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Computers and Writing Conference

Original Title: From I to We and Ink to Electron: A Perceptual Study of Interactions between Student Writing and Technologies

Revised Title: First Grandiose Experiment in Techno Pedagogy: A Perceptual Study of Interactions between Teacher Authority and Confidence

Part I: Introduction – Graduate Student – Teacher - Researcher

In “Techno-Pedagogical Explorations: Toward Sustainable Technology-Rich Instruction” Dickie Selfe creates a collage of interesting, useful, and encouraging advice for teachers preparing to enter the water of technology enriched pedagogy. I had the very good fortune of reading this article before diving into the project that I will describe and attempt to evaluate in the following essay. However my essay is strung together around the moments where I perceive a failure on my part to achieve the clarity and sound judgment that Selfe articulates in his essay. Joseph Janangelo in “Appreciating Narratives of Containment and Contentment: Reading the Writing Handbook as Public Discourse” argues that teachers of composition often teach a simplistic model of the writing process that oversimplifies the picture of what actually happens when students or anyone else actually sit down to write. The following essay is an attempt to tell a “less secure, less clean story about revision” (111).
In the winter quarter of 2006 I taught a junior composition course focused on the theme of how technology influences writing practices and perceptions of reality. Paul Shovlin and I created this course partly out of a desire to implement an assignment sequence we created for a graduate class entitled Computers and Composition. We were excited by the pedagogical innovations of Geoffrey Sirc and the more philosophical investigations of Cynthia Selfe. We were encouraged to do a study on some aspect of our composition course and present our research at a conference. We chose Victor Vitanza’s CyberReader: Abridged Edition as our primary text. We designed our course, thought about how to design a study, and worked on our IRB forms all, more or less, at the same time. 

Only a handful of months have passed since the final meeting of that class, and I am still trying to understand exactly what happened. In my mind the class did not succeed in the ways that I had hoped it would. Perhaps the first rays of insight that I appreciate now, but could not see at the time concern my competing motivations for designing the class. As a graduate student working with a partner on the final project for a graduate class, I had to come up with an interesting idea for a web based document related to the theme of technology and the writing classroom. I was required to play with Microsoft Front Page in order to develop some skill in web page construction. I was expected to demonstrate some facility with some of the design concepts we discussed in class. I was encouraged to create something that could be used and studied in the composition classroom. As a teacher co-designing a new junior level composition course, I was interested in exploring a wide range of possibilities concerning how students might write differently when using different writing technologies. As a researcher filling out an IRB document I was forced to consider my ethical responsibilities to my students and the discipline of composition and rhetoric studies in the academy. Perhaps my current dissatisfaction with the out come of this particular class is somewhat explained by the fact that I jumped into the intersection of these competing roles only a few weeks after completing my Ph.D. comprehensive exams.
The original focus of our study is on student perceptions of their writing goals and processes in different writing environments. However after reading the student evaluations of the class, I feel compelled to struggle with these student perceptions and my reactions to them first. The following narrative is a genealogy of sorts that describes how the class came about, proceeded, and transformed into the much improved version that I am currently teaching. I focus on the most interesting missteps along the way, and I would like to begin with a vivid personal perception– my initial reaction after reading the student course evaluations.
Part II: After the Fact: Student Evaluations

Journal entry for April 14, 2006: I just read the student evaluations for the 306j winter quarter technology and writing class. I do not believe I have ever had lower marks. Enough students sympathized with what I was trying to do to at least – around three – to support the argument that I was perhaps more disliked than inept. At least three students mentioned positive aspects of class discussions. Concerning the majority opinion, one student claimed that I lied to her (most probably a misunderstanding.) A couple claimed that I yelled at them during class discussion (this may in fact have been the case – I do not usually make students feel this way). Many close to half – probably equals around eight – strongly disagreed with the statement that the instructor was satisfactory. When I saw the check mark on the box ‘somewhat disagreed’ that the instructor was satisfactory, I was relieved to the point where I almost began to feel warm and fuzzy. Bucking this trend, one fan claimed that I was among the best teachers he ever had. 

Of course, course evaluations do not tell the whole story, but I think the main problem was that I had too many activities planned – activities that I was doing for the first time – and too little feel as to how the activities pertained to developing writing and rhetorical skills. A problem Dickie Selfe foresees when he advises, “Don’t let the technologies themselves drive your pedagogy” 17.  I had a neat plan on the syllabus, but because this course was so radically different from anything I have ever done, my ability to read my own performance in the classroom and adjust accordingly was weakened beyond anything I had heretofore experienced. I think maybe this was because this class occurred the first quarter after the comprehensive exams were over, and I went a little overboard with my new found sense of freedom. I was so excited about being able to step outside of my do-what-works-best-with-the-least-amount-of-energy-mindset that I blew up my entire junior composition class in a fit of technological enthusiasm and dove right into the deep end of technologically inspired pedagogy, with predictable results.  And yet this has not really discouraged me from wanting to explore the use computer technology in my writing classroom. So this was one class of only eighteen students who didn’t ‘get me.’ So what?

Part III: Winter Quarter 2006, Junior Composition, Writing and Technology 


When I can look past my own frustrated goals for this class and look at the abilities of the individual students, I can see many positive qualities. The students were not that bad. They dutifully did what I asked of them. They were actually very quick to learn the capabilities of the Wiki site. They logged onto the MOO quickly and began a spirited dramatization of student underlife. They read the articles in the anthology and made class presentations. They wrote journal entries every day in class, and they got into groups and produced a group document on an element of popular culture that contained attempts to discuss this topic in terms of a critical perspective. They wrote two five paged papers on the different ways that computer technologies have altered, improved or diminished their lives. They even talked during class discussion, and yet something was not right. Indeed, something felt very wrong.


