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Thinking, Writing, and Computers

1 Thinking, Writing, and Computers

Behind all writing lies the writer’s interest in altering, if only
slightly, some preexisting understanding or condition of the
world. (Indeed, some would argue that such an interest in
change lies behind all thinking.) Even a simple letter you might
write home emerges from such an interest—possibly the prac-
tical interest in asking for money or the less immediate interest
in informing family members about your activities, thus reaf-
firming your sense of belonging to an ongoing community.
Likewise, most college writing assignments need to be thought
of as an opportunity for you to alter readers’ understanding by
having them consider your own formal written presentation
and explanation of events in the world.

Ideally, there is a natural connection between your having
an interest in a topic and then writing about it: in such a situ-
ation, your text develops directly from your concern or interest.

In the real world, however, you often write not necessarily
to express an interest in a topic, but to meet the demands of
other people. As students, for example, you are regularly given
writing assignments. But even when your writing is not di-
rected by someone else, you may have little interest in the writ-
ing itself (for instance, when you write home to ask for money),
or your interest in a topic may be strong but unfocused (for
example, when you are outraged by a rate increase proposed by
the local cable television company).

la Thinking and the Writing Process

As noted above, thinking and writing are often connected by
interest: you are angered by a proposed hike in cable-TV rates
and decide to write a letter of protest. Here both your angry
thoughts and your angry words use a common vocabulary or-
ganized into grammatical units to express ideas. We all think
with words and express our thoughts when we write. Never-



Computers and the Writing Process

theless, there is a fundamental difference between the two. In
thoughts, words and associations come and go quickly, without
much order or opportunity for development; in writing, our
goal is to get everything—words, thoughts, examples, and so
forth—in some sort of order: first things first, with everything
else in its place, one item after the other, until the end. In a
nutshell, thinking often seems easy; writing often seems hard.

The writing process described below attempts to bridge the
gap between thinking and composing by encouraging you to
work through your topic in repeated cycles of prewriting and
exploration, drafting and organizing, rereading and revising.
The hallmark of process-based writing classes is students regu-
larly bringing drafts of their assignments to class for feedback
from their classmates or teacher and then revising the pieces
again for the next class.

1b Computers and the Writing Process

Computers offer an exciting way to bridge this gap between
thinking and writing. Words on a computer screen, while not
as fluid as those in our minds, are not nearly as fixed as those
on paper. When you write by hand or type, words are entered
and stored on the paper at once. Thus, editing such a text in
order to change anything you have already said requires con-
siderable effort, usually including rewriting or retyping. With
word processing, the three acts of entering (or editing), print-
ing, and saving the text are separate. You still use the keyboard
to enter what you want to say, but now text is recorded in the
computer’s memory and reflected on its monitor, allowing you
to alter it at will and, later, to print and save it (technically, to
issue commands that send the text—called a file—to a printer
and to a disk for storage).

Do not make the mistake of thinking that entering your writ-
ing into a computer, neatly saving it to disk, or sending it to a
costly, high-quality laser printer somehow gives it any special
value. The computer is strictly a tool that allows you to interact
with your writing more easily, especially when it comes to im-
proving what you have written by engaging in the ongoing
process of revision.

Computers allow you an easy means of editing or otherwise
revising (generally by deleting words or moving them from one
location to another). Therefore, when you write with a com-
puter, you can take more chances with your ideas, trying out
new ways of thinking and expressing yourself throughout the



Thinking, Writing, and Computers

brainstorming and drafting process. Indeed, writing with a
computer is so fluid, in some ways so much like thinking, that
the old categories of prewriting, drafting, and revising are no
longer clear and distinct. Unlike traditional work, where each
step takes place in a separate document, with word processing
you can do all the work on a topic in a single file, deleting rough
notes and early thoughts as the process proceeds.

lc Computers, Writing, and Risk Taking

The writing process gives all writers the opportunity to go from
an unformed feeling about a subject to its full expression in a
text. The computer helps writers during this period of struggle
and uncertainty by offering them considerable technical sup-
port. With just a couple of keystrokes, old work can be copied
and safely stored, freeing you to revise your position or even to
try a new approach to the same topic without fear of losing
something. Likewise, there is less pressure to get everything
lined up from the beginning. You can easily write the conclu-
sion first or add something to the introduction at the end. Net-
work-based writing software offers even more help by allowing
you to share your work with others, to receive feedback on what
you have written, and, just as important, to see how others have
responded to the current task. Computers take some of the
work and anxiety out of composition, enabling you to give your
writing energy and spontaneity.

