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Live From the Writing Center

Jason Swarts
Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute

Introduction

Online Writing T utorial (OWT) was designed and piloted in Summer 2000 as a 1-2
credit writing course intended for students on co-op assignment in New York and across
the country.

Similar to its ancestor course, Writing Workshop (WW), which was a 1 credit course
designed to fit the specific writing needs of the students who enrolled, OWT is built
around writing needs of the students. Since the course is reserved for students on co-op
assignment, the work of the course is the same as that which student produces on co-op.
Often, these writing assignments are different from typical classroom essays; they are
hybrid genres that have developed to meet specific work-related needs.

The writing assignments range from commonplace business writing like letters,
reports, and emails to more specific pieces like "design-reviews" and "competency
reports." Upon determining a major writing project that will serve as the final project for
the course, the student and instructor design a curriculum that leads to the completion of
that major writing project. Most co-op students finish their co-ops with a major writing
project and presentation. As closely as possible, other course activities and assignments
are scheduled to mimic actual workplace deadlines.

All contact for the course is online, through some computer mediated means or
another. Since many students at Rensselaer do co-ops at remote sites, it is much more
feasible for instruction to take place in an online medium. The computer mediated means

of communication should, however, be able to support document sharing, as well as



synchronous and asynchronous communication so that drafts of writing may be readily
exchanged and discussed. The following is an overview of the curricular and
technological successes and failures of the Writing Center’s first real-time, distance
writing course.

Successes ‘

Generally, OWT was a success. Both students stated that they found the course to be
very informative and useful, and that the instruction came right when they needed it most
— at work. Both students remarked that although the work they were expected to do
continually changed, my underlying instructional focus on developing interpretive
heuristics for understanding the changing requirements of writing at work were very
helpful. Very often, by talking about ways to analyze workplace writing we
operationalized rules for creating those pieces. My own observations of the course have

revealed other specific successes.

Speed of Feedback

We conducted OWT partly through synchronous and partly through asynchronous
means, and the students quickly found that this communicative arrangement allowed
them to get help very rapidly. As writing problems arose, students were able to either
contact the instructor via-AOL Instant Messenger (receiving help within minutes) or
through email (receiving help within hours). Many writing problems that the students
encountered needed immediate resolution, hence the need for instantaneous feedback.
Yet, while we had the ability to provide instantaneous feedback, often the technology

couldn’t support it (i.e. slow email, and company firewalls).



Help at the Moment of Need

Another success of the course was that because many of the class sessions and
supplementary help sessions happened during work hours, the students could get help on
their writing as they were doing it. Though this kind of contact was always a possibility,
often the students did much of their writing at home. Further, because this work was
done after-hours, they did not always have access to the company resources that they
might otherwise have had.

When the students were able to get the writing help when they needed it, they had
access to many resources (including people and other documents) that they could easily
draw upon to supplement the writing instruction and make it more directly relevant to
their specific work situations. Both students would read my comments, pull up an
example of that kind of work, and ask very specific questions that related the
instructional principles to their specific writing tasks.

One on One Help

Another success of OWT is a carry-over from WW. Each student received extensive
one-on-one help from an experienced writing instructor. The difference, though, between
OWT and WW, is that OWT s curriculum was determined by a writing situation that was
completely unfamiliar to the writing instructor. Even when instructors are working with
students from different disciplines in the writing center, the school work that most
students did in their classes were at least partly familiar in as far as those assignments
bore some resemblance to common academic genres.

The end result for OWT was that instead of recreating a typical instructor/student
relationship that exists even in the most “equal” of peer tutoring scenarios (Trimbur,

1985), OWT seemed more genuinely cooperative. I was trying to make sense out of the
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writing situation by using the students’ experience to articulate particular strategies for

accomplishing the work.

Failures

OWT was generally successful, however, there are some failures to understand, some
of which are technical, some of which are logistical. Some of the problems can be

alleviated in later versions of the course and others will not be so easily resolved.

