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In the article "The Effects of Incorporating a Word Processor Into a Year Three Writing 

Program," Beck and Fetherston studied how word processors affected Year Three students' writing 

development, filling a perceived gap in the research concerning the effect of word processors on this 

age group.  They compared students' attitudes toward writing with pen and paper and toward writing 

with a word processor, and tried to understand how using word processors affected the development of 

writing skills in primary students.  Their study, however, suffers from two fundamental flaws that cast 

serious doubt on their conclusions.

The authors conducted their study in Australia over six weeks, involving thirty 45 minute 

writing sessions.  Seven Year Three students - five girls and two boys - participated in the study.  The 

researchers gathered data through observations and interviews with the students and their teacher, as 

well as examining and comparing the students' typed and hand-written writing samples.  The 

researchers, along with a qualified teacher, evaluated the writing samples using two standardized 

criteria before, during and after the study.  When typing, the students used software that allowed 

students to type their stories as well as add pictures and backgrounds to their pages, and check for 

spelling errors.

The researchers found that when it came to hand written work, students overly concerned 

themselves with the neatness of their writing at the expense of quality.  Some students were so 

concerned with neatness that the writing exercises stressed them out, ruining their motivation to 

complete tasks and improve their writing skills.

In comparison, the study found that using the word processor eliminated students' concerns 

about neatness, enabling them to write better and enjoy the writing process.  Researchers observed that 

students were more focused, more motivated, produced higher quality work, and were more willing to 

take stylistic risks when using the word processor software. 

I believe, however, that the limited size and scope of this study cast doubt on its conclusions. 
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First, the researchers studied only seven students, all drawn from the same classroom.  With such a 

limited source of data, you can not rule out that this is an isolated phenomenon in this classroom, 

perhaps resulting from the way the teacher conducts hand writing assignments.  A study with a much 

greater number of students drawn from many classrooms would reduce this concern.

Furthermore, the short duration of the study also hurts its conclusions.  If studied over a year, 

would the novelty of using a new writing tool wear off?  Also, are there unforeseen negative effects of 

using a word processor?  Studying their behaviour over a much longer time would answer these 

questions.

What is worse is that I believe that the authors of this study were aware of these short comings, 

and they tried to make up for them by propping up their study against dated literature proclaiming the 

usefulness of word processors.  It comes across as the authors having made their conclusions before the 

study began, and does nothing to address my concerns.  The authors fail to fill their perceived gap in 

the field of using word processors in education; their study merely leans against the existing research 

without providing any substantial support of its own.
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