is unfinished. It is not ready to be judged and it will not be judged. Thus, the judging atmosphere of the classroom is removed from the writing center and replaced by the relaxed atmosphere of the computer, allowing the writer express their ideas with ease.


While Scharton’s and Farrell’s observations support the use of computers within writing center sessions, the evidence could be interpreted another way. Creating an environment that is too relaxed and too unstructured could reduce productivity. Scharton even admits to initial misgivings, 

“Given a piece of text, they played cut-and-paste with it as if it were a video game…Because my positions as teacher of Eileen’s [the client’s] writing course and administrator of the Center for Learning Assistance forced me to take both computers and writing a good deal more seriously than they did, I did not officially sanction the video-game orientation.” 

Scharton recognized the potential dangers of mixing video game associations of the computer with the work that must be put into writing. It is possible that the associations between computers and games could relax the environment too much. Writers, rather than focusing on developing ideas and communicating them clearly, could end up essentially playing with the word processing program by concerning themselves too much with page format, text style, and functions like outlining, word count, and thesaurus. The computer, acting as a kind of video game with its many different functions, could serve as a tempting distraction that would reduce productivity within the session, rather than as a tool which would increase learning.


However, the potentially distracting functions of word processing can be used to great advantage when employed correctly. When hard copies are discussed between the consultant and the writer any changes to the paper occur after the session, based on the notes written on the hard copy during the session; however, when a computer is used changes can be made immediately. The immediate revisions allowed by the computer can be particularly helpful to learning disabled writers. Farrell describes a dysgraphic student, Walter, who was able to improve his spelling, generate clean copies of his writing, and subsequently, become more confident in his writing ability through the use of the computer. Dysgraphic writers are faced with many challenges in writing. Because dysgraphic writers have difficulty forming thoughts and writing concurrently, visualizing words and letters while spelling can be a problem, as can composing essays. Also, their handwriting is often times illegible. (www.ldaamerica.org). The computer allowed Walter to see his revisions immediately and he did not have to deal with the difficult task of note taking on a hard copy as he would have to in a typical session. Because dysgraphic writers do not have difficulties reading, being able to quickly change his draft, helped Walter put the words into a context that was easier for him to deal with. The pre-set letters of the keyboard freed him from the problem of visualizing letter shape and the ability to change words quickly within the paper without creating a mess increased his spelling ability. It is reasonable to think that if use of computer during a session helped one student with a learning disability, it could potentially help those with similar learning disabilities.

It is to the writing center’s advantage and the university’s advantage to utilize tools which help learning disabled writers, but many of the writers coming to the writing center are not learning disabled. However, the immediacy of revision may help them in a different way. Josh Adair, a writing consultant, used the computer as a means to help a writer revise a paper, at the sentence level, that had been commented on by a professor. The computer allowed them to discuss each problem, form new sentences, and see those sentences at work immediately. One of the major advantages of this process is that “this student leaves with much of his revision completed instead of stumbling out of the writing center with my explanation and a dumbfounded stare” (Adair). For a student who has difficulty translating editing marks and making sense of papers covered in comments from teachers or notes from a session, the computer can be a helpful tool. If the writer brings in a paper with teacher comments then the tutor can help them understand the comments and make changes accordingly. Or, if the writer and consultant work with a computer document, rather than a hardcopy, then the student is saved from having to decode notes from the session later on. Rather than struggling alone to decode a teacher’s notes or notes from a session, the writer and consultant can methodically work through each comment and make changes to the draft as they work. Hopefully, by responding to the teacher’s comments and changing the paper accordingly, the practice that the writer would gain in the session could later be translated to projects outside of the center.


The writer described above, who had trouble with writing at the sentence level, may not represent the typical writing center client (not that writing centers can claim to have typical clients). One benefit, though, of immediate revision that can be pointed to as a benefit for any student is that it teaches writing as a process and encourages large revisions. “Writers who work at computers do not know what to answer when they are asked which draft they are working on. They no longer think in terms of separate, discrete drafts or of stages like planning, writing, and revising” (Simons). Being able to use word processing to quickly and easily move large blocks of text and reorganize a text’s structure within the time of a session once again saves them from facing the task alone after the session. A hard copy of the text can mean sending the writer off with a “dumbfounded stare” to figure out how to reorganize the paper based on the conversation with the consultant. Using the computer within the session, the consultant and the writer are forced to work together on changes. The writer, then, can see how easily large changes can be made and what a great effect they can have on the paper. Encouraging revision and organizational changes within a paper will hopefully combat any tendencies that writers have to write a text and consider it finished without reviewing it or thinking about it critically.


As with viewing computers as toys, there is also a potential danger with immediate revision within the session. Because so many changes are being made to the paper during a session under the guidance of a consultant, there is the potential for plagiarism and for the consultant to take a role in the session that is too authoritative. The question of who controls the mouse and keyboard is essentially the same question as who holds the pencil. However, the potential authority of whoever controls the keyboard increases exponentially in comparison to who holds the pencil, because deletions, changes, and additions to a computer document can be done quickly on both a grand and minute scale and consequently can be very invasive to the original text. In the session Adair conducted with a writer having trouble revising sentences, he tells us that he was the typist. However, he also details how the writer dictated each sentence, including punctuation. It is questionable who had more authority in this situation. The writer may have dictated the sentences, but as the typist and consultant, Adair could have had considerable sway in the student’s decisions. Making the consultant the typist gives them an active voice in the text that they most likely would not have if the writer were the typist and the consultant were the observer. Giving the consultant the power to change the text quickly and easily could be dangerous.