2 Prewriting

Methods for discovering and gathering ideas are often called
prewriting strategies. Prewriting refers to all the thinking, in-
formation gathering, and topic exploration that you do before
you plunge into the first draft.

2a Exploring the Assignment

The best time to develop a risk-taking attitude is while thinking
through the assignment. Most college writing will begin with
a teacher-generated task that either defines your topic for you
or instructs you to find a topic on your own. In either case, the
assignment may also specify conditions about your audience
and about your purpose in relation to that audience. Rarely,
however, will a teacher be able to specify what it is about the
topic that you find personally engaging.

Begin your work, therefore, by defining the assignment—es-



Group Discussion

THE TOPIC 2

® What does the assignment ask me to do? What is its purpose? Is
it to argue a position, to try to solve a problem, or to entertain the
reader? Does it ask me to analyze, argue, report, or describe
something? Does it require that | draw from my reading or other
experience, or that | conduct research?

® Why am | considering writing on this topic? What am | expected to
accomplish by writing this? What do | want to accomplish by
writing this? What should the finished product look like?

® Does the assignment call for a certain genre or format such as a
standard essay or research paper, letter to the editor, or editorial,
or is it discipline-specific, calling for a format such as a proposal,
memo, or lab report? How long must it be?

@ Do | know enough about my topic? What do | need to do to learn
more? Where will | be able to gather information—books,
magazines, online sources, talking to others?

AUDIENCE

@ Does this assignment have a specific audience? If so, who is it?
How familiar will these readers be with my topic? What are their
probable opinions? How familiar will my fellow students be with my
topic? What are their probable opinions? If the readers of this
piece were not in my class (and most papers are written for
interested readers who have not sat in on your class discussions
or done your assigned readings), would they still understand all
my references?

INTEREST

® What aspect of the topic most interests me? Why?

® What is there in my own life (past, present, or future) that relates
to this topic or helps to explain my interest in this topic?

® Can | use this personal connection in the paper itself to introduce,
to help develop, or to draw conclusions about this topic?

pecially in terms of topic or content, audience, and purpose—
all the time seeking for ways to strengthen your interest in this
topic.

2b Group Discussion

Probably the most valuable form of prewriting is the easiest
one—talking with others. By telling someone about your topic
or discussing topic ideas with others, you have a chance to
think through what you want to say before you begin to write.



Prewriting

NLINE TIP _

The “Online Tip’’ above offers suggestions for discussing your
ideas online.

2¢ Prewriting with Computers

This section describes a number of practical, well-tested class-
room techniques—all involving computers—for transforming
your initial interest in a topic into writing that is both con-
trolled and forceful.

BRAINSTORMING Brainstorming, a problem-solving tech-
nique, involves the spontaneous generation of ideas about a
subject. To brainstorm, create a list of everything that comes
into your mind about your subject. Write it all down as quickly
as you can in the order that you think of it. To push yourself,
set a time limit for yourself, such as ten minutes, or a number
of items, such as fifteen.

SUBJECT: CENSORSHIP ON THE INTERNET

Censorship in print

E-mail and other private messages on the Internet
Hate groups and other political extremists on the Web
Censorship in other media (films, video, and television)
Community standards and defining obscenity



Prewriting with Computers

E-mail discussions and special-interest groups

Supreme Court ruling on Communications Decency Act

Responsibility o\l:temet service providers and other Internet-
based companies

Internet-based research on sexuality

Chat groups and live interaction

Pornography on the Web

CLUSTERING Brainstorming is just a start. After you have fin-
ished brainstorming, consider using another prewriting strat-
egy, clustering, to organize your ideas. Clustering, a technique
for grouping similar items together, helps you collect your ideas
and focus your thinking.

