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In the Curriculum

Language Arts

Subject: Language arts, graphic
design, multidisciplinary

Grade Level: 5–9 (Ages 10–14)

Technology: AppleWorks (Apple),
Word and Works (Microsoft)

Standards: NETS•S 3–6. (Read
more about the NETS Project at
www.iste.org—select Standards
Projects.) NCTE/IRA 3–8. (Read
the language arts standards at
www.ncte.org.) New Standards:
Language Arts 1–5. (Find out
more at www.ncee.org/
OurPrograms/nsPage.html.)

Students might create a newsletter 
to share news among themselves.

Copyright © 2000, International Society for Technology in Education,
800.336.5191 or 541.302.3777, iste@iste.org, www.iste.org.
All rights reserved.



March  2000 Learning & Leading with Technology 23

Technology can help students access and process information to generate knowledge and
communicate it to others. However, most classroom technology use focuses on access and
communication without paying adequate attention to the critical processing component.
This article provides a detailed look at how teachers can support students in using basic
word processing technology to influence the way students reflect and respond to a wide
variety of print and nonprint texts to build an understanding of these texts.

Language Arts

Students might create

a newsletter geared

toward their parents

to share class news,

important dates,

and so on.

Increasingly teachers are finding
technology useful for helping stu-
dents access data, process informa-

tion, and communicate knowledge.
Technology facilitates access to a greater
amount of data than traditional re-
search methods; speeds search and re-
trieval; provides templates or scaffolds
on which to organize, select, and for-
mulate ideas; and encourages and sim-
plifies revision of communications for
greater precision and effectiveness.

Though each stage of knowledge
production has its own distinct charac-
teristics, the stages are also intercon-
nected; learners move among the three
as they work. For example, for students
to effectively communicate their know-
ledge, they must convey content clearly
to a specific audience. Yet such a mes-
sage requires more than access to raw

data; the data must be processed into
useful information. Clearly, if any phase
in this process is neglected, the others
will be weakened as well.

Despite this interdependency, class-
room technology use all too often fo-
cuses only on the accessing and com-
municating phases of students’ work.
Many classroom teachers have already
discovered the benefits of CD-ROMs
and the Internet for accessing informa-
tion, and computer applications are
widely used to communicate informa-
tion through multimedia reports, slide-
shows, and text documents. For the
processing of information, however,
technology’s potential for aiding stu-
dent learning and achievement is
undertapped. This article focuses on
the relationship among:

Students can print slides from
a presentation and create a
posterboard display.
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1. the instructional planning for the
style and format of the communica-
tions students use to demonstrate
their knowledge,

2. the specific modes of information
analysis and synthesis required by
such communications, and

3. the role technology can play in stu-
dents’ processing of their ideas.

Thus, it emphasizes the key role teach-
ers play as instructional designers who
create assignments that maximize learn-
ing and technology use.

Idea Processing and
Effective Communication
In the past 10 years, educators in most
subject areas have developed national
standards that call for student perfor-
mance to reflect authentic, real-world
tasks and require students to think
and communicate at new, higher levels.
To demonstrate their mastery of these
content-area standards, students must
often produce original products or per-
formances that reflect their acquisition
and processing of the information in
question.

Correspondingly, language arts na-
tional standards have come to stipulate
that students be able to write across
the curriculum in a variety of formats,
such as persuasive essays, short stories,
or research reports. As stated by the
National Council of Teachers of En-
glish (NCTE, 1996), students should
be able to:

employ a wide range of strategies
as they write and [to] use differ-
ent writing process elements ap-
propriately to communicate with
different audiences for a variety of
purposes (standard 5).

Although specific content-area stan-
dards provide a variety of topics and
areas of inquiry that students should
be able to write about, the NCTE
points out that students also require
numerous opportunities to compose
communications:

for different audiences and pur-
poses [so as to] enable students
to understand the varying de-
mands of different kinds of writ-
ing tasks and to recognize how
to adapt tone, style, and content
to the particular task at hand
(standard 7).

This standard thus reminds us that the
form of the written product assigned
shapes the thought processing required
to produce it.

Idea Processing and
Communication Format
The relationship between format and
thought can be demonstrated by exam-
ining two writing assignments that use
a word processor: newsletters and post-
ers. As they show, a writing format can
be enhanced by using a word processor.
The assignments employ features of
word processors that extend beyond
producing simple text, functions such
as the incorporation of graphics and the
formatting and styling of text. Using
these functions requires students to
carefully examine their content and its
expression, thereby encouraging them
to extend and refine their thinking.
Examples of word processing programs
that include these capabilities are
common in classrooms, such as
AppleWorks (formerly ClarisWorks),
Microsoft Works, and Microsoft Word.
(Desktop publishing software can also
be used for such activities, but we chose

to focus on software that most teachers
already have and know how to use.)