Even if the writer is given control of the keyboard there may still be negative effects within the session stemming from immediate revision and the computer. In one session I observed such negative effects when, at the client’s request, the consultant and the client worked on a laptop with the client as the typist. The client, who I believe was an L2 learner, had made many sentence and grammar level errors and, being unfamiliar with reviewing scientific articles, also needed help with the content of his paper. The problem arose when the computer allowed him to be pickier about surface errors while brushing off content problems because he was able to revise each sentence several times without making a mess by marking up a hard copy draft. Consequently, an entire hour was spent rewriting one paragraph. This is hardly the productive outcome that Adair described in his case. In the session I observed, the consultant gave the client, not necessarily vague, but non-directive responses, explaining to him the sort of things he should include in the background paragraph and why. Then, the client would point to somewhere on the screen asking, “So, what should I put here?” and the consultant would be forced back to the explanation. Finally, the client would ask enough times that the consultant would rattle off a suggested starting phrase and the client would grasp it. Then, with the sentence finished he would ask the consultant to make sure it was correct. It usually was not and then the process would restart with the consultant explaining the grammar rule and being questioned, until suggested rephrases were wheedled out of her. 


It is likely that the dynamics of this session were an unintended result of the presence of the computer. The client came to the writing center concerned about grammar and the computer acted as a kind of magnifier of that concern because he was able to change the draft so easily. Rather than marking a sentence to be rephrased later, the client could nit pick until it was perfect. Whether the writer’s actions were intentional or not, it is obvious that giving him the control of the keyboard also gave him control of the session in this case. While it is important that writers maintain control of their own text, allowing them to gain too much control over the session by controlling the only access to the document can be to their disadvantage. As the example described above demonstrates, the consultant can be taken advantage of, the session can go off track, and productivity can be reduced.


It appears that to gain the benefits provided by the computer and avoid the dangers each case must be considered individually and a balance struck between consultant and writer concerning who controls the keyboard. First, the type of text the writer is composing needs to be considered. Some texts lend themselves well to work at the computer. In one session I observed, the writer was working on a resume. Working at the computer, the consultant and the writer were able to observe and discuss the effects of font and color use within the document. The resume lent itself well to work at the computer. It is likely that this is because the format of a resume plays a major role in its composition process. Besides the type of text being worked with, the writer’s knowledge of the format and genre must also be considered. In this respect, the resume lent itself well to composition at a computer because the client, although, familiar with the computer, was not familiar with resume format. So, the writer was able to maintain control of the keyboard while still allowing the consultant to maintain control of the session. Finally, the personality of the writer must be considered. Adair warns that, because so much active revision is occurring, the writer must be willing to discuss their ideas in the session for this process to work; therefore, this approach may not work with shy writers who do not easily engage in open discussion.


Another caution voiced by those wary of computers usage within the writing center is the potential for the human elements of the session to be forgotten. In changing the focus of the session from the hard copy to the computer, the dynamic of the session shifts from discussion with the writer to active composition and revision, and a great emphasis is put on productivity. While productivity usually comes from a successful session, it is not necessarily an indicator of the effectiveness of a session and can not necessarily be measured quantitatively. As Richard Viet reminds us, “Good writing lab tutors are always concerned with the student’s writing but they know …that concern for writing cannot exist in separation from concern for the writer. …one of our most valuable services is one that machines aren’t programmed to provide” (2). Computers may be helpful in sessions where clients are ready to undertake revisions and unsure of how to begin, but some writers visit the writing center for a confidence boost or for another person’s perspective. During this past semester, I myself have visited the writing center for both reasons. While composing my first English paper as an English major I was very anxious, and after talking to my professor about it, I felt hopeless. However, by coming to the writing center and discussing my paper with a consultant, I regained my confidence. I continue to frequent the writing center, not because I feel I need a tutor to teach me how to write, but because I’ve learned the importance of gaining another’s perspective. Using a computer in my sessions would not be helpful, because I do not come to the writing center to learn how to revise, but to get a glimpse into my audience’s mind and an occasional confidence boost. Working with a computer would shift the focus of sessions away from the human components that some seek by putting more emphasis on the revising of that particular document and less on the student as a person and writer.


The use of computers in writing center sessions, like any consulting practice, has both great advantages and disadvantages. Sessions can be derailed by the distracting game-like quality of the computer. Clients and consultants can get hung up on format and small details. Consultants may even be distracted by the computer and forget the importance of the student sitting next to them as both a writer and a person. However, when the computer is appropriate to the session there is much to be gained. The computer can put the session into a format that allows the writer and consultant to relax and form a friendship more easily. Immediate revision can help both writers who are learning disabled and those who are not. Perhaps, one of the greatest benefits of the computer is its ability to facilitate revision and consequently, teach writing as a process because if writers do not value revision, then work done with them in the writing center may not create any long term improvements in their writing abilities.


As computers invade our lives, our universities, and our writing centers, we as consultants have a duty to understand how they affect our clients and our consulting sessions. The only way this can be done is through experience and reflection. We must experiment with technology to discover how we can best utilize it for our clients’ greatest benefit. The use of computers within sessions has not been widely practiced or studied, but much could be gained from both. While we will encounter problems, I believe that in certain cases the advantages will make our efforts worthwhile. Like learning to consult with hard copies, the only way we will learn how to consult with digital copies is through practice.
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