Ever-changing Work Environment

What I found to be true for the students was that the work planned at the beginning of
course changed dramatically by the end of the course. Luckily, we were able to adjust
the goals of the course so that emerging projects were folded into the existing base
curriculum, which was founded on the examination of workplace writing genres and the
operationalization of writing strategies for those genres. This changing work situation
could potentially be a problem if at the end of the course, the final project changes or
drops out completely. I think that the schedules and syllabi that we set up for this course
need to be flexible and more accommodating of changes in the workplace. If our goal in
OWT is to help students with the writing that they are actually doing, then it would seem
contrary to the spirit of the class to keep the writing assignments the same and not change
them as the student’s work changes.

Proprietary Issues

Another problem concems the work that students produce on the job. Much of the

work that both students in the pilot section did was proprietary, meaning that I was not



allowed to see it until it was cleared by a supervisor. Depending on how the course is set
up, this could be a problem.

If the student’s supervisors are aware of the course then the supervisor can clear
material for the course. However, if the supervisor does not agree to allow the instructor
access to certain information, then it might mean that the student would have two
different copies of their writing (one for internal use and one for class use).

Student Work Schedules

Work schedules, too, tended to be problematic. As mentioned above, much of the
synchronous and asynchronous instruction was purposely scheduled into a regular
workday so that the writing instruction would be carried out within a relevant and real
writing situation. The trouble is that a co-op student’s work schedule is hardly consistent.
Crises came up regularly and OWT had to take a back seat in many instances. As a result,
there were many missed meetings that needed to be rescheduled at times that would fit
both the instructor’s and the student’s schedule.

Time Spent Communicating

A last problem that was technological was the amount of time that an OWT session
takes. To put this information in perspective, researchers have recently speculated that
communicating with text in a computer-mediated environment can take up to 8 times as
long as similar communication in face to face (Walther & Tidwell, 2000.). This
speculation was certainly evidenced in OWT where sessions regularly ran over by 30
minutes or more. It simply takes far longer to type than to say what needs to be said.
This shortcoming of the medium, while not seriously detrimental the outcomes of the
course, could have serious implications should online tutoring become the norm in the

Writing Center.



Technology - Problems

Some of the curricular problems noted above developed from limitations built into the
computer-mediated means at our disposal. For this reason I would like to begin with an
examination of problematic aspects of the technology before touching on the
technological solutions that we devised to work around the problems.

Firewalls

This is potentially a very serious technological problem. Both companies where the
two students worked had extensive firewall protection that prevented them from
downloading or using any software that enabled synchronous chat. This problem must be
addressed at the corporate site as no software that the Writing Center has surveyed has
provides an easy way around this problem. Most firewall problems can be solved, but we
may want to make it a stipulation of taking the course that some form of synchronous
communication (i.e. AOL Instant Messenger, Telnet, or NetMeeting) be available and
accessible.

Email

Another problem related to the strength of company firewalls was the apparently
sluggishness of email communication. Although email does not seem like it would be a |
problem, when it comes to document sharing, email can raise some logistic and
pedagogical concerns. To the point, email is much slower than we typically believe it is.
It is not an instantaneous medium of exchange and in a class session where the speed of
conversation is already hampered by the amount of typing required, email delays slow
down class. I believe that the company firewall slowed emails down when receiving
emails from an outside server and when sending emails to any location outside of the

company server..



Another problem with email is more pedagogical. While most computers now have
email capability, few email programs support any annotation features that would allow an
instructor to “comment” on a piece of writing as opposed to “‘change” a piece of writing.
Email affords reading a message or changing it altogether. In order to suggest a change it
is far easier for the instructor to simply make the change, a practice that is contrary to
most accepted paradigms of responding to student writing.