Assignment One: Newsletter. Newslet-
ters have several distinct features. They
usually are short, are easy to browse for
quick extraction of information, and
incorporate graphic design elements.
They also serve as a means of building

and maintaining a community. Usually
written with a specific audience in
mind, they tend to reflect and perhaps
even advocate a supposedly shared
point of view while also presenting
content in ways that allow people with
varying levels of expertise or interest to
find it useful. Teachers can analyze ex-
ample newsletters with their students to
help them understand the challenges of
writing for a specified audience and to
fit limited space.

First, to make a newsletter easy to
browse, writers must “translate” their
information into words familiar to
their audience. They must select lan-
guage that is precise and details that
are essential to their purposes. Because
newsletter articles are brief, writers
must summarize information by identi-
fying and selecting the main ideas. Pos-
sible topics for inclusion must be nar-
rowed so that page requirements can
be met. These needs also dictate that
the authors must synthesize the “big
picture” and rearrange information
into new or more concise categories.
For example, Ms. Barrett’s fifth-grade
class creates one newsletter for parents
and another for peers. In the newsletter
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for parents they include items of inter-
est for that particular audience such as
upcoming test dates, brief summaries
of the units of study under way, reports
of the recent field trip, and progress re-
ports on the fundraiser. To their peers
they report movie reviews, recommend-
ed books, and the results of a recent
opinion poll on everyone’s favorite
Pokémon™ character.

Newsletter designers must arrange
text and graphic elements so that the
most important ideas stand out and
their relationships to one another are
clear. Graphic design elements such
as type style, columns, photos, tables,
graphs, and bullets help the designer
establish a tone appropriate for the
content and audience and make the
newsletter visually appealing.

Finally, because newsletters are so
often intended to maintain community,
newsletter writers must analyze the in-
formation to be included to determine
how it corresponds to the key values,
needs, and interests of the audience
and then craft the message accordingly.

It is easy to see that when a teacher
presents his or her students with an
assignment to create a newsletter and
reviews with them its salient features,
they have to think about their knowl-
edge in new ways to communicate
effectively. Thus, using a software pro-
gram that facilitates newsletter creation
can support students’ decision making
about how best to meet such commu-
nication needs. Word processing soft-
ware allows authors to try out their
ideas and see actual renderings quickly.
This not only facilitates the authors’ re-
vision process but also allows others to
provide specific suggestions for im-
provement. It also emphasizes and pro-
vides practice in the inevitable editing
required of final written products.

Assignment Two: Poster. Another
style of communication that is easily
achieved with robust word processing
software is the poster. A poster is essen-
tially a printed version of the format-

ting used in programs such as an
AppleWorks slideshow presentation,
in which, presenters usually place just
a few words and perhaps a visual on
one or a series of slides to accompany
an oral presentation. A poster uses
these same features but in the end is
printed, rather than projected onto a
screen. Several 8 ½" � 11" pages can
be grouped together for presentation,
in a manner reminiscent of a booth
at a science fair. Teachers can decide
if the poster presentations can stand
alone or if they should be comple-
mented by either the oral remarks
of the author or a more formal and
detailed written report.

In this assignment, the teacher helps
students recognize that the unique fea-
tures of a poster include the use of short
phrases instead of complete sentences
and of concise and catchy language to
capture a reader’s attention and convey
major ideas. Posters also usually use
bullet points, visuals, and large print so
that they can be easily read from a dis-
tance. Noting these features allows
teachers to talk with their students
about how best to craft their communi-
cation accordingly.

Because the poster dictates short
phrases and bold language, its cre-
ators must identify key ideas
and eliminate nonessen-
tial information. Short
phrases also require the
most vivid and direct
language to convey their
message.

A poster also includes
graphic-design elements,
such as text formatting,
borders, and other geo-
metric shapes. These
require the designers to
analyze the aims and tone of
their messages closely and then find
compatible design elements to serve as
symbolic equivalents. As with the news-
letter, the authors must coordinate the
visual message with the needs of the
presenter and the audience.

Students presented with an assign-
ment to create a poster, reminded of
its essential characteristics, and allow-
ed to put the features of a word proces-
sor to work for them as they craft an
appropriate message will have to care-
fully consider how best to communi-
cate their knowledge within the given
format. As with the newsletter assign-
ment, the word processor can also fa-
cilitate the revision and editing process
as students respond to teacher or peer
feedback and shape the message to
the audience.

