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Concept Paper: Composition in the Digital Age  
 

This research will investigate what impact, if any, composing digitally has on students for whom 
traditional pen-and-paper composition practices are regularly employed versus students who 
have had regular and repeated exposure to such modes of composing, in a timed, tested 
environment.  The results of the pilot study may provide suggestive evidence for a correlation 
between a lack of interface composing experience on the process and product of student writing 
and, therefore, performance on standardized testing (which requires students to compose 
digitally).  The impact of the possible results on districts that do not currently offer students the 
opportunity to compose via computer interface is substantial.  It poses a very real basis for the 
argument that these test are not, in fact, a true test of skills and knowledge as intended, but 
rather a flawed, subjective tool that needs to be adjusted.  Another possible implication of future 
findings based on the initial work of this pilot study may include the need for a wide-reaching 
and timely shift (from a pedagogical perspective) in our approach to basic composition 
instructions practices.  

 
My personal experience as a writer has afforded me the opportunity to live through the rapid 
changes in the ways we are expected to write and, therefore perhaps, think.  This 
transformation is evident in knowing that when I graduated college (over 15 years ago), I did so 
without having owned a personal computer and scarcely knowing how to type.  As a result, my 
undergrad papers were composed entirely via pen-and-paper and subsequently transferred to a 
typed document.  In stark contrast to that experience, I recently completed the GRE 
examination which required the composition of an analytical essay via computer interface. I 
couldn’t help but wonder:  Has this change affected my writing? If so, how?  Another major 
contributing factor for my decision to research this topic stems from the involvement with my 
own children, as well as the students whom I currently teach (6th grade students in the Rahway 
Public School System).  In just a few short weeks, they are faced with the task of composing 
three separate pieces of writing, electronically, for the PARCC requirements.  None of them 
compose digitally in school on a regular basis.  Should they?  I wondered.  Lastly, after 
familiarizing myself with a sampling of the current research on this particular topic, I noticed both 
a need and opportunity for further investigation on the matter.  Standardized testing has become 
quite a hot button issue as of late, with a particular focus on the new PARCC testing.  However, 
with a focus being placed on the complexity of and supposed “confusing” nature of question and 
answer formats, it is evident that little attention has been given to this aspect of the test.  
 
 



To suit the needs (and restrictions) of this pilot study, the methodology the research would 
employ is one qualitative in nature and includes a textual analysis of pen-and-paper versus 
interface-composed writing samples from a set of middle-school students (Rahway, NJ school 
district).  The subjects would be extracted from one 7th or 8th grade class and the exact size of 
the research pool would be ultimately determined by the willingness of parents to consent.  A 
range of between 10 and 20 participants would be ideal for this study.  In addition, a survey 
would be designed in order to glean student background information pertinent to the study’s 
objectives (i.e. technologies present in the home, amount of time spent composing 
electronically, etc.).  
 
The proposed study would engage heterogeneous subjects with varying levels of exposure to 
digital composing in a two part writing exercise. The first phase would require students to 
compose a predetermined genre of writing via pen-and-paper in an setting meant to mimic a 
testing environment.  The second phase of the task would direct students to compose a writing 
sample similar in nature to the first prompt, but via a digital interface similar to that currently 
utilized by standardized tests. A analysis would then be conducted to assess the variances in 
both product and process across the two modes and relative to each student’s digital 
composition experience level.  To assess each of these areas, a rubric would be developed 
which would take into consideration a variety of factors such as time spent writing, revisions 
made, sentence structure, word choice, length of entries, conventions, semantics, etc.  The 
digital writers would “share” their documents electronically (ex: google docs) which would allow 
access to the revision history, thus providing information pertinent to the study.  Pen-and-paper 
subjects would be timed and would be asked to make any corrections/edits by drawing a line 
drawn through them (to reveal process information).  

 
My research would begin with literature reviews of some of the “big” names and literature in this 
area of interest.  The list includes, but is not limited to, the following:  
Cynthia Selfe (Tech. and Literacy in the Twenty-First Century, The Politics of the Interface) 
Gail Hawisher & Selfe (Literate Lives in the Information Age, Computers and the Teaching of 
Writing..) 
James Porter & Patricia Sullivan (Opening Spaces: Writing Technologies and Critical Research 
Practices) 
Dennis Baron (From Pencils to Pixels, A Better Pencil) 
Colin Lankshear, Julie Coiro, Michele Knobel, Donald Leu (Central Issues in New Literacies) 
Gloria Jacobs (Writing Instruction for Generation 2.0) 
Carl Whithaus (Teaching and Evaluating Writing in the Age of Computers and High-Stakes 
Testing) 
Diane Penrod (Composition in Convergence:  The Impact of New Media on Writing 
Assessment) 
Others to consider include the following: Deborah Holdstein, Ann Wysoki, N. Katherine Hayles, 
Crystal VanKooten, Jennifer Sheppard, Jay Bolter, Joanne Buckley, Nicholas Burbles, Gary 
Heba, Michael Joyce, Myron Tuman, Marcia Curtis, Patricia Sullivan, Paul LeBlanc, William 



Condon, Tim McGee, Patricia Ericsson, Alex Vernon,, Chris Anson,, Charles MacArthur, Jeffrey 
Grabill, Selber, Yancey, Lester Faigley.  
 