Instant Messenger

Instant Messenger was a very convenient tool to use for OWT, though we were able to
use it only inconsistently, given the technological and scheduling problems noted above.
AOL’s Instant Messenger allowed easy storage of the student’s screen names, file sharing
(via email), and it had a save and print feature that enabled students and the instructor to
save session transcripts for future reference. Though the technology worked well, it
stifled collaboration because there was no medium for application sharing. This problem
is similar to email as noted above. In the absence of a shared physical space, I could not
share the student’s text, suggest changes by pointing to a section of the document. The
best we could manage was to paste in sections of a text into the chat window. However,
even under these conditions I still had to suggest changes either by making them outright
or by going through the laborious process of articulating what needed to be done where
without being able to point to the text.

Static Medium

Another problem was that the document sharing that was supported in the available
technologies did not support collaboration or real time revision that was participatory in
any great sense. The medium that we chose to use to convey revisions and revision

suggestions was an attached MS Word documents marked up using Microsoft’s



Reviewing Tools. At least with this technology the instructor can insert comments
without altering the appearance of the text. Word s reviewing tools are very useful, and

even though they are not participatory, nor are they especially intuitive to use.

Technology — Solutions
Conference Phone

Using the conference phone as a means to supplement an instructional setting with an
audio channel has proven to be of great help. Once in place, the conference phone made
synchronous sessions far better as it was much easier to 1) convey information 2) clarify
any misunderstandings and 3) focus attention on the screen to actual revisions, keeping
an auditory channel open to listen to explanations of those revisions. Ibelieve the use of
the conference phone vastly decreased the amount of time necessary to convey
information to students.

NetMeeting

Initially, the technology of choice in planning for OWT was Microsoft’s NetMeeting,
which comes pre-installed on many Window s operating systems. Selecting NetMeeting
for use in OWT and later in a Virtual Writing Center seemed a natural fit since the
program would likely be available on the student’s laptops. The only problem is that in
order to host a meeting, the person initiating the meeting session must have a static IP
address. The instructors who use it would need to conduct their classes from the Writing
Center or some other location where a static IP address is available.

Another option for using NetMeeting is that Microsoft has at least 4 different locations
on the web that will host NetMeeting sessions, and so the problem of static IP addresses

might be easily solved.



The advantages to using NetMeeting would be:
¢ Audio channels to supplement typed conversation
¢ Document sharing— remote users can share applications on the host computer
(enabling participatory revision)
e Whiteboard — remote users can use a whiteboard to sketch ideas

Telnet

One technology used out of neqessity over the summer session was the “talk” feature
in a standard Telnet connection. The “talk” function calls up a split screen that links
together two people in a real-time conversation. This technology enabled both students
to participate from work through the firewalls that prevented the use of other technology.
The only trouble was that the “‘talk” function only allowed conversation - no document
sharing. Worse, using some common Telnet software, there is no backspace function —
disallowing conversants from editing even their owr; conversation.

The main benefit of Telnet is that it is quick, it gets through firewall protection, and the

client software needed to run it is freely distributed on the Internet.

Camtasia

Camtasia is a freely distributed shareware program that allows the user to make highly
compressed .avi videos of activity on their computer screen. This technology is
particularly useful for students and instructors alike who run into writing problems that
are difficult to articulate, but are easy to demonstrate. I ask students to make screen
capture videos of writing problems that they encounter. I go through the same process,
recording difficult to explain concepts in my own writing. These videos are zipped and

distributed on a course website.



One of the problems with distance education and with the distance tutoring proposed
for the Virtual Writing Center is that when tutors and students are not in the same room,
with their conversation mediated by a text‘that they can both see and write on, it is very
difficult to explain a concept or revision. These videos will help to alleviate that problem
by capturing problematic moments in writing and making them available as common

artifacts.

Recommendations

In the future, I think that OWT could benefit from a few specific changes.
¢ Establish a NetMeeting Conference as the site of all classroom exchanges so
that any course materials are held in one central location
e Establish audio contact with the student to facilitate conversational exchanges.
e Make a web site that contains all class material.
e Provide some technology that allows students to “preserve” their writing

problems as they happen.

