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Five writing-assistance programs: A review

WILLIAM N. HAYES, JAMES WYATT COOK, and CARL SAMBERG
Albion College, Albion, Michigan

A variety of written material was evaluated with five writing-assistance software packages.
Three of the packages were found to be of limited value; they operated at a superficial level and
cost much money. Of the remaining two, one was judged potentially valuable, although it was
embedded in a larger system designed to teach writing to college students. The other one was
judged a best buy on the basis of helpfulness to writers and minimal cost. Software is still no
substitute for a good human editor.

Recently, several firms have marketed software and text
packages that purport to help writers improve their prose.
Spurred by our interest in helping students to become bet­
ter writers and by the desire to improve our own efforts,
and assisted by a grant from the Albion College Faculty
Development Committee, we acquired four of these pack­
ages, which on the basis of their promotional material,
seemed both representative of the genre and promising.
They included:

Grammatik Ill. San Francisco: Reference Software,
Inc., 1988. $99.

Readability Program for the IBM PC, XI. and AT.
Vaxsjo, Sweden: Scandinavian PC Systems, 2nd ed.,
1988. $79.95, with Readability manual.

Right Writer: Version 3.0. Sarasota, FL: RightSoft,
Inc., 1988. $95.00.

Wresch, William. Writers Helper Stage II. Iowa
City: Conduit, The University ofIowa, 1988. $125.
($28 per copy in Educator Pats; includes student
manual, instructor's manual, and student handouts)

To assess the kinds of help that these packages could
offer writers, especially student writers, we (a psycholo­
gist, an English professor, and a senior English student
with computer expertise) put all of the programs through
their paces by submitting series of texts to each one. The
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texts included an artifact essay written by one of us (Cook)
to display a variety of the sorts of errors typically made
by novice writers, three actual student essays, and two
essays by recognized prose stylists (Winston Churchill and
Stephen Jay Gould). All of the programs proved intrigu­
ing to operate. In tenns of their potential utility as editorial
or teaching aids, however, we found a wide variability,
which seemed to be directly proportional to price. None
of them, as one might reasonably expect, was as discern­
ing or as discriminating as a moderately skillful human
editor, and only two of them seemed to merit serious con­
sideration as aids to student writing.

Here is the artifact passage that we submitted to each
program:

The Heart of Darkness is an interesting book. You can
say interesting things about it, however Conrad didn't mean
all that he says.

There is a lot of very unique action in The Heart of Dark­
ness and Krutz one of the main characters is the most unique
of all. Because he symbol evilness and badness. Due to his
unsatiable desire for ivory he does not take lightly to the
natives disobeying of him and therefore he takes a native
women to be a mistress even though having an "intended"
back in Europe. Then there is Marlow and the Russian and
the Pilgrims who you would think Conrad might develop
fuller for grinding poverty on the natives. Being that Con­
rad want the reader to imply the meaning of the story
though. He therefore just sketches the characters in light.
Just wanting to hint at them. The reader then can envisual­
ize his own interpulation. Ifl would of thought more about
the Russian I would of probly gave him more weight, in
my consideration but I was (as usual) drownded despite that
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I left plenty of time to write in homework and did not
recieve enough time to of read all the prof assigned to me.

Readability Program
Faced with this example, the Readability Program, in

our judgment the showiest but the least useful of the four,
produced several elaborate graphics that were based on
word and letter counts and on matching sentence length
and pattern with arbitrarily selected norms. It then
produced the following general remarks:

1. "Text's focal point is very favorably located."
2. "Text has a broad spread on the Style [sic] diagram.

Very Good!" (The "style diagram" is a computer-generated
schema that purports to compare the current writing sam­
ple to a series of sentence patterns common to journalistic
prose and to an "ideal curve.")

3. "There are no complicated sentences in the text. Sim­
ple and easy to read!"