Instructional Planning
The newsletter and the poster (1)
illustrate how the manner in which
students process ideas is shaped by the
format of the assignment they are given
and (2) speak to the importance of
instructional planning in the effective
use of technology. During instructional
planning, teachers need to formulate
the focus of inquiry, the mode of analy-
sis, the purpose and audience, and the
format appropriate for a given commu-
nication that students are asked to pro-
duce. This means determining the ex-
tent to which students must both

analyze and communicate subject
matter and effectively use
available technology. In
other words, using tech-
nology effectively in the
classroom involves in-
structional planning
that considers how
technology might

assist students in ac-
cessing data, processing

information, and com-
municating their findings

and insights.
Because software such as

AppleWorks, Works, and Word
significantly extends the variety

of formats teachers can use to measure
student learning—newspapers, posters,
graphs, and concept maps, for ex-
ample—it can also extend the amount
and nature of thought demanded of
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Self-Assessment Checklist Name

Check off Characteristic of written piece Provide a specific example of this characteristic
if present from the assignment

Appropriate for audience, including language use,
tone, topic choice

Level of detail is appropriate for format and audience

Graphic design enhances communication, does not
distract the reader

Feedback on draft gathered and responded to

students. As with any assignment, how-
ever, students will require sufficient
models, teacher demonstration, and
guided practice if they are to be success-
ful. Day-to-day assignments in lan-
guage arts, social studies, math, and sci-
ence should provide practice in
accessing data, processing
information, and com-
municating learn-
ing in a variety
of ways and
for a variety
of purposes. To
these ends, a cross-
disciplinary approach
cannot be overemphasized.

There are two cautions to
keep in mind when planning
to use a word processor as an idea pro-
cessor. First, students need certain soft-
ware operation skills to be adequately
proficient with the design elements re-
quired in these assignments. Second,
there is a tendency of some students to

get wrapped up in the beauty and origi-
nality of their product at the expense of
its content, which can distract from the
desired intellectual tasks of the assign-
ments. Yet teaching the students how
to master specific software features can
be a worthwhile investment if they are

used for multiple assignments,
as suggested previously, and

if the relationship be-
tween the for-

mat of a com-
munication

and the thinking re-
quired to produce it is ad-
equately recognized.

Thoughtful instruc-
tional planning will also
help keep the focus on the

purpose and content of a communica-
tion rather than on the “gee whiz” fea-
tures of the software. Stressing the ana-
lytical features of an exemplary model
with students and the conceptual crite-
ria by which their work will be

graded—perhaps a rubric that students
would use to assess their own work and
that of their peers—will clearly declare
what will be valued in their end prod-
ucts. (See “Self-Assessment Checklist”
below.) Finally, having an authentic as-
signment—real work being produced
for a real audience—will also help stu-
dents focus on what they have to say as
well as on how they present it. For ex-
ample, if students receive assignment
guidelines that emphasize factual accu-
racy and know that their neighbors and
other community members will be
reading their work, they should know
to focus their attention on the content
and its clear expression.

Conclusion
The newsletter and poster examples we
elaborate on here are only two examples
of using a word processor as an idea
processor. As teachers begin to design
instruction that integrates technology
in ways that support all the dimensions

Language Arts
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of students’ work with ideas, the tech-
nological resources at hand will more
greatly enhance student thinking and
achievement. It is then that we will
have realized the true worth of class-
room technology.

Editor’s Commentary
A wonderful resource for analysis of the
critical-thinking, idea-processing aspect
of word processing is Working with a
Word Processor by William Zinsser
(1986, Harper and Row). In addition,
the authors’ comments about the appli-
cations of critical thinking to newslet-
ters and posters also apply to newspa-
pers created in word processing soft-
ware that reflect, report on, and retell
language arts stories, novels, and po-
ems. Furthermore, language arts educa-
tors and other integrated language arts
teachers and literacy specialists may also
want to consider how word processing
technology reflects and resonates the
principles of learning that are the philo-
sophic underpinning of the New Stan-
dards put out by the University of
Pittsburgh in 1997 (www.ncee.org/
OurPrograms/nsPage.html). These
performance standards include such
word-processing-enabled activities as
models of student work, celebration
with family and community, learning
as apprenticeship, performances for
authentic audiences, products that
meet quality standards, extended
projects, active use of knowledge,
interpretation of texts, and testing
understanding of knowledge by
applying and discussing comments.

—Rose Reissman

Language Arts

Resources
For product overview and academic pricing
for AppleWorks (formerly ClarisWorks), visit
www.apple.com/appleworks.

For product information for Microsoft
Works and Microsoft Word, visit www.
microsoft.com.
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