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A few questions about writing instruction

What recent innovations have improved 
student performance and quality?

Have we automated our processes?

Do we provide a framework for 
students so they can continue 
to master skills?

Are we training students in the latest 
tools and advances?

How scalable is writing instruction 
today?



Why digital is different

Let’s start at the beginning

▪ The medium is the 
message

▪ Assignments = digital
objects

▪ Digital objects are files
that simulate real objects

How a computer scientist 

might visualize a Word 

document file, which 

comprises data and 

programming instructions. 



So what?

We live in two worlds!

▪ We juggle virtual and real
worlds today.

▪ We expect our students to
excel in the real world. 

▪ Our writing instruction is 
based on an18th-century 
production model for a 21st

century digital artifact.

Consider: static vs dynamic



There is no reason liberal arts education cannot 

flourish in a new environment using new tools. 
The future will still need the human skills that 

the liberal arts promote, and perhaps will need 

them more than ever: skills in communication, 
interpretation, linking and synthesizing domains 
of knowledge, and imbuing facts with meaning 
and value.

Heart of the Matter, 2015

American Academy of Arts and Sciences

So, what do our students need?





New tools, processes, skills….

Social 
▪ Collaboration
▪ Sharing

Production
▪ Creation process(es)
▪ Workflow automation
▪ Lifecycle

Content 
▪ Organization
▪ Design
▪ Spelling/grammar
▪ Eloquence/cogency
▪ Multimodality
▪ Metadata



Creating a writer’s workbench

An integrated writing environment 

A writing dashboard

▪ A personalized version of MS Word
and/or Google Docs 

▪ Utilities and applications 
▪ Web services
▪ Routine processes and templates
▪ Reusable “components,” shortcuts, 

workarounds….

With our support, students can create their own 
environments for cranking out quality essays, reports, 
emails, and other written forms.



Microsoft Word has changed 

Time to rethink how we use it

▪ More platforms, free on phones

▪ Simpler UX, more automation

▪ More efficient sharing and storing

▪ AI-powered back-end systems 
▪ Learn and evolve 
▪ Enforce style conventions
▪ Improve eloquence 
▪ Better collaboration 



▪ These new functions improve with use

▪ Word continuously adds new rules

▪ Data analysis predicts better solutions

▪ They are not a silver bullet!
The key is learning when they can help 
and when they can be harmful.



Observations (1)

Acknowledge change

▪Writing in academic and 
professional environments is 
a more varied undertaking 
with a tighter relationship to 
technology.

▪Our students need to 
develop a critical stance 
toward technology so 
they can skillfully exploit 
new tools in their writing 
assignments.



▪ Consider course outcomes that integrate 
technological change in our writing 
curricular.

▪ Consider piloting and adopting a unified 
writing environment that transfers to 
student careers.

▪ Consider a day-long bootcamp before 
foundation writing courses.

Observations (2)

Integrate digital literacy 
into foundation writing 
classes



The primer

▪ For the last ten semesters, 
I’ve been testing a primer for  
College Writing 1.

▪ It’s goal is to jumpstart 
student use of advanced
tools and processes for 
perfecting their essays.

▪ Student acceptance 
has been beyond 
encouraging!

Providing context and basic instruction



Liberal arts majors can break down 

barriers to entry through better 

identification and understanding of their 

human skills and the addition of targeted 

technical skills….

Rather than pit a college education 

against workforce training, we advocate 

integrating both in the learning process.

Strada Institute for the Future of Work

Human+ Skills 

For The Future of Work



Discussion
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