4. "Text contains many simple words. Easy to
understand. "

In addition, the program offered the following advice:
"You can improve your text's readability if you: every
now and then try to write a sentence using only short
words. "

In comparison, about the prose of the late Sir Winston
Churchill, the Readability Program repeated Comments
3 and 4 above before making these suggestions: "Increase
the average number of short words per sentence. " "Make
a greater effort to have your sentences scattered through
the style diagram." "Write even more sentences contain­
ing only short words. "

The essential problem with the Readability Program lies
in its underlying assumptions about what makes prose
readable. In fairness, its creator, Roland Larson, recog­
nizes some of its limitations:

The Readability method is based on statistical procedures
that measure word length, sentence length, percentage of
commonly encountered words. Naturally, there are many
other factors that affect the ease with which a reader can
understand whatever message we are trying to get across.
For example, your Readability program [sic] has no way
of knowing how familiar the reader is with the subject at
hand, how interested he is in it or his general level of edu­
cation. Syntax errors that flaw the structure of a sentence
and unclear references within sentences are also examples
offactors that your Readability program [sic] cannot mea­
sure. (Readability manual, pp. 6-1 to 6-2)

To that list of limitations, one could add that the pro­
gram has almost no provision for the recognition of the
lexicon. (The program does recognize and count what it
calls "mortar and bricks"-prepositions, articles, rela­
tive pronouns, and some subordinating conjunctions.) We
find it astonishing that, although the accompanying manual
has a useful section of tips for writers-tips with respect
to the passive voice, abstractions, and nominalizations,
all of which are the very stuff of government gobbledy-
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gook-the program itself makes no provision for recogniz­
ing these offenders; instead, arguing for the applicability
of a series of mathematically interesting but linguistically
trivial formulas to the process of writing, it blithely as­
sumes that to discover short- and long-word-to-sentence
ratios will somehow improve one's style. One would there­
fore get precisely the same general results if one ran the
program on samples of alphabetically spelled Chinese or,
indeed, on a sample of nonsense.

Therein, no doubt, lies the marketing genius of the ef­
fort; with minor modifications it could run for virtually
any language. A certain misleading and unattractive defen­
siveness appears, then, in the Readability Program
manual's insistence that, irrespective of lexical and gram­
matical values, reliable qualitative assessments of writ­
ing result from exclusively quantitative measures of sen­
tence and word length and their ratios: "However, it [the
Readability Program] nonetheless provides you with a
useful and objective measure of the quality of your writ­
ing" (Readability manual, p. 6-2).

Neither did we find either useful or very informative
the measurement of these ratios against an ideal curve that
scatters "simple, normal, narrative, foggy, elegant, dif­
ficult, pompous, and wordy" sentences on either side of
a norm (the "Readability Index") developed from the
Gunning Fog Index, and the Recalculated Flesch Score.

Accompanied by an excellent instruction manual, which
contains both the best introduction to MS-DOS that we
have read and a clear discussion of good writing, the
Readability Program is fun to use. It displays attractive
scatter diagrams and bar graphs, and it can reveal clusters
of long words. Despite the attempt to dazzle, though, the
program gives information too global to enable careful
revision. Its most useful advice about writing appears in
the accompanying manual, and in our view that infor­
mation is more economically available in any basic text
on style.

Grammatik
Grammatik II used similar counts of words, syllables,

and letters to compare a text sample with Lincoln's
"Gettysburg Address," a Hemingway short story, and
a life insurance policy, but Grammatik III will only do
so with the purchase of an additional utility package. 1

Grammatik W, the most recent update, also does this. It
makes these comparisons in terms of the Flesch Reading
Ease Score and the Flesch-Kincaid grade-level scale.
Lincoln rates a 64 on the reading ease score, as does the
author of the "Heart of Darkness" sample. Hemingway
scores an 86 (higher is easier) and Gould a 38. Gram­
matik III also recognizes questions, exclamations, passive
constructions, and prepositions. It assumes that short
words and short sentences are good, regardless of sub­
ject matter or audience. In fact, the Grammatik III manual
literally suggests that the best way to improve your read­
ability scores is to "use short words and sentences." An
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update to Grammatik W, which includes both the Gram­
matik III options and the utility package, is obtainable
for $29.