Training

OWT is a teaching experience unlike others. There are many pitfalls to teaching
writing online, and while many of them are technological, others are pedagogical. In
short, students who contact the Writing Center or their instructors are often doing so from
within a context where that writing help is most needed.

Typical writing classes take place in the context of a classroom, where the motivations
for writing are somewhat contrived. The writing that students do in a writing classroom

is built up around a vision of what the appropriate context for that writing might look
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like. In distance education, as in OWT, the context for writing is very real, and the
students taking the course are writing in that context. This new relationship between the
instructor (the person with writing expertise) and the student (the person most familiar
with the context for writing) is particularly disorienting at first because in most sessions
there is very little instruction going on — as we typically recognize it.

Following this initial acclimation period, tutors can then get into the basics of OWT.
Training should begin by learning the technology. Tutors should participate in an OWT
course as an outside participant in order to get a feel for the kind of participatory dynamic
that is likely to develop between student and teacher. Tutors should also become familiar
with the various co-op requirements that students must meet in terms of progress reports
and presentations. Another ideal training would be to handle some online tutoring

sessions with students that connect from across campus or across the state.
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Appendix A - Course Syllabus

Online Writing Tutorial

Rensselaer Writing Center RPIwrite/swartj@rpi.edu Summer IIT 2000

Rationale

The object of this class is one of our own devising. Much like its ancestor, Writing
Workshop, our class will begin with a joint meeting to establish a working syllabus that
draws primarily from work that you will be expected to do on your co-op assignment.
Based on that work, we will design a systematic approach to understanding and
practicing those genres, using real work situations as our motivation for completing them.
We will be using actual content from your co-op and following actual deadlines from
your co-op. If this means that we have to meet at irregular times to help you meet
deadlines, I’m ready for it. I look forward to our work together.

Online Component

Naturally, since we cannot be in the same place every week for the duration of this class,
we will be meeting primarily, if not exclusively, online in some synchronous
environment. I require this for a couple of different reasons. First, when we only have
email, the work that we do will seem very impersonal, and I won’t be sensitive to the
kinds perceptions that you have of your work and my response to it. This simple notion
is that behind normal face-to-face tutoring. At least in some real-time conversation
technology we will be able to reproduce it.

We will meet one hour a week (in multiple chunks, if you wish) for every credit hour that
you register for (i.e. 1 credit hour =1 hr/ 2 credit hours = 2 hrs). However, I don’t want
you to think that this is your only contact. You can contact me any time by email to
arrange for a synchronous exchange.

See the links to the required technologies on the main page of the course homepage.
Also, if you want to suggest a different technology that I could get easy access to, suggest
it to me.

Attendance

I don’t need to remind you that this is a real class. As such, your attendance is required
as it would be in any other class. Of course, we can’t anticipate constraints on your
schedule created by your job, so consider this agreement a flexible one that can be altered
as necessary. So, if you find that you are not able to meet online for the required number
of hours in a week, we can carry over remainders to less busy weeks. Please sign an
attendance agreement for the Writing Center’s records (download).



Grading

Grading is a curious aspect of a course like Online Writing Tutorial because it is based on
your work and is driven by your motivation to complete that work. As you might
suspect, people traditionally do very well in this course. I assure you that if you at least
complete the assignments we agree to that you will get at least a “B” in the course.

Portfolio

One option that we are leaving open to other students is that they can register for Online
Writing Tutorial in the fall and receive credit for work that they do over the summer.
What this entails is that students complete a project or two in the fall to justify a fall
registration. One of the projects is a portfolio of work done on the job (or variations
thereof) to use later for gaining employment. This will be accompanied by a resume that
works hard to integrate an articulation of the co-op experience. This project is, I have
found, very useful for people thinking about applying for a job in the near future, and in
some cases I may recommend this project for students in the summer session of the
course.

In order to complete the project you may need to find out more about the proprietary
rights held by your company to the work that you produce for them.

Combine this course with another writing center course in the Fall.

?-»-L
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