Read over your brainstorming list, and consider how related
items could be grouped together—that is, clustered. Begin by
putting a ““1” next to the first item on the list. Then look for
items similar to the first one, and put a ‘“1” beside those items
that match this item. Go to the next item on your list that does
not have “1” beside it, and put a ‘2" next to it. Now proceed
through your list, putting a ““2”” beside each similar item. Keep
running down your list, using new numbers for items that do
not fit into any existing clusters.

SUBJECT: CENSORSHIP ON THE INTERNET

Censorship in print

E-mail and other private messages on the Internet
Hate groups and other political extremists on the Web
Censorship in other media (films, video, and television)
Community standards and defining obscenity

E-mail discussions and special-interest groups

N = =W =



Prewriting

-

Supreme Court ruling on Communications Decency Act

2 Responsibility of Internet service providers and other
Internet-based companies

3 Internet-based research on sexuality

2 Chat groups and live interaction

3 Pornography on the Web

So that you can see the results of your clustering, use the cur
and rasTE commands on your word processor to move the items
into common groupings. Give each cluster grouping a name,
compare the groups, consolidate similar items, add new items
as they occur to you, and delete items that are no longer rele-
vant. Clustering is a powerful tool for organizing your thoughts
and for generating new ones. (You don’t have to use all the
items that appear on your brainstorming list. It is unlikely that
all of your first ideas will fit into your paper.)

CLUSTER #1: CENSORSHIP ISSUES

® Censorship in print

@ Censorship in other media (films, video, and television)
® Community standards and defining obscenity

® Supreme Court ruling on Communications Decency Act

CLUSTER #2: PERSON-TO-PERSON COMMUNICATION

® E-mail and other private messages on the Internet

® E-mail discussions and special-interest groups

® Responsibility of Internet service providers and other Internet-
based companies

@ Chat groups and live interaction

CLUSTER #3: OTHER INFORMATION

® Hate groups and other political extremists on the Web
@ [nternet-based research on sexuality
® Pornography on the Web

Use Brainstorming and Clustering
to Generate and Orgamze ldeas

- Use the Cut and Paste function of your word processor to group
similar items from your brainstorming list into clusters. With the caps
Lock key depressed, type a heading or title for each cluster, and then
use the Cut and Paste function again to rearrange entire clusters in
logical order—for example, from most to least important or from most
to least obvious.
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FREEWRITING AND NUTSHELLING Freewriting means what
the name implies: totally free writing, done without worrying
about grammar, typing and spelling errors, paragraphing, or
coherence. Write about anything at all or, if you have a specific
assignment, about anything related to that assignment. Write
for a specified time period, such as fifteen minutes, or until you
have written a page or more.

After you have finished freewriting, read over what you have
written, and summarize your ideas in a nutshell sentence, one
that captures the gist of what you were trying to say in your
freewriting.

Here is a sample of some freewriting done on the subject
““/Censorship on the Information Superhighway’:

| wonder if pornography is as big a deal on the Web as people
say. Are there really sexual predators lurking all around, trying to
lure small children and others into danger? Are pornographic
images all that easy to find, more so than on television or at the
magazine racks in drug stores today? In some stores, adult
magazines are stored behind the counter to keep them away

from children. What is the high-tech equivalent of such an
arrangement? Will adults be able to get to such materials on the
Internet or will the whole thing be brought down to the level of
broadcast television? And what about private discussions between
adults—will this be protected on the Internet so that people are
free to say what they want without fear of having their conversation
made public?

After each freewriting session, read over what you have writ-
ten, and write a summary or nutshell sentence. For example:

The new electronic forms of communication are raising many
difficult questions about censorship and privacy.

 Freewrite While You Draft to Generate New Ideas {3 ERE PSS