Right Writer
More useful is Right Writer. This program prints out

the text in question with interspersed comments and que­
ries: "Is sentence too long?" "Do subject and verb agree
in number?" "Is this a complete sentence?" "Passive
voice." Like the two programs discussed above, Right
Writer counts words and letters, but it also recognizes in­
flectional suffixes and words. It is therefore capable of
elementary syntactic and stylistic suggestions. About the
phrase "state of the art," for example, it commented,
"overused." It also contains at least a rudimentary thesau­
rus, and it can suggest replacing a long word with a sim­
pler synonym: "Replace [facilitating] by 'ease' or 'help',"
it usefully suggests. Beyond this, Right Writer recognizes
misspellings by comparing each word in a selection with
the words in its dictionary. On encountering "seperate,"
it infonns the writer, "this is not a word." It is possible
to add to the dictionary, so that a person who knows his
or her own spelling demons could run a constant check
on them. It can identify usage as colloquial or wordy.
Responding to the Churchill sample, it corrected Sir
Winston's "that there was" to "there was" and in one
of the student papers suggested that "so as to," which
it identified as wordy, become simply "to." We found
the documentation in the accompanying manual good and
useful for the most part, though we were struck by the
irony of the critical remark, "Passive voice is used in the
writing. "

In addition to the particulars listed above, Right Writer
does a better job than the other programs thus far dis­
cussed in recognizing a text's level of difficulty. The pro­
gram ranks passages submitted to it on a scale from weak
to strong-strength being characterized by the active
voice, shorter sentences, less wordy phrases, more com­
mon words, and more positive wording. It also charac­
terizes prose on a scale from terse to wordy by comput­
ing the proportion of adjectives and adverbs that it
recognizes to the total number of words in the text. This
means that it makes some allowance for the writer's au­
dience and purpose, rather than always assuming that
shorter is better. One can, in fact, set the word-difficulty
level according to the educational level of the anticipated
audience-general public, high school, college, or uncom­
mon. Right Writer opined that readers of the Gould sam­
ple would require a 13th grade level of education, and
advised him to split up a couple of sentences, to use the
active voice, and to employ shorter sentences, fewer weak
phrases, and more common words. Although that advice
might be ludicrous if applied to Gould, it would not be
bad for the average freshman composition student.

Right Writer also generates a jargon index, although we
thought peculiar some of the items it identified as jargon:
"architectural," "donation," and "abortion." It also
prints a list of words to revise. Like the others, it calcu-

lates the Flesch and Fog indices. Right Writer's greatest
strength, however, lies in its ability to call attention to
particular instances and to make remedial recommenda­
tions. Given a student writer-and there are many-who
displays the specific problems it identifies, we think that
this program could be of real help in a writing laboratory
or in a training department.

Writer's Helper
By far the most ambitious and the best of the commer­

cially available packages that we examined was William
Wresch's Writer's Helper. This is a total instructional
package, including an instructor's manual and handouts
for students, and it is intended as a self-contained course
in writing. The elements of the package were pretested
before being marketed, although the pretest data do not
appear in the accompanying materials. Writer's Helper dis­
plays all the most useful features of the programs dis­
cussed above, plus many others. It contains a series of
prewriting activities to help students generate ideas. One
of these is the "idea wheel," which randomly matches
nouns and verbs as subjects, predicators, and objects to
help spark student imagination. It pennits the operator
or the writer a broad degree of control over the use of
its various components. One can choose, for instance,
among a number ofchecks on structure that provide help in
outlining, paragraph coherence, paragraph development,
sentence-length category matching, subordinate clauses,
and so forth. It allows for considerations of audience in
checking the levels of readability and diction. Indeed,
many of its features can be customized to suit the partic­
ular level and needs of the user. Because it recognizes
subordinating conjunctions, it can produce a ratio of
subordinate to main clauses in a writing sample as a mea­
sure of the sample's comparative syntactic sophistication.

It was not fooled at all by the now infamous "Heart
of Darkness" sample. Ranking it at the 9.6 grade level
for prose (generous, we thought), it gave the following
response: "You seem to be writing below your audience."
(We had set up for Grade 13.) "Are your sentences short
and choppy? Perhaps you should combine a few. " Good
advice! And the following: "Also check your vocabulary.
Are you using vague one-syllable words like 'nice' and
'lots?' Use more specific words to rise to the level of your
audience. "

Another indication of the level of sophistication of
Writer's Helper is the availability of paragraph checks.
For example, paragraph coherence is examined by print­
ing the first and last sentences of each paragraph. In this
way, it is easy to see changes from beginning to end.
"Paragraph Development" numbers each paragraph in
a document, prints a star for every five words, and then
prints the total number of words and sentences in the para­
graph. If a paragraph has fewer than 50 words, the pro­
gram calls attention to it, and suggests that one may wish
to consider more development. Ifa paragraph is more than
200 words long, this is also noted, and one is encouraged
to see whether every sentence relates to the topic sentence.