I think I began to have some intuition concerning part of what might be wrong after the first day of rough draft critique for paper number one. During this class which occurred in the third week out of a ten week quarter, two or three students read rough drafts out loud and I lead a class exploration of the merits of the drafts. What I began to notice halfway through this part of the class was that many students were surprised by something. Upon reflection I have decided it was my confidence and sense of authority. They looked at me, and they listened to me differently that day.

On Friday, at my weekly meeting with Paul, I told him about rough draft day and started wondering aloud, “Could it be that I have encouraged my students to see me as a well meaning techno enthusiast who doesn’t really know very much? Could the peer critique have been the first moment that my students saw me as knowledgeable in any way? Have I actually convinced my students to see me as incompetent?” These thoughts astonished me, and I am still not sure to exactly what extent they are true, but in terms of how I create this story, how I attempt to understand what went wrong in this class, they are central. It seems likely that I took Selfe’s advice, “Don’t take yourself and your efforts too seriously” a little too far. I think I might have inadvertently convinced my students to see me as bumbling and rather less than competent, and I did not completely reverse the opinion by the end of the quarter.   

Part IV Some Attempt to Mine the Mountain of Data

This class produced a large pile of writing, and I collected almost all of it. The student group projects are available at the PBJ Wiki site and the addresses are in the bibliography. I have a few copies for anyone interested. For me, one of the most interesting bits of student writing comes from the final reflections on the class. On the last day of class I handed out the following prompt:

Please write a page in response to the following prompt. . .

First write about influences this quarter. For example, did your experiences in the group affect the essays you wrote on your own during the quarter? Did the kinds of writing you do outside of school influence your group project? How did your instructor influence the writing you produced? What kinds of carryover did you see between all the potential influences and the different kinds of writing you do?

Second, how do you feel about the kinds of technologies that were integrated into the class? Are they worthwhile? How do they contribute to or detract from your learning and writing? Are any particularly useful for collaborative writing? Is there anything about them that affects writing in some sort of new or interesting way?

Third, if this kind of class were taught again, what kinds of changes would you suggest?

I think when I wrote this prompt I was trying to provide an opportunity for students to express polite generalities that I would probably ignore. And to a limited extent I got this – the engineers liked the use of technology, the early education majors liked the group work – but I also succeeded in encouraging some very blunt criticism in language that felt like it was addressed to a peer on AIM and not to the instructor at the head of the class. “The MOO was not worthwhile and did not contribute to my learning or writing in any way.” “I do not think the Wiki or the MOO contributed anything to the class.” “Nobody enjoyed the group project and the MOO just confused everyone.” I would never want to deny any of my students the right to feel this way, but I also can not help feeling that I skipped an important rhetorical lesson concerning how we express ourselves differently when using different writing technologies. This type of expression is within the acceptable range of discourse in a fast paced MOO or Chat Room environment, but when a teacher collects handwritten responses and leisurely reads them in his office, the impact of such blunt language can be somewhat more intense.
 It is most likely that the strong condemnations come from the students’ sense of frustration about being forced to interact with the technology. As a teacher, I was interested in experimenting with pushing myself out of my comfort zone. Many of my students may not have engaged the same sense of curiosity about this subject, and my initial attempts to draw them in relied too heavily perhaps on a belief that my own sense of enthusiasm and adventure would draw them in. I was also less willing to improvise and explore alternatives to what I had planned because I had such a detailed syllabus. 
Part V: Conclusion 

 My sense of confidence in my teaching abilities has been reinforced through many years of teaching and negotiating my authority in a traditional classroom. I do not believe that I need a strong sense of classroom authority in order to be confident in front of a group of students. However this first large experiment in techno pedagogy came with an ironic twist. I thought I was going to observe student perceptions of how they wrote differently in different writing environments using different writing technologies. I ended up being astonished by how completely different writing technologies challenged my own sense of authority and confidence as a teacher. This dramatic turn about feels illuminating in a number of ways.  

When Dickie Selfe writes “All uses of technology in the classroom are experimental,” (17) I want to stand up and shout, “yes, and isn’t that wonderful!”  Because when we can see things as experiments we can perhaps become energized by our flops rather than shamed by them. My current junior composition class is a revision of my last one. I got rid of the Green Monstrosity – the large web based document that was our final project for the Computers and Writing class and the impetus behind this entire project. I now see it as a rather flashy twenty plus page description of an assignment which the students must read but not really interact with of alter.  I replaced it with a class blog – this was Paul’s idea. The blog is a work in progress that everyone interacts with on at least two levels. Each student is responsible for a single posting on a reading – this has taken the place of class presentations, and everyone has agreed to make four comments on four different postings through out the quarter. The blog appears to have been somewhat useful for generating paper topics for a few students. I have also added more brainstorming, workshopping and critiquing assignments. I present myself as a calmer and more knowledgeable instructor than last time and am reaping predictable benefits. The interaction between me and my students this quarter is friendlier, but probably nothing more than normal. Nevertheless, when thinking about my current classrooms I feel exaltation.


Many of us enter into the discussion concerning technology and pedagogy from different doorways. I would not describe myself as a technology enthusiast, although I am very interested in playing with the equipment and the ideas, and I have a deep interest in what we do in our writing classrooms as we attempt to connect with out students. For me the intersection between technology and pedagogy highlight what is most exciting, energizing, and sexy about the writing classroom.  
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