Another option, "Category Match," looks for how writers
use the, I, you, he/she, is, and was, and determines how
the frequencies of use compare to typical writing in the
categories of newspaper, informative, scientific, or fic­
tion writing, according to norms published by Johansson
(1985). In this way, the writer may determine whether
tense is consistent with the norm for the particular type
of writing at hand. Is the writer using pronouns in the
way that is customary in scientific or newspaper writing?

Writer's Helper also ranks writing for its level of dic­
tion on a scale from informal through neutral to formal.
It calls attention to over 100 transitional devices and com­
pares the submitted writing sample to its list. This is es­
pecially useful, we think, because weak transitions often
characterize student prose. Another feature that we par­
ticularly liked was its use of Walker Gibson's (1966) scale,
which describes writing as sweet, like advertising; stuffy,
like bureaucratese; or tough, like fiction. Sweet writing,
according to Gibson, contains 10%-19 % long words.
Stuffy writing contains 20% or more. Tough writing,
however, contains under 10%. Is this another variant on
the "shorter is better" presurnption?-Perhaps, but in the
context of the program's capability, this variant did not
strike us as so objectionable. We liked this program, and
we have recommended it to our school's Developing Skills
Center for use with problem writers. It might be a good
idea for Conduit to consider publishing this revision sec­
tion of Writer's Helper separately. It could be very useful
in teaching or improving writing in advanced psychology
courses, among others.

Styled and Stylist
As we were reviewing these programs, one of us came

across Styled and Stylist, a shareware, public-domain
package by Louie Crew. It can be obtained from the
National Collegiate Software Clearinghouse, Duke Uni­
versity Press, 6696 College Station, Durham, NC 27708;
there is a $10.00 user fee. We found this package to be
better than the first three of the four reviewed above, and,
considering its price, it is by far the best bargain. Crew
makes no simplistic assumptions. Neither does he make
inflated claims for his program. In the on-line documen­
tation for Styled and Stylist, he announces accurately what
its constituent programs do and his purpose in creating
the package: "I created them to help me revise. I ... also
use them to analyze what others write." As it happens,
we share Crew's tastes for clean, straightforward prose.
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Like the other programs reviewed here, Styled and Stylist
counts the numbers of letters in words and the numbers
of words in sentences. It also analyzes punctuation, syn­
tax, and nominalization. Crew's advice in the documen­
tation, however, urges writers to consider long words and
long sentences in terms of the writer's purpose, the con­
texts in which the words appear, and the effects that the
writer desires to achieve.

Styled and Stylist sensibly calls the writer's attention
to structure words, as opposed to content words, with a
view to helping the writer decide whether or not to edit.
It identifies forms of the verb to be used as main verbs,
with the caveat that writers may weaken their prose by
burying action in nouns when action verbs would pack
greater power. In our judgment, this remark identifies the
single greatest weakness in the writing of students who
have otherwise mastered the rudiments of writing syn­
tactically sound sentences, so this feature proved espe­
cially attractive to us. The program usefully prints out
nominalizations-presumably on the basis of recognizing
noun-forming derivational suffixes-that may bury action.

An appropriate audience for Styled and Stylist might
include, at an entry level, students who display basic writ­
ing skills at the college level, but who do so clumsily,
and, at a more advanced level, professionals intent on
polishing their style. The programs require judgment on
the part of the user. As Crew remarks, "Each program
serves as a heuristic. It only describes; it cannot prescribe
or remedy. It can help a clever person to identify and ar­
range insight. A dullard a dullard will remain." Of the
several programs reviewed here, Styled and Stylist
promises the greatest potential benefit for people who are
already reasonably able writers and who are writing or
editing with a purpose, whether scientific, commercial,
or literary.
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NOTE

1. The passage from the artifact essay on "/he Heart ofDarkness was
nol tested with Grammalik U or Grammatik IV.




